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am  kiTxvebze  pasuxis  gacemis  erTi  gza  aris  is,  rom  pirvel  

rigSi  ganvsazRvroT  mecniereba,  Semdeg  axlos  gavecnoT  mecnierul  

midgomas _ mis  daSvebebs,  miznebs,  Taviseburebebs  da  SevadaroT  igi  

codnisadmi  sxva  midgomebTan.

ra aris mecniereba?

samwuxarod,  mecniereba  xSirad  arasworad  aris  gagebuli.  dil

etantebi,  Jurnalistebi,  politikosebi,  swavlulebi,  TviT  mecniere

bi  gansxvavebuli  mniSvnelobiT  da  gansxvavebuli  konteqstiT  iyene

ben  termins  `mecniereba~.  zogierTisaTvis,  mecnierebas  prestiJuli  

mniSvneloba  aqvs,  zogisTvis  mecniereba  namdvili  codnaa,  zogisTvis  

ki  es  empiriuli  fenomenis  obieqtur  kvlevas  niSnavs.

mecnierebis  sawyisi  gansazRvra  sakmaod  rTulia,  vinaidan  xalxi  

xSirad  erTmaneTSi  urevs  mecnierebis  arssa  da  mis  meTodologias.  

miuxedavad  imisa,  rom  mecnierebas  ar  aqvs  konkretuli Tema, ama Tu 

im movlenis nebismier kvlevas mecnierebad ar ganvixilavT. magaliTad,  

astrologebi  akvirdebian  varskvlavebis  ganlagebas,  sxvadasxva  mov

lenebs  adamianTa  cxovrebaSi  da  cdiloben  daamyaron  mimarTeba  

maT  Soris.  es  miznebi  da  aqtivobebi  ar  aZlevs  saSualebas  astro

logias  mecnierebis  did  ojaxSi  Sevides.  maSinac  ki,  Tu  presti

Juli  universiteti  daafuZnebs astrologiis  departaments,  axal  

fakultets,  Seqmnis  kurikulums,  mecniermuSakis  xarisxs,  astro

logia mecnierul disciplinad ar CaiTvleba. mizezi,  ris  gamoc  as

trologias  ar  vaRiarebT  mecnierebad,  aris  ara  misi  sfero,  aramed  

is,  rom  misi  meTodologia  ar  aris  mecnieruli.  rodesac  is  mimar

Tulebebi,  romlebic  xalxis  mier  aRiarebulia rogorc  faqtobrivi  

codna,  uaryofilia  mecnierebis  mier,  es  uaryofa  yovelTvis  emyare

ba  meTodologias.  ufro  metic,  mecnierebis  Sinaarsis  didi  nawili  

mudmivad  icvleba:  codna,  romelic  mecnierulad  miiCneva  dRes,  mo

mavalSi  SeiZleba  aramecnierulad  moinaTlos.  termini  `mecniereba~  

exeba  ara  codnis  romelime  zogad  an  konkretul  nawils,  aramed  

meTodologias.  am  mizezTa  gamo,  termins  `mecniereba~  gamoviyenebT  

mTeli  im  codnis  aRsaniSnavad,  romelic  mecnieruli  meTodologiiT  

aris  mopovebuli.
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/ /codnis sxvadasxva gageba

sityva  `mecniereba~  momdinareobs  laTinuri  sityvidan  ~sci

re~,  rac  codnas  niSnavs.  mTeli  istoriis  ganmavlobaSi  adamianebi  

codnas  gansxvavebuli  gziT  iZendnen.  mecnieruli  midgoma  ar  aris  

erTaderTi  midgoma,  romliTac  adamianebma  scades  Caswvdomodnen  

garemosa  da  sakuTar  Tavs.  sami  sxva  zogadi  midgomac  emsaxureboda  

codnis  SeZenas:  avtoritaruli  modeli,  mistikuri  modeli,  racio

nalisturi  modeli.  mTavari  gansxvaveba  am  modelebs  Soris  mdgo

mareobs  im  gzebSi,  riTac  isini  irCeven:  wyaros  an  codnis  miRebis  

albaTobas  (anu, saidan ici?),  proceduras,  romliTac  xdeba  codnis  

miReba  (rogor  gaige?);  efeqts,  romelic  am  codnas  aqvs  (ra  Seicvala 

amis gagebiT?).2  aseve  ixileT  entoni  o’heari,  `Sesavali  mecnierebis  

filosofiaSi~).  am  modelebis  mokle  aRwera  gviqmnis  perspeqtivas  

mecnieruli  midgomis  SedarebiTi  SefasebisaTvis.

avtoritaruli modeli

avtoritaruli  modelis  mixedviT  adamianebi  codnas  eZieben  im  

individebisagan,  romlebic  socialurad  an  politikurad codnis  

mwarmoeblebad iTvlebian.  eseni  SeiZleba  iyvnen  winaswarmetyvelebi  

gvarovnul  sazogadoebebSi,  arqiepiskoposebi  Teokratiul  sazoga

doebebSi  (magaliTad mola Tanamedrove iranSi),  mefeebi  monarqiul  

sazogadoebebSi  da  mecnierebi  teqnokratiul  sazogadoebebSi.  nebi

smier  sazogadoebaSi  SeiZleba  sxvadasxva  avtoritets  daeyrdnon  

ga nsxvavebuli  fenomenis  Sesaxeb  codnis  mosapoveblad.  sailustra

ciod  SegviZlia  moviyvanoT  RvTismoSiSi  kaTolikebi,  romelTaT

visac  papis  avtoriteti  religiur  sakiTxebSi  Seuvalia. gansxvave

bul konteqstSi, CineTis kulturuli revoluciis (daiwyo 1965 wels) 

meTaurs mao Zedunsa da mis cols igive avtoriteti hqondaT konti

nenturi CineTis cxovrebisyovel aspeqtSi. `mcire  wiTeli  wigni~,  sa

dac  Sesulia  maos  aforizmebi,  erTgvari  bibliis  rols  asrulebda  

imasTan  dakavSirebiT,  ra  iqneboda  swori  saqcieli  an  fiqri.  mola  

amJamindel  iranSi  kidev  ufro  Tanamedrove  magaliTia.  avtorita

2.  Walter L. Wallace, The Logic of Science in Sociology ( Hawthorne, N.Y.: Aldine, 1971), p.11. 
See also,  Anthony O’Hear, An Introduction to the Philosophy of Science ( New York: Oxford University 
Press, 1989).
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rul  modelSi  araprofesionalebi  codnis  warmoebis  unars  miaweren  

socialur,  politikur  an  religiur  avtoritets.  avtoritetis  pa

suxis  bunebaze  gavlenas  axdens  manera,  romliTac  araprofesionali  

mimarTavs  avtoritets  (ceremonia)  da  ara  mimmarTvelis  ndoba  pasux

isadmi.  maT,  visac  codnis  mwarmoeblis  avtoritetis  diskrediteba  

an  delegitimizeba  surT,  ganmeorebiT  unda  uaryon  maTi  mtkicebebi  

da  warmoadginon  codnis  axali  wyaro.

mistikuri modeli

mistikur  modelSi  WeSmaritebis  maZiebelni  codnas  iReben  ze

bunebrivi  avtoritetebisagan,  winaswarmetyvelebisagan,  mediumebi

sagan.  am  TvalsazrisiT,  mistikuri  modeli  avtoritaruli  mode

lis  msgavsia.  igi  gansxvavdeba  Tavisi  damokidebulebiT  zebunebrivi  

movlenebisadmi  da  codnis  momxmareblis  fsiqofizikuri  mdgo

mareobisadmi.  mistikuri  modeli  damokidebulia  ritualuri  da  ce

remoniuli  procedurebis  gamoyenebaze.  magaliTad,  wesCveulebebi,  

romlebic  axlavs  astrologiur  winaswarmetyvelebas,  miznad  isaxavs  

araprofesionalis,  diletantis  darwmunebas  astrologis  zebune

briv  ZalebSi.

ufro  metic,  mZime  depresiis,  uimedobis,  intoqsikaciis  pirobeb

Si,  codnis  momxmarebeli  eswrafvis  im  codnis  aRiarebas,  romelsac  

mistikuri  modeli  iZleva.  ndoba  aseTi  saxiT  miRebuli  codnisadmi  

mcirdeba,  rac  ufro  izrdeba  uaryofis  raodenoba,  izrdeba  sazoga

doebis  ganaTlebis  done  an  umjobesdeba  pirovnebis  fsiqologiuri  

mdgomareoba.

racionalisturi modeli

filosofiuri  skolis,  racionalizmis  mixedviT,  codnis  miReba  

SesaZlebelia  logikis  formebisa  da wesebisadmi mkacri  erTgule biT. 

racionalizmis  mTavari  daSvebebia:  (1)  adamianis  gonebas  SeuZlia  

Caswvdes  samyaros  misi  dakvirvebadi  fenomenebisagan  damoukide

blad  da   (2)  codnis  formebi  Cveni  pirovnuli  gamocdilebisagan  da

moukideblad  arsebobs.  sxva  sityvebiT  rom  vTqvaT,  racionalistur  

models  saqme  aqvs  imasTan, rac principSi  WeSmariti  unda  iyos  da  

rac    logikurad  SesaZlebeli  da  dasaSvebia.
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racionalistisaTvis,  abstraqtuli  formaluri  logika  is  mode

lia,  romlis  erTgulnic  unda  viyoT,  raTa  mecnierulad  viazrovnoT.  

esaa  daxelovnebis  mecniereba_misi  wesebis  dacva  saSualebas  gva

Zlevs  ganvasxvavoT  mecnieruli  mtkicebebi  dausabuTebeli  mosazre

bebisagan.  klasikuri  racionalistebis  mixedviT,  berZenma  filoso

fosma  aristotelem  (Cv.waRmde  384322)  gamoikvlia  logikis  sruli  

Sinaarsi  da  amdenad  codnisa  da  WeSmaritebis  struqtura.  germaneli  

filosofosi  imanuel  kanti  (17241804)  werda:

aristoteles  Semdeg  nabijis  gadadgma  ar  iqneboda  saWiro, 
garkveul arasaWiro  wvrilmanebs,  an misi  sagnis ufro  zust 
gansazRvras  ganviTarebas  rom  ar  varqmevdeT.  orive  es  
ufro  erTgvari  eleganturobis  sakiTxia,  vidre  mec
nierebis  simyarisa.  niSandoblivia  isic,  rom  dResdReiso
biT,  SeuZlebelia  nabijis  win  wadgma,  ise    rom  miviCnioT  
igi  srulyofilad  da  SesaniSnavad.3

mosazreba,  rom  codna  TavisTavad  arsebobs  da  damoukidebelia  

adamianis  gamocdilebisagan,  iyo  gza  klasikuri  racionalizmis  pe

riods  miRma.  racionalizmis  ukiduresi  gansxeuleba  Tanamedrove  

mecnierebaSi  aris  abstraqtuli,  wminda  maTematika.  wminda  maTema

tika  Sedgeba  mtkicebebisagan,  romlebic  universalurad  swori,  mka

fio  da  damoukidebelia  empiriuli  samyarosagan.  magaliTad,  wminda  

geometriis  mtkicebebi  absoluturad  da  WeSmaritad  miiCneva.  wmin

da  gaeometria  arafers  ambobs  realobis  Sesaxeb.  misi  Teoremebi  

tavtologiaa,  anu  WeSmaritia  mxolod  sakuTari  logikuri  formiT.  

miuxedavad  imisa,  rom  wminda  maTematika  da  formaluri  logika  

bunebrivi  ram  aris  mecnieruli  midgomisaTvis,  maTi  Rirebuleba  

socialuri  mecnierebisaTvis  `arsebobs  mxolod  imdenad,  ramdena

dac  isini  emsaxurebian  nayofier  progress  sagnis  mxriv,  isini  gamoy

enebul  unda  iqnes,  rogorc  kompleqsuri  saSualebebi  mxolod  maSin  

da  iq,  sadac  maT  daxmareba  SeuZliaT  da  progress ar  Seaferxeben~.4

3.   Immanuel Kant, Critique of Pure Reason, trans. Max Muller ( London: Macmillan, 1881), p.688.
4.   Kurt Lewin, Field Theory in Social Science ( Westport, Conn.: Greenwood Press, 1975), p.12.
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mecnierebis sabaziso daSvebebi

mecnieruli midgoma emyareba  mraval  sabaziso  daSvebas,  romlebc  

daumtkicebelia.  es  fundamenturi  wanamZRvrebi aris  mecnieruli  

msjelobis  warmarTvis aucilebeli  prerekvizitebi. epistemologia,  

codnis  safuZvlebis Seswavla, exeba am  wanamZRvrebis  bunebasa  da  

imas,  rogor  `muSaoben”  isini. am  daSvebebis arsis CaswvdomiT  Cven  

SegviZlia  ukeT  gaviziaroT  mecnieruli midgoma da  misi  upiratesoba  

sxva  midgomebTan  SedarebiT.

1.  buneba  aris  mowesrigebuli.  mecnieruli  midgomis  sabaziso  

daSveba  aris  is,  rom  bunebriv  samyaroSi  arsebobs  aRqmadi  sistemu

roba  da  wesrigi.  movlenebi SemTxveviT ar  xdeba.  mkveTri  cvlile

bebis  garemoSic  ki,  mecnierebi  uSveben,  rom  arsebobs  wesrigisa  da  

struqturis  xarisxi  da  cvlilebebis  Caswvdoma  SesaZlebelia.

bunebis  racionalisturi  koncepti  ar  exeba  yovlisSemZle  an  

zebunebriv  Zalebs.  mecnierebaSi  buneba  moicavs  empiriulad dak

virvebad  sagnebs,  movlenebs,  pirobebs,  romlebic  adamianis  Carevis

agan  damoukideblad  arsebobs,  moicavs  adamianebs,  rogorc  biolo

giur  sistemebs.  bunebis  kanonebi  ara  ganapirobebs,  aramed  ufro  

aRwers  imas,  rac  realurad  xdeba.  yovel  SemTxvevaSi,  wesrigi  da  

sistemuroba  bunebaSi  aucileblobiT fenomenebs ar  axasiaTebs.  mag

aliTad,  ar  arsebobs  logikurad  uryevi  mizezi,  ratom  unda  mos

devdes  gazafxuli  zamTars,  zamTari _ Semodgomas,  Semodgoma _ 

zafxuls  da  zafxuli _ gazafxuls.  magram,  ramdenadac  es  ase  xdeba  

da  xdeba  ase  sistemurad,  CaTvlilia,  rom  aseTi  sistemuroba  safuZ

vlad  udevs  sxva  dakvirvebad  fenomenebs.

2.  Cven  SegviZlia  CavwvdeT  bunebas.  daSveba,  rom  Cven  SegviZlia  

CavwvdeT  bunebas,  ar  aris  ufro damtkicebadi,  vidre  daSvebebi,  rom  

buneba  mowesrigebulia  da  rom  bunebis  kanonebi  arsebobs.  igi  gamox

atavs  sabaziso  rwmenas,  rom  adamianebi  iseve  arian  bunebis  nawili,  

rogorc  sxva  sagnebi,  pirobebi,  movlenebi  da  miuxedavad  imisa,  

rom  Cven  unikalur  da  gansxvavebul  Taviseburebebs  vflobT,  Cveni  

buneba  SeiZleba  gagebul  da  axsnil  iqnas  imave  meTodebiT,  riT

ac  vswavlobT  sxva  bunebriv  fenomenebs.  individebsa  da  socialur  

fenomenebs sakmarisi  perioduloba,  mowesrigebuloba da empiriulad  

demonstrirebadoba  axasiaTebs imisaTvis, rom  mecnieruli  kvlevis  

sagani  gaxdes.  adamianis  gonebas  SeuZlia  ara  marto  Caswvdes  bune

bas,  aramed  Seicnos  sakuTari  Tavi  da  sxvaTa  azrovneba.
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3.  bunebis  yovel  fenomens  bunebrivi  safuZveli  aqvs.  daSveba,  
rom  bunebis  yovel  fenomens  bunebrivi  safuZveli  aqvs,  mecni
eruli  re voluciis  TvalsaCino  magaliTia.  im  rwmenis  uaryofiT,  
TiTqos  bunebaSi  moqmedi  Zalebisgan  gansxvavebuli  Zalebi  iwvevs  
bunebriv  movlenebs,  mecnieruli  midgoma  daupirispirda  fundamen
talistur  religias,  aseve  spiritualizmsa  da  magias.  ufro  metic,  
sanam  mecnierebi  SeZleben  fenomenebis  aRweras  bunebrivi  termi
nebiT,  isini  uaryofen  arguments,  rom  sxva,  zebunebrivi  axsna  aris  
saWiro.  es  daSveba mecnierul kvlevas  zebunebrivi,  yovlisSemZle  
Zalebis  Ziebisagan im empiriuli sistemurobisa da wesrigis  aRmoCeni
saken mimarTavs, romelic safuZvlad udevs  bunebriv  fenomenebs. aseT  
sistemurobas  SeuZlia  gamoavlinos  mizezSedegobrivi  mimarTebebi.

4.  araferia  TviTdamadasturebeli.  mecnieruli  codna  ar  aris  
TviTdamadasturebeli, pretenzia  WeSmaritebaze  obieqturad  unda  
iyos  demonstrirebuli. mecnierebs  ar  SeuZliaT  daeyrdnon  mxolod  
tradiciebs,  subieqtur  rwmenebs, an saerTo  azrs  mecnieruli  cod
nis  dadasturebisas. mecnierebi uSveben, rom yovelTvis  arsebobs  
Secdomis  SesaZlebloba (albaToba)  da  yvelaze  martivi  mtkicebac  
ki  obieqtur  dadasturebas moiTxovs. Sesabamisad, mecnieruli  az
rovneba  skeptikuri  da  kritikulia.

5.  codna gamocdilebis SeZenidan momdinareobs. imisaTvis,  rom  
mecniereba realuri  samyaros  gagebaSi  dagvexmaros, igi unda  iyos  
empiriuli, daeyrdnos  aRqmas,  gamocdilebas,  dakvirvebas. aRqma   mec
nieruli  fundamenturi  principia da Cveni grZnobaTa  organoebiT  mi

iRweva:

mecniereba uSvebs, rom komunikacia adamiansa da gare  sa
myaros Soris ganmtkicebulia  misi  grZnobadi STabeWdile
bebiT. codna aris individis gamocdilebis produqti,  ra
mdenadac fizikuri, biologiuri da socialuri samyaros  
mniSvnelovani aspeqtebi Cvens grZnobaTa organoebze moq
medebs.5

yovel  SemTxvevaSi,  codna  ar  moipoveba  mxolod  aRqmiT,  romelic  

Cvens  xuT  SegrZnebas _ Sexebas,  ynosvas,  gemos,  smenasa  da  mxedvelo

bas  emyareba.  mravali  movlena  pirdapir  ar  ganicdeba  da  pirdapir  

ver  davakvirdebiT.  dakvirveba,  rogorc  mentaluri  aqtivoba,  ar  

aris  `TviTdamadasturebeli~  an  mTlianad  mowyvetili  mecnierul  

cnebebs,  konceptebs,  Teoriebs,  romelTac  mecnierebi  iyeneben.  ro

5.  ideon Sjoberg and Roger Nett, A Methodology for Social Research ( New York: Harper & Row, 968), 
p.26.
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gorc  britaneli  filosofosi,  ser  karl  poperi  (19021994)  werda:

naivuri  empirikosi  .  .  .  fiqrobs,  rom  Cven sakuTari  ga
mocdilebis  SegrovebiTa  da  mowesrigebiT  viwyebT  da  ase  
mivuyvebiT  mecnierebis  kibes.  .  .  .  magram  Tu  me  mTxoven,  
rom  Cavwero,  ra  gamocdilebasac  viReb,  ver  gavigeb,  ra  
unda  gavakeToT am brZanebis Sesasruleblad,  Cavwero,  rom  
vwer;  rom  mesmis  zaris  wkriali,  gazeTebis  momtani  bi
Wis  yvirili,  yursasmenebis  zuzuni,  Tu  unda  Cavwero  is,  
rom  mTeli  es  xmauri  maRizianebs?.  .  .  mecnierebas  sWird
eba  Tvalsazrisi  da  Teoriuli  problemebi  (karl  poperi.  
`mecnieruli  aRmoCenis  logika~).6

istoriulad,  daSveba,  rom  mecnieruli  codna  unda  emyarebodes  

mxolod empiriul dakvirvebas,  iyo  reaqcia  rwmenis  winaaRmdeg,  

TiTqos  codna  Tandayolilia  adamianTaTvis,  da  `wminda  azri~  Ta

visTavad  sakmarisia  argumentirebuli  codnis  misaRebad.

6.  codna  sjobs  umecrebas.  es  daSveba  mWidro  kavSirSia  daSvebas

Tan,  rom  sakuTari  Tavis  Secnoba iseve  SegviZlia,  rogorc  bunebisa.  

esaa  rwmena,  rom  codna  unda  SeviZinoT  ara  sakuTriv  codnis  gamo,  

aramed  adamianTa  pirobebis  gaumjobesebisTvisac.  argumenti,  rom  

codna  sjobs  umecrebas,  ar  niSnavs  imas,  rom  bunebaSi  yvelafris  

codna  SesaZlebelia  an  momavalSi  gaxdeba  yovelive  cnobili.  mec

nierebi  varaudoben,  rom   codna zogadad sacdeli  xasiaTisaa  da  cva

lebadia.  is,  rac  ar  vicodiT  warsulSi,  viciT  dRes  da  arsebuli  

codna  SeiZleba  Seicvalos  momavalSi.  mecnierebaSi WeSmariteba    da

kavSirebulia  sicxadesTan,  meTodebTan,  TeoriebTan  da  yovelTvis  

Riaa  cvlilebebisadmi.

rwmena,  rom  fardobiTi  codna  ukeTesia,  vidre  arcodna,  diame

trulad  gansxvavdeba  epistemologiisagan,    codnis  sistemebisagan,  

romlebic  absolutur  WeSmaritebas  emyareba.  rogorc  gideon  so

bergi  da  rojer  neti  ambobdnen:

idea, rom adamianis Rirseba izrdeba,  rodesac  mas  mosveneba  
ara  aqvs da ZiebaSia, ewinaaRmdegeba  rwmenis  sistemebs,  rom
lebic  Caketilobasa da  absolutur  WeSmaritebas  eswrafvi
an.  Tanamedrove  mecnierebis  istoria  da  misi  ganxeTqileba  
absolutur  sistemebTan    am  Teorias adasturebs.7

6.  Karl R.Popper, The Logic of Scientific Discovery ( New York: Science Editions, 1961), p.106. 
7.  Sjoberg and Nett, A Methodology for Social Research, p.25.
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namdvilma  morwmuneebma  ukve  `ician~  yvelaferi  is,  rac  SeiZleba  

icodnen.  mecnieruli  codna  safrTxes  uqmnis  Zvel  Cveulebebs,  simS

vides,  stabilurobasa  da  status  kvos.  amis  sanacvlod,  mecnieruli  

midgoma  gvTavazobs  cvalebad,  sacdel  WeSmaritebas,  romelic  cod

nis  arsebul  mdgomareobas  exeba.  mecnieruli  midgomis  Zlieri  da  

susti  mxareebi    WeSmaritebis  sacdel  da fardobiT bunebas emyareba:

Zlieri  mxarea  is,  rom  racionaluri  adamiani  drois  xan
grZliv  periodSi  asworebs  sakuTar  Secdomebs.  sisustea  
is,  rom  mecnierebi  ar  endobian  sakuTari  mtkicebebis  sis
wores  da  im  sakmaod  xSirad  periodebSi,  roca  socialuri  
krizisi  safrTxes  uqmnis  xalxis  usafrTxoebas,  SeiZleba  
damarcxdnen  absolutistebis  mier.  mecniereba  xSirad  um
weoa,  roca  mis  bastionebs  rwmenis  absoluturi  sistemebis  
gulmodgine  mimdevrebi  uteven.8

socialur mecnierebaTa miznebi

mas  Semdeg,  rac  ganvixileT  mecnierebis  daSvebebi,  SegviZlia  mi

vubrundeT  adreve  wamoWril  sakiTxs:  ra  SeuZlia  mecnierebas  Ses

Tavazos  im  adamianebs,  romlebic  sazogadoebis  problemebiT  arian  

dainteresebulni?  socialuri  da  yvela  sxva  mecnierebis  saboloo  

mizania  Camoayalibos  dadasturebuli  codna.  aseTi  codna  saSuale

bas  gvaZlevs  avxsnaT  faqtebi,  SevimuSaoT  prognozebi  da  gavigoT  

empiriuli  fenomenebi,  romlebic  Cveni  interesis  sagania.  ufro  met

ic,  sando  codna  SeiZleba  gamoviyeneoT  adamianTa  pirobebis  gasa

umjobeseblad.  magram  ra  aris  mecnieruli  axsna?  rodis  SegviZlia  

SevimuSaoT    prognozi?  rodis  varT  marTlebi,  roca  vamtkicebT,  

rom  gavigeT  empiriuli  fenomenebi?

mecnieruli axsna

ratomaa  saxelmwifos  mier  erT  adamianze  gaweuli  xarjebi  ufro  

maRali  SvedeTSi,  vidre  SeerTebul  StatebSi?  vinmes  SeuZlia  Tqvas:  

`imitom,  rom  Svedebs  surT,  maTma  mTvarobam  meti  daxarjos~.  aseTi  

axsna   SeiZleba   diletants   akmayofilebdes,  magram  sociologebi  

8. iqve., gv. 26 
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msgavsi  ganmartebiT  ar  dakmayofildebian,  Tu  imave  mosazrebiT  ar  

miudgebian  sxva  politikur  sistemebsac.  xelisuflebis  mier  gaweu

li  xarjebi  erT  adamianze  britaneTSi  Semcirda  mas  Semdeg,  rac  

1980  wlis  arCevnebi  konservatiulma  partiam  moigo.  Tumca,  cno

bilia,  rom  britanelTa  umetesobas  surs,  rom  maTze  xelisufleba  

ufro  mets  xarjavdes.

sociologebis  mizania,  upasuxos  kiTxvas  `ratom?~  rodesac  mec

nierebi  iTxoven  imis    axsnas,  ratom  aqvs  adgili  raime  movlenas  

an  qcevas,  isini  iTxoven  im winamavali  faqtorebis  sistemur  da  em

piriul  analizs,  ramac  gamoiwvia  movlena  da  qceva.

im  droidan,  rac  Sotlandielma  filosofosma  devid  hiumma  

(17111776)  warmoadgina  Tavisi  Teoriebi  mecnierul  azrovnebaze,  

terminis _ `axsna~ _ gamoyeneba  gulisxmobs  asaxsneli  fenomenis  

zogadi  kanonebiT  dakavSirebas  sxva  fenomenebTan.  zogadi  kanonebi  

qmnis  erTgvar  CarCos,  saidanac    konkretuli  axsna gamomdinareobs.  

riCard  braiTveiTis  mixedviT:

mecnierebis  funqciaa  .  .  .  daadginos  zogadi  kanonebi,  
romlebic  exeba  im  movlenebsa  Tu  sagnebs,  rasTan  dakav
SirebiTac  aris  dasmuli  sakiTxi  da  Sesabamisad  saSualeba  
mogvces  erTmaneTTan  davakavSiroT  sxvadasxva  calkeuli  
movlenis  Sesaxeb  Cveni  codna,  SevimuSaoT  sando  prognozi  
im  movlenebTan  dakavSirebiT,  rac  jerjerobiT  ar  aris  
cnobili.  .  . Tu  mecniereba  maRalganviTarebulia, kanonebi,  
romlebic  dadginda,  Camoayalibebs  ierarqias,  sadac  spe
cialuri  kanonebi  logikurad  gamomdinareobs  mcire  ra
odenobis  zogadi  kanonebidan.  .  .  .  Tu  mecniereba  ganviTa
rebis  adreul  etapzea,  .  .  .  kanonebis  ubralo  ganzogadeba  
saxes  miiRebs  klasifikaciisaTvis.9

rac  ufro  viTardeba  mecnieruli  disciplinebi,  miT  ufro  icv

leba  maTi  axsnis  formebi.  karl  hempelma  gamoyo  mniSvnelovani  gan

sxvaveba  mecnieruli  axsnis  or  sabaziso  tips  Soris:  deduqciuri  

da  albaTuri  axsna.  klasifikacia  emyareba  ganzogadebis  tipebs,  

romelTac  axsna  iyenebs.10

deduqciuri  axsna.  deduqciuri  axsna  moiTxovs  (a)  universalur  

ganzogadebas,  (b)  iseT  pirobebs,  romlis  farglebSic  ganzogadeba  

9. Richard B. Braithwaite, Scientific Explanation ( New York: Harper & Row, 1960) p.1 
10. Carl G. Hempel, Philosophy of Natural Science ( Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall, 1966), ch.5. 



32

WeSmaritia,  (g)  movlenis  axsnasa  da  (d)  formaluri  logikis  wesebis 

dacvas.  deduqciur  axsnaSi  kerZo  fenomeni  axsnilia  imis  CvenebiT,  

rom  igi  SeiZleba  gamoviyvanoT  dadgenili  zogadi  kanonebidan.  mag

aliTad,  mecnieruli  axsna  imisa,  rom  haerSi  asrolili  sagani  miwas  

ubrundeba,  emyareba  gravitaciis  kanons.  mecniers  SeuZlia  daadgi

nos,  rom  Tu  sagnebi ganicdian WeSmarit  urTierTmizidulobas,  nebi

smieri  calkeuli  sagani  aseve  `moiqceva~  dedamiwasTan  mimarTebaSi.  

bunebrivi  mdgomareoba  universaluri  kanonisaTvis  aris  is,  rom  igi  

yvela  SemTxvevaSi  erTnairad  moqmedebs.

deduqciuri  msjelobisas  wanamZRvars  aucileblad  mivyavarT  

daskvnamde.  im  SemTxvevaSi,  Tu  wanamZRvari  WeSmaritia,  daskvnac  

WeSmaritad    unda  miviCnioT.  Tu  wanamZRvrebi    WeSmariti  ar  aris,  

daskvnis    WeSmaritebaSi  ver  viqnebiT  darwmunebulni.  magaliTad,  

davuSvaT,  demokratiul  sazogadoebaSi  arCeuli  oficialuri  pirebi  

moiTxoven  xelaxal  arCevnebs  (mcdari  wanamZRvari);  jon  brauni  aris  

arCeuli  oficialuri  piri,  amdenad,  jon  brauni  moiTxovs  xelaxal  

arCevnebs  (mcdari  danaskvi).  deduqciuri  axsna  mecnieruli  axsnis  

yvelaze  Zlieri  formaa,  radgan  misi  danaskvi  WeSmaritia,  Tu  wanamZ

Rvebi  WeSmaritia  da  kidev  imitom,  rom  is  xsnis  unikalur,  kerZo,  

konkretul    movlenebs,  zogadi,  saerTo  qcevidan gamomdinare.

albaTuri  axsna.  yvela  mecnieruli  axsna  universalur  kanonebs  

ar  emyareba.  es  gansakuTrebiT  socialur  mecnierebebs  exeba,  romelTa  

farglebSi  universalur  ganzogadebebs Znelad  Tu  SexvdebiT.  so

cialuri  mecnierebebi  iyeneben  albaTur,  anu  induqciur  axsnas.  mag

aliTad,  politologebma  SeiZleba  mTavrobis  mier  gaweuli  xarjebis  

zrda  SeerTebul  StatebSi  axsnan  araxelsayreli  ekonomikuri  piro

bebT,  vinaidan  warsulSi  iyo  SemTxveva,  roca xarjebis  zrda  mohyva  

mkacr  ekonomikur  pirobebs.  es  axsna  asaxsnel  fenomens  ukavSirebs  

adreul  movlenas  (qveynis  ekonomikur  mdgomareobas).  mecnieri  ase  

varaudobs,  vinaidan  dadgenilia,  rom  arsebobs  kavSiri  ekonomikur  

mdgomareobasa  da  xelisuflebis mier gaRebul xarjebs  Soris.  es 

kavSiri  ver  gamoixateba  kanonis  universaluri  formiT,  vinaidan  

ekonomikuri  siduxWiris  yovel  SemTxvevas  ar  mosdevs  mTavrobis  

mier  gaweul  xarjebis  zrda.  mecniers  mxolod  SeuZlia  ivaraudos,  

rom  arsebobs  maRali  albaToba,  rom  mkacri  ekonomikuri  pirobebi  

gamoiwvevs  mTavrobis  xarjebis  zrdas  an  daaskvnas,  rom  umetes  Sem

TxvevaSi  ase  xdeba.  am  tipis  zogadi  axsna  warmoadgens  albaTur  

anu  induqciur  axsnas.  is  gamomdinareobs  albaTuri  ganzogadebidan.  

sxva  sityvebiT  rom  vTqvaT,  albaTuri  axsna  iyenebs  ganzogadebas,  

romelic  gamoxatavs  ariTmetikul  Tanafardobas  fenomenebs  Soris  
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(n  procenti, albaToba imisa, rom  X=Y)  an  ganzogadebas,  romelic  

gamoxatavs  tendencias  (Xs  aqvs  tendencia  gamoiwvios Y).

albaTuri,  anu  induqciuri  ganzogadebis  mTavari  nakli  uni

versalur  kanonTan  SedarebiT  aris  is,  rom  daskvnebi  konkretuli  

SemTxvevebis  Sesaxeb  sruli  darwmunebulobiT  ar gamomdinareobs.  

magaliTad,  Tu  iciT,  rom  garkveuli  eTnikuri  jgufis  wevrebis  

70%  ukanaskneli  20  wlis  ganmavlobaSi  xmas  aZlevs  demokratiul  

partias,  Tqven  mainc  ar  SegiZliaT  darwmunebiT  TqvaT,  rom  jgu

fis  konkretuli wevris mier demokratebisaTvis xmis  micema aris  7/10.  

garda  mocemuli  jgufis  wevrobisa,  romlisTvisac  sworia  es  gan

zogadeba,  individis  qcevaze  gavlenas  SeiZleba  axdendes    sxva  faq

torebic.  konkretuli  adamiani  SeiZleba  aseve  iyos  raime  socialuri  

klubis  wevri,  romelsac  respublikelebisaTvis  xmis  micemis  didi  

xnis  tradicia  aqvs  da  am  faqtorma  gadawonos  eTnikuri  identobis  

gavlena.  daskvnebis  logika  sociologiur  kvlevebSi  mogvianebiT  ga

nixileba  me19  TavSi.

prognozi

  deduqciuri  da  albaTuri  axsnebi  mecnieruli  codnis mniS

vnelovan  komponents  warmoadgens.  prognozi  meore  aseTi  kompo

nentia.  SesaZlebloba,  gaakeTo  swori  prognozi,  mecnierebis  aRi

arebul  Taviseburebad  aris  miCneuli.  Tu  codna  arasakmarisia,  

prognozi SeuZlebeli  xdeba.  magaliTad,  Tu  iciT,  rom  2jer  6  

aris  12,  Tqven  SegiZliaT  gaakeToT  prognozi  Sedegis  Sesaxeb,  ra

sac  ori  6  sagniani  jgufis  kombinireba  mogcemT.  Tu  iciT,  rom  

wylis  gayinvis  temperatura  aris  32  gradusi  farenheitiT  an  0  

gradusi  celsiusiT,  Tqven  SegiZliaT  gaakeToT prognozi, ra  dae

marTeba  Tqvens  manqanas,  Tu  zamTris  periodSi  mis radiatorSi  

wyals  antifrizi  ar  eqneba  damatebuli.  Tu  iciT,  rom  mTavroba  

zrdis  xarjebs  ekonomikuri  krizisisas, Tqven  gaakeTebT  prog

nozs,  rom  momavalSi  krizisis gamo  gaizrdeba samTavrobo  xarjebs.   

Tu  iciT,  rom  dasaqmebis  programebi  gadaWris  umuSevrobis  prob

lemas,  gaakeTebT  prognozs,  rom  umuSevrobis maRali  maCvene

beli  Semcirdeba  am  programebis  implementaciis  kvaldakval. 

molodini,  rom  mecnierul  codnas  zust  prognozamde  mivyavarT,  

emyareba  Semdeg  arguments:  Tu  cnobilia,  rom  X  iwvevs  YY s  da  sax

eze  gvaqvs  X,  maSin  SegviZlia  viwinaswarmetyveloT  Y Yis  gamoCena.  am  

arguments  safuZvlad  udevs  daSveba,  rom  Tu  universaluri  kanoni  

an  albaTuri  ganzogadeba aris  napovni  da viciT, rom is aris  WeSmari
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ti  (anu  dakmayofilebulia  aucilebeli  winapirobebi), maSin  mizezebi  

imisa,  rom  ver  keTdeba  zusti  prognozi,  SeiZleba iyos Semdegi:  (1)  re

alurad,  kanoni,  an  ganzogadeba  ar  aris  WeSmariti  an  (2)  winapirobe

bi  arasworadaa  aRqmuli.  amdenad,  SegviZlia  vTqvaT,  rom  Tu  umuSev

robis  problema  ver  iWreba,  es  xdeba  an  imitom,  rom  ganzogadeba,  

TiTqos  dasaqmebis  programebi  Wris  umuSevrobis  problemas,  ar  aris  

WeSmariti,  an  imitom,  rom  dasaqmebis  programebi  SecdomiT  ganisaz

Rvra,  rogorc  aqtivobebi,  romelTa  mizania  umuSevrobis  aRmofxvra.

Tu  axsnis  deduqciur  models gavixsenebT, prognozirebis  pro

cesi,  logikurad  rom  vimsjeloT,  aris  axsnis  procesis  sapirispiro  

mxare.  prognozirebisas  winamavali  dakvirvebebi  ubralod   sawyisi 

pirobebis arsebobas avlens.  universaluri  kanonebi  an  albaTuri  

ganzogadeba  gamoiyeneba  prognozis  dasasabuTeblad,  rom  Tu  arse

bobs  garkveuli  pirobebi,  maT  mohyveba  konkretuli  Sedegebic.

axla  ukve  SegviZlia  davaxasiaToT  mecnieruli  axsnisa  da  prog

nozirebis  logikuri  struqtura.11   es  struqtura    Semdegi  nawilebi

sagan Sedgeba:

1.  mtkiceba  E E  aRwers  konkretul  fenomens  an  movlenas,  romelic  

unda  aixsnas.

2.  debulebebis    mimdevroba  A Adan  AAnmde,  aRwers  specifikur  

Sesabamis  pirobebs,  romlebic  wanamZRvrebia,  anu  kauzalurad  

aris  dakavSirebuli  fenomenTan,  romelsac E  aRwers.

3.  universaluri  kanonebi  an  albaTuri  ganzogadebebi  L L  pirvelidan  

LLnmde,  rac  gamoxatavs:  `yvela  SemTxvevaSi,  roca  xdeba  iseTi  

movlenebi,  romelTac  aRwers  A An1 - A,  aRmocendeba  movlena,  

romelsac  E E  aRwers.~

imisaTvis,  rom  am  samma  nawilma  movlenis  an  fenomenis  axsna   

mogvces,  isini  sul  mcire  or  pirobas  unda  akmayofilebdnen:

1. danaskvi  unda  gamomdinareobdes  A ,A L   LwinamZRvrebTan  erTad  da  

ara  maTi  romelime  jgufidan  gancalkevebulad.

2. miRebuli  debulebebidanaskvi    WeSmariti  unda  iyos.

ai  mecnieruli  axsnisa  da  prognozis  logikuri  struqturis simboluri  

gamosaxvac:

11. The following discussion draws on Richard S. Rudner, Philosophy of Social Science 
( Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall, 1966), p.60. 
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axsnis  logikuri  struqtura  prognozirebis  logikuri  struqtu

ris  identuria.  gansxvaveba  maT  Soris  mecnieris  perspeqtivaSi  unda  

veZioT.  axsnis  SemTxvevaSi,  E E   warsuli  movlenaa,  rac  mecniers  upi

rates  mdgomareobaSi  ayenebs,  igi  eZebs  Sesabamis  L Lsa  da  A As,  said

anac  unda  gamomdinareobdes  movlenis  axsna.  prognozis  SemuSavebis  

SemTxvevaSi,  mecnierma  ukve  icis da AeZiebs movlenas,  romelsac  es 

movlenebi momavalSi gamoiwvevs.

gageba

socialurmecnieruli  codnis  mesame  komponenti  aris  gageba.  

termini  `gageba~  ori  radikalurad  gansxvavebuli  mniSvnelobiT  

gamoiyeneba:  versteheni  anu  empaTiuri  gageba  da  prediqtuli  gageba.  

am  gansxvavebas  adgili  aqvs  imitom,  rom  socialuri  mecnierebebis  

sagani  aris  adamianis  qceva  da  Sesabamisad,    socialuri  mecnierebebi  

erTdroulad  arian  damkvirveblebic  da  monawileebic  Tavisi  disci

plinis  saganSi.  hans  ceterbergis  mixedviT:

simboloebi  saSeni  masalaa,  riTac  agebulia  kulturebi  
da  sazogadoebebi.  .  .  .  magaliTad,  cnebaTa  mimdevroba,  
dabadeba,  ZuZuTi  kveba,  ZuZus  gaSvebineba,  warmoadgens  
mSoblobis  biologiur  realobas.  magram  adamianis  mSob
lobis  gaanalizebisas,   biologiuri  realobisa garda,  
aRmovaCenT  simboloTa  mTel  kompleqss  (Rirebulebebs,  
normebs),  romlebic  moicavs  bavSvebis  yolis  uflebas,  pa
suxismgeblobas  maT  movlaze,  aRzrdaze,  uflebebs  miiRo  
gadawyvetilebebi  maT  sasargeblod,  valdebulebebs  Caun
ergo  maT  garkveuli  socialuri  ritualebi.  .  .  .  Cveni  
metyveleba  moicavs  kodebs,  ras  niSnavs  iyo  mSobeli,  ra  
unda  gaakeTon  mSoblebma,  ra  gakeTdes  maTTvis  da  mTe
li  es  winadadebebi,  romlebic  Cveni  metyvelebis  nawilia,  
mSoblobis  socialuri  realobasa.  socialuri  realoba  am  
da  sxva  SemTxvevebSic  Sedgeba  simboloebisagan.12

12. Hans L. Zetterberg, On Theory and Verification in Sociology, 3d enlarged ed. ( Totowa, N.J.: Bed-
minster Press, 1965), pp. 1-2. See also, Kenneth J. Gergen, Toward Transformation of Social Knowledge 
( New York: Springer-Verlag, 1982).
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magram  SesaZlebelia  Tu  ara,  rom  simboloebi  da  adamianis  qceva  

Tavisi  SinaarsiT  vikvlioT  imave  meTodebiT,  romelTac  sabunebi

smetyvelo  mecnierebebSi  iyeneben? aris  Tu  ara  socialur  mec

nierebaTa  sagani  iseTi  kompleqsuri  da  gansxvavebuli,  rom  saWiroa  

unikaluri  mecnieruli  meTodologiis  Seqmna?  uwevT  Tu  ara  soci

ologebs,  sabunebismetyvelo  mecnierebisagan  gansxvavebiT  sakuTar  

saganSi  `SeZroma~,  raTa  gaigon  igi?

verstehenis  tradicia.  verstehenis  (germanulad  `empaTia~)  

tradiciis  mixedviT,  sabunebismetyvelo  da  socialuri  mecnierebebi  

codnis  gansxvavebul  erTianobas  qmnian,  ramdenadac  gansxvavebulia  

maTi  sagani.

am  tradiciis  mimdevrebi  amtkiceben,  rom  sabunebismetyvelo  

da  socialuri  mecnierebi  kvlevis  gansxvavebul  meTodebs  unda  iy

enebdnen.  magaliTad,  socialur  mecniers  unda  esmodes  adamianis  

qcevis  rogorc  istoriuli  ganzomileba,  aseve  adamianis  gamoc

dilebis  subieqturi  aspeqtebic.  germaneli  sociologi  maqs  veberi  

(18641930)  amtkicebda,  rom  Tu  socialur  mecnierebs  surT  gai

gon  individebisa  da  jgufebis  qceva,  maT  unda  iswavlon  `kvlevis  

monawilis  adgilze  sakuTari  Tavis  warmodgena~.  maT  unda  ASeeZloT  

sxvis  mier  realobis  xedvis  gageba,  unda  wvdebodnen  am  adamianis  

simboloebs,  Rirebulebebs,  attitudebs.13

mogvianebiT,  verstehenis  tradiciis  safuZvelze,  aRmocenda  in-

terpretaciuli  midgoma.  kenet  jergeni,  am  midgomis  mimdevari,  

ambobda:

fundamenturi  gansxvaveba  arsebobs  sabunebismetyvelo  da  
sociobiheviorul  mecniers  Soris  maTTvis  saintereso  
fenomenebis  mniSvnelobis  mixedviT. sakmarisi  mizezi  
gvaqvs  imisaTvis,  raTa  virwmunoT,  rom  am  ukanasknelis  
safokuso  fenomenebi  naklebad  stabiluria  (mdgradi,  san
do,  gameorebadi),  vidre  sabunebismetyvelo  mecnierisa.  .  
.  .  ufro  konkretulad  rom  vTqvaT,  ukanaskneli  saukunis  
manZilze  sociobihevioruli  kvlevebisa  da  Teoriebis  ji
bri  sabunebismetyvelo  mecnierebasTan  avanturistul  xa
siaTs  atarebda.  mainc  ver  Seiqmna  principebi,  romlebic  
iseTive  sando  iqneboda,  rogorc  arqimedes  hidrostatikis  
principi,  anda  galileis  aCqarebis  kanoni.14

13. Max Weber, The Theory of Social and Econommic Organization, trans. A.M. Henderson and Talcott 
Parsons ( New York: Free Press, 1964).
14. Gergen, Toward Transformation of Social Knowledge, p.12.
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verstehenis  midgomis  meTodologia  ganxilulia  me12  TavSi.

prediqtuli  gageba.  verstehenis  tradiciis  sapirispirod,  logi-

kuri  empirikosebi  ikaveben  pozicias,  rom  socialur  mecniers  Seu

Zlia  mogvces  obieqturi  codna,  rogorc  socialuri,  ise  bunebrivi  

samyaros  kvlevisas.  isini  amtkiceben,  rom  socialur  da  sabunebism

etyvelo  mecnierebebs  SeuZliaT  erTi  da  igive  meTodebi gamoiyenon.  

ufro  metic,  logikuri  empirikosebi  empaTikur  gagebas  ganixilaven  

rogorc  damxmare  gzas  aRmoCenisaken.  magram  Tu gvsurs aRmoCenis 

mecnierul codnasTan integrireba, is empiriuli dakvirvebebiT unda 

dadasturdes. (aRmoCenis  idea gamoyvanis sapirispirod mogvianebiT  

am  TavSi  aris  ganxiluli).

meTodologiis  roli

mecnierebebi  gaerTianebulni  arian  ara  imdenad  sagniT,  ramdena

dac  meTodologiiT.  is,  rac    mecnierul  midgomas  codnis  miRebis  

sxva  saxeebisagan ganasxvavebs,  aris  daSvebebi,  romelsac  emyareba  

konkretuli mecniereba  da  misi  meTodologia.

mecnieruli  meTodologia  aris  zusti  wesebisa  da  procedurebis  

sistema,  romelTac    kvleva emyareba. amasTan, maTi  gaTvaliswinebiT  

fasdeba  mecnieruli  damtkicebebi.  es  sistema  araa  ucvleli.  piriq

iT,  wesebi  da  procedurebi  mudmivad  gaumjobesebas saWiroebs;  

mecnierebi  sul  dakvirvebis,  analizis,  logikuri  daskvnebis,  gan

zogadebis  axali  mniSvnelobis  ZiebaSi  arian.  mas  Semdeg,  rac  gan

viTardeba  es  yvelaferi  da  SesabamisobaSi  mova  daSvebebTan,  rom

lebic  safuZvlad  udevs  mecnierul  midgomas,  isini  CaerTvebian  

wesebis  sistemaSi,  romelic  mecnierul  meTodologias  gansazRvravs.  

amdenad,  mecnieruli  meTodologia  pirvel  rigSi  Tavad  asworebs  

Tavis  Secdomebs:

mecniereba  ar  eswrafis  moipovos  rwmena  sakuTari  Teor
iebisadmi  nebismier  fasad.  Teorias mxars unda uWerdes 
logikurad  daSvebuli  argumentebi,  romelic  yuradRe
biT  unda  avwondavwonoT  da  SevamowmoT  kargad  cnobili  
daskvnis  miRebis  kanonebiT.  amas  mosdevs  is,  rom  mecni
eruli  meTodi  ufro  stabiluri  da  ufro  mniSvnelovania,  
vidre  nebismieri  Sedegi,  romelic am meTodis meSveobiT 
aris  miRweuli.  mecniereba Tavisi  meTodebiT, Tavad  as
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worebs  sakuTar  Secdomebs.  igi  ar  moiTxovs  specialur  
aRiarebas  an  Zalauflebas,  rom  misi  debulebebi  ueWvelad  
da  sabolood  miiCnion.  igi  ar  moiTxovs  Seucvlelobas,  
aramed  eyrdnoba  mtkice  daskvnebis  misaRebad  hipoTezebis  
SemuSavebisa  da  Semowmebis  meTodebs.  gamokiTxvis  kanonebi  
msjelobis  procesis  Sedegad aRmoaCines  da  SesaZlebelia   
Seswavlis  procesSi gardaiqmnas.  meTodi  SesaZleblobas  
iZleva  aRvniSnoT  da  gamovasworoT  Secdomebi  TviT  meTo
disave  gamoyenebiT.15

socialur  mecnierebaTa  meTodologia  nela  viTardeboda.  evo

luciis  procesSi  ideebis,  informaciis,  kritikis  uwyveti  urTierT

gacvla  SesaZlebels  xdida  zustad  Camoyalibebuliyo  da  momxdariyo  

wesebisa  da  procedurebisa institucionalizacia,    ganviTarebuliyo  

Sesabamisi  meTodebi  da  teqnologiebi.  wesebisa  da  procedurebis  es  

sistema  mecnieruli  meTodologiis  normatiuli  komponentia.  ramde

nadac  isini  gvkarnaxobs  `TamaSis  wesebs~,  mecnieruli  normebi  qmnis  

standartebs,  romelTac  unda  akmayofilebdes  mecnieruli  kvleva  

da  analizi.  wesebi  Tavis  mxriv  iZleva  komunikaciis,  konstruqciuli  

kritikis,  mecnieruli  progresis  SesaZleblobas.

meTodologia _ komunikaciis  wesebis safuZveli

anatol  rapoporti  or  adamians  Soris, romelTac  ar  aqvT  saer

To  gamocdileba,  komunikaciis  zogadi  problemis  ilustracias,  

Semdegi  anekdotis  meSveobiT  iZleva:

brma  adamiani  sTxovs  viRacas,  rom  auxsnas  mas  sityva  `Te

Tris~  mniSvneloba.

_ TeTri  aris  feri,  ai  magaliTad,  Tovli  aris  TeTri.

_ gasagebia _ Tqva  brma  kacma _ esaa  civi  da  nestiani feri.

_ ara,  araa  aucilebeli  civi  da  nestiani  iyos.  daiviwye  Tovli.  

qaRaldic  TeTria.

_ anu  Srialebs? _ kiTxulobs  brma  kaci.

_ ara,  namdvilad  ar  Srialebs.  albinosi  kurdRlis  bewvs  hgavs.

_ e.i.  rbili  da  fumfulaa? _ interesdeba  brma  kaci.

15. Morris R.Cohen and Ernest Nagel, An Introduction to Logic and Scientific Method ( Orlando, Fla.: 
Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1962), pp. 395-396
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_ araa  es  saWiro.  faifuric  TeTria.

_ maSin  mtvrevadi  feri  yofila. _ Tqva  brmam.16

meTodologiis mTavari funqcia aris,  daexmaros  brmas  `dain

axos~;  gaaadvilos  komunikacia  mkvlevrebs  Soris,  romelnic  izi

areben an surT  gaiziaron  gamocdileba.  mas  Semdeg,  rac  naTeli,  

sajaro  da xelmisawvdomi  gaxdeba  meTodologiis  wesebi,  iqmneba  

CarCo  kopirebisaTvis  da  konstruqciuli  kritikisaTvis.  kopireba  

(replikacia)  gulisxmobs  gamokvlevis  zustad  gameorebas  imave  an  

sxva  mecnieris  mier  da  gauTvaliswinebeli  Secdomebisa  Tu  siyal

bisagan  damcav  saSualebas  warmoadgens.  konstruqciuli  kritika  gu

lisxmobs,  rom  mas  Semdeg,  rac  wamoyenebulia  debulebebi,  SeiZleba  

davsvaT  Semdegi  saxis  kiTxvebi:  `logikurad  gamomdinareobs  Tu  ara  

axsna  (an  prognozi)  daSvebebidan?~  `zustia  Tu  ara  dakvirveba?~  `ra  

iyo  dakvirvebis  meTodebi?~  `iyo  Tu  ara  Sesamowmebeli  procedura  

validuri?~  `xom  ar  Caeria  sxva  faqtorebic  daskvnebis  miRebisas?~  

`SesaZlebelia  Tu  ara  aRmoCenebis,  rogorc  argumentis   gamoyeneba,  

sxva  axsnis  sisworis  Sesamowmeblad?~  da  a.S.  am wignSi warmodgenili 

mTeli masalis mixedviT Cven  davinaxavT,  rom  aseTi kiTxvebi  warmoad

gens  kriteriums  mecnierul  codnaze, axali  iqneba  is  Tu  Zveli, 

pretenziis  Sesafaseblad.

meTodologia _ azrovnebis wesebis safuZveli

imis  miuxedavad,  rom  empiriuli  dakvirvebebi  mecnieruli  mid

gomis  fundamenturi  nawilia,  isini  `sakuTari  Tavis  Sesaxeb  ar  

saubroben~.  empiriuli  dakvirvebebi  an  faqtebi  sistemur,  logi

kur  struqturad unda mowesrigdes  da  Camoyalibdes.  mecnieruli  

midgomis  iaraRi,  faqtobriv  dakvirvebasTan  erTad,  aris  logika 

_ sworad  azrovnebis  sistema,  romelsac  faqtobrivi  dakvirvebis  

safuZvelze  sando  daskvnis  gakeTebamde  mivyavarT.  logikur  pro

cedurebs  mWidrod  urTierTdakavSirebuli  debulebis  forma  aqvs.  

logikis,  rogorc  mecnieruli  azrovnebis  safuZvlis  gamoyenebiT,  

mecnieruli  meTodologia  zrdis  mecnieruli  mtkicebebis  Sida  kon

sistentobas.  imis  dasturad,  rom  logika,  iseve,  rogorc  azrovnebis  

16. Anatol Rapoport, Operational Philosophy ( New York: Wiley, 1969), p. 12.
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safuZvlebisa  da  principebis  Seswavla,  kritikuli  sakiTxia  mecni

eruli  midgomisaTvis,  SegviZlia  CamovTvaloT  laTinuri  fesvebi  

uamrav  terminSi  _  magaliTad,  biologia,  anTropologia,  sociolo

gia,  kriminologia,  geologia.

mecnieruli  meTodologia  (an  meTodologiebi)  moiTxovs  kompe

tenturobas  logikur  azrovnebasa  da  analizSi.  momdevno  TavebSi  

ganvixilavT  logikis  elementebs  _  gansazRvrebis,  klasifikaci

is  wesebs; deduqciuri  da  albaTuri  (anu  induqciuri)  daskvnebis  

formebs;  albaTobis  Teorias;  SerCevis  procedurebs;  aRricxvis  

sistemebs;  gazomvis  wesebs  _  rac  sociologis  meToduri  iaraRia.  

mniSvnelovania  gvaxsovdes,  rom  logikis  gamoyenebiT  mecniereba  

sistemuri  da  zogjer  revoluciuri  gziTac  viTardeba.

  meTodologia _ intersubieqturobis wesebis safuZveli

mecnieruli  meTodologia  ganmartavs  daSvebul  kriteriums  em

piriuli  obieqturobisaTvis, agreTve, meTodebsa  da  teqnologiebs  

validurobisaTvis.  obieqturoba  da  validoba  mWidrod  arian  urT

ierTdamokidebuli.  empiriuli  obieqturoba  damokidebulia  vali

dobaze  imdenad,  ramdenadac  mecniers  ar  SeuZlia  ganacxados  pre

tenzia  obieqturobaze,  sanam  sxva  mecnierebi  ar  ganamtkiceben  mis  

aRmoCenas.  intersubieqturoba,  romelic  moicavs  dakvirvebebisa  

da  faqtobrivi  informaciis  gaziarebas  mecnierTa  Soris,  savalde

buloa  sakiTxia,  vinaidan  mxolod  logikuri  azrovneba  ar  iZleva  

empiriuli  obieqturobis  garantias.

ukve  vnaxeT,  rom  logika  exeba  sworad  azrovnebas  da  ara  em

piriul  WeSmaritebas  an  damtkicebul  faqtebs.  faqti  an  namdvilad  

We Smaritia  an  albaT  WeSmariti,  rodesac  arsebobs  obieqturi  argu

menti  mis  mxardasaWerad. amis sapirispirod,  pretenzia  codnaze  mar

Tebulia,  rodesac  igi  logikurad  gamomdinareobs  winamavali  daS

vebebidan    wanamZRvrebidan.  amdenad,  mecnierebs  SeuZliaT  mcdari  

daskvna  gamoiyenon  swori  faqtebidan  (WeSmariti  mocemulobidan),  

Tu  isini  arasworad  azrovneben.  Tumca  maT  im  SemTxvevaSic  Seu

ZliaT  dauSvan  Secdoma,  Tu  sworad  azrovneben  (logikurad  swo

ri  azrovneba),  magram  ar  eyrdnobian  WeSmarit  faqtebs:  `mtkicebis  

WeSmariteba  dakavSirebulia  gamocdilebasTan,  mtkicebis  siswore  

dakavSirebulia  mis  Sinagan  konsistentobasTan  an  mis  konsistento

basTan  sxva  mtkicebebTan~.17
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Sesabamisad,  SegviZlia  vTqvaT,  rom  deduqciuri  da  albaTuri  

axsna  (prognozi),  romlebic  adre  ganvixileT, ar aris dakavSire

bulia  mxolod  logikurad  swor  msjelobasTan.  sxva  sityvebiT,  

maTi  daskvnebis  validoba  damokidebulia im winamaval  daSvebebze, 

romelTa  WeSmariteba  ver  ganisazRvreba  da  ver  dadasturdeba  mx

olod  logikuri  safuZvliT.  WeSmariteba  unda  damtkicdes  empiri

uli  argumentebiT.  rogorc  Semdeg  magaliTSi  Cans,  mkacri  miyola  

logikuri  msjelobisadmi  empiriuli  faqtebis  Seswavlis  gareSe,  

SeiZleba  sruliad  absurduli  daskvnis  miRebiT  dasruldes:

yoveli  adamiani  aris  ZalauflebiT  motivirebuli organizmi.
yoveli ZalauflebiT motivirebuli organizmi aris des
truqciuli.
Sesabamisad,  yoveli  adamiani  aris  destruqciuli.

iqidan gamomdinare,  rom obieqturobis kriteriumi  empiriulia, 

ama sTan, damtkicebis  meTodebi  aris  adamianis  gonebis  produqti  (sa

pirispirod  rwmenisa,  rom  WeSmariteba  absoluturi  mocemulobaa),  

procesis  aRsawerad  termini  `intersubieqturoba~  ufro  adekva

turia,  vidre  obieqturoba.  imisaTvis,  rom  iyos  intersubieqturi,  

codna  zogadad  (da  mecnieruli  meTodologia  kerZod)  unda  iyos  

xelmisawvdomi.  Tu  erTi  mecnieri  awarmoebs  kvlevas,  meore  mec

niers  unda  hqondes  SesaZlebloba  gaimeoros es qceva  da  erTmaneTs  

Seadaros  Sedegebis ori mimdevroba. Tu meTodologia  sworia  da  pi

robebi, romelSic  mimdinareobda  kvleva,  ar  Secvlila,  gvaqvs  molo

dini,  rom  miRebuli  Sedegebi  igive  iqneba.  Tumca  pirobebi  SeiZleba  

Seicvalos  da  axali  garemoebebi  gaCndes.  miuxedavad  amisa,  inter

subieqturobis  mniSvneloba  mdgomareobs  mecnieris  unarSi  gaigos  

da  Seafasos  sxvaTa  meTodebi  da  ganaxorcielos  igive  dakvirveba,  

raTa  moxdes  empiriuli  faqtebisa  da  daskvnebis  damtkiceba.  abraam  

kaplanis  sityvebiT:  `meTodologiuri  sakiTxi  yovelTvis  SezRudu

lia  imiT,  SeiZleba  Tu  ara  dakvirvebis  gamoyeneba  momdevno  kvleva

Si,  maSinac  ki,  Tu  konkretuli  damkvirvebeli  aRar  aris  konteqstis  

monawile~.18

17. Ibid., p.18. 
18.Abraham Kaplan, The Conduct of Inquiry ( New York; Harper & Row, 1968) p. 128.
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revolucia mecnierebaSi

rogorc      wina  nawilSi  davinaxeT,  mecnierulia  codna, damt

kicebadia  rogorc  gonebiT,  ise  gamocdilebiT.  mecnieruli  meTodi

kis  mniSvneloba  emyareba  mis  mier  enis  momzadebas  komunikaciisaTvis,  

wesebis  momzadebas  azrovnebisaTvis,  procedurebisa  da  meTodebis  

momzadebas  dakvirvebisa  da  damtkicebebisaTvis.  am  TvalsazrisiT,  

meTodika  normatiulia,  igi  moiTxovs  konformulobas:  mecnierebi  

uaryofen  pretenzias  codnaze,  romelic  ar  emorCileba  meTodikis  

mier  winaswar  gansazRvrul  wesebsa  da  procedurebs.  magram  xom  ar  

uSlis  meTodikuri  konformuloba  xels  axal  aRmoCenebs  da,  aqedan  

gamomdinare,  mecnierul  progress?  ufro  metic,  ramdenadac  mec

nierebi  samecniero  sazogadoebebis  wevrebi  arian,  romlebic  kon

venciebiT,  normebiT,  ritualebiTa  da  ZalauflebiT  imarTeba,  rac  

SesaZlebelia  SeuTavsebeli  iyos  obieqturobasTan,  SeuZliaT  Tu  

ara  samecniero  sazogadoebebs  Seaferxon  mecnierebis  progresi?

mecnieri  filosofosebi  da  socialuri  Teoretikosebi  didi  xa

nia  msjeloben  konformulobisa  da  dogmis  safrTxeze  mecnierebaSi.  

rogorc  skot  griri  aRniSnavs` Tu  gagvimarTlebs da Cveni  mecnier

uli  codna  akumulirdeba,  mas  SeiZleba  zemoT  mimarTuli  spiralis  

forma  hqondes;  Tumca  aseve  SesaZlebelia  igi  erT  adgils  tkepnides;  

SesaZlebelia  spiralurad  qveviT  miemarTebodes,  Teo riidan  dogmis  

doqtrinamde~  (skot  griri,  `socialuri  kvlevebis  logika~).  mra

val  mcdelobas  Soris,  aRweros  mecnieruli  disciplinebi  sociolo

giurpolitikuri  perspeqtividan,  Tomas  kanis  Teoria  samecniero  

sazogadoebebis  Sesaxeb  gansakuTrebiT  provokaciuli  da  Rirebulia  

ramdenime  detalis  xazgasmiT.

aRiarebul da revoluciur mecnierebaTa dapirispireba

kanis Teoria avlebs zRvars aRiarebul  da  revoluciur  mecniere

bas  Soris. aRiarebuli meciereba aris romelime istoriul periodSi 

dominanturi Teoriis an paradigmis rutinuli ganmtkiceba.  am  ti

pis  mecnierebisaTvis  damtkiceba  da  Semowmeba  Tavsatexis  amoxsnis  

Semadgeneli  nawilebia.  kanis  azriT:

`aRiarebuli  mecniereba~  niSnavs  kvlevas,  romelic  emyare
ba  warsul  mecnierul  miRwevebs,  miRwevebs,  romelsac  aRi
arebs  konkretuli  samecniero  erToba  da  iyenebs  mas  praq
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tikaSi.  dRes,  aseTi  miRwevebis  Sesaxeb  laparakia  (Tumca  
iSviaTad  xdeba  es  maTi  originaluri  formis  gadmocemiT)  
samecniero  saxelmZRvaneloebSi,  elementaruli  donidan  
umaRles  safexuramde.  es  saxelmZRvaneloebi  gadmogvcems  
aRiarebuli  Teoriis  arss,  gvaZlevs  misi  warmatebiT  gamo
yenebis  ilustracias  da  adarebs  mis  gamoyenebas  calkeul  
dakvirvebasa  da  eqsperiments~.20

aseTi  samecniero  teqstebi  axdens  studentebisa  da  praq

tikosebis  socializacebas  da  acnobs  maT  samecniero  sazogadoebas.  

isini  gansazRvraven  sakvlev  problemebs asaTvisebel daSvebebsa  da  

konceptebs,  da  kvlevis  meTodebs,  romlebic  unda  gamoviyenoT.  is

toriulad  aseTi  teqstebi  da  kvlevebi

iZleodnen  amis  SesaZleblobas,  radgan  maT  axasiaTebdaT  
ori  ZiriTadi  Tavisebureba: 1.  maTi  miRwevebi  sakmaod  up
recendento  iyo,  raTa  gadaebirebina  `metoqe~  mecnieruli  
aqtivobebis  mimdevrebi, 2.  is iyo  sakmarisad  Ria  imisaTvis,  
rom  saSualeba  mieca  praqtikosebisaTvis  gadaeWraT  nebis
mieri  saxis  sakiTxi.21

kani am Tvisebebis mqone miRwevebs paradigmebs uwodebs. is va

raudobs, rom paradigmebi mWidrodaa dakavSirebuli  aRiarebuli  mec

nierebis  ideasTan:

am  terminiT  (paradigma), vgulisxmob,  rom  aqtualuri  sa
mecniero  praqtikis  zogierTi  aRiarebuli  magaliTi,  ro
melic moicavs  kanonebs,  Teorias,  gamoyenebas,  instru
mentirebas  erTobliobaSi,  qmnis  models,  romlidanac  
gamomdinareobs  mecnieruli  kvlevis  konkretuli  Tanmim
devruli  tradiciebi.  .  .  .  paradigmis  kvleva  .  .  .  amzadebs  
students  konkretuli  samecniero  sazogadoebis  wevrobi
saTvis,  romlis  farglebSic  gaivlis  igi  praqtikas.22

paradigmis  magaliTebia  marqsis  materializmi  da  froidis  sqeso

brivi  sawyisebis  Teoria.

ramdenadac  mecnierebi  uerTdebian  profesiul  samecniero  

sazogadoebebs,  romelTa  liderebs  sakuTari  disciplinis  igive  kon

20. Thomas S.Kuhn, The Structure of Scientific Revolutions, 2 e ed. ( Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 1970), p. 10. 
21. Ibid.
22. Ibid
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ceptualuri  da  meTodologiuri  safuZvlebi  aqvT  Seswavlili  igive  

wyaroebidan,  maTi  kvlevebi  iSviaTad  Tu  gamoavlens  SeuTanxmeblo

bas  an  kritikas  safuZvlebis  mimarT.  mecnierebi,  romelTa  kvlevebi  

saziaro  paradigmas  efuZneba,  fsiqologiurad  mijaWvuli  arian  mec

nieruli  praqtikis  imave  wesebs normebs,  standartebs:  `es  mijaWvu

loba  da  aSkara  konsensusi,  romelsac  igi  iZleva  Sedegad,  normal

uri  mecnierebis  prerekvizitia.  emsaxureba  konkretuli  kvleviTi  

tradiciis  dasawyissa  da  gangrZobas~.23

kani  Cveulebriv samecniero  erTobebs Tvlis ara neitralurad, 

aramed partizanebad,  romlebic damyarebul paradigmas  icaven. para

digmisadmi erTguleba  aucileblobiT  ar  ganapirobebs  samecniero 

progress. paradigmebi, rogorc  maorganizebeli principebi,  aucile

belia;  maT gareSe, mecnieruli kvleva  ver  daikavebs  Tavis adgils 

samecniero  `warmoebaSi~: `paradigmis  an  kvlevis ufro  ezoTeruli  

tipis  mopoveba simwifis  niSania nebismieri mecnieruli  sferos  gan

viTarebis  procesSi~,24   magram aRiarebuli mecniereba  ukvdavyofs sa

kuTar Tavs da amdenad aferxebs cvlilebebsa da inovaciebs.

revoluciuri  mecniereba

aRiarebuli  mecnierebis  sapirispirod,  revoluciur  mecnierebas  

kani  ganixilavs,  rogorc  sawinaaRmdego  paradigmis  uecar  ganviTa

rebas.  paradigmis  cvlileba  aris  revolucia  mecnierebaSi  da  Sei

Zleba  aRiarebul  iqnas  mxolod  TandaTanobiT  samecniero  sazoga

doebis  mier.  magaliTad,  paradigmam,  rom  adamianis  inteleqti  aris  

rogorc  sociokulturuli  garemos,  ise  genetikuri  procesis  Sede

gi,  Caanacvla  adrindeli  paradigma,  romlis  mixedviTac  inteleqts  

gansazRvravda  mxolod  genetikuri  procesebi.  axali  paradigma  

revo luciurad  SemoiWra  pirovnebisa  da  adamianis  qcevis  kvlevebSi  

da  mravali  socialuri,  ganaTlebisa  da  ekonomikuri  politikisaT

vis  qvakuTxedad  iqca.  

kanis  mixedviT,  dominanturi  paradigmis  uaryofa  paradigmis  

damtkicebis  mcdelobiT  iwyeba.  ramdenadac  mecnieri  empiriulad  

amowmebs  dominanturi  paradigmis  sxvadasxva  ganzomilebasa  da  gam

oyenebas,  misi  kongruentuloba  empiriuli  kvlevis  aRmoCenebTan  

umniSvnelo  doneze  dadis.  kani  aseT  arakongruentulobas  `anoma

liebs~  uwodebs  da  gamoTqvams  varauds,  rom  anomaliebi  ufro  Sesa

mCnevi  xdeba  damtkicebisa  da  problemis  gadaWris  procesSi.  iwyeba  

23. Ibid., pp.10-11
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sawinaaRmdego  paradigmis  konstruireba.  aRmocendeba  konfliqti  

Zveli  paradigmis  mxardamWerebsa  da  axlis  mxardamWerebs  Soris.  

saboloo  jamSi,  samecniero  sazogadoeba  aRiarebs  axal  paradig

masa  da  Cveulebrivi  mecnierebisaTvis  damaxasiaTebel  aqtivobas  

ubrundeba.  amis  miuxedavad,  Zveli  paradigmis  axliT  Canacvlebis  

periodi  samecniero  sazogadoebebSi  gaurkvevlobasa  da  konfliqts  

iwvevs.  es  periodi,  romelic  ramdenime  aTwleulis  manZilze  Sei

Zleba  gagrZeldes,  xasiaTdeba  SemTxveviTi  kvlevebiT,  umizno  damt

kicebebiT,  SemTxveviTi  aRmoCenebiT,  romlebic  gavlenas  axdens,  ro

gor  da  rodis  moixveWs  Zalas  revoluciuri  paradigma.

mecnieruli  revoluciebi iSviaTad xdeba. mecnierebi Tavisi  drois  

umetes  nawils  Cveulebriv mecnierebas uTmoben.  isini  ar  cdiloben  

dominanturi  paradigmebis  uaryofas. dauyovnebliv  ver  aRiqvamen  

anomaliebs.  aRqma  emyareba mentalur kategoriebs,  romlebic  bevrad 

adre Camoyalibda, vidre damtkicebis procedurebi  daiwyeboda. mec

nierebi, sxva profesionalebis msgavsad, xedaven  imas,  ris  danaxvasac 

elian. am mizeziT, dominanturi  paradigma  aRiarebuli  rCeba kidev 

didi xnis  ganmavlobaSi  mas  Semdeg,  rac  misi  kongruentuloba  em

piriul dakvirvebebTan  mimarTebaSi  eWvqveS  dadgeba.

aRmoCenis  logika

kanis  SexdulebiT,  ar  arsebobs  aRmoCenis  logika,  arsebobs  mxo

lod  aRmoCenis  sociofsiqologia:  anomaliebsa  da  arakonsisten

turobas  uxvad  SexvdebiT  mecnierebaSi,  magram  dominanturi  par

adigma  ganagrZobs  moqmedebas,  sanam  mas  ar    uaryofen.  arsebobs  

Tu  ara  krizisis  aRmocenebis  racionaluri  mizezi?  ra  aiZulebs  

mecniers  Seignos  es  mdgomareoba?  rogor  yalibdeba  sawinaaRmdego  

paradigma?  kanis  Tezisi  ar  exeba  am  sakiTxebs.  misTvis  ar  arsebobs  

aRmoCenis  logika,  arsebobs  jgufuri  brZola  samecniero  sazoga

doebis  SigniT.
kaniseul xedvas  mecnierebis Sesaxeb mkveTrad upirispirdeba  karl  

poperis  direqtiuli  anu  normatiuli  Teoria.  poperi  amtkicebs,  rom  
samecniero  erToba  valdebulia  iyos  (da  realurad,  mniSvnelovan
wilad  aris  kidec)  `Ria  sazogadoeba~,  romlis  farglebSic  arc erTi  
dominanturi  paradigma  ar  aris  xelSeuxebi.  poperi  amtkicebs,  rom  
mecniereba  permanentulad  revoluciebSi  unda  iyos  da  did  dros    
uTmobdes  kriticizms.  misi  azriT, revolucias axdens  codnaze  pre

tenziis  uaryofa:

Cemi  azriT  `Cveulebrivi~  mecnieri,  rogorc  kani  aRwers  mas,  
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aris  adamiani,  romelic  unda  wuxdes  amis  gamo.  .  .  .  `Cveu

lebrivi~  mecnieri  .  .  .  cudad  aris  ganswavluli.  igi  aRz

rdilia  dogmaturi  suliskveTebiT:  es  aris  indoqtrinizaci

is  msxverpli.  mas  naswavli  aqvs  teqnika,  romelic  SeiZleba 

ise iqnas  gamoyenebuli, rom ar dasva kiTxva ratom.  .  . 25

poperi  aRniSnavs,  rom  nebismier  momentSi  mecnieri  patimars  

hgavs,  romelic  Tavis  paradigmebSi,  molodinebSi,  warsul  gamoc

dilebaSi,  enaSi  aris  gamomwyvdeuli:

Cven  patimrebi  varT,  magram  Tu  vecdebiT,  nebismier  dros  

SevZlebT  davamsxvrioT  es  borkilebi.  Tumca  isev  CarCoe

bSi  aRmovCndebiT  moqceulni,  es  `sakani~  ukeTesi  da  ufro  

xalvaTi  iqneba  da  nebimier  momentSi  isev  SegveZleba  masac  

davaRwioT  Tavi.26

am  TvalsazrisiT,  erTmaneTisagan  unda  ganvasxvavoT  mecnieruli  

aqtivobis  ori  aspeqti:  damtkiceba  da  aRmoCena.27  damtkicebis  kon

teqsti  exeba  mecnierTa  aqtivobebs,  rodesac  isini  cdiloben  logi

kurad  da  empiriulad  gaamarTlon  pretenzia  codnaze.  mecnieruli  

meTodi  gvaZlevs  damtkicebis  logikas,  imis  miuxedavad,  rogor  

midis  mecnieri  sakuTar  alRomde.  mecnieris  aqtivobebi  aRmoCenis  

konteqstSi  ar  aris  SezRuduli  meTodikiT.  mecnierul  meTodi

kas  SeuZlia  gaaadvilos  aqtivobebi,  romelTac  aRmoCenamde  mivya

varT,  magram  sawyis  etapze  megzurad  verc  formalizebuli  wesebi  

gamodgeba  da  verc  logika.  SemoqmedebiToba,  intuicia,  warmosaxva,  

STagoneba  umniSvnelovanesia  mecnierebaSi.  miuxedavad  imisa,  rom  

SesaZlebelia  amis  swavleba,  isini  ver  daiyvaneba  wesebze:  rogorc  

jon  stiuart  mili  (18061873)  ambobda,  `ar  arsebobs  mecniereba,  

romelic  SesaZleblobas  miscems  adamians,  moigonos  ra  moergeba  mis  

daniSnulebas~.28

25. Karl R.Popper, “ Normal Science and Its Dangers;” in Criticism  and  the Growth of Knowledge, ed. 
Irme Lakatos and Alan Musgrave ( New York: Cambridge University Press, 1970), p.53 
26. Ibid., p.56
27. See Kaplan, The Conduct of Inquiry, pp. 12- 18.
28. Ibid., p. 16.
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kvlevis  procesi

mecnieruli  codna  is  codna,  romelic  emyareba  azrovnebasac  

da  gamocdilebasac.  mecnierebi  iyeneben  logikuri  sisworisa  da  em

piriuli  damtkicebis  kriteriums  imisaTvis,  rom  Seafason,  ramdenad  

marTebulia  pretenzia  codnaze.  es  ori  kriteriumi ar  aris  gadat

anili kvleviT aqtivobebSi  ,  romelTac  mecnierebi  axorcieleben.  kv

levis  procesi  aris  aqtivobebis  zogadi  sqema,  romelSic  mecnierebi  

CarTulni  arian  im  mizniT,  rom  awarmoon  codna.  esaa  mecnieruli  

kvlevis  paradigma.

rogorc  es  pirvel  naxazzea  naCvenebi,  kvlevis  procesi  Sedgeba  

Svidi  mTavari  safexurisagan:  problemis  dasma,  hipoTeza,  kvlevis  

dizaini,  gazomva,  monacemTa  Segroveba,  monacemTa  analizi,  ganzo

gadeba.  TiToeuli  es  safexuri  gavlenas  axdens  Teoriaze  da  Tavis  

mxriv  TviTonac  ganicdis  Teoriis  gavlenas.  am  wignSi  Cven  farTod  

ganvixilavT  TiToeul  safexurs  da  aseve  gadasvlas  erTi  safexu

ridan  meoreze.  axla  SemovifarglebiT  kvlevis  procesis  mxolod  

zogadi  mimoxilviT.

kvlevis  procesis  mTavari  damaxasiaTebeli  Tviseba  aris  misi  

cikluri  buneba.  igi,  rogorc  wesi,  iwyeba  problemis  dasmiT  da  

sruldeba sacdeli  empiriuli  ganzogadebiT.  ganzogadeba,  romelic  

asrulebs  erT  cikls,  Tavis  mxriv  iwyebs  momdevno  cikls.  es  cikluri  

procesi  uwyvetad  mimdinareobs  da  mecnierul  progress  asaxavs.

kvlevis  procesi  aseve  xasiaTdeba  imiT,  rom  iqneb ase xdeba wina 

kvlevebSi Secdomebis gamosworeba.  mecnierebi  logikurad  da  em

piriulad  amowmeben  sacdel  ganzogadebebs,  hipoTezebs  sakvlevi  

problemebis  Sesaxeb.  Tu  isini  uaryofen  am  ganzogadebebs,  axdenen  

axlis  formulirebasa  da  Semowmebas.  xelaxali  formulirebis  pro

cesSi  mecnierebi  ganmeorebiT  afaseben  kvlevis  operaciebs,  radgan  

sacdeli  ganzogadeba  SeiZleba  uaryofil  iqnas  ara  imitom,  rom  igi  

arasworia,  aramed  imitomac,  rom  kvleviT  operaciebSi  Secdomebi  

iqna daSvebuli.  magaliTad,  mkvlevarma  SeiZleba  uaryos  ganzoga

deba,  rom  ekonomikur  kriziss  mTavrobis  mier  xarjebis  gazrdamde  

mivyavarT,  Tu  igi  logikurad  swori  da  empiriulad  damtkicebuli  

ar  iqneba.  magram  ganzogadebis  uaryofa  SeiZleba  im  SemTxvevaSic,  

roca  igi  WeSmaritia,  Tu  damtkicebisa  da  verifikaciis  procedurebi  

(magaliTad,  kvlevis  dizaini,  gazomva,  monacemTa  analizi)  ar  dgas  

saTanado  simaRleze.  imisaTvis,  rom  Seamciros  WeSmariti  ganzoga
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debis  uaryofis  riski.  mecnieri  mudmivad  amowmebs  kvlevis  proce

sis  TiToeul  safexurs,  sanam  axali  ganzogadebis  formulirebas  

moaxdendes.  swored  amis  wyalobiT  iTvleba,  rom  mecnieruli  meT

odologia  Tavad  asworebs  sakuTar  Secdomebs.  ideebi  da  Teoriebi  

moklebulni  arian  am  Taviseburebas,  ramdenadac  maTi  daniSnuleba  

ufro  axsnis  mocemaa,  vidre  sakuTari  mtkicebebis  Semowmeba.

da  bolos,  unda  gvesmodes,  rom  kvlevis  procesi,  rogorc  aq  

aris  warmodgenili,  ase  vTqvaT,  idealizebulia.  esaa  samecniero  

praqtikis  racionaluri  rekonstruqcia:

rekonstruqcia  axdens  mecnieruli  logikis  idealizebas  
mxolod  imis  CvenebiT,  rogori  iqneboda  igi,  Tu  ukidures

naxazi  1.1

kvlevis  procesis  mTavari  safexurebi

ganzogadeba

Teoria

problema

hipoTeza

kvlevis 
dizzaini

monacemTa 
Segroveba

monacemTa 
analizi

gazomva
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ad  davxvewdiT  mas.  .  .  .  magram  yvelaze  didi  mecnierebic  
ki  ver  iqnebian  mTlianad  da  srulyofilad  logikurebi.29

praqtikaSi  kvlevis  procesi  aRmocendeba.

(1)  zogjer  swrafad,  zogjer  nela;  (2)  zogjer  formaliza
ciis  maRali  xarisxiT  da  energiulad,  zogjer  sruliad  
araformalurad,  gauTviTcnobiereblad  da  intuiturad;  
(3)  zogjer  ramdenime  mecniers  Soris  sxvadasxva  rolSi  in
teraqciiT  (magaliTad,  Teoretikosi,  kvlevis  xelmZRvane
li,  interviueri,  meTodisti,  SerCevis  eqsperti,  statis
tikosi  da  a.S.),  zogjer  ki  erTi  konkretuli  mecnieris  
ZalisxmeviT;  (4)  zogjer  mxolod  mecnieris  warmosaxvaSi,  
zogjer  realurad.30

dabolos,  kvlevis  procesis  es  idealizebuli  rekonstruqcia  

ara  universalizms  (mis  Seuval  WeSmaritebad  aRiarebas),  aramed  so

cialurmecnieruli  kvlevis  safuZvlebisa  da  zogadi  kanonzomiere

bebis  gamoxatvas  isaxavs  miznad.  

wignis  gegma

es  wigni  mihyveba  kvlevis  procesis  mTavar  safexurebs.  meore  da  

mesame  Tavebi  moicavs  empiriuli  kvlevebis  konceptualur  safuZv

lebsa  da  mimarTebebs  Teoriasa  da  kvlevas  Soris.  es  Tavebi  foku

sirebulia  cnebebis  ideebze,  definiciebze,  Teoriebis  struqturasa  

da  funqciebze,  modelebze,  mimarTebebze,  cvladebze,  kvlevis  hipo

Tezis  agebaze.

meoTxe  Tavi  exeba  eTikurisa  da  moraluris  sakiTxebs,  romle

bic  socialuri  mecnierebaTa  mkvlevarebis  winaSe  dgas.  am  TavSi  

SevexebiT  kvlevis  monawileTa  uflebebs,  mecnierTa  valdebulebebs,  

interaqcias  kvlevis  monawileebsa  da  mecnierebs  Soris,  eTikis  pro

fesiul  kodeqss,  rac  gansakuTrebiT  mniSvnelovania  kvleviTi  pro

eqtebis  dagegmvisas.

mexuTe  da  meeqvse  TavebSi  yuradRebas  gavamaxvilebT  kvlevis  

dizainis  Camoyalibebis  fazaze.  kvlevis  dizaini  aris  strategia,  

romelic  exmareba    mkvlevars  kvlevis  procesSi.  esaa  damtkicebis  

29. Ibid., pp. 10-11. 
30. Wallace, The Logic of Science in Sociology, p. 19.
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logikuri  modeli,  romelic  saSualebas  aZlevs  mkvlevars  gaake

Tos  daskvnebi  fenomenebs  Soris  kauzaluri  mimarTebebis  Sesaxeb.  

rogorc  dainaxavT,  arsebobs  kvlevis  dizainis  ramdenime  tipi,  

romelTagan  TiToeuli  ganmartavs  pirobebs  kauzaluri  daskvnebis  

daSvebisa  an  uaryofisaTvis.

meSvide  Tavi  eTmoba  gazomvis  safexurs.  am  safexurze,  mkvlevre

biempiriul  monacemebs  aRniSnaven  simboloebiT  (kodebiT).  es  sim

boloebi  eqvemdebareba  raodenobriv  analizs,      avlens  informa

ciasa  da  mimarTebebs,  romelTa  garCeva  sxva  SemTxvevaSi  SeuZlebeli  

iqneboda.  ricxvebiT  SeiZleba  vawarmooT    Sekreba,  gamokleba,  gan

vsazRvroT procentuli  Tanafardobebi,  korelaciebi  da  miRebuli  

maCveneblebi  gamoviyenoT  fenomenebis  aRweris,  axsnisa  da  progno

zebis  SesamuSaveblad.

Cveulebriv,  mecnieruli  ganzogadeba  ar  emyareba  yovel  gazomil  

monacems.  igi  eyrdnoba  SemTxvevaTa  SedarebiT  mcire  raodenobas_

SerCevas.  merve  TavSi  SevexebiT  mTavar  sakiTxebs,  romelic  Ser

CevasTan  aris  dakavSirebuli:  Teorias,  meTodebs  reprezentatuli  

SerCevisaTvis,  SerCevis  moculobas,  SerCevis  dizains.

momdevno  xuTi  Tavi  eTmoba  monacemTa  Segrovebis  fazas.  am  

safexurze  mkvlevrebi  awarmoeben  empiriuli  monacemebis  Caweras.  

monacemebi  sxvadasxva  meTodiT  SeiZleba  Segrovdes,  maT  Soris  

struqturirebuli  dakvirvebiT,  arastruqturirebuli  dakvirvebiT,  

personaluri  interviuTi,  anonimuri  gamokiTxviT,  sajaro  Canawere

biT,  piradi  CanawerebiT.  monacemTa  Segrovebis  arc erTi  meTodi  ar  

aris  martivi  da  arc erTi  meTodi  ar  aris  universaluri  _  gamo

sadegi  yvela  sakvlevi  problemis  SemTxvevaSi.  sxvadasxva  sakiTxi  

sxvadasxva  meTodis  gamoyenebas saWiroebs  da  TiToeuli  meTods  Ta

visi  nakli  da  dadebiTi mxare  aqvs.

meToTxmete  Tavi  fokusirebulia  monacemTa  damuSavebis  mTavar  

sakiTxebze,  rac  Sualedur  safexurs  warmoadgens  monacemTa  Seg

rovebasa  da  maT  analizs  Soris.  miRebuli monacemebi, damuSavebisas 

cnebiTi kategoriebis sistemad gardaiqmneba.  es  kategoriebi  gaday

vanilia  kodur  sqemebSi,  rac  raodenobriv  analizs eqvemdebareba.  

kodebi  SeiZleba      Caiweros  da  damuSavdes  kompiuteris  saSualebiT.  

kodirebisa  da  monacemTa  avtomaturi  damuSavebis  sakiTxebi  aseve  

am  TavSi  Sedis.

kvlevis  procesis  Semdeg  safexurze  mecnierebi  raodenobriv,  

statistikur  analizs mimarTaven.  statistikebi  aris  ricxvebi,  

romelTa  gamoyeneba  SesaZlebelia  SejamebisaTvis,  analizisa  an  
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informaciis  SefasebisaTvis.  saWiroa  ganvasxvavoT  statistikis  

ori  kategoria,  romelTac  gansxvavebuli  funqcia  aqvT:  aRweriTi  

statistika  da  daskvniTi  statistika.  mkvlevarebi  aRweriTi  statis

tikis  procedurebs  iyeneben  monacemTa  organizebis,  aRwerisa  da  

SejamebisaTvis.  meTxuTmete  Tavi  exeba  aRweriT  univariaciul  ga

nawilebebs,  meTeqvsmete  _  bivariaciul  ganawilebebs,  meCvidmete  

_  multivariaciuli  analizis  meTodebs.  meTvramete  TavSi  warmo

gidgenT  saZieblis  Sedegnisa  da  skalirebis  meTodebs.  statistikis  

meore  kategoria,  daskvniTi,  anu  induqciuri  statistika  SesaZle

blobas  aZlevs  mkvlevarebs  ganazogadon  monacemebi,  Seafason  gansx

vaveba  jgufebs  Soris,  Seafason  axali  mniSvnelobebi.  es  meTodebi,  

romlebic  ganxilulia  mecxramete  TavSi,  aadvilebs  sistemuri  kv

levis  warmarTvas.

daskvna

1. mecnierebebi  gaerTianebulia  maTi  meTodikis  da  ara  maTi  

sagnis  mixedviT.  is,  rac  ganacalkevebs  mecnierul  midgomas  codnis  

miRebis  sxva  gzebisagan,  aris  daSvebebi,  romelic  safuZvlad  udevs  

mas  da  mis  meTodologias.

2. mecnieruli  midgomis  daSvebebi  SemdegSi  mdgomareobs:  

buneba  mowesrigebulia;  Cven  SegviZlia  vicodeT  buneba;  bunebri

vi  fenomenebi  bunebrivi  mizezebiT  aris  gapirobebuli;  araferia  

TavisTavad  cxadi;  codna  gamocdilebis  SeZenidan  gamomdinareobs;  

marTalia  codna  sacdeli  da  eqsperimentulia,  magram  igi  ucodin

robas  aRemateba.

3. mecnieruli  midgomis  meTodologia  sam  mTavar  mizans  emsax

ureba:  igi  uzrunvelyofs  wesebs  komunikaciisaTvis,  wesebs  logi

kuri  da  swori  azrovnebisaTvis,  wesebs  intersubieqturobisaTvis  

(unari,  gaiziaro  codna).  wesebis  es  sami  sistema  saSualebas  gva

Zlevs  gavigoT,  avxsnaT,  gavakeToT  prognozi  sakuTar  TavTan  da  

Cvens  garemosTan  dakavSirebiT  ise,  rogorc  es  ar  SeuZliaT  sxva  

sistemebs  (avtoritarul,  mistikur,  racionalistur  modelebs).

4. mecnieruli  codna  aris  codna,  romelic  SeiZleba  damt

kicebul  iqnas,  rogorc  gonebiT,  ise  aRqmis  sicxadiT.  mecnieruli  

meTodi  moiTxovs  logikisa  da  dakvirvebis  wesebisadmi  mkacr  mi

yolas.  aseTi  erTguleba  wesebisadmi  aryevs  dogmas,  vinaidan  kv

levis  procesi  cikluri  xasiaTisaa  da  Tavad  uswordeba  sakuTar  
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Secdomebs.  racionaluri  kriticizmi  mTavari  komponenti  unda  iyos  

mecnierebisaTvis,  romelic  valdebulia  permanentulad  revolu

ciur  reJimSi  imyofebodes.  samecniero  sazogadoebebi,  iseve,  ro

gorc  sxva  profesionaluri  erTobebi,  CarTulni  arian  Sida  brZo

lebSi,  rac  yovelTvis  ar  uwyobs  xels  mecnierebis  progress.  aseTi  

brZolebi  ZalauflebisaTvis  gardauvalia.  magram  pretenzia  cod

naze  sabolood  daSvebuli  iqneba  mas  Semdeg,  rac  igi  SesabamisobaSi  

mova  mecnierebis  daSvebebTan  da  meTodikasTan.

sakvanZo  terminebi  gameorebisaTvis

mecnierebis  daSvebebi   (gv. 29)

aRmoCenis  konteqsti  (gv. 48)

damtkicebis  konteqsti  (gv. 48)

deduqciuri  axsna  (gv.31)

empiriuli  (gv. 30)

epistemologia  (gv. 29)

axsna  (gv. 32)

daskvna  (gv. 39)

interpretaciuli midgoma (gv.38)

intersubieqturoba  (gv. 42)

logika  (gv. 41)

logikuri  empirikosebi  (gv. 39)

meTodologia  (gv. 39)

Cveulebrivi  mecniereba  (gv. 44)

paradigma (gv. 45)

prognozis SemuSaveba  (gv. 35)

albaTuri  axsna  (gv. 34)

racionalizmi  (gv. 28)

kopireba  (replikacia)  (gv. 41)

kvlevis  procesi  (gv. 50)

revoluciuri  mecniereba  (gv. 46)

mecniereba  (gv. 25)

tavtologia  (gv.28)

versteheni (gv. 37)

kiTxvebi

1. SeadareT  da  daupirispireT  mecnieruli  midgoma  codnis  mopovebis  

avtoritarul,  mistikur,  racionalistur  modelebs.

2. ganixileT  daSvebebi,  romlebic  safuZvlad  udevs  mecnierul  

midgomas.

3. ra  aris  mecnierebis,  rogorc  codnis  mawarmoebeli  sistemis  

miznebi?

4. aRwereT  kvlevis  procesi  da  misi  safexurebi.

5. rogor  imarTeba  mecniereba,  rogorc  azrovnebisa  da  dakvirvebis  

cikluri  procesi  da  rogorc  socialuri  institucia?
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damatebiTi  sakiTxavi

nil  eniu  da  sandra  paiki,  `mecnieruli  TamaSi:  Sesavali  biheviorul  

mecnierebaTa  kvlevebSi~.

kenet  boldingi,  `mecniereba:  Cveni  saerTo  monapovari~.

bernard  koeni,  `revolucia  mecnierebaSi~.

donald  fiske  da  riCard  Svederi,  ̀ metaTeoria  socialur  mecnierebebSi:  

pluralizmi  da  subieqturoba~.

jon  hiuzi,  `socialuri  kvlevebis  filosofia~.

uiliam  kruskali,  `socialuri  mecnierebebi:  maTi  buneba  da  

gamoyeneba~.

irme  lakatosi,  `samecniero  kvleviTi  programebis  meTodologia~.

entoni  o’heari,  `Sesavali  mecnierebis  filosofiaSi~.

karl  poperi,  `realizmi  da  mecnierebis  mizani~.

israel  Sefleri,  `mecniereba  da  subieqturoba~.

Carlz  teilori,  `filosofia  da  humanitaruli  mecnierebebi~.
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cneba (koncepti)
cneba  funqcia

gansazRvreba
konceptualuri  gansazRvreba
operaciuli  gansazRvreba
magaliTi:  gaucxoebis gansazRvrebebi
kongruentulobis  problema
Teoriuli  mniSvneloba

Teoria:  funqciebi  da  tipebi
ra  ar  aris  Teoria
Teoriis  tipebi
aqsiomaturi  Teoria

modelebi
magaliTi:  politikuri  kursis  implementaciis  modeli

Teoria,  modelebi  da  empiriuli  kvleva
Teoria  kvlevamde
kvleva  Teoriamde

II Tavi

kvlevis cnebiTi  
(konceptualuri) safuZvlebi
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SeiZleba  Tu  ara  antikuri  periodis  wylis  wisqvilis  aRmoCenam  

samxreT  safrangeTSi  eWvqveS  daayenos  Cvens  mier  civilizaciebis  

cxovrebis  ciklis  konceptualizacia  da  Sesabamisad  kvleva?  trev

or  hoji,  klasicisti  da  arqeologi,  Tvlis,  rom  SesaZlebelia.  ar

qeologebi  da  istorikosebi  tradiciulad  monobas  Tvlidnen  te

qnologiuri  simwiris  mizezad  romis  imperiaSi.  hoji  amtkicebs,  rom  

wisqvilis  zoma  da  misi  gamoyeneba  sxva  rameze  miuTiTebs.  monobis  

nacvlad,  igi  xazs  usvams  sakuTriv  teqnologiur  faqtorebs_am  

SemTxvevaSi  nalebis  ararsebobas  da  araadekvaturi  aRkazmuloba_

raTa  axsnas  bunebrivi  resursebis  dabali  gamoyeneba  antikuri  ro

mis  ekonomikaSi.1

m TavSi  Tavdapirvelad  ganvixilavT  cnebaTa  formirebas,  rac  

Teoriuli  sistemis  `saSen  masalas~  warmoadgens.  SemdegSi  erT

maneTisgan  ganvasxvavebT  Teoriis  oTx  dones  da  aRvwerT  modelebs,  

romlebic  realuri  samyaros  aspeqtebs  warmoadgens.  bolos,  gan

vixilavT  kavSirs  Teoriasa  da  kvlevas  Soris.

rogorc  es  pirvel  TavSi  davinaxeT,  mecnieruli  codna  damt

kicebulia  rogorc  gonebiT,  ise  gamocdilebiT.  es  gulisxmobs  imas,  

rom  socialuri  mecnierebi  moqmedeben  or  gansxvavebul,  magram  

urTierTdakavSirebul  doneze  _  cnebiTTeoriul  da  dakvirvebiT

empiriul  doneze.  socialuri  mecnierebis  kvleva  aris  am  or  dones  

Soris  interaqciis  Sedegi.  am  TavSi  ganvixilavT  cnebiTTeoriuli  

donis  safuZvlebs  da  kavSirebs  Teorias,  modelebsa  da  empiriul  

kvlevas  Soris.

cneba (koncepti)

azrovneba  moiTxovs  enis  gamoyenebas.  ena,  Tavis  mxriv,  aris  ko

munikaciis  sistema,  romelic  Sedgeba  simboloebisa  da  maTi kom

binaciebis agebis wesebisgan.  erTerTi  yvelaze  mniSvnelovani  sim

bolo  enaSi,  gansakuTrebiT  ki  roca  saqme  kvlevas  exeba,  aris  cneba.  

cneba  aris  obieqtis,  misi  erTerTi  Tvisebis  an    qceviTi  feno

menis  abstragirebuli  (ganyenebuli)  warmodgena  (gamosaxva).      mec

nierebi  kvlevis  process  cnebebis  CamoyalibebiT  iwyeben,  romli

a

1. AA. Trevor Hodge, “A Roman Factory,” Scientific American, 263 (5) (1990): 106-111.
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Tac  aRweren  empiriul  samyaros.  magaliTad,  `socialuri  statusi~,  

`roli~,  `Zalaufleba~,  `biurokratia~,  `fardobiTi  deprivacia~,  

`kohorta~  saerTo  cnebebia  politikuri  mecnierebisa  da  sociolo

giisaTvis.  cnebebi,  rogoricaa  `inteleqti~,  `percepcia~  da  `das

wavla~  gavrcelebulia  fsiqologebs  Soris.  mecnierebis  TiToeuli  

disciplina  SeimuSavebs  Tavis  sakuTar  unikalur  cnebebs.  mecnierTa

Tvis  es  cnebebi  da  simboloebi  qmnis  profesiul  enas.  magaliTad,  

rodesac  socialuri  mecnieri  iyenebs  sityvas  `kohorta~,  sxva  so

cialurma  mecnierebma  ukve  ician,  ras  warmoadgens  es  termini:  ada

mianTa  jgufs,  romelTac  aerTianebT  demografiuli  maxasiaTeblebi,  

magaliTad  asaki.  adamianebi,  romelnic  ar  arian  ganswavlulni  so

cialur  mecnierebebSi,  `kohortas~  Jargonad  miiCneven.

cnebis  funqcia

cnebebi  mraval  mniSvnelovan  funqcias  asrulebs  socialur  mec

nierebaTa  kvlevebSi.  upirvelesi  da  yvelaze  mTavari  aris  is,  rom  

isini  komunikaciis  safuZvelia.  cnebebTan  dakavSirebiT  SeTanxmebis  

gareSe,  mecnierebi  ver  SeZlebdnen  sakuTar  aRmoCenebze  saubars  da  

verc  sxva  mecnierebis  kvlevebis  gagebas  moaxerxebdnen.  SeuZlebeli  

iqneboda  komunikacia,  romelic  intersubieqturobasa  da  saerTo  

gagebas  emyareba.  mniSvnelovania  gvaxsovdes,  rom  cnebebi  abstrahire

bulia  aRqmidan  da  informaciis  gadmosacemad,    mis  gamosaTqmelad  

gamoiyeneba.  cnebebi  ar  arsebobs,  rogorc  empiriuli  fenomenebi_

esaa  mxolod  fenomenTa  simbolo  da  ara  Tavad  fenomenebi.  cnebebis  

ise  gamoyenebas,  TiTqos  isini  konkretuli  fenomenebi  iyvnen,  mivya

varT  reifikaciis  Secdomamde.  esaa  abstraqciis  realurad  CaTvla  

imis  nacvlad,  rom  CaTvalo  igi  azrovnebis  produqtad.  magaliTad,  

Secdomaa  CaTvalo,  rom  `Zalauflebis~  cnebas  aqvs  ganzraxvebi,  

moTxovnebi,  an  instinqtebi,  miuxedavad  imisa,  rom  mravali  adamiani  

ise  laparakobs  an  wers,  TiTqos  es  sworedac  ase  iyos.

meore,  cnebebi  warmogvidgens  perspeqtivas_empiriuli  movlenis  

xedvis  gzas:  `mecnieruli  konceptualizaciis  gziT  aRqmadi  samyaro  

mocemulia  mowesrigebulad  da  Tanmimdevrulad,  rac  SeuZlebeli  

iqneboda  konceptualizaciamde~.2  cneba  saSualebas  aZlevs  mecniers  

kavSiri  daamyaros  realobis  ramdenime  aspeqtTan  da  moaxdinos  misi,  

rogorc  Tvisebis  identificireba,  romelic  saerToa  fenomenis  sxva

2.Norman K. Denzin, The Research Act, 3d ed. ( Englewood Cliffs, N.J.; Prentice-Hall, 1989), p.383
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dasxva  magaliTisaTvis  realur  samyaroSi:

misi meSveobiT  aZlevs  mecniers SeuZlia  sxva  mecnierebs  
warudginos  sakuTari  gamocdileba  konsensualuri  mniSvn
elobis  doniT  (intersubieqturoba).  garda  amisa,  igi  saSu
alebas  iZleva  daamyaros  interaqcia  garemosTan.  mecnieri  
acnobierebs  ras  niSnavs  cneba  da  Tavad  miuTiTebs  mis  
mniSvnelobas.  amdenad,  cneba  aTvisebads  xdis  gamocdile
basa  da  aRqmas,  gvixsnis  dakvirvebis  axal  sferos  da  as
rulebs  sxvas.3

mesame,  cnebebi  saSualebas  aZlevs  mecnierebs  moaxdinon  kla

sifikacia  da  ganzogadeba.  sxva  sityvebiT  rom  vTqvaT,  mecnierebi  

sakuTari  gamocdilebisa  da  dakvirvebis  struqturirebas,  katego

rizebas,  mowesrigebasa  da  ganzogadebas  axdenen  cnebebis  saSuale

biT.  rogorc  jon  makkini  aRniSnavs:

yoveli  fenomeni  unikaluria  Tavisi  gamovleniT.  amis  gamo  
arc erTi  fenomeni  ar  aRmocendeba  Tavisi  konkretuli  
mTlianobiT.  identobis  mniSvneloba  yovelTvis  aris  ̀ iden
turi  daniSnulebisaTvis~.  imisaTvis,  rom  warmoadginon  
mravalgvari  mecnieruli  daskvnis,  maT  Soris  prognozis  
mimdevroba,  mecnierebi  ugulebelyofen  unikalur,  ucxo  
sityvebs  da  amdenad  ganze  dgebian  aRqmiTi  gamocdilebi
sagan.  es  gandgoma  ucilobeli  xarkia,  romelic  man  unda  
gaiRos  imisaTvis,  rom  abstraqtul  ganzogadebas. miaRwios   
mniSvnelobis  konceptualizacia  niSnavs  ganzogadebas  
garkveuli  xarisxiT.  ganzogadeba  niSnavs  obieqtebis  ricx
vis  Semcirebas,  ramdenime  maTganis  miCnevas  identurebad.4

magaliTad,  SegviZlia  daviviwyoT,  riT  gansxvavdeba  erTmaneTisa

gan  fiWvi,  muxa,  naZvi,  soWi,  palma  da  vaSlis  xe,  gavacnobieroT  maTi  

saxeobebis  msgavsebebi  da  gavaerTianoT  erTi  cnebis  `xis~,  qveS.  `xe~  

aris  zogadi  cneba,  romelic  xelSesaxebs  xdis  mraval  unikalur  Ta

viseburebas,  rogoricaa  feri,  simaRle,  asaki  da  iZleva  SesaZleblo

bas  CavwvdeT  maT  mocemuli  wesrigiT.  `xe~  aris  aseve  abstraqtuli  

cneba,  ramdenadac  fiWvis,  muxis,  naZvis,  soWis,  palmisa  da  vaSlis  

xis  unikaluri  Tvisebebi  dakargulia  konceptualizaciis  proces

Si.  abstrahirebisa  da  ganzogadebis  es  procesi  saSualebas  aZlevs  

mecniers  aRweros  sxvadasxva  tipis  empiriuli  fenomenis  arsebiTi  

3.Ibid.
4.John C.McKinney, Constructive Typology and Social Theory ( Norwalk, Conn.: Appleton & Lang, 
1966), p.9. 
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Taviseburebebi.  Tumca,  cnebis  rom  erTxel  Camoyalibeba,  es  sulac  

ar  niSnavs  imas,  rom  is  srulyofili,  yovlis  momcveli  simboloa  

imisa,  rasac  warmoadgens_misi  Sinaarsi  mxolod  im  Taviseburebebs  

gamoxatavs,  romelTac  mecnieri   arsebiTad  miiCnevs.

cnebebi  Teoriebis,  Sesabamisad  axsnebisa  da  prognozebis  mniS

vnelovani    komponentia.  cnebebi  yvelaze  kritikuli  elementia  Teo

riaSi,  vinaidan  isini  gansazRvraven  mis  Sinaarssa  da  Taviseburebebs.  

magaliTad,  cnebebi  `Zalaufleba~  da  `legitimuroba~  gansazRvravs  

mmarTvelobis  Teoriebis  Sinaarss.  cnebebi  `individualizmi~  da  

`protestantizmi~  gansazRvravs  durkheimis  suicidis  Teorias.  

es  Teoria  varaudobs,  rom  TviTmkvlelobis  procenti  dasavlur  

sazogadoebebSi  individualizmsa  da  religias  Soris  mimarTebis  

Sedegia.  cneba  `fardobiTi deprivacia~ mTavaria  Zaladobis  Sesaxeb  

TeoriebSi.  xolo `mowodeba~ da `moTxovna~ sayrdeni burjis  rols  as

rulebs  ekonomikur  TeoriebSi.  rodesac  aseTi  cnebebi  sistemurad  

da  logikurad  aris  dakavSirebuli,  qmnian  Teorias.  cnebis  Camoya

libeba  da  Teoriis  ageba  mWidro  kavSirSia  erTmaneTTan.

gansazRvreba

imisaTvis,  rom  cnebebma  Seasrulos  komunikaciis,  gamocdilebis  

asaxvisa  da  organizebis,  ganzogadebis,  Teoriis  konstruirebis  fun

qcia,  isini  mkafio,  zusti  da  SeTanxmebuli  unda  iyos.  yoveldRi

uri  metyveleba  xSirad  bundovani,  orazrovani  da  arazustia.  iseT  

cnebebs,  rogoricaa  `Zalaufleba~,  `biurokratia~,  `dakmayofileba~,  

gansxvavebuli  mniSvneloba  aqvs  sxvadasxva  adamianisaTvis  da  gansx

cnebebis oTxi funqcia

   cnebebi qmnis saerTo enas, romelic saSualebas aZlevs mecnierebs 

ganaxorcielon komunikacia erTmaneTTan.

   cnebebi aZlevs mecnierebs perspeqtivas _ fenomenebis xedvis gzas.

   cnebebi mecniers sakuTari gamocdilebis klasifikaciisa da 

ganzogadoebis saSualebas aZlevs.

   cnebebi aris TeoriaTa komponentebi _ isini gansazRvraven Teoriis 

Sinaarssa da Taviseburebebs.



60

vavebul  konteqstSi  gamoiyeneba  sxvadasxva  ramis  aRsaniSnavad.  Cveu

lebriv,  es  ar  qmnis  problemas  yoveldRiur  metyvelebaSi,  magram  

mecniereba  win  ver  waiwevs  orazrovani  da  arazusti  leqsikiT.

sizustis  aucileblobis  gamo  nebismieri  mecnieruli  disciplina  

koncentrirebulia  Tavis  leqsikonze.  socialuri  mecnierebi  cdi

loben  Seqmnan  cnebaTa  mkafio  da  zusti  sistema,  romliTac  daaxa

siaTeben  Tavis  sagans.  miuxedavad  imisa,  rom  gamoigones,  gamoiy

enes,  gaaumjobeses  da  ukuagdes  mravali  cneba,      bevri  cneba  kvlav  

orazrovani  da  arakonsistenturia.  es  arc  ise  gasakviria.  social

urma  mecnierebam  unda  ganasxvavos  Tavisi  cnebebi  im  cnebebisagan,  

romelTac  iyeneben  sazogadoeba,  romlis  Seswavlac  maT  surT.  ma

gram  socialurs  mecnierebaTa  progresis  kvaldakval,  progresirebs  

maTi  leqsikac.  imisaTvis,  rom  miaRwion  mkafioobas,  sizustes  cne

bebis  gamoyenebisas  kvlevis  procesSi,  mecnierebi  gansazRvrebebis  

or  tips iyeneben:  konceptualursa  da  operaciuls.

konceptualuri  gansazRvreba

gansazRvrebas,  romlic  cnebas  sxva  cnebebis  gamoyenebiT aRwers,  

konceptualuri  ewodeba.  magaliTad,  `Zalaufleba~  konceptualu

rad  ganmartebulia,  rogorc  unari  moqmedi  pirisa  (magaliTad,  in

dividisa,  jgufisa,  saxelmwifosi)  gaakeTebinos  meore  moqmed  pirs  

is,  rasac  es  ukanaskneli  Tavisi  nebiT  ar  gaakeTebda.  `fardobiTi  

deprivaciis~  konceptualuri  ganmarteba  aris  moqmedi  piris  mier          

mis  `RirebulebiT  molodinebsa~  da  `RirebulebiT SesaZleblobebs~  

Soris  sxvaobis  aRqma.5

am  or  magaliTSi  mTeli  rigi  cnebebia  gamoyenebuli  sxva  cne

bebis  gansamartavad.  `RirebulebiT  molodinebi~  da  `RirebulebiT  

SesaZleblobebi~  TavisTavad  cnebebia.  magram  gansazRvrebebi  pro

cesi  SeiZleba  aq  sulac  ar  SeCerdes.  `fardobiTi  deprivaciis~  Sem

TxvevaSi,  adamiani,  romelic  ar  icnobs  Teorias,  ikiTxavs:  `ras  niS

navs  Rirebuleba,  SesaZlebloba,  molodini,  aRqma?~  es  cnebebi  Tavis  

mxriv  moiTxovs  dazustebas.  `molodinebi~,  magaliTad,  ganisazRvre

ba,  rogorc  gabatonebuli  normebis  gamoxatuleba,  romelTac  
uSualo  ekonomikuri,  socialuri,  kulturuli  da  politikuri  
garemo  awesebs.  magram  ra  igulisxmeba `normebis~, `uSualos~,  `so

5. Ted.R.Gurr, Why Men Rebel (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1970) p.24.
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cialuris~, ̀ kulturulis~, ̀ ekonomikuris~, ̀ politikuris~  qveS.  es  
cnebebi  kidev  SeiZleba  ganimartos  sxva cnebebiT  da  ase  Semdeg.

am  procesis  garkveul  monakveTSi  mecnierebi    midian  cnebe

bamde,  romlebic  ar  ganimarteba  sxva  cnebebiT.  aseT  cnebebs  sawy

isi  (primitiuli)  terminebi  ewodebaT.  magaliTad,  ferebi,  sunebi,  

xmebi,  gemosTan  dakavSirebuli  terminebi  primitiuli  termi

nebia.  primitiuli  terminebi  ar  aris  bundovani  da  orazrovani.  

mecnierebic  da  diletantebic  Tanxmdebian  maT  mniSvnelobaze,  

romelTac  rogorc  wesi,  safuZvels  umagrebs  mkafio  empiriu

li  nimuSebi.  magaliTad,  mecniers  SeuZlia  migviTiTos  realur  

cxovrebiseul  qcevaze  da  gansazRvros  igi,  rogorc  `risxva~.  te

qnikurad,  termin  `risxvis~  demonstrireba  gamoiyeneba,  rogorc  

saCvenebeli  ganmarteba.  anu  `risxva~  warmoadgens  advilad  dak

virvebad  qcevas.  Sesabamisad,  `risxva~  SeiZleba  gamoyenebul  iq

nas,  rogorc  primitiuli  termini  Teorizebisa  da  kvlevisas.

konceptualuri  ganmartebebi,  Sedgeba  sawyisi  da  nawarmoebi  

terminebisagan.  nawarmoebi  terminebi  aris  terminebi,  romlebic  

SeiZleba  ganisazRvros  sawyisi  terminebiT.  amdenad,  Tu  arse

bobs  SeTanxmeba  sawyisi  terminebTan,  `individTan~,  `interaqcias

Tan~  da  `regularulobasTan~  dakavSirebiT,  SevZlebT  ganvsazRv

roT  cneba  `jgufi~  (nawarmoebi  termini),  rogorc  ori  an  meti  

individis  regularuli  interaqcia.  nawarmoebi  terminebi  ufro  

gamoyenebadia,  vidre  sawyisi,  ufro  advilia  Tqva  sityva  `jgufi~,  

vidre  mudmivad  imeoro  primitiuli  terminebi,  romlebic  gansaz

Rvraven  `jgufs~.6

mniSvnelovania  gvaxsovdes,  rom  konceptualuri  gansazRvre

bebi  arc  WeSmaritia  da  arc  mcdari.  rogorc  es  adrec  aRin

iSna,  cnebebi  simboloebia,  romlebic  komunikaciis  saSualebas  

gvaZlevs.  konceptualuri  gansazRvrebebi  an  gamosadegia  komu

nikaciisa  da  kvlevisaTvis,  an  ara.  rodesac  Tqven  akritikebT  

ganmartebis  marTebulobas,    goniruvlobs  an  svamT  kiTxvas,  aris  

Tu  ara  is  gamoyenebuli  konsistenturad,  kritika  ar  exeba  kon

ceptualuri  gansazRvrebis  WeSmaritebas.  gansazRvreba  aris  is,  

rasac  ganmmartavi  ambobs.
rom SevajamoT, konceptualuri gansazRvrebebisaTvis,  rom elic 

aadvilebs komunikacias,  damaxasiaTebelia  Semdegi  Tvisebebi:

6. Paul D.Reynolds, A Primer in Theory Construction ( New York: Macmillan, 1971), pp. 45-48.
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 	 gansazRvreba  unda  miuTiTebdes  imis  unikalur  Taviseburebebsa  

da  elementebze,  ris  gansazRvrebasac  iZleva da  moicavdes  

yvela  im  SemTxvevas,  romelsac  exeba  da  gamoricxavdes  yvela  

im  SemTxvevas,  romelsac  ar  exeba.

 	 gansazRvreba    ar  unda  iyos  cirkularuli.  igi  ar  unda  Seicavdes  

im  fenomenis  an  obieqtis  raime  elements,  romelsac  gansazRvravs.  

`biurokratiisa~,  rogorc  wyobis  gansazRvreba,  romelsac  

axasiaTebs  biurokratiuli  Tvisebebi,  an  `Zalauflebis~,  

rogorc  im  Taviseburebis,  gansazRvreba  romelic  axasiaTebs  

Zalauflebis  mqone  xalxs,  xels  ver  Seuwyobs  komunikacias.

 	 gansazRvreba  unda    Camouyalibdes   iyos pozitiurad.  `inte

leqtis~,  rogorc  Tvisebis,  ganmarteba  romelic  moklebulia  

fers,  wonas  da  xasiaTs,  cxadia  gamousadegaria  komunikaciisaTvis,  

vinaidan  arsebobs  uamravi  sxva  Tviseba,  romelsac  ar  aqvs  feri,  

wona  da  xasiaTi.  pozitiuri  ganmarteba  miuTiTebs  Tvisebebze,  

romelic  unikaluria  mxolod  im  cnebisaTvis,  romelsac  is  

gansazRvravs.

 	 gansazRvreba  unda Seicavdes  mkafio  terminebs,  romelTa  

mniSvnelobac SeTanxmebuli  da  gaziarebulia  yvelas  mier.  

magaliTad,  iseTi  termini,  rogoricaa  `konservatiuli~,  

sxvadasxva  rames  niSnavs  sxvadasxva  adamianisaTvis  da  amdenad  

gansazRvrebad  ver  gamodgeba.

operaciuli  gansazRvreba

xSirad  SeuZlebelia  pirdapir  davakvirdeT  im  empiriul  Tavise

burebebs  an  movlenebs,  romelnic  warmodgenilni  arian  cnebebiT.  

magaliTad  SegviZlia  davasaxeloT  `Zalaufleba~,  `fardobiTi  de

privacia~,  `inteleqti~,  `kmayofileba~  da  zogadad  araqceviTi  Ta

viseburebebi,  rogoricaa  aRqmebi,  Rirebulebebi,  attitudebi.  aseT  

SemTxvevebSi,  mkvlevrebs  uxdebaT  daskvnebi  gamoitanon  cnebis  em

piriuli  arsebobis  Seaxeb.  isini  aseT  daskvnebs  akeTeben  operaciuli  

anu  iseTi  ganmartebebis  saSualebiT,  romlebic  cnebebs  empiriul  

damamtkicebel  sabuTebs  aniWebs.

operaciuli  gansazRvrebaSi  erTmaneTTan  akavSirebs  koncep

tualurTeoriul  da  empiriuldakvirvebiT  doneebs.  operaciul  

ganmartebaSi  dasaxulia  procedurebi  im  aqtivobebTan  dakavSire

biT,  romlebic  unda  ganaxorcielon  mecnierebma,  raTa  empiriulad  

daadginon  im  fenomenis  arsebobis  an  arsebobis  xarisxi,  romelsac  

cneba  aRwers.  anu  isini  gansazRvraven  ra  unda  gavakeToT  da  ras  
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unda  davakvirdeT  imisaTvis,  rom  Sesaswavli  fenomeni  gamocdile

baSi  mogveces  da  SevZloT  misi  gageba.  aseTi  gansazRvreba  cnebis  

mniSvnelobasa  konkretuls  xdis  gazomvis  procedurebis  miTiTebiT,  

romlebic  qmnis  empiriul  kriteriums  cnebebis  mecnieruli  gamoy

enebisaTvis.  operaciuli  gansazRvrebebi   SesaZlebelobas  iZleva  da

vamtkicoT  cnebebis  arseboba,  romelTac  pirdapir  ver  davakvird

ebiT.

operaciuli  gansazRvrebebis  idea  ganviTarda  azrovnebis  oper

aciuli  skolis  mier  da  pirvelad  es  fizikos  bridgmenis  SromebSi  

moxda.  bridgmenis  centraluri  idea  aris  is,  rom  yoveli  mecni

eruli  cnebis  mniSvneloba  dakvirvebadi  unda  gavxadoT  iseTi  op

eraciis  gamoyenebiT,  romelic  Seamowmebs  specifikur  kriteriums  

cnebis  gamoyenebisaTvis.  cnebis  mniSvneloba  mTlianad  da  eqskluzi

urad  gansazRvrulia  misi  operaciuli  gansazRvrebebiT.  bridgmani  

ganmartavs:

manZilis  cneba  Camoyalibebulia,  roca  aseve  Camoyalibe
bulia  operaciebi,  romliTac  unda  gaizomos  manZil,  anu,  
manZilis  cneba  zustad  aris  is  da  araviTar  SemTxvevaSi  
meti  im  operaciebze,  romliTac  ganisazRvreba  manZili.  
zogadad,  cnebaSi  vgulisxmobT  arafers,  garda  opera
ciebisa,  cneba  aris  operaciebis  sinonimuri  Sesatyvisi.7

amdenad,  `manZilis~  operaciuli  gansazRvreba  aRwers  procedur

as,  romelic  gulisxmobs  saxazavis  gamoyenebas  distanciis  gansasaz

Rvrad  or  punqts  Soris.  aseve,  termini  `ufro  magari~  mineralebTan  

mimarTebaSi  operaciulad  SesaZlebelia  ase  ganimartos:  `imisaTvis,  

rom  ganvsazRvroT,  aris  Tu  ara  minerali  m4   ufro  magari,  vidre  

minerali  m5 ,  aviRoT  m4is  waxnagi  da  Zlierad unda gavusvaT  igi  m5

is  zedapirze  (Sesamowmebeli  operacia);  m4   ufro  magari  iqneba  im  

SemTxvevaSi,  Tu  igi  datovebs  nakawrs  (Semowmebis  specifikuri  Sede

gi).~8  `inteleqtis~  operaciuli  gansazRvreba  moicavs  testirebas,  

romelic  unda  Catardes  garkveuli  gziT,  raTa  gaizomos  azrovnebis  

unari;  Semowmebis  Sedegebi  aris  Sesamowmebeli  pirebis  pasuxebi  an  

maTi  pasuxebis  raodenobrivi  Sejameba.

operaciuli  gansazRvrebebis  struqtura  pirdapiria.  Tu  moce

muli  stimuli  (S )  konsistenturad  iwvevs  garkveul  reaqcias  ( R )  

garkveul  obieqtTan  mimarTebaSi,  obieqts  aqvs  Sesabamisi  Tviseba  (

7.PPercy W.Bridgman, The Logic of Modern Physics ( New York: Ayer, 1980),p.5 
8. Carl G.Hempel, Philosophy of Natural Science ( Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall, 1966),p.89 
(edited slightly)
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P P).  ukanasknel  magaliTSi  inteleqtis  testi  (S )  utardebaT  respon

dentebs,  romlebic  iZlevian  garkveul  maCvenebels  ( R ),  inteleqtis  

( P P)  Sesaxeb  vaskvniT  maCveneblebis  mixedviT  an  ganvsazRvravT  maTi  

saSualebiT.

ramdenadac  individebiT  an  movlenebiT  manipulireba  an  arapraq

tikulia  an  araeTikuri,  mravali  cneba,  romelTac  socialuri  mec

nierebi  iyeneben,  operaciulad  gansazRvrulia  reaqciebis  siZlier

iT  specifikuri  stimulebis,  pirobebis,  situaciebisadmi.  maSinac  ki,  

Tu  SevZlebT  individebiT  manipulirebas  garkveuli  operaciebiT_

magaliTad  gamoviwvevT  Zlier  SfoTvas  laboratoriul  pirobebSi,  

aseTi  qmedeba  mravali  eTikuri  dilemis  winaSe  dagvayenebs,  maT  So

ris,  mecnierTa  da  kvlevis  monawileTa  uflebebis  Sesaxeb  (eTikuri  

dilemebi,  romlebic  socialuri  kvlevebis  winaSe  dgas,  ganxilulia  

meoTxe  TavSi).  aseT  SemTxvevebSi,  cnebebi  operaciulad aris gansaz

Rvrulia  subieqtTa  reaqciebiT  stimulisadmi,  rogoricaa  testebi  

da  kiTxvarebi,  aseve  sxva  indikatorebiT,  romelTac  mogvianebiT  

ganvixilavT.

mniSvnelovania  aRiniSnos,  rom  cnebebs  aqvs  rogorc  konceptua

luri,  aseve  operaciuli  komponentebi.  problema,  romelsac  social

uri  mecnieri  awydeba,  am  ori  donis  integrirebaSi  mdgomareobs.  

kvleva  SeiZleba  daiwyos  an  konceptualuri,  an  operaciuli  doniT.  

Tumca,  aucilebelia,  es  ori  aspeqti  eTanxmebodes  da  avsebdes  erT

konceptualuri da operaciuli ganmartebebi

    konceptualuri gansazRvrebebi: gansazRvrebebi, romlebic 
aRwers cnebebs sxva cnebebis gamoyenebiT. mkvlevrebi aseve 
iyeneben primitiul terminebs, romlebic konkretulia da ar 
SeiZleba ganisazRvros sxva terminebiT iyeneben aseve nawarmoeb 
terminebs, romlebic Camoyalibebulia sawyisi terminebis 
gamoyenebiT konceptualur gansazRvrebebSi.

  operaciuli gansazRvrebebi: operaciuli ganmarteba aRwers 
procedurebs, romelTac unda mihyves mkvlevari, raTa 
daadginos im fenomenis arseboba, romelsac aRwers cneba. 
mecnierebi moiTxoven operaciuli cnebebis gamoyenebas, 
rodesac SeuZlebelia fenomens pirdapir davakvirdeT.

maneTs.  es  aucilebloba  ufro  farTod  iqneba  ganxiluli  kongruen

tulobasTan  dakavSirebul  ganyofilebaSi.
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magaliTi:  gaucxoebis  gansazRvrebebi

axla  vnaxoT,  rogor  iqna  gamokvleuli  empiriulad  iseTi  abs

trahirebuli  da  kompleqsuri  cneba,  rogoricaa  `gaucxoeba~.  Tavis  

pionerul  kvlevaSi  melvin  simeni  ambobda,  rom  gaucxoeba  litertu

raSi  ganisazRvra,  rogorc  `gaxleCis  grZnoba  maT  Soris,  rac  adre  

ganuyofeli  iyo,  daSla  mTlianobisa,  sadac  Rirebulebebi,  qceva,  

molodinebi  urTierTdakavSirebuli  formebad  iyo  ganawilebuli~.9 

es  konceptualizacia,  gaucxoebas  miawers  xuT  mniSvnelobas  da,  am

denad,  saxeze  gvaqvs  xuTi  calkeuli  konceptualuri  gansazRvreba:

1. uZlureba  _  molodini  individebisa,  rom  maTi  qceva  ver  

gamoiwvevs  im  Sedegebs,  rac  maT  surT.

2. ugunureba  _  individebis  mier  imis  aRqma,  rom  isini  ver  

igeben  sxvaTa  mier  miRebul  gadawyvetilebebsa  da im movlenebs,  

romlebic  maT  irgvliv  xdeba.

3. normebis  ararseboba  _  molodini,  rom  axla  socialurad  

dauSvebeli  qceva  (magaliTad,  TaRliToba)  aris  saWiro,  raTa  

miaRwio  garkveul  miznebs.

4. izolacia  _  gancalkevebulobis  gancda,  romelic  

gamomdinareobs  socialurad  miRebuli  Rirebulebebisa  da  

miznebis  uaryofisagan.

5. TviTgandgoma  _  `selfis~  imijis  uaryofa,  rac  uSualod  

jgufis  an  mTlianad  sazogadoebis  mier  aris  gansazRvruli.

mogvianebiT  Catarebul  kvlevaSi  simanma  da  sxva  mkvlevrebma  

operaciulad gansazRvres  es  xuTi  cneba  kiTxvaris  CamoyalibebiT 

im TiToeuli  Tvisebis,  anu  ganzomilebisaTvis,  romelTac  cnebe

bi  exeboda.  individTa  pasuxebi  mTlian  kiTxvarze  gansazRvravda  

TiToeuli  ganzomilebis  empiriul  arsebobas.  magaliTad,  mkvlevre

bi  iyenebdnen  Semdeg  kiTxvas  `uZlurebis~  operacionalizebisaTvis:  

`warmoidgineT,  rom  Tqvens  qalaqSi  ganixilavdnen  marTvis  iseT  for

mas,  romelic,  Tqveni  azriT  usamarTlo  da  sazianoa.  ras  fiqrobT,  

ris  gakeTebas  SeZlebdiT?~  individebi,  romlebic  upasuxebdnen,  rom  

verafris  gakeTebas  ver  SeZlebdnen,  CaiTvlebodnen  uZlurebad.  sxva  

kiTxvebi,  romlebic  aseve  uZlurebis  operaciulad  gansazRvras  isax

avda  miznad,  Semdegi  iyo:  (1)  Tu  Tqven  did  Zalisxmevas  gaiRebdiT  

9. Melvin Seeman, “On the Meaning of Alienation,” in Continuities in the Language of Social Research, 
ed. Paul Lazarsfeld, Ann Pasanella, and Morris Rosenberg ( New York: Free Press, 1972), pp.25-34. 
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am  marTvis  Sesacvlelad,  ramdenad  mosalodnelia,  rom  warmatebas  

miaRwevdiT?  (2)  Tu  aseTi  SemTxveva  moxdeboda,  ramdenad  mosalod

nelia,  rom  Tqven  realurad  gaakeTebT  raimes  amisaTvis?  (3)  rodesme  

cdiT,  rom  gavlena  moaxdinoT  adgilobriv  gadawyvetilebebze?  (4)  

warmovidginoT,  rom  kongresi  ganixilavs  kanons,  romelic  Tqveni  

azriT  usamarTlo  da  sazianoa,  rogor  fiqrobT,  risi  gakeTeba  Segi

ZliaT?  (5)  rodesme  ecdeba  gavlena  moaxdinoT  kongresis  aqtze?.10

naxazi  2.1  gviCvenebs,  rogor  gadaiyvanes  mkvlevrebma  gaucxoe

bis  cneba  konceptualuri  donidan  dakvirvebiT  doneze.  miuxedavad  
imisa,  rom  ar  SegviZlia  pirdapir  davakvirdeT  `gaucxoebas~,  misi  
empiriuli  arsebobis  Sesaxeb  mainc  SesaZlebelia  daskvna  gamovi
tanoT.  imisaTvis,  rom  gaucxoebis empiriuli  arseboba  daedginaT,  
mkvlevrebma  Tavdapirvelad  gansazRvres  konceptualuri  komponen
tebi,  anu  ganzomilebebi,  rogorc  es  zemoT  CamovTvaleT.  es  koncep
tualuri  ganmartebebi  avlens,  rom  gaucxoebis  TiToeuli  ganzo
mileba  exeba  sxvadasxva  empiriul  fenomens.  magaliTad,  uZlurebisa  
da  normebis  ararsebobis  ganzomilebebi  moicavs  individebis  molo
dinebs  qcevasTan  dakavSirebiT,  rodesac  izolacia  moicavs  atti
tudebs  socialuri  miznebisa  da  rwmenebisadmi.

naxazi  2.1
gadasvla  konceptualuri  donidan  dakvirvebis  doneze

gaucxoebis  SemTxveva

10. David Nachmias, “ Modes and Types of Political Alienation,”  British Journal of Sociology, 24(1976): 
478-493. 
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amis  Semdeg  mkvlevrebma  Camoayalibes  operaciuli  ganmartebebi.  
am  magaliTSi  kiTxvaris  punqtebi  asrulebs  operaciuli  gansazRvre
bebis  rols.  amdenad,  kiTxvaris  punqtebma  konceptualuri  gansaz
Rvrebebi  Camoayalibes  qcevebad,  romelTac  SesaZlebelia  pirdapir  
davakvirdeT.  mkvlevrebma  sisruleSi  moiyvanes  kiTxvaris  punqtebi  
(operaciul  gansazRvrebebi).  da  bolos,  kiTxvarze  pasuxebidan  maT  
ukve  SeeZloT  daeskvnaT  ra  xarisxiT  arsebobda  gaucxoebis  xuTi  

ganzomileba  empiriul  doneze.

kongruentulobis  problema

rodesac  mecnierebi  konceptualuri  donidan  gadadian  empiriul

dakvirvebiT  doneze  an  piriqiT,  dgeba  ori  mniSvnelovani  sakiTxi.  

pirveli  aris  kongruentulobis  anu  SeTanxmebulobis  sakiTxi  

konceptualur  da  operaciul  gansazRvrebebs  Soris.  rodesac  `in

teleqti~  konceptualurad  gansazRvrulia,  rogorc  `abstrahirebu

lad  azrovnebis  unari~  da  operaciulad  gansazRvrebas  intelqtis  

testiT,  rogoria  kongruentulobis  xarisxi  am  or  gansazRvrebas  

Soris.  moicavss  Tu  ara  individis  mier  naCvenebi  qula  yvelafers,  

razec  miuTiTebs  `inteleqtis~  konceptualuri  gansazRvreba?  mec

nierebi  kongruentulobis  xarisxs  konceptualur  da  operaciul  

ganmartebebs  Soris  afaseben  validobis  damxmare  testebiT,  rom

lebic  aRwerilia  meSvide  TavSi.  yovel  SemTxvevaSi,  am  safexurze  

saWiroa  xazi  gavusvaT  imas,  rom  ar  arsebobs  absoluturi  krite

riumi  kongruentulobis  dasadastureblad  da  namdvilad  SeiZleba  

arsebobdes  situaciebi,  romelSic  operaciuli  gansazRvrebebi  ver  

moicavs  konceptualuri  gansazRvrebebis  yovel  elements.  oper

aciuli  gansa zRvrebebis  gaumjobeseba  da  kongruentulobis  xarisx

is  gazrda  maTsa  da  konceptualur  gansazRvreba  Soris  udidesi  

gamowvevaa  socialuri  mecnierebisaTvis.

Teoriuli  mniSvneloba

meore  mTavari  sakiTxi,  romelic  konceptualuri  donidan  op

eraciul  doneze  gadasvlasTan,  wamoiWreba  maSin,  rodesac  cnebebi  

SeuZlebelia  ganisazRvros  operaciulad.  anu  maT  verc  pirdapir  da

vakvirdebiT  da  verc  iribad.  magaliTad,  `ego~,  `oidiposis kompleqsi~, 

`dialeqtikuri materializmi~,  `qvecnobieri~,  `marginaluri  sarge

blianoba~ da `sajaro interesi~ iseTi cnebebia, romelTaTvisac jer ar 
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SeumuSavebiaT  damakmayofilebeli  operaci uli  gansazRvrebebi.    

orTodoqsuli  operaciuli  midgomis  mixedviT,  cneba,  romelic  

SeuZlebelia  operaciulad  ganisazRvros  (sul  mcire,  principSi  mainc)  

ar  SeiZleba  gamoviyenoT  iqnas  mecnierul  kvlevaSi,  ramdenadac  igi    

intersubieqtur  verifikacias ar  eqvemdebareba.  sxva  sityvebiT  rom  

vTqvaT,  operaciuli  ganmarteba  saWiroa  imdenad,  ramdenadac  igi  

saSualebas  aZlevs  mecnierebs  gaigon  erTmaneTis      kvlevebi.  amis  

gareSe  mkvlevari  ver  iqneba  darwmunebuli,  rom  igi  imave  fenomens  

akvirdeba.  sizustisa  da  garkveulobis  naklebobas  arakonsisten

tur  kvlevamde  mivyavarT.  cnebis  mecnieruli  mniSvneloba  mxolod  

garkveuli  operaciebis  saSualebiT  (dakvirvebis  instrumentebiT  

SeiZleba  davadginoT).  am  operaciebis  codna  aris  cnebis  gageba  

da  SesaZlebloba  empiriulad  daakvirde  fenomens,  romelsac  igi  

asaxavs.  istoriulad,  am  mkacrma  midgomam  mniSvnelovani  funqcia  

Seasrula,  rac  empiriuli  mecnierebis  metafizikisagan  gamoyofaSi  

mdgomareobda.  magram  Tavisi  ukiduresi  xasiaTiT  orTodoqsuli  op

eraciuli  midgoma  problemuri  xdeba.

mecnierebma  mecnieruli  cnebebi  unda  Seafason  ara  mxolod  maTi  

dakvirvebadobis,  aramed  maTi  Teoriuli  mniSvnelobis  mixedvi

Tac.  es imas  niSnavs,  rom  zogierTi  cneba  mniSvnelobas  iZens  mxo

lod  im  Teoriis  konteqstSi,  romelSic  arian  isini  warmodgenilni.  

magaliTad, `anomiis~ cneba  azrs  iZens  mxolod  diurkheimis  suici

dis  TeoriaSi, cneba  `ego~  mniSvnelovania  fsiqoanalitikuri  Teor

iebis  konteqstSi,  `sajaro  interesis~  gageba SeuZlebeli iqneboda  

demokratiis  Sesaxeb  Teoriisagan  damoukideblad. karl hempelis  

`sistemuri  mniSvnelobis~  ideam  gavlena  moadina  praqtikaze:

mecnieruli sistematizacia moiTxovs sxvadasxvagvari  

mimarTebebis  dadgenas  empiriuli  samyaros  sxvadasxva  

aspeqts  Soris,  kanoniT  an  Teoriuli  principebis  saSu

alebiT,  rac  axasiaTebs  kidec  mecnierul  cnebebs.  amde

nad,  mecnieruli  cnebebi  sakvanZo  elementebia  sistemuri  

mimarTebebis  qselSi,  sadac  kanonebi  da  Teoriuli princi

pebi erTian struqturas  qmnian.  .  .  .

mecnieruli  cnebebisaTvis  mxolod  empiriuli  mniSvneloba  

(rogorc  es      gamoyenebiTobis  kriteriumSi  aris  asaxuli  

da  rasac  samarTlianad  usvams  xazs  operacionalizmi),  

ar  aris  aucilebeli.  meore  savaldebulo  moTxovna  aris  

sistemuri  mniSvneloba    samecniero  kvlevaSi  cnebebisa  da  
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Teoriis  formireba  erTmaneTis  kvaldakval  unda  mimdina

reobdes.11

es imas niSnavs, rom mecnieruli cnebebi  mxolod  dakvirveba Sesa

Zleblobis  mixedviT  ar  fasdeba. unda gaviTvaliswinoT  unda  iqnas  

maTi  Teoriuli  mniSvnelobac.  sxva sityvebiT  rom  vTqvaT,  cnebebi  

empiriul  mniSvnelobas  operaciuli  gansazRvrebebiT,  xolo    Teori

ul  mniSvnelobas  im  Teoriis konteqstSi  iZenen,  romelSic  arian  isi

ni  gamoyenebulni.  Teoria,  rogorc  es  1.1  naxazze  davinaxeT,  arsebiT  

da  centralur  rols asrulebs  kvlevis  procesSi.  igi  ara  mxolod  

mniSvelovani  wyaroa problemebisa da  hipoTezebis  generirebisa Tvis,  

rogorc  amas  mesame  TavSi  davinaxavT,  aramed  isic  Zalian  mniS

vnelovania,  rom  sakvanZo cnebebis  mniSvnelobasa  da  mniSvnelovnebis 

interpretacia mxolod  Teoriis  konteqstSi aris SesaZlebeli.

Teoria:  funqciebi  da  tipebi

mas  Semdeg,  rac  ganvixileT  cnebebi,  konceptualuri  da  oper

aciuli  gansazRvrebebi,  Teoriuli  mniSvnelobis  idea,  SegviZlia  

mivubrundeT  Teoriis  adgils  empiriul  kvlevaSi.  marTalia,  so

ciologi  mecnierebi  SeTanxmebulni  arian,  rom  empiriuli  kvlevis  

erTerTi  umniSvnelovanesi  fuqcia  aris  Teoriis  ganviTarebisa  da  

gaumjobesebisaTvis  xelis  Sewyoba  da  rom  Teoria  wamoWris  miznebs  

mecnierebisaTvis,  magram  jer  kidev  ver  SeTanxmebulan  imaze,  Tu  

ra  aris  Teoria.  jorj  homansma  ganaxorciela  Semdegi  kritikuli  

dakvirveba sociologiaSi  Teoriis  mdgomareobaze:

Tanamedrove  sociologebi  bevrs  msjeloben  `Teoriaze~,  
Tumca  iSviaTad  cdiloben  zustad  gansazRvron,  ra  aris  
Te oria.  .  .  .    Cven,  sociologebi,  sakuTar  dabneulobas  
Teoriis  bunebasTan  dakavSirebiT  vavlenT  imiT,  ras  
vlaparakobT  Teoriis  Sesaxeb  zogadad  da  rogor  Teor
iebs  vqmniT  realurad.12

11. Hempel, Philosophy of Natural Science, pp. 94, 96-97. 
12. George C.Homans, “Contemporary Theory in Sociology,” in Handbook of Modern Sociology, ed. 
R.E.L. Faris ( Chicago :Rand McNally, 1964). p.951.



70

mas  Semdeg,  igive  iTqva  sxva  disciplinebis  socialur  mecnierTa  

mierac.

Teorias  sxvadasxva  adamianisaTvis  sxvadasxva  mniSvneloba  aqvs.  

zogierTi  socialuri  mecnieri  Teorias  aigivebs  nebismieri  saxis  

konceptualizaciasTan.  iseTi  cnebebi,  rogoricaa  `Zalaufleba~,  

`socialuri  statusi~,  `demokratia~,  `biurokratia~,  `deviantoba~,  

rodesac  ganmartebuli  da  gamoyenebulia  empiriuli  fenomenebis  

interpretaciebSi,  xSirad  TeoriebTan  aris  gaTanabrebuli.  am  far

To  TvalsazrisiT  nebismieri  konceptualizacia,  dakvirvebis  sa

pirispirod,  aris  Teoria.  socialuri  mecnierebis nawili  Teorias  

aTanabrebs  `ideebis  istoriasTan~.  maSin  roca  sxvebi  Teorias  viwro  

kuTxiT  ganixilaven:  logikurdeduqciuri  sistema,  romelic  Sedge

ba  urTierTdakavSirebuli  cnebebisagan,  romelTaganac  xelSesaxebi  

Teoriebi  SeiZleba  deduqciurad  gamomdinareobdes.  sanam  ganvixi

lavdeT  ra  aris  Teoria  da  ra  tipis  Teoriebi  gvxvdeba  socialur  

mecnierebebSi,  sasargeblo  iqneba  Teoriis  Sesaxeb  ramdenime  mcdar  

Sexedulebas ganvixilavT.

ra ar aris Teoria

diletantebi,  rogorc  wesi,  ̀ Teorias~  ̀ praqtikas~  upirispireben.  

mtkiceba,  rom  raRac  `kargad  aris  TeoriaSi  Camoyalibebuli,  magram  

es  ver  gaamarTlebs  praqtikaSi~,  miuTiTebs  ideaze,  rom  Teoria  ara

praqtikulia.  rogorc  arnold  brexti  aRniSnavs,  `mimarTeba  praqti

kasa  da  Teorias  Soris  kargad  vlindeba  popularul  naTqvamSi,  rom  

Cven  yvelaze  kargad  ̀ cdisa  da  Secdomis~  gziT  vswavlobT.  cda  praq

tikaa,  Secdomas  ki  TeoriasTan  aqvs  kavSiri.  rodesac  Teoria  marcxs  

ganicdis  praqtikul  ganxorcielebaSi,  igi  Sesworebas  saWiroebs~.13  

principSi,  ar  arsebobs  kontrasti  Teoriasa  da  praqtikas  Soris.  

Teoria  dakavSirebulia  praqtikasTan,  anu  mecnieri  uSvebs  Teor

ias  (da  mis  praqtikul  gamoyenebas),  rodesac  misi  meTodologia  

aris  logikuri  da  zustad  Camoyalibebuli.  sarwmuno  Teoria  sando  

codnis,  konceptualuri  safuZvelia.  Teoriebi  gvexmareba  gviwevs  

avxsnaT  da  viwinaswarmetyveloT  CvenTvis  saintereso  fenomeni  da  

Sedegad  gamovitanoT  praqtikuli,  gonivruli  daskvnebi.

meore  mcdari  Sexeduleba  Teoriis  Sesaxeb  Sedegad  mosdevs  `fi

losofiis~  Canacvlebas  `TeoriiT~.  iseTi  klasikosi  swavlulebis  

13. Arnold Brecht, Political Theory (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1959), p.19. 
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14. David Easton, “Alternative Strategies in Theoretical Research.” in Varieties of Political Thoery, ed. 
David Easton ( Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall, 1966), pp. 1-13. 
15. Talcott Parsons and Edward A.Shils, Toward a General Theory of Action ( New York: Harper & 
Row, 1962), pp.50-51.

Txzulebebi,  rogorebic  iyvnen  platoni,  aristotele,  loki,  mar

qsi,  pareto,  xSirad  gaigivebulia  `TeoriasTan~.  faqtobrivad,  

meore  msoflio  omamde  Teoria  socialur  mecnierebebSi  moicavda  

filosofias  Tavisi  sxvadasxva  formiT,  gansakuTrebuli  xazgasmiT  

moralis  filosofiaze  _  anu  ra  rogor  unda  iyos.  platonis  mier  

saxelmwifo  wyobis,  idealis  warmodgena,  romelSic  filosofosis  

absoluturi  codna  daxmarebas  uwevs  politikur  da  socialur  qce

vas,  cnobili  magaliTia.

moralis  filosofosebi  ayalibeben  msjelobebs  RirebulebaTa  

Sesaxeb.  isini  arc  mcdaria  da  arc  WeSmariti,  vinaidan  empiriulad  

ver  damtkicdeba.  Tu  Tqven  darwmunebulni  xarT,  rom  socializmi  

saukeTeso  ekonomikuri  sistemaa,  vercerTi  empiriuli  argumenti  

ver  gadagarwmunebT.  magram  filosofiuri  Sromebisagan  gansxvave

biT,  mecnieruli  Teoriebi  abstraqciebi,  romlebic  warmoadgens  em

piriuli  samyaros  garkveul  aspeqtebs,  exeba  imas,  Tu  rogor  da  

ratom  iCens Tavs  empiriul  fenomens  da  ara  imas,  Tu  ra  rogor  unda  

iyos.

Teoriis  tipebi

ar  arsebobs  erTi  Teoriis  martivi  ganmarteba,  romelzec  yvela  

socialuri  mecnieri  SeTanxmdeboda,  vinaidan  Teoriis  mravali  tipi  

arsebobs,  romelTagan  TiToeuls  sxvadasxva  daniSnuleba  aqvs.  mag

aliTad,  devid  istoni  varaudobda,  rom  SesaZlebelia  Teoriebis  

klasifikacia   Tvalsawieris  mixedviT  _  mikroTeoriebia  arian  isini  

Tu  makro Teoriebi;  funqciebis  mixedviT  _  exebian  statikur  Tu  

dinamiur  fenomenebs,  struqturas  Tu  process;  maTi  struqturis  

mixedviT  _  arian  Tu  ara  isini  azrovnebis  logikuri  sistemebi  

mWidro  urTierTmimarTebebiT  an  ayalibeben  Tu  ara  ufro  arazus

tad  gansazRvrul  mosazrebebs;  maTi  donis  mixedviT  _  ̀ mimarTebebiT  

qceviT  sistemebs  Soris~.14   Cveni  klasifikacia  emyareba  parsonsisa  

da  Silsis  mier  Teoriis  oTxi  donis  gamoyofas:  ad  hok  klasifi

kaciis  sistemebi,  taqsonomiebi,  konceptualuri  struqturebi  da  

Teoriuli  sistemebi .15
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ad  hok  klasifikaciis  sistemebi.  Teoriad dayofis  yvelaze  qveda  

done  ad  hok  (laT.  konkretuli  SemTxvevisaTvis  saWiro)  klasifika

ciis  sistemaa.  igi  Sedgeba  SemTxveviTi  kategoriebisagan,  romlebic  

empiriuli  dakvirvebis  Sedegebis  organizebasa  da  Sejamebas  emsax

ureba.  magaliTad,  mkvlevarma  SeiZleba  kiTxvaris  erTerT  punqtze  

_  `yvela  jgufi  am  qveyanaSi  harmoniaSi  cxovrobs  amasTan  sistemis  

Seucvlelad~  _  pasuxebis  klasifikacia  oTx  kategoriad  moaxdinos:  

`ufro  veTanxmebi,  vidre  ar  veTanxmebi~,      `ufro  ar  veTanxmebi,  vi

dre  veTanxmebi~.  es  kategoriebi  qmnis  ad  hok  klasifikaciis  siste

mas,  vinaidan  isini  ar  gamomdinareobs  ufro  zogadi  Teoriidan.

taqsonomiebi.  Teoriis  meore  done  aris  kategoriebis  siste

ma  anu  taqsonomia.  taqsonomia  Sedgeba  kategoriaTa  sistemisa

gan,  romelic  Camoyalibebulia  imisaTvis,  rom  moergos  empiriu

li  dakvirvebis  Sedegebs  ise,  rom  mimarTebebi  kategoriebs  Soris 

mimarTebebis aRwera SesaZlebeli gaxdes.  kategoriebi  SeiZleba  urT

ierTdamokidebuli  iyos.  anu  taqsonomiis  kategoriebi  Seesabameba  

aRweril  realobas.  talkot  parsonsis  socialuri  qcevis  analizi  

Teoriis  am  donis  magaliTia.  igi  varaudobs,  rom  qcevas  oTxi  Tvise

ba  aqvs:  is  aris  mizanmimarTuli,  aRmocendeba  jgufis  situaciaSi,  

aris  normatiulad  regulirebuli  da  dakavSirebulia  energiis  xar

jvasTan.  rodesac  qceva  avlens  yvela  am  Tvisebas,  igi  warmoadgens  

socialur  sistemas.  garda  amisa,  socialuri  sistemebs  aqvs  sami  

forma:  pirovnuli  sistemebi,  kulturuli  sistemebi,  socialuri  

struqturebi.16  parsonsma    aRniSnuli  Svidi  kategoria  ganmarta  da  

Semdeg  axsna  maTi  logikuri  urTierTkavSiri.  mas  Semdeg,  rac  par

sonsma  Camoayaliba  es  taqsonomia,  empiriuli  dakvirvebebi  moergo  

kategoriebs.

socialur  mecnierebaTa taqsonomiebi kvlevebSi  ZiriTadad  or  

mniSvnelovan  funqcias  asrulebens.  taqsonomiis  zusti  ganmartebe

bi  miuTiTebs  empiriuli  realobis  erTeuls,  romelic  unda  gaanal

izdes  da  avlens,  rogor  SeiZleba  aRiweros  es  erTeuli  (magaliTad,  

parsonsis  taqsonomiaSi _  socialuri  sistemebi).  taqsonomiis  miza

nia  mogvces

`mowesrigebuli  sqema  klasifikaciisa  da  aRwerisaTvis.  .  .  .  
rodesac  saqme  gvaqvs  kvlevis  nebismier  TemasTan,  SesaZle
belia  dauyovnebliv  moxdes  misi  kritikuli  aspeqtebis,  

16. Ibid., pp. 247-275
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cvladebis  identificireba  taqsonomiis  gamoyenebiT,  ro
gorc  `sayidlebis  siisa~.  imisaTvis,  rom  SevamowmoT  misi  
taqsonomia,  mecnieri  uyurebs  subieqt  Xs  da  gviCvenebs,  
rom  im  zogad  terminebs,  romlebic  aRweren  mis  ganzo
milebas,  aqvs  analogebi  XSi.17

taqsonomiis  meore  funqcia  aris  `Seajamos  da  biZgi  misces  aR

weriT  kvlevebs~.18 taqsonomiebi  ar  iZleva  axsnas,  isini  mxolod  

aRweren  empiriul  fenomens  maTi  kategoriebSi  moTavsebiT.  codna  

cnebebisa,  romlebic  warmoadgenen  fenomens  (magaliTad,  `mTavrobis  

xarjebi~)  da  maT  ganawilebebs  (magaliTad,  ramdeni  ixarjeba  sxvad

sxva  programaze),  ar  aris  am  fenomenebis  axsnisa  da  prognozirebis  

ekvivalenturi  (magaliTad,  ratom  xarjavs  Cveni  mTavroba  ufro  

mets  Tavdacvaze,  vidre  ganaTlebaze).

konceptualuri  struqturebi.  Teoriis  mesame  done  aris  kon

ceptualuri  struqtura.  konceptualur  struqturaSi,  aRweriTi  

kategoriebi  sistemurad  aris  ganlagebuli  zusti  mtkicebebis  far

To  struqturis  saxiT,  mtkicebebis  saxiT  mimarTebaTa  Sesaxeb  or  

an  met  empiriul  Taviseburebas  Soris,  romelic  an  unda  davuS

vaT,  an  uarvyoT.  istonis  politikis  konceptualizacia  konceptua

luri  struqturis  kargi  magaliTia.  istoni  politikuri  sistemis  

mTavar  funqciebad  `RirebulebaTa  avtoritetul  ganawilebas  mi

iCnevs~19.  yvela  politikuri  sistema,  rogoric  ar  unda  iyos  misi  

marTvis  stili  (demokratiuli  Tu  diqtatoruli),  Rirebulebebs  

avtoritetulad  anawilebs.  istoni  iyenebs  iseT  cnebebs,  rogori

caa  `Senatani~,  `produqtiuloba~,  `garemo~,  `fidbeki~  (naxazi  2.2)  

imisaTvis,  rom  aRweros  da  axsnas  empiriuli  dakvirvebis  Sedegebi.  

es  cnebebi  Semdeg  urTierTdakavSirebulia.  maT  Sorisaa  `fidbeki~,  

romelic  uwyvetobis  an  cvlilebebis  funqcias  asrulebs.  istoni  

aseve  gvTavazobs  mtkicebaTa  mTel  speqtrs,  raTa  axsnas  rogor  aris  

generirebuli  `Senatanebsa~  (diferencirebuli  `moTxovnad~  da  `mo

wodebad~),  rogor  reaqcias  avlens  politikuri  gadawyvetilebebis  

Semoqmedebi  `Senatanebis~  mimarT,  rogor  axdens  gavlenas  `garemo~  

`Senatanebze~  da  gadawyvetilebis  mimReb  pirebze  da  rogor  cvlis  

17. Hans L. Zetterberg, On Theory and Verification in Sociology, 3 d enlarged ed. ( Totowa, N.J.: Bed-
minster Press, 1965), p.26. 
18. Ibid. 
19. David Easton, A System Analysis of Political Life (Chicago:  University of Chicago Press,1979) pp. 
21-32; see also David Easton, A Framework for Political Analysis (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
1979).
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an  icavs  `produqtuloba~  (diferencirebuli  `gadawyvetilebad~  da  

`moqmedebad~)  `fidbekis~  gavliT  `Senatanis~  bunebas.
es  konceptualuri  struqtura  ufro  maRal  doneze  dgas,  vi

dre  taqsonomia,  vinaidan  misi  mtkicebebi  ajamebs  qcevebs  da  ama
vdroulad  iZleva  axsnasa  da  prognozirebas  auracxeli  empiriuli  
dakvirvebebis  Sesaxeb.  imis  umetesoba,  rac  socialur  mecnierebebSi  
Teoriad  miiCneva,  Sedgeba  konceptualuri  CarCoebisagan,  romlebic  
SeiZleba  gamoviyenoT  pirdapir  sistematur  empiriul  kvlevaSi.  yov
el  SemTxvevaSi,  mtkicebebi,  romlebic  konceptualuri  CarCodan  ga
momdinareobs,  deduqciurad  ar  aris  dadgenili.  es  damokidebuleba  
empiriul  dakvirvebaze  Teorizebisa  da  kvlevis  adreul  safexurze  
zRudavs  maTi  axsnisa  da  prognozirebis  Zalas,  asustebs  gamosade
gobas  samomavlo  kvlevebisaTvis.

Teoriuli  sistemebi.  Teoriuli  sistemebi  sistemurad axdens 
taqsonomiebisa  da  konceptualuri  CarCoebis  kombinirebas  urT
ierTdakavSirebuli  aRwerebiT,  axsnebiTa  da  prognozebiT. 

es  Teoriis  umaRlesi  donea  da  yvelaze  zust  gansazRvrebas 
moiTxovs:  Teoriuli  sistema  Sedgeba  debulebebisagan,  romlebic  
urTierTdakavSirebulni  arian  ise,  rom  dasaSvebia  erTi  mtkiceba  
sxvebisgan  gamomdinareobdes.  rodesac  arsebobs  aseTi  Teoriuli  
sistema,  socialur  mecnierebs  SeuZliaT  ganacxadon  pretenzia,  rom  
axsnes  da  kidec  iwinaswarmetyveles  fenomeni.

naxazi  2.2

politikuri  sistemebis  konceptualuri  CarCo

daviT easonisgan, politikuri cxovrebis sitema (Cikago: Cikagos presis univer

siteti, 1979).
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20. Homans, “Contemporary Theory in Sociology,” p.959

iseTi  Teoriuli  sistema,  rogoricaa  magaliTad,  durkeimis  
sistema,  uzrunvelyofs  struqturas  empiriuli  fenomenis  tevadi  
axsnisaTvis;  misi  Tvalsawieri  ar  aris  dayvanili  asaxsneli  movle
nis  erT  konkretul  aspeqtze.  igi  Sedgeba  mravali  cnebebisagan,  
romelTa  nawili  abstraqtulia,  gviCvenebs,  ris  Sesaxeb  aris  Teoria  
(magaliTad  `suicidi~),  sxvebi  ki  aris  gazomvadi  empiriuli  Tavise
burebebi  (magaliTad,  `suicidis  koeficienti~).  am  empiriul  Tavise
burebebs  cvladebi  ewodeba  (cvladebisa  da  maTi  tipebis  Sesaxeb  
dawvrilebiT  vimsjelebT  mesame  TavSi).

Teoriuli  sistema  aseve  Sedgeba  debulebebisagan.  konceptualur  
struqturaSi,  maTi  statusis  sapirispirod,  es  debulebebi  qmnis  
deduqciur  sistemas.  sxva  sityvebiT  rom  vTqvaT,  mtkicebebi  ayali
bebs  kalkuluss  (analizis  an  aRricxvis  meTodi  specialuri  sim
boluri  aRniSvnebis  gamoyenebiT).  amdenad,  maTi  gamoyenebis  wesebis  
dacviT,  mecniers  SeuZlia  garkveuli  mtkicebebis  Sesaxeb  daskvna  
gamoitanos  sxva  mtkicebebis  safuZvelze.  rodesac  mtkicebebi  ase  
aris  dadgenili,  isini  ukve  axsnilia  da  SesaZlebelia  prognozis  
SemuSaveba.

diurkheimis  suicidis  Teoria,  rogorc  es  jorj  homansma  aRniS
na,   Teoriuli  sistemis  klasikuri  magaliTia.20

1. nebismier  socialur  jgufSi  suicidis  koeficienti  icvleba  
individualizmis  xarisxTan  erTad;

2. individualizmis  xarisxi  icvleba  protestantizmis  gavrcelebis  
aresTan  erTad;

3. amdenad,  suicidis  xarisxi  icvleba  protestantizmis  
gavrcelebis  aresTan  erTad.

4. protestantizmis  gavrcelebis  are  espaneTSi  mcirea;
5. amdenad,  suicidis  koeficienti  espaneTSi  aris  dabali.

am  magaliTSi  me3  mtkiceba  gamomdinareobs  1eli  da me2  mtkice
bebisagan,  xolo  me5  gamomdinareobs  me3  da  me4  mtkicebebisagan.  
Sesabamisad,  Tu,  magaliTad,  Tqven  ar  iciT  suicidis  koeficienti  

bulgareTSi,  magram  iciT,  rom  protestantizmis  gavrcelebis  are  

iq  mcirea,  es  dakvirveba  mesame  mtkicebasTan  erTad  saSualebas  

mogcemT  gaakeToT  prognozi,  rom  suicidis  koeficienti  bulgareT

Si  aseve  dabali  iqneba.  amdenad,  Teoriuli  sistema  iZleva  rogorc  

axsnas,  asve  prognozs  suicidis  koeficientTan  dakavSirebiT.

da  bolos,  Teoriuli  sistemis  zogierTi  mtkiceba  pirobiTi  

unda  iyos,  damokidebuli  empiriul  realobaze,  im  TvalsazrisiT,  
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rom  `gamocdileba  relevanturia  maTi  WeSmaritebisa  an  mcdaro

bisa,  an  im  mtkicebebisa,  romelnic  maTgan  gamomdinareobs~.21  nam

dvilad,  Teoriuli  sistemis  aRiareba  uciloblad  damokidebulia  

imaze,  SeuZliaT  Tu  ara  mecnierebs  misi  debulebebis  empiriulad  

damtkiceba.

aqsiomaturi  Teoria

arsebobs  erTi  Teoriuli  sistema,  romelic  calke  aRniSvnis  

Rirsia.  esaa  formaluri,  anu  aqsiomaturi  Teoria.  aqsiomebi  aris  

Seumowmebeli  mtkicebebi  an  daSvebebi  fenomenis  Sesaxeb,  anu  isini  

miiCneva  rogorc  WeSmariti.  aqsiomebi  aRwers  pirdapir  kauzalur  

mimarTebas  or  cnebas  Soris.  es  kavSiri  miiCneva  imdenad  sabazisod,  

rom  igi  ar  moiTxovs  Semdgom  empiriul  damowmebas.  aseTi  sabaziso  

daSvebebis  gareSe  azrovnebis  procesi,  konceptualizacia,  hipoTe

zebis  Semowmeba  SeuZlebeli  gaxdeboda.  Sedegad,  aqsiomaturi  Teo

ria  Sedgeba:

1. cnebebisa  da  ganmartebebisagan  (rogorc  konceptualuri,  ise  

operaciuli).

21. Ibid.

Teoriis oTxi done

 ad hok klasifikaciis sistema: SemTxveviTi kategoriebi, romlebic 

empiriuli monacemebis organizebasa da Sejamebas axdenen.

 taqsonomiebi: kategoriaTa sistemebi, romlebic iqmneba ise, rom 

empiriuli dakvirvebis Sedegebs ergebodes.

 konceptualuri struqtura: aRweriTi kategoriebi sistemurad 

ganlagebulia zusti, aRiarebuli mtkicebebis struqturis 

saxiT. mtkicebebi, romlebic Sesulia struqturaSi, ajamebs 

da uzrunvelyofs axsnasa da prognozirebas empiriuli 

dakvirvebisaTvis. es mtkicebulebebi ar aris dadgenili 

deduqciurad.

 Teoriuli sistemebi: axdens taqsonomiebisa da 

konceptualuri struqturebis kombinirebas mimarTebiTi 

aRweriT, axsniT, prognoziT. Teoriuli sistemis mtkicebebi 

urTierTdakavSirebulia ise, rom zogierTi maTgani 

gamomdinareobs danarCenebisagan.
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2. mtkicebebisagan,  romlebic  aRwers  situaciebs,  sadac  Teoria  

SeiZleba  iqnas  gamoyenebuli.

3. mimarTebiTi  mtkicebebisagan,  romlebic  iyofa

a) aqsiomebad _ Seumowmebel  mtkicebebad  an  daSvebebad,  romlebic  

WeSmaritad  miiCneva.  magaliTad,  aqsiomebi  geometriaSi  

WeSmaritad  iTvleba  imisda  miuxedavad,  gamoiyeneba  Tu  ara  

isini  empiriul  samyaroSi.

b) Teoremebad _ debulebebad,  romlebic  gamomdinareobs  

aqsiomebidan  da  eqvemdebareba  empiriul  damtkicebas.

4. logikuri  sistemisagan,  romelic  gamoiyeneba  imisaTvis,  rom

a) daakavSiros  yvela  cneba  erTmaneTTan  bWobis,  gansjis  

procesSi.

b) daskvnebis gamotana Teoremebis saxiT aqsiomebidan  gamomdinare,  

aqsiomebis  kombinirebis  safuZvelze  da  sxva  Teoremebis  

kombinirebis  safuZvelze.

hans  ceterbergis  mier  durkeimis  Teoriis  ganmeorebiTi  formu

lireba  aqsiomatikuri  Teoriis  adreuli  da  xSirad  dasaxelebuli  

magaliTia.  ceterbergma  ganaviTara  Semdegi  aTi  debuleba:22

1. rac  ufro  metia  Sromis  ganawileba,  miT  ufro  metia  konse

ns usi  (Tanxmoba  ZiriTad  Rirebulebebsa  da  sakiTxebTan  daka

vSirebiT);

2. rac  ufro  metia  solidaroba  (mikuTvnebulobis  gancda),  miT  

metia  daaxloebul  pirTa  raodenoba  TiToeuli  wevrisaTvis  

(metia  kontaqtebis  raodenoba  jgufis  danarCen  wevrebTan);

3. rac  metia  daaxloebul  pirTa  raodenoba,  miT  ufro  metia  

konsensusi;

4. rac  metia  konsensusi,  miT  ufro  mcirea  deviantebis  uaryofis  

raodenoba  (individebisa,  romlebic  ar  aRiareben  ZiriTad  

Rirebulebebs  an  iqcevian  socialurad  miuRebeli  maneriT);

5. rac  metia  Sromis  ganawileba,  miT  ufro  mcirea  deviantebis  

uaryofis  raodenoba;

6. rac  ufro  didia  TiToeul  wevrTan  daaxloebul  pirTa  

raodenoba, miT  ufro  mcirea deviantebis  uaryofis  raodenoba;

7. rac  ufro  didia  Sromis  ganawileba,  miT  ufro  metia  soli

daroba;

22. Zetterberg, On Theory and Verification in Sociology, pp. 159-160.
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8.   rac  ufro  didia  solidaroba,  miT  ufro  metia  konsensusi.

9. rac  ufro  didia  TiToeul  wevrTan  daaxloebul  pirTa  

raodenoba,  miT  ufro  metia  Sromis  ganawileba;

10. rac  ufro  didia  solidaroba,  miT  ufro  mcirea  deviantebis  

uaryofis  raodenoba;

ceterbergma   maTi   Semdeg  SearCia  bolo  oTxi  debuleba  aqsiomebad.  

igi  amtkicebda,  rom  danarCeni  debulebebis  Sesaxeb  SeiZleba  logi

kurad  davaskvnaT  am  aqsiomebis  kombinirebis  safuZvelze.

maTi aqsiomebTan  dakavSirebiT  yvelaze  rTuli  problemaa  

aqsiomebis  SerCeva.  ra  kriteriumiT  unda  SearCios  mecnierma  isini,  

rodesac  cdilobs  garkveuli  debulebebi  CaTvalos  aqsiomebad?  ra

tom  SearCia  ceterbergma  mxolod  bolo  oTxi    debuleba    aqsiomebad?  

SerCevis  erTerTi  kriteriumi  aris  konsistentoba  (Tavsebadoba):  

aqsiomebs  ar  unda  mivyavdeT  erTmaneTis  sawinaaRmdego  Teoreme

bamde.  meore  kriteriumi  aris  raodenoba  _  mecnierma  rac  SeiZleba  

mcire  raodenobis  aqsiomebi  unda  SearCios,  romlidanac  gamomdin

areobs  yvela  sxva  Teorema.  es  kriteriumi  asaxavs  mecnierTa  Soris  

konsensuss,  rom  Teoriebis  konstruirebisas  ekonomiurobas  da  si

martives  didi  mniSvneloba  aqvs.  mesame  kriteriumi  aqsiomebis  Ser

CevisaTvis,  romelic  socialur  mecnierebaSi  aqsiomaturi  Teoriis  

konstruirebas  yvelaze  metad  arTulebs,  aris  aqsiomebad  mxolod  

im  mtkicebebis  SerCeva,  romelTac  miaRwies  kanonis  statuss.  mt

kicebebs  mniSvnelovani  empiriuli  safuZveli  unda  hqondes  imisaT

vis,  rom  kanonebad  CaiTvalos.  dReisaTvis  socialur  mecnierebaSi  

Zalian  cota  mtkicebebs  Tu  miuRweviaT  am  statusisaTvis.

ukanasknel  kvlevebSi,  mecnierebi  amJRavneben  tendencias  aqsiome

bi  SearCion  im  debulebebs  Soris,  romlebic  Teorias  ufro  zustsa  

da  advilad  gasagebs  xdis.  isini  am  mizans  im  mtkicebebis  gamoyenebiT  

aRweven,  romlebic  aRweren  pirdapir  kauzalur  mimarTebas  or  cne

bas  Soris,  rogorc  aqsiomebi.  rogorc  hubert  blalokma  aRniSna,  

`aqsioma  SeiZleba  ise  Camoyalibdes,  rogorc  es  Semdeg  mtkicebaSia:  

Xis  zrda  gamoiwvevs  YY is  TiTqmis  dauyovnebliv  zrdas.  YY is  es  

zrda  Tavis  mxriv  Sedegad  mogvcems  Xis  Semdgom  zrdas,  Tumca  

ufro  Seyovnebuli  reaqciiT~.23  pirdapiri  kauzaluri  mimarTebis  we

sis  gamoyenebiT  blalokma  xelaxla  Camoayaliba  ceterbergis  oTxi  

aqsioma,  kauzaluri  jaWvis  saxiT:24

23. Hubert M.Blalock, Jr., Theory Construction (Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall, 1969), p.18.
24. Ibid ., p. 19.
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1. TiToeul  wevrTan  daaxloebuli  pirebis  raodenobis  zrda,  

gamoiwvevs  Sromis  ganawilebis  momatebas  (mecxre  mtkiceba).

2. Sromis  ganawilebis  momateba  gamoiwvevs  solidarobis  zrdas  

(meSvide  mtkiceba).

3. solidarobis  zrda  gamoiwvevs  konsensusis  zrdas  (merve  

mtkiceba).

4. solidarobis  zrda  gamoiwvevs  deviantebis  uaryofis  raodenobis  

Semcirebas  (meaTe  mtkiceba).

am  kauzalur  aqsiomebs,  Tavis  mxriv,  empiriulad  Semowmebad  

Teoremebamde  da  debulebebamde  mivyavarT.

aqsiomatikuri  Teoriebis  upiratesoba.  adamianis  qcevebisa  da  

am  qcevebis  kvlevebis  kompleqsurobis  gamo,  Zalian  mcire  raode

nobis  debulebebi  aRwevs  socialur  mecnierebebSi  kanonis  sta

tuss.  maS,  ratom  agrZeleben  socialuri  mecnierebi  aqsiomaturi  

Teoriebis  konstruirebas?

aqsiomatikur  Teorias  aqvs  ramdenime  upiratesoba.  pirveli  

is,  rom  igi  moiTxovs  TeoriaSi  gamoyenebuli  ZiriTadi  cnebebisa  

da  daSvebebis  yuradRebiT  aRwerasa  da  axsnas.  meore,  ramdenadac  

dgas  aucilebloba  mkafiod  ganisazRvros  TiToeuli  cneba,  yvela  

misi  sawyisi Tu  nawarmoebi  termini,  operaciuli  gansazRvrebebi  

aseTive  sizustiT  unda  gamoirCeodes.  mesame,  aqsiomatur  Teorias  

SeuZlia  aqtualuri  da  winaswar  ganWvretili  kvlevis  viwro  Sej

ameba  mogvces.  Uamravi,  araarsebiTi  da  usistemo  debulebebis  nacv

lad,  aqsiomaturi  Teoria  warmogvidgens  mxolod  arsebiT  debule

bebs.  meoTxe,  aqsiomaturi  Teoria  SeiZleba  gamoviyenoT  `kvlevis  

ise  koordinirebisaTvis,  rom  calkeuli  aRmoCenebi  mxars  uWerdes  

erTmaneTs,  gviCvenebdes  maRal  albaTobas~.25  ramdenadac  Teoria  

urTierTdakavSirebuli  mtkicebebisagan  Sedgeba,  empiriuli  mx

ardaWera  TiToeuli  mtkicebisaTvis  Sedegad  gvaZlevs  mTliani  

Teoriis  mxardaWeras.  magaliTad,  empiriuli  kvleva  socialur  

deviaciasTan  dakavSirebiT  Catarda  diurkheimis  Teoriis  safuZ

velze.  mexuTe,  aqsiomaturi  forma  mkvlevrebs  saSualebas  aZlevs  

sistemurad  Seamowomon  aqsiomebis  Sedegebi.  Ees,  Tavis  mxriv,  ex

mareba  maT  gansazRvron,  Tu  Teoriis  romeli  nawilia  damtkicebu

li  da  romeli  nawili  moiTxovs  Semdgom  kvlevas.  es  gansakuTrebiT  

25. Zetterberg, On Theory and Verification in Sociology, p.163. 
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sasargebloa  maSin,  roca  mkvlevrebi  irCeven  sakvlev  Temebs,  rac  

yvelaze  metad  Tavad  Teorias  waadgeba.26  da  bolos,  aqsiomatikuri  

forma  yvelze  metad  Seesabameba  kauzalur  analizs,  romelsac  meS

vide  TavSi  ganvixilavT.

modelebi

Teoriis  ideasTan  mWidro  kavSirSia  modelebis  cneba,  rogorc  

sistemuri  konceptualuri  organizaciis.  Teoretikosebi  xSirad  

cdiloben  konceptualuri  organizaciis  Seqmnas  modelebis  dax

marebiT.      modeli  SeiZleba  ganvixiloT,  rogorc  raRacis  msgavseba.  

magaliTad,  inJiners  SeiZleba  hqondes  manqanis  modeli,  vTqvaT,  kos

mosuri  xomaldis  modeli.  modeli  aris  realuri  kosmosuri  xomal

dis  miniaturuli  reproduqcia,  warmoadgens  misi  zogierTi  Tavise

burebis  masStabebs,  davuSvaT,  mis  struqturas,  magram  yuradRebis  

miRma  rCeba  sxva  aspeqtebi,  rogoricaa,  magaliTad,    makontrolebeli  

instrumentebi.  radganac  modelis  daniSnulebaa  fizikurad,  vizua

lurad  warmoadginos  kosmosuri  xomaldis  struqtura  da  Tvisebebi,  

igi  eqsperimentirebisa  da  kvlevisas  SesaZlebelia  realuri  xomal

dis  nacvlad  gamoviyenoT.  inJinerma  SeiZleba  modeli  gamoiyenos  

qarSi  (romelic  TavisTavad  aseve  modelia),  raTa  gansazRvros  kos

mosuri  xomaldis  SesaZleblobebi  qaris  pirobebSi.

socialur  mecnierebebSi  modelebi  Cveulebriv  ufro  simboloe

bs,  vidre  fizikur  elementebs  moicavs.  anu  empiriuli  fenomenebis  

Taviseburebebi,  misi  komponentebi  da  mimarTebebi  komponentebs  So

ris,  warmodgenilia  logikuri  kavSirebis  saxiT  cnebebs  Soris.  am

denad,  socialuri  mecnierebisaTvis  modeli  aris  ganyeneba  realo

bidan,  romelic  awesrigebs  da  amartivebs  realobis  Cveneul  xedvas  

misi  arsebiTi  Taviseburebebis  warmodgeniT:

modelis  konstruirebisaTvis  damaxasiaTebeli  Tviseba  
abstrahirebaa.  situaciis  garkveuli  elementebi  SesaZle
belia  ugulebelvyoT,  radgan  isini  irelevanturad aris  
CaTvlili. situaciis aRweris aseTi  gamartiveba mis gaana
lizebasa da gagebaSi dagvexma reba.  garda  ganyenebisa,  mod
elebis ageba zogjer moicavs konceptualur gadatanas.  

26. For an excellent application of these advantages, see Gerald Hage, Theories of Organizations: Forms, 
Process, and Transformation (New York: Wiley-Interscience, 1980).
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situaciis pirdapiri ganxilvis nacvlad, es SeiZleba iyos  
SemTxveva, roca realuri situaciis  TiToeuli elementi  
simulirebulia  maTematikuri an fizikuri obieqtiT, misi  
relevanturi Taviseburebebi da kavSirebi sxva element
ebTan  sapasuxo simulaciur  Taviseburebebsa  da kavSirebSi  
aisaxeba,  .  .;  sacobebi  qalaqSi  SeiZleba  simulirebuli  iyos  
misi  sagzao  qselis  miniaturuli  modelis agebiT, signale
biT,  transportiT.27

modeli  warmoadgens  realobas;  igi  realuri  samyaros  im  aspeqtebs 

miuTiTebs,  romelTac  mecnieri  sakvlevi  problemis  relevanturad  

miiCnevs,  igi  azustebs  mniSvnelovan  kavSirebs maT  Soris,  saSualebas  

aZlevs  mkvlevars  empiriulad  Semowmebadi  debulebebis  formuli

reba  moaxdinos  am  kavSirebis  bunebasTan  mimarTebaSi.  Semowmebisa  da  

realuri  samyaros  garkveuli  nawilis  ukeT  gagebis  Semdeg,  mecniers  

SeuZlia  gadawyvitos  modelis  Secvla,  raTa  igi  Tavis  axal  mosa

zrebebs  daumorCilos.  modelebi  aseve  gamoiyeneba  im  fenomenebis  

wvdomisaTvis,  romelTac  mecnieri  pirdapir  ver  daakvirdeba  (mag

aliTad,  `Zalaufleba~).  

politikis  analizisas,  magaliTad,  mkvlevrebi  ageben  gadaw

yvetilebis  miRebis  struqturisa  da  procesis  modelebs,  gamoaqvT 

daskvnebi  im  pirebis  qcevis  safuZvelze,  romlebic  iReben  gadaw

yvetilebebs.  Semdeg  isini  afaseben  am  mtkicebebs  empiriul  mona

cemebTan  mimarTebaSi.  politikis  analizi  aseve  iyenebs  modelebs,  

raTa  Seafasos  alternatiuli  moqmedebis  Sedegebi,  romelic  Sesa

Zloa  aerCiaT  gadawyvetilebis  mimReb  pirebs.  modelebi  iZlevian  

ufro  sistemur  safuZvels  politikuri  arCevanisaTvis,  vidre  subi

eqturi  msjelobebi.

magaliTi:  politikuri  kursis  implementaciis  modeli

Tomas  smitis  politikuri  kursis  implementaciis  procesis  mod

eli  aris  realuri  samyaros  kompleqsuri  aspeqtebis  modelirebis  

saintereso  magaliTs,  romelTac  pirdapir  ver  davakvirdebodiT.28   

mravali  adamianis  rwmeniT,    sajaro  politikasTan  dakavSirebiT 

gadawyvetilebis miRebas bunebrivad da avtomaturadac ki mohyveba 

27. Olaf Helmer, Social Technology ( New York: Basic Books, 1966), pp. 127-128. 
28.Thomas B.Smith, “The Policy Implementation Process,” Policy Sciences, 4 ( 1973): 197-209.



82

politikuri kursis ganmsazRvrelTaTvis sasurveli miznebis imple

mentacia, (magaliTad,  rodesac  kongresi  iRebs  kanonproeqts), magram 

ase iSviaTad xdeba?  implementaciis  teqnikuri  problemebi  sakmaod  

farToa  da  politikuri  gadawyvetilebebi  TiTqmis  arasdros  srul

deba  ise,  rogorc  es  Cafiqrebuli  iyo.  amas  garda,  sajaro  biurokra

tia,  saerTo  interesebis  mqone  jgufebi,  dazaralebuli  individebi  

da  organizaciebi  xSirad  cdiloben  SecvlasTan  politikuri  gadaw

yvetilebis  sawyisi  formaSi,  implementaciis  procesi.

smitis  modeli  axdens    implementaciis  procesis  garkveuli  

aspeqtebis  ganyenebas  da  yuradRebas    oTx  komponentze  amaxvilebs 

esenia:

1. idealizebuli  politikuri  kursi,  urTierTqmedebis  

idealizebuli  nimuSebi,  romlis  provocirebasac  cdiloben  

politikuri  kursis  ganmsazRvrelebi.

2. samizne  jgufi anu adamianebi,  romelTac  axali  nimuSebis  

aTviseba  evalebaT  politikuri  kursis  ganmsazRvrelTagan.  

isini  arian  individebi,  romlebzec  yvelaze  metad  axdens  

gavlenas  politika  da unda  Seicvalon  saimisod,  rom  

daakmayofilon  misi  moTxovnebi.

3. implementaciis  organizacia,  rogorc  wesi,  samTavrobo  

saagento,  romelic  pasuxismgebelia  politikuri  kursis  

implementaciaze.

4. garemo  faqtorebi,  romlebic  gamowveulia  politikuri  

kursis  implementaciiT.  aq  igulisxmeba  zogadad  sazogadoeba  

da  konkretuli  saerTo  interesebis  mqone  jgufebi.

es  oTxi  komponenti  da  maT Soris kavSirebi  gamosaxulia  naxa

zze  2.3.  politikuri  kursis  gansazRvris  procesi  Sedegad  iZl

eva  sazogadoebrivi  politikis  kursebs.  es  kursebi  daZabulobas  

iwvevs  sazogadoebaSi:  implementacia  iwvevs  daZabulobasa  da  kon

fliqts  politikuri  kursis  ganmaxorcieleblebsa  da  im  adamianebs  

Soris,  vinc  mis  gavlenas  ganicdian.  daZabulobas  `transaqciamde~  

mivyavarT,  riTac  aRniSnavs  smiti  reaqciebs  am  daZabulobasa  da  

konfliqtze.  fidbeki,  romelic  transaqciebiTa  da  instituciebiT 

aris inicirebuli,  gavlenas  axdens  implementaciis  procesis  oTx  

komponentze,  iseve,  rogorc  samomavlo  politikur  kursze.

modelebi  axsnisa  da  prognozebisaTvis  iaraRia.  Tu  isini  kar

gad  aris  Camoyalibebuli,  mniSvnelovnad  uaxlovdebian  realobas.  
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magram  modelebi  TavisTavad  arasdros  warmoadgenen  realobas.  

isini  xSirad  icvlebian,  raTa  ufro  zustad  gadmoscen  realoba  da  

moicvan  axali  codna.  mecnieruli  modelis  kritikuli  Tavisebure

ba  aris  is,  rom  igi  SeiZleba  empiriulad  Semowmdes,  damtkicdes  

naxazi  2.3

politikuri  kursis  implementaciis  procesi

misi  mcdaroba  da  Seicvalos  an  uaryofil  iqnas.

Teoria, modelebi da empiriuli kvleva

socialuri  mecnierebebi,  iseve,  rogorc  sxva  mecnieruli  dis

ciplinebi,  eyrdnoba  or  mTavar  komponents:  Teoriasa  da  empiriul  

kvlevebs.  sociologebi,  iseve,  rogorc  sxva  disciplina  warmomad

genlebi,  or  `samyaroSi~  moqmedeben:  erTi  mxriv,  dakvirvebisa  da  ga

mocdilebis,  xolo,  meore  mxriv,    ideebis,  Teoriebisa  da  modelebis  

samyaroebSi.  sistemuri  kavSiris  damyareba  am  or  samyaros  Soris  

zrdis  socialuri  mecnierebaTa  miznebs  _  axsnan  fenomenebi  da  Sei

muSavon  zusti  prognozebi.  magram  rogor  SegviZlia  mivaRwioT  am  
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kavSirs?  Tavdapirvelad  Cveni  Teoriebi  da  modelebi  CamovayaliboT  

da  Semdeg  SevudgeT  empiriul  kvlevebs?  Tu  Teoria  unda  mosdevdes  

empiriul  kvlevas?

Teoria  kvlevamde

azrovnebis  erTerTi  mTavari  skolis  mixedviT,  Teoria  win  unda  

uswrebdes  kvlevas.  amas  xSirad  Teoria-Semdeg-kvleva  strategias  

uwodeben.  yvelaze  sistemurad  es  strategia  karl  poperma  (1902

1994)  ganaviTara.  igi  amtkicebda,  rom  mecnieruli  codna  swored  

maSin  yvelaze  metad,  rodesac  mecnierebi  SeimuSaveben  hipoTeze

bs  (varaudebs)  da  Semdeg  cdiloben  maT  uaryofas  empiriuli  kv

levebiT  (uaryofa).29  poperi  uaryofda  empiriuli  kvlevis  sistemur  

damokidebulebas  Teorizebaze.  mas  swamda,  rom  kvleva  iSviaTad  Tu  

moaxerxebs  axali  Teoriebis  generirebas  da  arc  logikuri  meTodis  

daniSnuleba  aqvs  Teoriis  konstruirebisaTvis.  Teoriebi  `mxolod  

intuiciiT  SeiZleba  ganvaviTaroT,  romelic  damyarebuli  iqneba  

inteleqtualuri  siyvarulis  magvar  grZnobaze  gamocdilebis  obi

eqtebis  mimarT~.30

TeoriaSemdegkvleva  strategia  Semdeg  gamartivebul  xuT  

safexurs  moicavs:31

1. zusti  Teoriis  an  modelis  Camoyalibeba.

2. empiriuli  kvlevisaTvis  Teoriidan  an  modelidan  gamomdinare  

debulebis    SerCeva.

3. kvlevis  proeqtis  dagegmva  debulebis    Sesamowmeblad.

4. Tu  empiriuli  monacemebiT  uarvyofT  debulebas,  romelic  

Teoriidan  gamomdinareobs,  unda  SevitanoT  cvlilebebi  

TeoriaSi  an  kvlevis  proeqtSi  (magaliTad,  kvleva,  dizaini,  

gazomva,  ixileT  naxazi  1.1)  da  meore  safexurs  davubrundeT.

5. Tu  debuleba      ar  iqneba  uaryofili,  SevarCioT  sxva  debuleba    

SemowmebisaTvis  an  Teoriis  damtkicebisaTvis.

29. Karl R.Popper. Conjectures and Refutations: The Growth of Scientific Knowledge ( New York: 
Harper & Row, 1968). 
30. Karl R.Popper, The Logic Scientific Discovery ( New York: Science Editions, 1961).
31. Reynolds, A Primer in Theory Construction, pp. 140-144.
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kvleva  Teoriamde

TeoriaSemdegkvleva  strategias  mkveTrad  ewinaaRmdegeba  rob

ert  mertoni,  romelic  kvleva-Semdeg-Teoria  strategiis  mimde

varia.  igi  amtkicebs:
Cemi  centraluri  Tezisi  isaa,  rom  empiriuli  kvlevis  
mniSvneloba  imaze  metia,  vidre  pasiuri  rolis  Sesruleba  
Teoriis  verifikaciasa  da  SemowmebaSi.  igi  ufro  mets  gva
Zlevs,  vidre  es  hipoTezis  dadastureba  an  misi  uaryofaa.  
kvleva  aqtiur  rols  asrulebs:  igi  asrulebs  sul  mcire  
oTx  mTavar  funqcias,  romelic    Teoriis  ganviTarebaSi 
gvexmareba.  igi  iwyebs,  axdens  ganmeorebiT  formulirebas,  
azustebs  Teorias,  Seaqvs  gardatexa  masSi.32

am  midgomis  mixedviT,  empiriuli  kvleva  TeoriisaTvis  axal  

problemebs  wamoWris,  moiTxovs  axal  Teoriul  formulirebas,  mi

vyavarT  arsebuli  Teoriebis  gaumjobesebisaken  da  asrulebs  damt

kicebis  funqcias.  kvlevaSemdegTeoria  strategia Semdeg  safex

urebs   moicavs:33

1. fenomenia  gamokvlevasa  da  mis  Taviseburebebze  miTiTeba.

2. Taviseburebebis  gazomvas  sxvadasxva  situaciaSi  (gazomva  da  

gazomvis  procedurebi  ganxilulia  meSvide  TavSi).

3. miRebuli  Sedegebis  gaanalizebas,  raTa  ganisazRvros  aris  Tu  

ara  sistemuri  variaciuli  nimuSebi.

4. rogorc  ki  aRmovaCenT  sistemur  nimuSebs,  movaxdinoT  Teoriis  

konstruireba.  Teoria  SeiZleba  iyos  nebismieri  im  tipis,  

rogoric  manamde  ganvixileT,  Tumca  garkveuli  upiratesoba  

eniWeba  Teoriul  sistemas.

cxadia,   orive  strategia  Teorias  mecnieruli  progresis  sawin

drad  miiCnevs.  realuri  dilema  Teoriis  adgils  kvlevis  procesSi  

ukavSirdeba.  Cven  vTvliT,  rom  arcerTi  strategiisadmi  dogmaturi  

miyola  ar  aris  aucilebeli  kvlevisaTvis.  socialuri  mecniere

bebi  am  winaaRmdegobis  miuxedavad  mainc  ganicdidnen  progress  da  

warmatebiT  iyenebdnen  orive  strategias.  sinamdvileSi,  Teoria  da  

kvleva  mudmivad  urTierTqmedeben,  rogorc  es  naxaz  1.1ze  gamoCnda  

32. Robert K.Merton, Social Theory and Social Structure, rev. and enlarged ed. ( New York: Free Press, 
1962), p.103. 
33.Reynolds, A Primer in Theory Construction, pp.140-144.
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pirvel  TavSi.  amas  garda,  rogorc  ernest  neijeli  aRniSnavs,  kon

trasti  am  or  strategias  Soris  ufro  moCvenebiTia,  vidre  real

uri:

gamoCenili  mecnierebi  amtkiceben,  rom  Teoriebi  `gonebis  
Tavisufali  qmnilebebia~.  aseTi  mtkicebebi  ar  niSnavs  imas,  
rom  Teoriebs  biZgs  dakvirvebis  Sedegebi  ver  miscems  an  
rom  Teoriebi  empiriul  mxardaWeras  ar  saWiroebs.    rasac  
aseTi  mtkicebebi  realurad  gadmoscems  da  marTalicaa,  
rom  Teoriis  sabaziso  terminebs  ar  moeTxovebaT  iseTive  
mniSvneloba,  rogoric  eqsperimentul  procedurebs  aqvs  
da Teoria  SeiZleba  adekvaturi  da  nayofieri  iyos  maSinac  
ki,  Tu  misi  damamtkicebeli  sabuTebi  orazrovani  iqneba.34

daskvna

1. erTerTi  yvelaze  mniSvnelovani  simbolo  mecnierebaSi  

aris  cneba.  mecnieruli  procesi  iwyeba  cnebebis  formirebiT,  raTa  

aRiweros  empiriuli  samyaro.  mecnieruli  procesi  win  miiwevs  am  

cnebebis  SekavSirebiT  Teoriul  sistemebad.  cnebebi  efeqturi  ko

munikaciis  saSualebas  gvaZlevs,  warmogvidgens  Tvalsazriss,  aris    

mniSvnelovani  klasifikaciisa  da  ganzogadebisaTvis  da  asrulebs  

erTgvari  `saSeni  masalis~  rols  debulebebis,  Teoriebis,  hipoTeze

bisaTvis,  (es  ukanaskneli  ganixileba  mesame  TavSi).

2. imisaTvis,  rom  Tavisi  funqcia  efeqturad  Seasrulon,  cne

bebi  unda  iyos  mkafio,  zusti  da  SeTanxmebuli.  es  konceptualuri  

da  operaciuli  gansazRvrebebiT miiRweva.  konceptualuri  gansaz

Rvreba  cnebebs  sawyisi  da  nawarmoebi  terminebiT  aRwers.  operaciiT  

gansazRvrebebi  miuTiTebs  procedurebsa    da  aqtivobebze,  romle

bic  unda  Seasrulon  mkvlevrebma,  raTa  empiriulad  daakvirdnen  

fenomenebs,  romelTac  warmoadgenen  cnebebi.  amdenad,  operaciuli  

gansazRvrebebi  akavSirebs  konceptualurTeoriul  dones  empiri

uldakvirvebiT  donesTan.

3. imis miuxedavad,  rom  socialuri  mecnierebi  aRiareben,  Teo

rias, rogorc mecnierul miRwevas,  arsebobs  azrTa  sxvadasxvaoba  

Teoriis  mniSvnelobasa  da  struqturasTan  dakavSirebiT.  dReisaTvis,  

mecnierebi  Teoriis  oTx  dones  ganasxvaveben:  ad  hok  klasifikaciis  

sistema,  taqsonomiebi,  konceptualuri  struqturebi  da  Teoriuli  

sistemebi.  erTerTi  mTavari  Teoriuli  sistema  aris  aqsiomaturi  

34. Ernest Nagel, The Structure of Science ( New York: Heckett, 1979), p.86.
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Teoria.  aqsiomaturi  Teoria  moicavs  cnebebsa  da  gansazRvrebebs,  

debulebebs,  mimarTebiT  debulebebs,    romlebic  iyofa  aqsiomebad  

da  Teoremebad,  logikur  sistemebad,  romlebic  gamoiyeneba  cnebebis  

dasakavSireblad  debulebebad,  agreTve  imisaTvis,  rom  aqsiomebis  

safuZvelze  davamtkicoT  Teoremebi.

4. mecnierebi  iyeneben  modelebs,  raTa  sistemurad  warmoadgi

non  realuri  samyaros  garkveuli  aspeqtebi.  modelebi  aris  ab

straqciebi,  romelTa  daniSnuleba  realobis  Cveneuli  xedvis  

mowesrigeba  da  gamartiveba  ise,  rom  ar  daikargos  misi  arsebiTi  

Taviseburebebi.  mecnierebi  aseve  modelebs  iyeneben  imisaTvis,  rom  

Caswvdnen  fenomenebs,  romelTac  pirdapir  ver  daakvirdebian,  mag

aliTad,  rogoricaa  ekonomikuri  sistema.

5. mecnierebma  daamyares  sistemuri  kavSirebi  empiriul  da  kon

ceptualur  samyaroebs  Soris  ori  ZiriTadi  strategiis _ `Teoria

Semdegkvleva~  da  `kvlevaSemdegTeoriis~  daxmarebiT.  imis  miuxe

davad,  rom  arsebobs  winaaRmdegoba,  romeli  strategia  waadgeba  

yvelaze  metad  mecnierul  progress,  Cveni  azriT,  Teoria  da  kv

leva  mudmivad  urTierTqmedeben  da  kontrasti  maT  Soris  ufro  

moCvenebiTia,  vidre  realuri.

ad  hok  klasifikaciis  

sistema    (gv. 74)

aqsiomaturi  Teoria

cneba   (gv. 56)

konceptualuri 

gansazRvreba   (gv. 60)

konceptualuri  

struqtura  (gv. 75)

kongruentuloba  (gv. 69)

nawarmoebi  termini  (gv. 61)

reifikaciis  Secdoma  (gv. 57)

modeli  (gv. 80)

operaciuli  gansazRvreba  (gv.62)

saCvenebeli  gansazRvreba  (gv. 61)

sawyisi (primitiuli)  

termini   (gv. 61)

kvlevaSemdegTeoria  

strategia   (gv. 84)

taqsonomia  (gv. 74)

Teoriuli  mniSvneloba  (gv. 70)

Teoriuli  sistema  (gv. 76)

TeoriaSemdegkvleva 

 strategia  (gv. 84)

kiTxvebi

1.  ganixileT  cnebaTa oTxi funqcia socialur  mecnierebaTa  kvle vebSi.

2. ganasxvaveT erTmaneTisagan konceptualuri da operaciuli  

sakvanZo  terminebi  gameorebisaTvis



88

gansazRvrebebi  da  daasaxeleT  TiToeuli  maTganis  magaliTi  im  

sferodan,  romelsac  swavlobT.

3. ganixileT  mcdari  midgomebi  Teoriisadmi.  xom  ar  SegiZliaT  

daasaxeloT  sxvac?

4. aRwereT  da  axseniT  modelebis  gamoyeneba  socialur  mecnierebaTa  

kvlevebSi.  xom  ar  SegiZliaT  moiyvanoT  magaliTebi  sxva  

disciplinebidan?

5. ganixileT  winaaRmdegoba  TeoriaSemdegkvleva  strategiasa  da  

kvlevaSemdegTeoria  strategias  Soris.  Tqveni  azriT,  romeli  

strategia  asaxavs  ufro  zustad  mecnieruli  kvlevis  process?  

ratom?

damatebiTi  sakiTxavi

devid  barTolomeo, ̀ maTematikuri modelebi socialur mecnierebebSi~.

hubert  blaloki   `bazisuri  dilemebi  socialur  mecnierebebSi~.

riCard  braitvaiti   modelebi  empiriul  mecnierebebSi  _  ̀ mecnierebis 

filosofiis  sakiTxebi~.

alan  isaaki   `politikur  mecnierebaTa  Tvalsawieri  da  meTodebi~.

devid  kraTvoli,  `socialur  da  biheviorul  mecnierebaTa  kvlevebi~.

Carlz  leivi  da  jeims  marCi   `Sesavali  socialur  mecnierebaTa  

modelebSi~.

moSe rubinSteini  da  kenet  pfaiferi,  `cnebebi  problemis 

gadaWrisas~.

herbert  saimoni   `xelovnebis  mecniereba~.

artur  stinCkombi   `socialuri  Teoriebis  ageba~.

artur  stinCkombi   `Teoriuli  meTodebi  socialur  istoriaSi~.

martin  salmeri   `socialuri  mecniereba  da  socialuri  politika~.

kerol  vaisi b  `socialur  mecnierebaTa  kvleva  da  gadawyvetilebis  

miReba~.



მეცნიერება და ფსიქოლოგები

მეცნიერის პიროვნება, როგორც მეთოდოლოგიური პრობლემა.

ლალი სურმანიძე.
წიგნის - Юревич А.В.

Психология и методология. М. 2005 - მიხედვით

მეცნიერება კეთდება ადამიანების მიერ, რომლებიც მიეკუთვნებიან

განსხვავებულ სოციალურ ჯგუფებს და ცხოვრობენ განსხვავებულ

ისტორიულ და სოციოპოლიტიკურ პირობებში. ეს ფაქტი უცილობლად

ასვამს დაღს მათ შეხედულებებს მეცნიერებასა და იმაზე, თუ რა ადგილი

უჭირავს მეცნიერს სამყაროში, იმ სამეცნიერო კონცეპციის მნიშვნელობის

გაგებას, რომლებსაც ავითარებენ. მეცნიერის ინდივიდუალობა, მისი

ღირებულებები და უპირატესობები გავლენას ახდენს ახალი თეორიების

პროდუცირებაზე. ვლინდება ახალი ასპექტები (როგორც პოზიტიური-

მასტიმულირებელი, ისე ნეგატიური-დოგმატური) სამეცნიერო ერთობის

როლის ანალიზში, რომლებიც წაახალისებს სვლას ერთი მიმართულებით

და, პირიქით, აფერხებს სხვა მიმართულებით.

მეცნიერების ოფიციალური და ანტი-ნორმები.

მეცნიერული შემეცნების სოციალურად განსაზღვრულ, მეტნაკლებად

ზოგად სისტემას წარმოადგენს კულტურაში ფიქსირებული რაციონალობის

კრიტერიუმები, მაგრამ მეცნიერული მოღვაწეობის ყველაზე უფრო

უნივერსალურ სისტემას წარმოადგენს რობერტ მერტონის მიერ აღწერილი



ნორმები: ობიექტურობა, უნივერსალიზმი, ორგანიზებული სკეპტიციზმი,

მიუკერძოებლობა და კომუნიზმი (არაპოლიტიკური გაგებით - გააზიარე

იდეები და ნუ იფიქრებ მათ საკუთრებაზე).

შესაძლებელია ამ ნორმების მიდევნების არაურთიერთგამომრიცხავი 2

ვარიანტი: 1. შინაგანად მათი მიღება, ინტერიორიზაცია და 2. გარე ზეწოლის

შედეგად მათი შესრულება. მეცნიერების ნორმათა ინტერიორიზაცია

ნიშნავს მეცნიერში შესაბამისი პიროვნული თვისებების გამომუშავებას.

ამგვარ ხატს, არც თუ უსაფუძვლოდ, „ზღაპრულს“ უწოდებენ, ხოლო ამ

ხატის შესაბამის არსებას - Homo Scientus-სდა მისი ძირითადი ატრიბუტები

ასე გამოიყურება:

 მაღალი ინტელექტი, ხშირად გაიგივებული მაღალი დონის

შემოქმედებით ნიჭიერებასთან;

 ღრმა დაჯერებულობა ლოგიკური აზროვნების ყოვლისშემძლეობაში

და მისი რეალიზაციის უნარი;

 ექსპერიმენტირების სრულყოფილი ჩვევები, რაც უზრუნველყოფს

სანდო მონაცემთა ოპტიმალურ შერჩევას;

 ობიექტურობა და ემოციური  ნეიტრალობა, ლოიალობა მხოლოდ

ჭეშმარიტებისადმი;

 მოქნილობა, რომელიც მდგომარეობს ფაქტების გავლენით საკუთარი

აზრის შეცვლის მუდმივ მზაობაში;

 თავმდაბლობა და პიროვნული დაუინტერესებლობა დიდებისა და

აღიარებისადმი;



 კოლექტივიზმი, რომელიც ვლინდება ცოდნის გაზიარების და

კოლეგებთან კოოპერირების მზაობაში;

 კატეგორიული მსჯელობის არქონა მაშინ, როცა ფაქტები უკმარისი ან

არაერთმნიშვნელოვანია.

ამ თვისებების მქონე მეცნიერი, მაჰონის თქმით, უფრო წმინდანს

მოგაგონებთ, ვიდრე მიწიერ არსებას და, ზოგის თქმით, მითიურ პერსონაჟს,

„რაციონალურ ავტომატს“ ჰგავს. სხვები აღნიშნავენ, ეს პერსონაჟი რეალობას

რომ შეესაბამებოდეს, მეცნიერები უკიდურესად მაზოხისტური, თვით-

უარმყოფელი ადამიანები იქნებოდნენ, რომლებიც წამებულს მოგაგონებსო.

მაგრამ მერტონი ახდენდა მეცნიერებაში  ნორმების მიდევნების

„ძალისმიერი ვარიანტის“ აქცენტირებას - მათ დაცვას არა

ინტერიორიზაციის, არამედ სამეცნიერო ერთობის ზეწოლით, რომელიც

გარკვეულ სანქციებს იყენებს. ის ასახელებს გარკვეულ, ე.წ. ეფექტებს,

რომლებიც შეუძლებელი იქნებოდა ნორმების ინტერიორიზებულობის

შემთხვევაში. მაგალითად, „მათეს ეფექტი“ (რაც მეტს ფლობ, მით მეტს იძენ),

„რატჩეტის ეფექტი“ (გარკვეული პოზიციის მიღწევის შემდეგ,

პრაქტიკულად,  მისი დაკარგვა შეუძლებელია) და სხვ. მაგრამ ძირითადად

ამ ნორმების შესრულება იმიტომ ხდება, რომ სამეცნიერო ერთობა აიძულებს

მათ შესრულებას და არა იმიტომ, რომ ეს ნორმები ინდივიდის მიერ

ინტერიორიზებულია.

პრაქტიკა აჩვენებს, რომ მეცნიერების ძირითადი ნორმები სისტემატურად

ირღვევა, განსაკუთრებით, ყველაზე ურყევი მათ შორის - ობიექტურობის

ნორმა, თუმცა ამ დარღვევას, როგორც წესი, მკაცრი სანქციები არ მოყვება.



უნდა აღინიშნოს, რომ ზოგიერთი ნორმა არა მხოლოდ რეგულარულად

ირღვევა, არამედ საერთოდაც არაშესრულებადია. ასეთ შემთხვევაში თავად

ნორმა წარმოადგენს აბსტრაქტულ,  დეკლარაციულ პრინციპს, მეცნიერული

მოღვაწეობის წესად კი გვევლინება ნორმის საწინააღდეგო ქცევა.

ასეთმა ქცევამ შეიძლება მიიღოს ნორმატული ხასიათი. ა. მიტროფმა აჩვენა,

რომ სამეცნიერო ერთობა გამოიმუშავებს თავისებურ, ოფიციალური

მეცნიერების ნორმების საპირისპირო  ანტი-ნორმებს. მაგალითად,

მიუკერძოებლობის ნორმა მეცნიერისგან ითხოვს სრულ

დაუინტერესებლობას, ემოციებისა და სუბიექტური ინტერესებისგან

აბსტრაჰირებულობას, რომელიც განდეგილად უნდა ცხოვრობდეს,

ამიტომაა, რომ  ემოციური გულგრილობა, იზოლაცია და მარტოობა

მეცნიერის პიროვნების სტერეოტიპულ თვისებებად მიიჩნევა. ამგვარად,

ესაა შემმეცნებელი სუბიექტი, რომელსაც არ აქვს ემოციები, პირადი

ინტერესები, არ შედის ინტერპერსონალურ ურთიერთობებში, მოკლედ,

ყოველგვარ ადამიანურს მოკლებულია. ამგვარი ინდივიდი ძნელად

წარმოსადგენია, შესაბამისად, ამ ნორმის შესრულება პრინციპში

შეუძლებელია.

უპირველეს ყოვლისა, მეცნიერების ადამიანები გულგრილი სულაც არ

არიან თავიანთი პროფესიული მოღვაწეობის მიმართ და ეს „კარგი“

მიკერძოებულობაა. ისინი მუშაობის პროცესში ძლიერ ემოციებს განიცდიან,

განსაკუთრებით, როცა საწადელს აღწევენ. მათი თქმით, მილიონი

დოლარის მიღების სიხარულიც კი ვერ შეედრება აღმოჩენით მიღებულ

სიამოვნებას. მაგრამ არც თუ იშვიათად, მეცნიერი ერთნაირი



თავგამოდებით იცავს არა მხოლოდ „კარგ“, არამედ „არც თუ ისე კარგ“

იდეებსაც, რომლებიც მას ეკუთვნის. პოპერის აღნიშვნით, მეცნიერული

იდეა მეცნიერის „ემპათიის“ საგანი ხდება ისე, რომ მზადაა, დაიცვას ის

საკუთარ სიცოცხლესავით.

მაგრამ მეცნიერები განიცდიან „ცუდ“ ემოციებსაც, ხშირად, კოლეგების

მიმართ. როგორც გრუბერი წერს, მეცნიერება ისევე ვითარდება

განსხვავებული პიროვნული  კონსტიტუციის მქონე ადამიანთა

დაპირისპირებით, როგორც იდეათა დაპირისპირებით. ამის უამრავი

მაგალითი არსებობს. პირადი ანტიპათიის გამო გოეთე ნიუტონის იდეებს არ

ღებულობდა, ნიუტონი, თავის მხრივ, ამ მიზეზით თავისი დროის ლამის

ყველა გამოჩენილ მოაზროვნეს წაეჩხუბა - ჰუკს, ლაიბნიცს, ფლემისტედს

და უარყოფდა მათ იდეებს, ფაქტიურად, ყველაფერი გააკეთა იმისთვის, რომ

მის თანამედროვეთა შორის „გიგანტები“ არ ყოფილიყო და ადეკვატურად

მხოლოდ თავის იდეებს ღებულობდა. იმ მოაზროვნეთა ჩამონათვალი, ვისი

იდეებიც ცუდად მიიღეს, საკმაოდ გრძელია, მათ შორის, ჰელმჰოლცი,

პლანკი, იუნგი, რეზერფორდი, პასტერი, დარვინი, აინშტაინი და სხვ. ასევე

დასტურდება, რომ დამოკიდებულება იდეების და დამოკიდებულება

ავტორების მიმართ ურთიერთკავშირშია და ერთმანეთზე გავლენას ახდენს.

პოპერის სიტყვებით, „იდეების სამყარო“ და „ადამიანების სამყარო“

განუყოფელია და მხოლოდ აბსტრაქციაში იყოფა. ისტორია ხშირად

აფიქსირებს ამ კავშირის ნეგატიურ მხარეს. მაგრამ მას პოზიტიური

შედეგებიც შეიძლება ჰქონდეს. ჯერ ერთი, თბილი ადამიანური

ურთიერთობები მათ გონებრივად აახლოვებს და ამარტივებს



შემოქმედებით თანამშრომლობას. ზოგჯერ ნეგატივიზმი ურთიერთობაში

შეიძლება იქცეს მეცნიერული ძიების სტიმულად და მნიშვნელოვანი

შედეგებისკენ მივყავართ. ოპონენტის უარყოფისკენ სწრაფვას ზოგჯერ

მოყვება ახალი ნათელი იდეები, შესაძლოა, ამიტომაც მეცნიერებას

კონფლიქტი უფრო ახასიათებს, ვიდრე თანხმობა. აღსანიშნავია, რომ

„კონფლიქტური“ მეცნიერები, ჩვეულებრივ, ყოფაში მშვიდი და

გაწონასწორებული არიან.

რა განაპირობებს მეცნიერთა მომხრეობას რომელიმე პარადიგმისა? ცხადია,

თავის მიდგომაში დარწმუნებულობა, გარკვეული კვლევითი ტრადიციები,

შემეცნებითი გამოცდილების თავისებურება და სხვა. ამ მიზეზებს ხშირად

სუბიექტური ინტერესები ემატება: მეცნიერი გარკვეულ პარადიგმას

მისდევს იმიტომაც, რომ ეს მომგებიანია.  ამიტომ პარადიგმული

დაპირისპირების უკან ხშირად სუბიექტური ინტერესების დაპირისპირება

დგას, იდეების ბრძოლის უკან იფარება ადამიანთა ბრძოლა, რომლებიც

პირად ინტერესებს იცავენ, იდეები კი გამოიყენება იმისთვის, რომ

გამოხატონ სუბიექტური ინტერესები მეცნიერებისთვის მისაღებ ენაზე. ეს

ვითარება ასახულია თანამედროვე მეცნიერების სოციოლოგიაში ე.წ.

„ინტერესების კონცეპციით“, რომლის თანახმად, მეცნიერთა მოქმედება

ყოველთვის განპირობებულია მათი სუბიექტური ინტერესებით,

ლოგიკური არგუმენტები კი მათი გამოხატვის საშუალებაა. ე.ი.

მეცნიერული მოღვაწეობის კანონი არადაინტერესებულობის ნორმა კი არაა,

არამედ ამის საპირისპირო - „დაინტერესებულობის ნორმა“.



თუმცა ეს პოზიცია უტრირებულია, გაკვეული საფუძველი მაინც აქვს.

მეცნიერის პირადი ინტერესი ყოველთვისაა წარმოდგენილი ნებისმიერ

მკვლევრულ სიტუაციაში, რამდენადაც კვლევა-ძიების პროდუქტი რაღაცას

აძლევს არა მხოლოდ მეცნიერებას, არამედ თავად მკვლევარსაც:

დისერტაციას, პუბლიკაციას, სტატუსის ამაღლებას ან რაიმე სხვას.

მეცნიერს ისევე, როგორც სხვა ადამიანებს, არ შეუძლია მთლიანად

აბსტრაგირდეს ამ ინტერესებიდან და, შედეგად, ნებით თუ უნებლიედ,

ცნობიერად თუ გაუცნობიერებლად ნებისმიერ მეცნიერულ შედეგს მათთან

შესაბამისობაში აღიქვამს. გამოჩენილი ფსიქოთერაპევტის, ა. როის თქმით,

„ძალიან ვეჭვობ, რომ ინდივიდი, რომელსაც იდეისთვის - „ემსახუროს

კაცობრიობას“ - ყოველგვარი პირადი ინტერესების უკუგდების უნარი აქვს,

ფსიქიკურად ჯანმრთელია“. არადაინტერესებულობის ნორმა, საბოლოოდ,

არამც თუ არ სრულდება, არამედ ვერც შესრულდება, რაც საერთოდ

ახასიათებს მეცნიერების  სხვა ოფიციალურ ნორმებსაც.

კომუფლაჟის ფსიქოლოგია.

სამეცნიერო ერთობა, რომელიც ტოლერანტულია ნორმების დარღვევის

მიმართ, გამოიმუშავებს თვითცნობიერების ამბივალენტურ, თუმცა,

იმავდროულად, ურთიერთშემავსებელ ორ ფორმას. ერთი ფორმა

ორიენტირებულია ნორმებზე და მისთვის მისაღებია მხოლოდ ის ქცევა,

რომელიც შეესაბამება ამ ნორმებს და თავსებადია მათთან. მეორე

ორინტირებულია იმ რეალობის გაცნობიერებულობაზე, რომ მეცნიერებს არ



შეუძლიათ მეცნიერების ნორმების სკრუპულოზურად შესრულება და

ამიტომ მათ დარღვევას კრიმინალად არ აფასებს.

მეცნიერული თვითცნობიერების ამბივალენტურობა კარგად ვლინდება

იმაში, რომ მასში არსებობს არც თუ მცირე რაოდენობის წესები, საკმაოდ

უნივერსალური და ძალადობრივი საიმისოდ, რომ ჩათვლილი იქნეს

ნორმად, მაგრამ ცუდად თავსებადი მის ოფიციალურ ნორმებთან.

მაგალითად, მერტონის მიერ აღწერილი იმპერატივი - „გამოაქვეყნე ან

მოკვდი“(Merton, 1973), რომელიც მეცნიერს აიძულებს აქვეყნოს რაც

შეიძლება ბევრი და სწრაფად. სტატისტიკის თანახმად, მეცნიერებს

გამოქვეყნების მოტივაცია უფრო ძლიერი აქვთ, ვიდრე გამოქვეყნებულის

კითხვისა. იყო მცდელობა, ეს იმპერატივი მოერიგებინათ მეცნიერების

ოფიციალურ ნორმებთან და განეხილათ, როგორც „გაზიარება ახალი

ცოდნისა“. მაგრამ კვლევები აჩვენებს, რომ ამის უკან სრულიად სხვა

მოტივები დგას - მეცნიერების ადამიანთა სწრაფვა, მიაღწიონ აღიარებას და

აიმაღლონ პრესტიჟი, დაიმკვიდრონ პრიორიტეტი გარკვეულ

პრობლემატიკაზე და დააფიქსირონ ის, აიმაღლონ მომდევნო ფინანსირების

შანსები და ა.შ.

პრიორიტეტისკენ სწრაფვა ერთ-ერთი ყველაზე ცნობილი არაოფიციალური

ნორმაა. და ეს ნორმა მუშაობს დიდი ხანია. მერტონის აღნიშვნით, ამ

თვალსაზრისით გამოირჩეოდნენ ნიუტონი, ჰობსი, კავენდიში,ლავუაზიე,

ნობელი და ა.შ. (გამონაკლისია ჩარლზ დარვინი, რომელიც,

თანამედროვეთა მოწმობით, ამ საკითხისადმი გულგრილი იყო).

პრიორიტეტის დაკარგვის აღმოჩენას ხშირად ტრაგიკული შედეგი მოსდევს.



მსგავს სიტუაციათა გავრცელებულობამ ჰანგსტრომს აფიქრებინა, რომ

მეცნიერთა ქცევის უმთავრესი პრინციპია გაცვლა. ზიმანმა შემოიტანა

მეტაფორა - „ჭეშმარიტების სოვდაგარი“, რომელიც ცოდნას უანგაროდ კი არ

გასცემს, არამედ ყიდის მას, როგორც საქონელს. ის ძალზე ნეგატიურად

უყურებს მისი საქონლის მითვისების ან მოპარვის მცდელობას. შედეგად,

იდეების მოპარვის შიში მეცნიერთა ერთ-ერთ მთავარ თავისებურებად

სახელდება. თუმცა ასეთი შიშიც დიდი ხანია არსებობს.

შესაძლოა, პლაგიატი ხშირად გაუცნობიერებელი და არაგანზრახული

ქცევის ფორმაა. მერტონის თქმით, მეცნიერთა შორის გავრცელებულია

თავისებური „კრიპტომნეზია“, რომელიც წარმოადგენს გაუცნობიერებელ

პლაგიატს: კარგად ამახსოვრდებათ საინტერესო იდეები, მაგრამ

ყოველთვის არ ახსოვთ მათი ავტორი. შემდეგ ეს იდეები ახსენდებათ,

როგორც საკუთარი. საბოლოოდ, თუმცა ოფიციალურ მეცნიერებაში

აღიარებულია კომუნიზმი (იდეათა გაზიარება), მისთვის უფრო

დამახასიათებელია გასაიდუმლოების არაოფიციალური ნორმა, რომელიც

სრულიად სხვა ქცევით სტანდარტებზე განაწყობს, კერძოდ, არა

კოოპერაციაზე, არამედ კონკურენციაზე. ამის ნიმუშია ე.წ. ციტატ-ქცევა,

რომელსაც მრავალი კვლევა მიეძღვნა.
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That postmodernism is indefinable is a truism. However, it can be described as a set of critical,
strategic and rhetorical practices employing concepts such as difference, repetition, the trace,
the simulacrum, and hyperreality to destabilize other concepts such as presence, identity,
historical progress, epistemic certainty, and the univocity of meaning.

The term “postmodernism” first entered the philosophical lexicon in 1979, with the publication
of The Postmodern Condition by Jean-François Lyotard. I therefore give Lyotard pride of place
in the sections that follow. An economy of selection dictated the choice of other figures for this
entry. I have selected only those most commonly cited in discussions of philosophical
postmodernism, five French and two Italian, although individually they may resist common
affiliation. Ordering them by nationality might duplicate a modernist schema they would
question, but there are strong differences among them, and these tend to divide along linguistic
and cultural lines. The French, for example, work with concepts developed during the
structuralist revolution in Paris in the 1950s and early 1960s, including structuralist readings
of Marx and Freud. For this reason they are often called “poststructuralists.” They also cite the
events of May 1968 as a watershed moment for modern thought and its institutions, especially
the universities. The Italians, by contrast, draw upon a tradition of aesthetics and rhetoric
including figures such as Giambattista Vico and Benedetto Croce. Their emphasis is strongly
historical, and they exhibit no fascination with a revolutionary moment. Instead, they
emphasize continuity, narrative, and difference within continuity, rather than counter-strategies
and discursive gaps. Neither side, however, suggests that postmodernism is an attack upon
modernity or a complete departure from it. Rather, its differences lie within modernity itself,
and postmodernism is a continuation of modern thinking in another mode.

Finally, I have included a summary of Habermas's critique of postmodernism, representing the
main lines of discussion on both sides of the Atlantic. Habermas argues that postmodernism
contradicts itself through self-reference, and notes that postmodernists presuppose concepts
they otherwise seek to undermine, e.g., freedom, subjectivity, or creativity. He sees in this a
rhetorical application of strategies employed by the artistic avant-garde of the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries, an avant-garde that is possible only because modernity separates artistic
values from science and politics in the first place. On his view, postmodernism is an illicit
aestheticization of knowledge and public discourse. Against this, Habermas seeks to
rehabilitate modern reason as a system of procedural rules for achieving consensus and
agreement among communicating subjects. Insofar as postmodernism introduces aesthetic
playfulness and subversion into science and politics, he resists it in the name of a modernity
moving toward completion rather than self-transformation.
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1. Precursors
The philosophical modernism at issue in postmodernism begins with Kant's “Copernican
revolution,” that is, his assumption that we cannot know things in themselves and that
objects of knowledge must conform to our faculties of representation (Kant 1787). Ideas
such as God, freedom, immortality, the world, first beginning, and final end have only a
regulative function for knowledge, since they cannot find fulfilling instances among objects
of experience. With Hegel, the immediacy of the subject-object relation itself is shown to
be illusory. As he states in The Phenomenology of Spirit, “we find that neither the one nor
the other is only immediately present in sense-certainty, but each is at the same
time mediated” (Hegel 1807, 59), because subject and object are both instances of a “this”
and a “now,” neither of which are immediately sensed. So-called immediate perception
therefore lacks the certainty of immediacy itself, a certainty that must be deferred to the
working out of a complete system of experience. However, later thinkers point out that
Hegel's logic pre-supposes concepts, such as identity and negation (see Hegel 1812), which
cannot themselves be accepted as immediately given, and which therefore must be
accounted for in some other, non-dialectical way.

The later nineteenth century is the age of modernity as an achieved reality, where science
and technology, including networks of mass communication and transportation, reshape
human perceptions. There is no clear distinction, then, between the natural and the artificial
in experience. Indeed, many proponents of postmodernism challenge the viability of such
a distinction tout court, seeing in achieved modernism the emergence of a problem the
philosophical tradition has repressed. A consequence of achieved modernism is what
postmodernists might refer to as de-realization. De-realization affects both the subject and
the objects of experience, such that their sense of identity, constancy, and substance is upset
or dissolved. Important precursors to this notion are found in Kierkegaard, Marx and



Nietzsche. Kierkegaard, for example, describes modern society as a network of relations in
which individuals are leveled into an abstract phantom known as “the public” (Kierkegaard
1846, 59). The modern public, in contrast to ancient and medieval communities, is a
creation of the press, which is the only instrument capable of holding together the mass of
unreal individuals “who never are and never can be united in an actual situation or
organization” (Kierkegaard 1846, 60). In this sense, society has become a realization of
abstract thought, held together by an artificial and all-pervasive medium speaking for
everyone and for no one. In Marx, on the other hand, we have an analysis of the fetishism
of commodities (Marx 1867, 444–461) where objects lose the solidity of their use value
and become spectral figures under the aspect of exchange value. Their ghostly nature
results from their absorption into a network of social relations, where their values fluctuate
independently of their corporeal being. Human subjects themselves experience this de-
realization because commodities are products of their labor. Workers paradoxically lose
their being in realizing themselves, and this becomes emblematic for those professing a
postmodern sensibility.

We also find suggestions of de-realization in Nietzsche, who speaks of being as “the last
breath of a vaporizing reality” and remarks upon the dissolution of the distinction between
the “real” and the “apparent” world. In Twilight of the Idols, he traces the history of this
distinction from Plato to his own time, where the “true world” becomes a useless and
superfluous idea (1889, 485–86). However, with the notion of the true world, he says, we
have also done away with the apparent one. What is left is neither real nor apparent, but
something in between, and therefore something akin to the virtual reality of more recent
vintage.

The notion of a collapse between the real and the apparent is suggested in Nietzsche's first
book, The Birth of Tragedy (Nietzsche 1872), where he presents Greek tragedy as a
synthesis of natural art impulses represented by the gods Apollo and Dionysus. Where
Apollo is the god of beautiful forms and images, Dionysus is the god of frenzy and
intoxication, under whose sway the spell of individuated existence is broken in a moment
of undifferentiated oneness with nature. While tragic art is life-affirming in joining these
two impulses, logic and science are built upon Apollonian representations that have become
frozen and lifeless. Hence, Nietzsche believes only a return of the Dionysian art impulse
can save modern society from sterility and nihilism. This interpretation presages
postmodern concepts of art and representation, and also anticipates postmodernists'
fascination with the prospect of a revolutionary moment auguring a new, anarchic sense of
community.

Nietzsche is also a precursor for postmodernism in his genealogical analyses of
fundamental concepts, especially what he takes to be the core concept of Western
metaphysics, the “I”. On Nietzsche's account, the concept of the “I” arises out of a moral
imperative to be responsible for our actions. In order to be responsible we must assume that
we are the cause of our actions, and this cause must hold over time, retaining its identity,
so that rewards and punishments are accepted as consequences for actions deemed
beneficial or detrimental to others (Nietzsche 1889, 482-83; 1887, 24-26, 58-60). In this
way, the concept of the “I” comes about as a social construction and moral illusion.
According to Nietzsche, the moral sense of the “I” as an identical cause is projected onto
events in the world, where the identity of things, causes, effects, etc., takes shape in easily



communicable representations. Thus logic is born from the demand to adhere to common
social norms which shape the human herd into a society of knowing and acting subjects.

For postmodernists, Nietzsche's genealogy of concepts in “On Truth and Lies in a
Nonmoral Sense” (Nietzsche 1873, 77–97) is also an important reference. In this text,
Nietzsche puts forward the hypothesis that scientific concepts are chains of metaphors
hardened into accepted truths. On this account, metaphor begins when a nerve stimulus is
copied as an image, which is then imitated in sound, giving rise, when repeated, to the
word, which becomes a concept when the word is used to designate multiple instances of
singular events. Conceptual metaphors are thus lies because they equate unequal things,
just as the chain of metaphors moves from one level to another. Hegel's problem with the
repetition of the “this” and the “now” is thus expanded to include the repetition of instances
across discontinuous gaps between kinds and levels of things.

In close connection with this genealogy, Nietzsche criticizes the historicism of the
nineteenth century in the 1874 essay, “On the Uses and Disadvantage of History for Life”
(Nietzsche 1874, 57–123). On Nietzsche's view, the life of an individual and a culture
depend upon their ability to repeat an unhistorical moment, a kind of forgetfulness, along
with their continuous development through time, and the study of history ought therefore
to emphasize how each person or culture attains and repeats this moment. There is no
question, then, of reaching a standpoint outside of history or of conceiving past times as
stages on the way to the present. Historical repetition is not linear, but each age worthy of
its designation repeats the unhistorical moment that is its own present as “new.” In this
respect, Nietzsche would agree with Charles Baudelaire, who describes modernity as “the
transient, the fleeting, the contingent” that is repeated in all ages (Cahoone 2003, 100), and
postmodernists read Nietzsche's remarks on the eternal return accordingly.

Nietzsche presents this concept in The Gay Science (Nietzsche 1974 [1882], 273), and in a
more developed form in Thus Spoke Zarathustra (Nietzsche 1883–1891, 269–272). Many
have taken the concept to imply an endless, identical repetition of everything in the
universe, such that nothing occurs that has not already occurred an infinite number of times
before. However, others, including postmodernists, read these passages in conjunction with
the notion that history is the repetition of an unhistorical moment, a moment that is always
new in each case. In their view, Nietzsche can only mean that the new eternally repeats as
new, and therefore recurrence is a matter of difference rather than identity. Furthermore,
postmodernists join the concept of eternal return with the loss of the distinction between
the real and the apparent world. The distinction itself does not reappear, and what repeats
is neither real nor apparent in the traditional sense, but is a phantasm or simulacrum.

Nietzsche is a common interest between postmodern philosophers and Martin Heidegger,
whose meditations on art, technology, and the withdrawal of being they regularly cite and
comment upon. Heidegger's contribution to the sense of de-realization of the world stems
from oft repeated remarks such as: “Everywhere we are underway amid beings, and yet we
no longer know how it stands with being” (Heidegger 2000 [1953], 217), and “precisely
nowhere does man today any longer encounter himself, i.e., his essence” (Heidegger 1993,
332). Heidegger sees modern technology as the fulfillment of Western metaphysics, which
he characterizes as the metaphysics of presence. From the time of the earliest philosophers,
but definitively with Plato, says Heidegger, Western thought has conceived of being as the
presence of beings, which in the modern world has come to mean the availability of beings
for use. In fact, as he writes in Being and Time, the presence of beings tends to disappear



into the transparency of their usefulness as things ready-to-hand (Heidegger 1962 [1927],
95-107). The essence of technology, which he names “the enframing,” reduces the being
of entities to a calculative order (Heidegger 1993, 311-341). Hence, the mountain is not a
mountain but a standing supply of coal, the Rhine is not the Rhine but an engine for hydro-
electric energy, and humans are not humans but reserves of manpower. The experience of
the modern world, then, is the experience of being's withdrawal in face of the enframing
and its sway over beings. However, humans are affected by this withdrawal in moments of
anxiety or boredom, and therein lies the way to a possible return of being, which would be
tantamount to a repetition of the experience of being opened up by Parmenides and
Heraclitus.

Heidegger sees this as the realization of the will to power, another Nietzschean conception,
which, conjoined with the eternal return, represents the exhaustion of the metaphysical
tradition (Heidegger 1991a, 199-203). For Heidegger, the will to power is the eternal
recurrence as becoming, and the permanence of becoming is the terminal moment of the
metaphysics of presence. On this reading, becoming is the emerging and passing away of
beings within and among other beings instead of an emergence from being. Thus, for
Heidegger, Nietzsche marks the end of metaphysical thinking but not a passage beyond it,
and therefore Heidegger sees him as the last metaphysician in whom the oblivion of being
is complete (Heidegger 1991a, 204-206; 1991b, 199-203). Hope for a passage into non-
metaphysical thinking lies rather with Hölderlin, whose verses give voice to signs granted
by being in its withdrawal (Heidegger 1994 [1937–1938], 115-118). While postmodernists
owe much to Heidegger's reflections on the non-presence of being and the de-realization
of beings through the technological enframing, they sharply diverge from his reading of
Nietzsche.

Many postmodern philosophers find in Heidegger a nostalgia for being they do not share.
They prefer, instead, the sense of cheerful forgetting and playful creativity in Nietzsche's
eternal return as a repetition of the different and the new. Some have gone so far as to turn
the tables on Heidegger, and to read his ruminations on metaphysics as the repetition of an
original metaphysical gesture, the gathering of thought to its “proper” essence and vocation
(see Derrida 1989 [1987]). In this gathering, which follows the lineaments of an exclusively
Greco-Christian-German tradition, something more original than being is forgotten, and
that is the difference and alterity against which, and with which, the tradition composes
itself. Prominent authors associated with postmodernism have noted that the forgotten and
excluded “other” of the West, including Heidegger, is figured by the Jew (see Lyotard 1990
[1988], and Lacoue-Labarthe 1990 [1988]). In this way, they are able to distinguish their
projects from Heidegger's thinking and to critically account for his involvement with
National Socialism and his silence about the Holocaust, albeit in terms that do not address
these as personal failings. Those looking for personal condemnations of Heidegger for his
actions and his “refusal to accept responsibility” will not find them in postmodernist
commentaries. They will, however, find many departures from Heidegger on Nietzsche's
philosophical significance (see Derrida 1979 [1978]), and many instances where
Nietzsche's ideas are critically activated against Heidegger and his self-presentation.

Nevertheless, Heidegger and Nietzsche are both important sources for postmodernism's
critical de-structuring or displacement of the signature concept of modern philosophy, the
“subject,” which is generally understood as consciousness, or its identity, ground, or unity,
and designated as the “I.” Where Nietzsche finds in this concept the original metaphysical



error produced by morality and the communicative needs of the herd, Heidegger sees in it
the end and exhaustion of the metaphysical tradition, inaugurated by the Greeks, in which
being is interpreted as presence. Here, being is the underlying ground of the being of beings,
the subiectum that is enacted in modern philosophy as the subject of consciousness. But
in Being and Time Heidegger conceives the human being as Dasein, which is not simply a
present consciousness, but an event of ecstatic temporality that is open to a past
(Gewesensein) that was never present (its already being-there) and a future (Zu-kunft) that
is always yet to come (the possibility of death). The finitude of Dasein therefore cannot be
contained within the limits of consciousness, nor within the limits of the subject, whether
it is conceived substantively or formally.

In addition to the critiques of the subject offered by Nietzsche and Heidegger, many
postmodernists also borrow heavily from the psycho-analytic theories of Jacques Lacan.
Lacan's distinctive gesture is his insistence that the Freudian unconscious is a function, or
set of functions, belonging to language and particularly to the verbal exchanges between
the analyst and analysand during the analytic session (see Lacan 1953–55). For Lacan, the
subject is always the subject of speech, and that means speech directed toward an other in
relation to whom the subject differentiates and identifies itself. On this view, language is a
feature of the “symbolic order” of society, which is constituted as an economy of signifiers,
through which animal need becomes human desire, whose first object is to be recognized
by the other. However, desire ultimately aims for something impossible: to possess, to “be,”
or to occupy the place of the signifier of signifiers, i.e. the phallus. Insofar as the phallus is
nothing but the signifying function as such, it does not exist. It is not an object to be
possessed, but is that through which the subject and the other are brought into relation to
begin with, and it thus imposes itself upon the subject as a fundamental absence or lack that
is at once necessary and irremediable (Lacan 1977, 289). Hence the subject is forever
divided from itself and unable to achieve final unity or identity. As the subject of desire, it
remains perpetually incomplete, just as Dasein in Heidegger exists “beyond itself” in
temporal ecstasis.2. The Postmodern Condition
The term “postmodern” came into the philosophical lexicon with the publication of Jean-
François Lyotard's La Condition Postmoderne in 1979 (in English: The Postmodern
Condition: A Report on Knowledge, 1984), where he employs Wittgenstein's model of
language games (see Wittgenstein 1953) and concepts taken from speech act theory to
account for what he calls a transformation of the game rules for science, art, and literature
since the end of the nineteenth century. He describes his text as a combination of two very
different language games, that of the philosopher and that of the expert. Where the expert
knows what he knows and what he doesn't know, the philosopher knows neither, but poses
questions. In light of this ambiguity, Lyotard states that his portrayal of the state of
knowledge “makes no claims to being original or even true,” and that his hypotheses
“should not be accorded predictive value in relation to reality, but strategic value in relation
to the questions raised” (Lyotard 1984 [1979], 7). The book, then, is as much an experiment
in the combination of language games as it is an objective “report.”

On Lyotard's account, the computer age has transformed knowledge into information, that
is, coded messages within a system of transmission and communication. Analysis of this



knowledge calls for a pragmatics of communication insofar as the phrasing of messages,
their transmission and reception, must follow rules in order to be accepted by those who
judge them. However, as Lyotard points out, the position of judge or legislator is also a
position within a language game, and this raises the question of legitimation. As he insists,
“there is a strict interlinkage between the kind of language called science and the kind
called ethics and politics” (Lyotard 1984 [1979], 8), and this interlinkage constitutes the
cultural perspective of the West. Science is therefore tightly interwoven with government
and administration, especially in the information age, where enormous amounts of capital
and large installations are needed for research.

Lyotard points out that while science has sought to distinguish itself from narrative
knowledge in the form of tribal wisdom communicated through myths and legends, modern
philosophy has sought to provide legitimating narratives for science in the form of “the
dialectics of Spirit, the hermeneutics of meaning, the emancipation of the rational or
working subject, or the creation of wealth,” (Lyotard 1984 [1979], xxiii). Science, however,
plays the language game of denotation to the exclusion of all others, and in this respect it
displaces narrative knowledge, including the meta-narratives of philosophy. This is due, in
part, to what Lyotard characterizes as the rapid growth of technologies and techniques in
the second half of the twentieth century, where the emphasis of knowledge has shifted from
the ends of human action to its means (Lyotard 1984 [1979], 37). This has eroded the
speculative game of philosophy and set each science free to develop independently of
philosophical grounding or systematic organization. “I define postmodern as incredulity
toward meta-narratives,” says Lyotard (Lyotard 1984 [1979], xxiv). As a result, new,
hybrid disciplines develop without connection to old epistemic traditions, especially
philosophy, and this means science only plays its own game and cannot legitimate others,
such as moral prescription.

The compartmentalization of knowledge and the dissolution of epistemic coherence is a
concern for researchers and philosophers alike. As Lyotard notes, “Lamenting the ‘loss of
meaning’ in postmodernity boils down to mourning the fact that knowledge is no longer
principally narrative” (Lyotard 1984 [1979], 26). Indeed, for Lyotard, the de-realization of
the world means the disintegration of narrative elements into “clouds” of linguistic
combinations and collisions among innumerable, heterogeneous language games.
Furthermore, within each game the subject moves from position to position, now as sender,
now as addressee, now as referent, and so on. The loss of a continuous meta-narrative
therefore breaks the subject into heterogeneous moments of subjectivity that do not cohere
into an identity. But as Lyotard points out, while the combinations we experience are not
necessarily stable or communicable, we learn to move with a certain nimbleness among
them.

Postmodern sensibility does not lament the loss of narrative coherence any more than the
loss of being. However, the dissolution of narrative leaves the field of legitimation to a new
unifying criterion: the performativity of the knowledge-producing system whose form of
capital is information. Performative legitimation means maximizing the flow of
information and minimizing static (non-functional moves) in the system, so whatever
cannot be communicated as information must be eliminated. The performativity criterion
threatens anything not meeting its requirements, such as speculative narratives, with de-
legitimation and exclusion. Nevertheless, capital also demands the continual re-invention
of the “new” in the form of new language games and new denotative statements, and so,



paradoxically, a certain paralogy is required by the system itself. In this regard, the modern
paradigm of progress as new moves under established rules gives way to the postmodern
paradigm of inventing new rules and changing the game.

Inventing new codes and reshaping information is a large part of the production of
knowledge, and in its inventive moment science does not adhere to performative efficiency.
By the same token, the meta-prescriptives of science, its rules, are themselves objects of
invention and experimentation for the sake of producing new statements. In this respect,
says Lyotard, the model of knowledge as the progressive development of consensus is
outmoded. In fact, attempts to retrieve the model of consensus can only repeat the standard
of coherence demanded for functional efficiency, and they will thus lend themselves to the
domination of capital. On the other hand, the paralogical inventiveness of science raises
the possibility of a new sense of justice, as well as knowledge, as we move among the
language games now entangling us.

Lyotard takes up the question of justice in Just Gaming (see Lyotard 1985 [1979]) and The
Differend: Phrases in Dispute (see Lyotard 1988 [1983]), where he combines the model of
language games with Kant's division of the faculties (understanding, imagination, reason)
and types of judgment (theoretical, practical, aesthetic) in order to explore the problem of
justice set out in The Postmodern Condition. Without the formal unity of the subject, the
faculties are set free to operate on their own. Where Kant insists that reason must assign
domains and limits to the other faculties, its dependence upon the unity of the subject for
the identity of concepts as laws or rules de-legitimizes its juridical authority in the
postmodern age. Instead, because we are faced with an irreducible plurality of judgments
and “phrase regimes,” the faculty of judgment itself is brought to the fore. Kant's
third Critique therefore provides the conceptual materials for Lyotard's analysis, especially
the analytic of aesthetic judgment (see Kant 1790).

As Lyotard argues, aesthetic judgment is the appropriate model for the problem of justice
in postmodern experience because we are confronted with a plurality of games and rules
without a concept under which to unify them. Judgment must therefore be reflective rather
than determining. Furthermore, judgment must be aesthetic insofar as it does not produce
denotative knowledge about a determinable state of affairs, but refers to the way our
faculties interact with each other as we move from one mode of phrasing to another, i.e.
the denotative, the prescriptive, the performative, the political, the cognitive, the artistic,
etc. In Kantian terms, this interaction registers as an aesthetic feeling. Where Kant
emphasizes the feeling of the beautiful as a harmonious interaction between imagination
and understanding, Lyotard stresses the mode in which faculties (imagination and reason,)
are in disharmony, i.e. the feeling of the sublime. For Kant, the sublime occurs when our
faculties of sensible presentation are overwhelmed by impressions of absolute power and
magnitude, and reason is thrown back upon its own power to conceive Ideas (such as the
moral law) which surpass the sensible world. For Lyotard, however, the postmodern
sublime occurs when we are affected by a multitude of unpresentables without reference to
reason as their unifying origin. Justice, then, would not be a definable rule, but an ability
to move and judge among rules in their heterogeneity and multiplicity. In this respect, it
would be more akin to the production of art than a moral judgment in Kant's sense.

In “What is Postmodernism?,” which appears as an appendix to the English edition of The
Postmodern Condition, Lyotard addresses the importance of avant-garde art in terms of the
aesthetic of the sublime. Modern art, he says, is emblematic of a sublime sensibility, that



is, a sensibility that there is something non-presentable demanding to be put into sensible
form and yet overwhelms all attempts to do so. But where modern art presents the
unpresentable as a missing content within a beautiful form, as in Marcel Proust, postmodern
art, exemplified by James Joyce, puts forward the unpresentable by forgoing beautiful form
itself, thus denying what Kant would call the consensus of taste. Furthermore, says Lyotard,
a work can become modern only if it is first postmodern, for postmodernism is not
modernism at its end but in its nascent state, that is, at the moment it attempts to present
the unpresentable, “and this state is constant” (Lyotard 1984 [1979], 79). The postmodern,
then, is a repetition of the modern as the “new,” and this means the ever-new demand for
another repetition.3. Genealogy and Subjectivity
The Nietzschean method of genealogy, in its application to modern subjectivity, is another
facet of philosophical postmodernism. Michel Foucault's application of genealogy to
formative moments in modernity's history and his exhortations to experiment with
subjectivity place him within the scope of postmodern discourse. In the 1971 essay
“Nietzsche, Genealogy, History,” Foucault spells out his adaptation of the genealogical
method in his historical studies. First and foremost, he says, genealogy “opposes itself to
the search for ‘origins’” (Foucault 1977, 141). That is, genealogy studies the accidents and
contingencies that converge at crucial moments, giving rise to new epochs, concepts, and
institutions. As Foucault remarks: “What is found at the historical beginning of things is
not the inviolable identity of their origin; it is the dissension of other things. It is disparity”
(Foucault 1977, 142). In Nietzschean fashion, Foucault exposes history conceived as the
origin and development of an identical subject, e.g., “modernity,” as a fiction modern
discourses invent after the fact. Underlying the fiction of modernity is a sense of
temporality that excludes the elements of chance and contingency in play at every moment.
In short, linear, progressive history covers up the discontinuities and interruptions that mark
points of succession in historical time.

Foucault deploys genealogy to create what he calls a “counter-memory” or “a
transformation of history into a totally different form of time” (Foucault 1977, 160). This
entails dissolving identity for the subject in history by using the materials and techniques
of modern historical research. Just as Nietzsche postulates that the religious will to truth in
Christianity results in the destruction of Christianity by science (see Nietzsche 1974 [1882],
280–83), Foucault postulates that genealogical research will result in the disintegration of
the epistemic subject, as the continuity of the subject is broken up by the gaps and accidents
that historical research uncovers. The first example of this research is Histoire de la folie à
l'age classique, published in 1961, the full version of which was published in English
as History of Madness in 2006. Here, Foucault gives an account of the historical beginnings
of modern reason as it comes to define itself against madness in the seventeenth century.
His thesis is that the practice of confining the mad is a transformation of the medieval
practice of confining lepers in lazar houses. These institutions managed to survive long
after the lepers disappeared, and thus an institutional structure of confinement was already
in place when the modern concept of madness as a disease took shape. However, while
institutions of confinement are held over from a previous time, the practice of confining
the mad constitutes a break with the past.



Foucault focuses upon the moment of transition, as modern reason begins to take shape in
a confluence of concepts, institutions, and practices, or, as he would say, of knowledge and
power. In its nascency, reason is a power that defines itself against an other, an other whose
truth and identity is also assigned by reason, thus giving reason the sense of originating
from itself. For Foucault, the issue is that madness is not allowed to speak for itself and is
at the disposal of a power that dictates the terms of their relationship. As he remarks: “What
is originative is the caesura that establishes the distance between reason and non-reason;
reason's subjugation of non-reason, wresting from it its truth as madness, crime, or disease,
derives explicitly from this point” (Foucault 1965, x). The truth of reason is found when
madness comes to stand in the place of non-reason, when the difference between them is
inscribed in their opposition, but is not identical to its dominant side. In other words, the
reason that stands in opposition to madness is not identical to the reason that inscribes their
difference. The latter would be reason without an opposite, a free-floating power without
definite shape. As Foucault suggests, this free-floating mystery might be represented in the
ship of fools motif, which, in medieval times, represented madness. Such is the paradoxical
structure of historical transformation.

In his later writings, most notably in The Use of Pleasure (Foucault 1985 [1984]), Foucault
employs historical research to open possibilities for experimenting with subjectivity, by
showing that subjectivation is a formative power of the self, surpassing the structures of
knowledge and power from out of which it emerges. This is a power of thought, which
Foucault says is the ability of human beings to problematize the conditions under which
they live. For philosophy, this means “the endeavor to know how and to what extent it
might be possible to think differently, instead of legitimating what is already known”
(Foucault 1985 [1984], 9). He thus joins Lyotard in promoting creative experimentation as
a leading power of thought, a power that surpasses reason, narrowly defined, and without
which thought would be inert. In this regard, Foucault stands in league with others who
profess a postmodern sensibility in regard to contemporary science, art, and society. We
should note, as well, that Foucault's writings are a hybrid of philosophy and historical
research, just as Lyotard combines the language games of the expert and the philosopher
in The Postmodern Condition. This mixing of philosophy with concepts and methods from
other disciplines is characteristic of postmodernism in its broadest sense.4. Productive Difference
The concept of difference as a productive mechanism, rather than a negation of identity, is
also a hallmark of postmodernism in philosophy. Gilles Deleuze deploys this concept
throughout his work, beginning with Nietzsche and Philosophy (1962, in English 1983),
where he sets Nietzsche against the models of thinking at work in Kant and Hegel. Here,
he proposes to think against reason in resistance to Kant's assertion of the self-justifying
authority of reason alone (Deleuze 1983 [1962], 93). In a phrase echoed by Foucault, he
states that the purpose of his critique of reason “is not justification but a different way of
feeling: another sensibility” (Deleuze 1983 [1962], 94). Philosophical critique, he declares,
is an encounter between thought and what forces it into action: it is a matter of sensibility
rather than a tribunal where reason judges itself by its own laws (see Kant 1787, 9).
Furthermore, the critique of reason is not a method, but is achieved by “culture” in the
Nietzschean sense: training, discipline, inventiveness, and a certain cruelty (see Nietzsche
1887). Since thought cannot activate itself as thinking, Deleuze says it must suffer violence



if it is to awaken and move. Art, science, and philosophy deploy such violence insofar as
they are transformative and experimental.

Against Hegel, Deleuze asserts that while dialectic is structured by negation and opposition
within a posited identity, “difference is the only principle of genesis or production”
(Deleuze 1983 [1962], 157). Opposition occurs on the same logical plane, but difference
moves across planes and levels, and not only in one direction. Furthermore, where Hegel
takes the work of the negative to be dialectic's driving power, Deleuze declares that
difference is thinkable only as repetition repeating itself (as in Nietzsche's eternal return),
where difference affirms itself in eternally differing from itself. Its movement is
productive, but without logical opposition, negation, or necessity. Instead, chance and
multiplicity are repeated, just as a dice-throw repeats the randomness of the throw along
with every number. On the other hand, dialectic cancels out chance and affirms the
movement of the negative as a working out of identity, as in the Science of Logic where
being in its immediacy is posited as equal only to itself (Hegel 1812, 82). For Deleuze,
however, sensibility introduces an aleatory moment into thought's development, making
accidentality and contingency conditions for thinking. These conditions upset logical
identity and opposition, and place the limit of thinking beyond any dialectical system.

In Difference and Repetition (1968, in English 1994), Deleuze develops his project in
multiple directions. His work, he says, stems from the convergence of two lines of research:
the concept of difference without negation, and the concept of repetition, in which physical
and mechanical repetitions are masks for a hidden differential that is disguised and
displaced. His major focus is a thoroughgoing critique of representational thinking,
including identity, opposition, analogy, and resemblance (Deleuze 1994 [1968], 132). For
Deleuze, “appearances of” are not representations, but sensory intensities free of subjective
or objective identities (Deleuze 1994 [1968], 144). Without these identities, appearances
are simulacra of an non-apparent differential he calls the “dark precursor” or “the in-itself
of difference” (Deleuze 1994 [1968], 119). This differential is the non-sensible being of
the sensible, a being not identical to the sensible, or to itself, but irreducibly problematic
insofar as it forces us to encounter the sensible as “given.”

Furthermore, any move against representational thinking impinges upon the identity of the
subject. Where Kant founds the representational unity of space and time upon the formal
unity of consciousness (Kant 1787, 135-137), difference re-distributes intuitions of past,
present, and future, fracturing consciousness into multiple states not predicable of a single
subject. Intensive qualities are individuating by themselves, says Deleuze, and individuality
is not characteristic of a self or an ego, but of a differential forever dividing itself and
changing its configuration (Deleuze 1994 [1968], 246, 254, 257). In Nietzschean fashion,
the “I” refers not to the unity of consciousness, but to a multitude of simulacra without an
identical subject for whom this multitude appears. Instead, subjects arise and multiply as
“effects” of the intensive qualities saturating space and time. This leads Deleuze to
postulate multiple faculties for subjectivity, which are correlates of the sensible insofar as
it gives rise to feeling, thought, and action. “Each faculty, including thought, has only
involuntary adventures,” he says, and “involuntary operation remains embedded in the
empirical” (Deleuze 1994 [1968], 145). Subjectively, the paradox of the differential breaks
up the faculties' common function and places them before their own limits: thought before
the unthinkable, memory before the immemorial, sensibility before the imperceptible, etc.
(Deleuze 1994, 227). This fracturing and multiplying of the subject, he notes, leads to the



realization that “schizophrenia is not only a human fact but also a possibility for thought”
(Deleuze 1994 [1968], 148), thus expanding the term into a philosophical concept, beyond
its clinical application.

The dissolution of the subject and its implications for society is the theme of Anti-Oedipus:
Capitalism and Schizophrenia, which Deleuze published with Félix Guattari in 1972 (in
English 1983). The book, in large part, is written against an established intellectual
orthodoxy of the political Left in France during the 1950s and 1960s, an orthodoxy
consisting of Marx, Freud, and structuralist concepts applied to them by Louis Althusser
and Jacques Lacan. Deleuze and Guattari argue that this mixture is still limited by
representational thinking, including concepts of production based upon lack, and concepts
of alienation based upon identity and negation. Furthermore, the Oedipus concept in
psychoanalysis, they say, institutes a theater of desire in which the psyche is embedded in
a family drama closed off from the extra-familial and extra-psychic forces at work in
society. They characterize these forces as “desiring machines” whose function is to
connect, disconnect, and reconnect with one another without meaning or intention.

The authors portray society as a series of “territorializations” or inscriptions upon the “body
without organs,”or the free-flowing matter of intensive qualities filling space in their
varying degrees. The first inscriptions are relations of kinship and filiation structuring
primitive societies, often involving the marking and scarring of human bodies. As an
interruption and encoding of “flows,” the primitive inscriptions constitute a nexus of
desiring machines, both technical and social, whose elements are humans and their organs.
The full body of society is the sacred earth, which appropriates to itself all social products
as their natural or divine precondition, and to whom all members of society are bound by
direct filiation (Deleuze 1983 [1962], 141-42). These first inscriptions are then de-
territorialized and re-coded by the “despotic machine,” establishing new relations of
alliance and filiation through the body of the ruler or emperor, who alone stands in direct
filiation to the deity (Deleuze 1983 [1962], 192) and who institutes the mechanism of the
state upon pre-existing social arrangements. Finally, capitalism de-territorializes the
inscriptions of the despotic machine and re-codes all relations of alliance and filiation into
flows of money (Deleuze 1983 [1962], 224-27). The organs of society and the state are
appropriated into the functioning of capital, and humans become secondary to the filiation
of money with itself.

Deleuze and Guattari see in the capitalist money system “an axiomatic of abstract quantities
that keeps moving further and further in the direction of the deterritorialization of the
socius” (Deleuze and Guattari 1983 [1972], 33), which is to say that capital is inherently
schizophrenic. However, because capital also re-territorializes all flows into money,
schizophrenia remains capitalism's external limit. Nevertheless, it is precisely that limit
against which thinking can subject capitalism to philosophical critique. Psychoanalysis,
they say, is part of the reign of capital because it re-territorializes the subject as “private”
and “individual,” instituting psychic identity through images of the Oedipal family.
However, the Oedipal triangle is merely a representational simulacrum of kinship and
filiation, re-coded within a system of debt and payment. In this system, they insist, flows
of desire have become mere representations of desire, cut off from the body without organs
and the extra-familial mechanisms of society. A radical critique of capital cannot therefore
be accomplished by psychoanalysis, but requires a schizoanalysis “to overturn the theater
of representation into the order of desiring-production” (Deleuze 1983 [1962], 271). Here,



the authors see a revolutionary potential in modern art and science, where, in bringing about
the “new,” they circulate de-coded and de-territorialized flows within society without
automatically re-coding them into money (Deleuze and Guattari 1983 [1972], 379). In this
revolutionary aspect, Anti-Oedipus reads as a statement of the desire that took to the streets
of Paris in May of 1968, and which continues, even now, to make itself felt in intellectual
life.5. Deconstruction
The term “deconstruction,” like “postmodernism,” has taken on many meanings in the
popular imagination. However, in philosophy, it signifies certain strategies for reading and
writing texts. The term was introduced into philosophical literature in 1967, with the
publication of three texts by Jacques Derrida: Of Grammatology (in English 1974), Writing
and Difference (in English 1978), and Speech and Phenomena (in English 1973). This so-
called “publication blitz” immediately established Derrida as a major figure in the new
movement in philosophy and the human sciences centered in Paris, and brought the idiom
“deconstruction” into its vocabulary. Derrida and deconstruction are routinely associated
with postmodernism, although like Deleuze and Foucault, he does not use the term and
would resist affiliation with “-isms” of any sort. Of the three books from 1967, Of
Grammatology is the more comprehensive in laying out the background for deconstruction
as a way of reading modern theories of language, especially structuralism, and Heidegger's
meditations on the non-presence of being. It also sets out Derrida's difference with
Heidegger over Nietzsche. Where Heidegger places Nietzsche within the metaphysics of
presence, Derrida insists that “reading, and therefore writing, the text were for Nietzsche
‘originary’ operations,” (Derrida 1974 [1967], 19), and this puts him at the closure of
metaphysics (not the end), a closure that liberates writing from the traditional logos, which
takes writing to be a sign (a visible mark) for another sign (speech), whose “signified” is a
fully present meaning.

This closure has emerged, says Derrida, with the latest developments in linguistics, the
human sciences, mathematics, and cybernetics, where the written mark or signifier is purely
technical, that is, a matter of function rather than meaning. Precisely the liberation of
function over meaning indicates that the epoch of what Heidegger calls the metaphysics of
presence has come to closure, although this closure does not mean its termination. Just as
in the essay “On the Question of Being” (Heidegger 1998, 291-322) Heidegger sees fit to
cross out the word “being,” leaving it visible, nevertheless, under the mark, Derrida takes
the closure of metaphysics to be its “erasure,” where it does not entirely disappear, but
remains inscribed as one side of a difference, and where the mark of deletion is itself a trace
of the difference that joins and separates this mark and what it crosses out. Derrida calls
this joining and separating of signs différance (Derrida 1974 [1967], 23), a device that can
only be read and not heard when différance and différence are pronounced in French. The
“a” is a written mark that differentiates independently of the voice, the privileged medium
of metaphysics. In this sense, différance as the spacing of difference, as archi-writing,
would be the gram of grammatology. However, as Derrida remarks: “There cannot be a
science of difference itself in its operation, as it is impossible to have a science of the origin
of presence itself, that is to say of a certain non-origin” (Derrida 1974 [1967], 63). Instead,
there is only the marking of the trace of difference, that is, deconstruction.



Because at its functional level all language is a system of differences, says Derrida, all
language, even when spoken, is writing, and this truth is suppressed when meaning is taken
as an origin, present and complete unto itself. Texts that take meaning or being as their
theme are therefore particularly susceptible to deconstruction, as are all other texts insofar
as they are conjoined with these. For Derrida, written marks or signifiers do not arrange
themselves within natural limits, but form chains of signification that radiate in all
directions. As Derrida famously remarks, “there is no outside-text” (Derrida 1974 [1967],
158), that is, the text includes the difference between any “inside” or “outside.” As he
explains in a letter to Gerald Graff, attached as an appendix to Limited Inc (see Derrida
1988, 148), this means that “every referent, all reality has the structure of a differential
trace.” A text, then, is not a book, and does not, strictly speaking, have an author. On the
contrary, the name of the author is a signifier linked with others, and there is no master
signifier (such as the phallus in Lacan) present or even absent in a text. This goes for the
term “différance” as well, which can only serve as a supplement for the productive spacing
between signs. Therefore, Derrida insists that “différance is literally neither a word nor a
concept” (Derrida 1982 [1972], 3). Instead, it can only be marked as a wandering play of
differences that is both a spacing of signifiers in relation to one another and a deferral of
meaning or presence when they are read.

How, then, can différance be characterized? Derrida refuses to answer questions as to
“who” or “what” differs, because to do so would suggest there is a proper name for
difference instead of endless supplements, of which “différance” is but one. Structurally,
this supplemental displacement functions just as, for Heidegger, all names for being reduce
being to the presence of beings, thus ignoring the “ontological difference” between them.
However, Derrida takes the ontological difference as one difference among others, as a
product of what the idiom “différance” supplements. As he remarks: “différance, in a
certain and very strange way, (is) ‘older’ than the ontological difference or than the truth
of Being” (Derrida 1982 [1972], 22). Deconstruction, then, traces the repetitions of the
supplement. It is not so much a theory about texts as a practice of reading and transforming
texts, where tracing the movements of différance produces other texts interwoven with the
first. While there is a certain arbitrariness in the play of differences that result, it is not the
arbitrariness of a reader getting the text to mean whatever he or she wants. It is a question
of function rather than meaning, if meaning is understood as a terminal presence, and the
signifying connections traced in deconstruction are first offered by the text itself. A
deconstructive reading, then, does not assert or impose meaning, but marks out places
where the function of the text works against its apparent meaning, or against the history of
its interpretation.6. Hyperreality
Hyperreality is closely related to the concept of the simulacrum: a copy or image without
reference to an original. In postmodernism, hyperreality is the result of the technological
mediation of experience, where what passes for reality is a network of images and signs
without an external referent, such that what is represented is representation itself.
In Symbolic Exchange and Death (1976), Jean Baudrillard uses Lacan's concepts of the
symbolic, the imaginary, and the real to develop this concept while attacking orthodoxies
of the political Left, beginning with the assumed reality of power, production, desire,
society, and political legitimacy. Baudrillard argues that all of these realities have become



simulations, that is, signs without any referent, because the real and the imaginary have
been absorbed into the symbolic.

Baudrillard presents hyperreality as the terminal stage of simulation, where a sign or image
has no relation to any reality whatsoever, but is “its own pure simulacrum” (Baudrillard
1981, 6). The real, he says, has become an operational effect of symbolic processes, just as
images are technologically generated and coded before we actually perceive them. This
means technological mediation has usurped the productive role of the Kantian subject, the
locus of an original synthesis of concepts and intuitions, as well as the Marxian worker, the
producer of capital though labor, and the Freudian unconscious, the mechanism of
repression and desire. “From now on,” says Baudrillard, “signs are exchanged against each
other rather than against the real” (Baudrillard 1976, 7), so production now means signs
producing other signs. The system of symbolic exchange is therefore no longer real but
“hyperreal.” Where the real is “that of which it is possible to provide an equivalent
reproduction,” the hyperreal, says Baudrillard, is “that which is always already
reproduced” (Baudrillard 1976, 73). The hyperreal is a system of simulation simulating
itself.

The lesson Baudrillard draws from the events of May 1968 is that the student movement
was provoked by the realization that “we were no longer productive” (Baudrillard 1976,
29), and that direct opposition within the system of communication and exchange only
reproduces the mechanisms of the system itself. Strategically, he says, capital can only be
defeated by introducing something inexchangeable into the symbolic order, that is,
something having the irreversible function of natural death, which the symbolic order
excludes and renders invisible. The system, he points out, simulates natural death with
fascinating images of violent death and catastrophe, where death is the result of artificial
processes and “accidents.” But, as Baudrillard remarks: “Only the death-function cannot
be programmed and localized” (Baudrillard 1976, 126), and by this he means death as the
simple and irreversible finality of life. Therefore he calls for the development of “fatal
strategies” to make the system suffer reversal and collapse.

Because these strategies must be carried out within the symbolic order, they are matters of
rhetoric and art, or a hybrid of both. They also function as gifts or sacrifices, for which the
system has no counter-move or equivalence. Baudrillard finds a prime example of this
strategy with graffiti artists who experiment with symbolic markings and codes in order to
suggest communication while blocking it, and who sign their inscriptions with pseudonyms
instead of recognizable names. “They are seeking not to escape the combinatory in order
to regain an identity,” says Baudrillard, “but to turn indeterminacy against the system, to
turn indeterminacy into extermination” (Baudrillard 1976, 78). Some of his own remarks,
such as “I have nothing to do with postmodernism,” have, no doubt, the same strategic
intent. To the extent that “postmodernism” has become a sign exchangeable for other signs,
he would indeed want nothing to do with it. Nevertheless, his concepts of simulation and
hyperreality, and his call for strategic experimentation with signs and codes, bring him into
close proximity with figures such as Lyotard, Foucault, and Derrida.7. Postmodern Hermeneutics
Hermeneutics, the science of textual interpretation, also plays a role in postmodern
philosophy. Unlike deconstruction, which focuses upon the functional structures of a text,
hermeneutics seeks to arrive at an agreement or consensus as to what the text means, or is



about. Gianni Vattimo formulates a postmodern hermeneutics in The End of
Modernity (1985, in English 1988 [1985]), where he distinguishes himself from his
Parisian counterparts by posing the question of post-modernity as a matter for ontological
hermeneutics. Instead of calling for experimentation with counter-strategies and functional
structures, he sees the heterogeneity and diversity in our experience of the world as a
hermeneutical problem to be solved by developing a sense continuity between the present
and the past. This continuity is to be a unity of meaning rather than the repetition of a
functional structure, and the meaning is ontological. In this respect, Vattimo's project is an
extension of Heidegger's inquiries into the meaning of being. However, where Heidegger
situates Nietzsche within the limits of metaphysics, Vattimo joins Heidegger's ontological
hermeneutics with Nietzsche's attempt to think beyond nihilism and historicism with his
concept of eternal return. The result, says Vattimo, is a certain distortion of Heidegger's
reading of Nietzsche, allowing Heidegger and Nietzsche to be interpreted through one
another (Vattimo 1988 [1985], 176). This is a significant point of difference between
Vattimo and the French postmodernists, who read Nietzsche against Heidegger, and prefer
Nietzsche's textual strategies over Heidegger's pursuit of the meaning of being.

On Vattimo's account, Nietzsche and Heidegger can be brought together under the common
theme of overcoming. Where Nietzsche announces the overcoming of nihilism through the
active nihilism of the eternal return, Heidegger proposes to overcome metaphysics through
a non-metaphysical experience of being. In both cases, he argues, what is to be overcome
is modernity, characterized by the image that philosophy and science are progressive
developments in which thought and knowledge increasingly appropriate their own origins
and foundations. Overcoming modernity, however, cannot mean progressing into a new
historical phase. As Vattimo observes: “Both philosophers find themselves obliged, on the
one hand, to take up a critical distance from Western thought insofar as it is foundational;
on the other hand, however, they find themselves unable to criticize Western thought in the
name of another, and truer, foundation” (Vattimo 1988 [1985], 2). Overcoming modernity
must therefore mean a Verwindung, in the sense of twisting or distorting modernity itself,
rather than an Überwindung or progression beyond it.

While Vattimo takes post-modernity as a new turn in modernity, it entails the dissolution
of the category of the new in the historical sense, which means the end of universal history.
“While the notion of historicity has become ever more problematic for theory,” he says, “at
the same time for historiography and its own methodological self-awareness the idea of
history as a unitary process is rapidly dissolving” (Vattimo 1988 [1985], 6). This does not
mean historical change ceases to occur, but that its unitary development is no longer
conceivable, so only local histories are possible. The de-historicization of experience has
been accelerated by technology, especially television, says Vattimo, so that “everything
tends to flatten out at the level of contemporaneity and simultaneity” (Vattimo 1988 [1985],
10). As a result, we no longer experience a strong sense of teleology in worldly events, but,
instead, we are confronted with a manifold of differences and partial teleologies that can
only be judged aesthetically. The truth of postmodern experience is therefore best realized
in art and rhetoric.

The Nietzschean sense of overcoming modernity is “to dissolve modernity through a
radicalization of its own innate tendencies,” says Vattimo (Vattimo 1988 [1985], 166).
These include the production of “the new” as a value and the drive for critical overcoming
in the sense of appropriating foundations and origins. In this respect, however, Nietzsche



shows that modernity results in nihilism: all values, including “truth” and “the new,”
collapse under critical appropriation. The way out of this collapse is the moment of eternal
recurrence, when we affirm the necessity of error in the absence of foundations. Vattimo
also finds this new attitude toward modernity in Heidegger's sense of overcoming
metaphysics, insofar as he suggests that overcoming the enframing lies with the possibility
of a turn within the enframing itself. Such a turn would mean deepening and distorting the
technological essence, not destroying it or leaving it behind. Furthermore, this would be
the meaning of being, understood as the history of interpretation (as “weak” being) instead
of a grounding truth, and the hermeneutics of being would be a distorted historicism. Unlike
traditional hermeneutics, Vattimo argues that reconstructing the continuity of
contemporary experience cannot be accomplished without unifying art and rhetoric with
information from the sciences, and this requires philosophy “to propose a ‘rhetorically
persuasive’, unified view of the world, which includes in itself traces, residues, or isolated
elements of scientific knowledge” (Vattimo 1988 [1985], 179). Vattimo's philosophy is
therefore the project of a postmodern hermeneutics, in contrast to the Parisian thinkers who
do not concern themselves with meaning or history as continuous unities.8. Postmodern Rhetoric and Aesthetics
Rhetoric and aesthetics pertain to the sharing of experience through activities of
participation and imitation. In the postmodern sense, such activities involve sharing or
participating in differences that have opened between the old and the new, the natural and
the artificial, or even between life and death. The leading exponent of this line of
postmodern thought is Mario Perniola. Like Vattimo, Perniola insists that postmodern
philosophy must not break with the legacies of modernity in science and politics. As he
says in Enigmas, “the relationship between thought and reality that the Enlightenment,
idealism, and Marxism have embodied must not be broken” (Perniola 1995, 43). However,
he does not base this continuity upon an internal essence, spirit, or meaning, but upon the
continuing effects of modernity in the world. One such effect, visible in art and in the
relation between art and society, is the collapse of the past and future into the present, which
he characterizes as “Egyptian” or “baroque” in nature. This temporal effect is accomplished
through the collapse of the difference between humans and things, where “humans are
becoming more similar to things, and equally, the inorganic world, thanks to electronic
technology, seems to be taking over the human role in the perception of events” (Perniola
1995, viii). This amounts to a kind of “Egyptianism,” as described by Hegel in
his Aesthetics (see Hegel 1823–9, 347-361), where the spiritual and the natural are mixed
to such a degree that they cannot be separated, as, for example, in the figure of the Sphinx.
However, in the postmodern world the inorganic is not natural, but already artificial, insofar
as our perceptions are mediated by technological operations.

Likewise, says Perniola, art collections in modern museums produce a “baroque effect,”
where “The field that is opened up by a collection is not that of cultivated public opinion,
nor of social participation, but a space that attracts precisely because it cannot be controlled
or possessed” (Perniola 1995, 87). That is, in the collection, art is removed from its natural
or historical context and creates a new sense of space and time, not reducible to linear
history or any sense of origin. The collection, then, is emblematic of postmodern society,
a moment of its “truth.” Furthermore, Perniola insists that baroque sensibility is
characteristic of Italian society and culture in general. “The very idea of truth as something
essentially naked,” he says, “is at loggerheads with the Baroque idea, so firmly rooted in



Italy, that truth is something essentially clothed” (Perniola 1995, 145). This corresponds to
a sensibility that is intermediate between internal feelings and external things. “The Italian
enigma,” he says, “lies in the fact that the human component is equipped with an external
emotionality that does not belong to him or her intimately, but in which they nonetheless
participate” (Perniola 1995, 145). To account for this enigmatic experience, the philosopher
must become “the intermediary, the passage, the transit to something different and foreign”
(Perniola 1995, 40). Hence, philosophical reading and writing are not activities of an
identical subject, but processes of mediation and indeterminacy between self and other, and
philosophical narrative is an overcoming of their differences.

These differences cannot be overcome, in Hegelian fashion, by canceling them under a
higher-order synthesis, but must be eroded or defaced in the course of traversing them.
In Ritual Thinking, Perniola illustrates this process through the concepts of transit, the
simulacrum, and ritual without myth. Transit derives from a sense of the simultaneity of
the present, where we are suspended in a state of temporariness and indeterminacy, and
move “from the same to the same”; the simulacrum is the result of an endless mimesis in
which there are only copies of copies without reference to an original; and ritual without
myth is the repetition of patterns of action having no connection to the inner life of a subject
or of society. Thus Perniola sees social and political interaction as repetitive patterns of
action having no inherent meaning but constituting, nonetheless, an intermediary realm
where oppositions, particularly life and death, are overcome in a to-and-fro movement
within their space of difference.

To illustrate these concepts Perniola refers to practices associated with Romanism,
particularly Roman religion. “Ritual without myth,” he says, “is the very essence of
Romanism” (Perniola 2001, 81). It is a passage between life and death via their mutual
simulation, for example, in the labyrinthine movements of the ritual known as the troiae
lusus. These movements, he says, mediate between life and death by reversing their pattern
of natural succession, and mediate their difference through actions having no intrinsic
meaning. Unlike Vattimo's project of constructing meaning to overcome historical
differences, Perniola's concept of transit into the space of difference is one of “art” in the
sense of artifice or technique, and is not aimed at a synthesis or unification of opposing
elements. In this respect, Perniola has an affinity with the French postmodernists, who
emphasize functional repetition over the creation of meaning. However, as Perniola's
notion of ritual without myth illustrates, the functional repetitions of social interaction and
technology do not disseminate differences, but efface them. This is clear in his account of
the ritualized passage between life and death, as compared with Baudrillard, who calls for
strategies introducing the irreversibility of death into the system of symbolic exchange. In
this respect, Perniola's postmodernism is strongly aesthetic, and remains, with Vattimo, in
the aesthetic and historical dimensions of experience.9. Habermas's Critique
The most prominent and comprehensive critic of philosophical postmodernism is Jürgen
Habermas. In The Philosophical Discourse of Modernity (Habermas 1987 [1985]), he
confronts postmodernism at the level of society and “communicative action.” He does not
defend the concept of the subject, conceived as consciousness or an autonomous self,
against postmodernists' attacks, but defends argumentative reason in inter-subjective
communication against their experimental, avant-garde strategies. For example, he claims



that Nietzsche, Heidegger, Derrida and Foucault commit a performative contradiction in
their critiques of modernism by employing concepts and methods that only modern reason
can provide. He criticizes Nietzsche's Dionysianism as a compensatory gesture toward the
loss of unity in Western culture that, in pre-modern times, was provided by religion.
Nietzsche's sense of a new Dionysus in modern art, moreover, is based upon an aesthetic
modernism in which art acquires its experimental power by separating itself from the values
of science and morality, a separation accomplished by the modern Enlightenment, resulting
in the loss of organic unity Nietzsche seeks to restore via art itself (see Habermas 1987
[1985], 81-105). Habermas sees Heidegger and Derrida as heirs to this “Dionysian
messianism.” Heidegger, for example, anticipates a new experience of being, which has
withdrawn. However, says Habermas, the withdrawal of being is the result of an inverted
philosophy of the subject, where Heidegger's destruction of the subject leads to hope for a
unity to come, a unity of nothing other than the subject that is now missing (Habermas 1987
[1985], 160). Derrida, he says, develops the notion of différance or “archi-writing” in
similar fashion: here, we see the god Dionysus revealing himself once again in his absence,
as meaning infinitely deferred (Habermas 1987 [1985], 180-81).

Habermas also criticizes Derrida for leveling the distinction between philosophy and
literature in a textualism that brings logic and argumentative reason into the domain of
rhetoric. In this way, he says, Derrida hopes to avoid the logical problem of self-reference
in his critique of reason. However, as Habermas remarks: “Whoever transposes the radical
critique of reason into the domain of rhetoric in order to blunt the paradox of self-
referentiality, also dulls the sword of the critique of reason itself” (Habermas 1987 [1985],
210). In similar fashion, he criticizes Foucault for not subjecting his own genealogical
method to genealogical unmasking, which would reveal Foucault's re-installation of a
modern subject able to critically gaze at its own history. Thus, he says, “Foucault cannot
adequately deal with the persistent problems that come up in connection with an
interpretive approach to the object domain, a self-referential denial of universal validity
claims, and a normative justification of critique” (Habermas 1987 [1985], 286).

Habermas's critique of postmodernism on the basis of performative contradiction and the
paradox of self-reference sets the tone and the terms for much of the critical debate now
under way. While postmodernists have rejected these criticisms, or responded to them with
rhetorical counter-strategies. Lyotard, for example, rejects the notion that intersubjective
communication implies a set of rules already agreed upon, and that universal consensus is
the ultimate goal of discourse (see Lyotard 1984 [1979], 65-66). That postmodernists
openly respond to Habermas is due to the fact that he takes postmodernism seriously and
does not, like other critics, reject it as mere nonsense. Indeed, that he is able to read
postmodernist texts closely and discursively testifies to their intelligibility. He also agrees
with the postmodernists that the focus of debate should be upon modernity as it is realized
in social practices and institutions, rather than upon theories of cognition or formal
linguistics as autonomous domains. In this respect, Habermas's concern with inter-
subjective communication helps clarify the basis upon which the modernist-postmodernist
debates continue to play out.Bibliography
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The dispute between rationalism and empiricism concerns the extent to which we are
dependent upon sense experience in our effort to gain knowledge. Rationalists claim that
there are significant ways in which our concepts and knowledge are gained independently of
sense experience. Empiricists claim that sense experience is the ultimate source of all our
concepts and knowledge.

Rationalists generally develop their view in two ways. First, they argue that there are cases
where the content of our concepts or knowledge outstrips the information that sense
experience can provide. Second, they construct accounts of how reason in some form or
other provides that additional information about the world. Empiricists present
complementary lines of thought. First, they develop accounts of how experience provides the
information that rationalists cite, insofar as we have it in the first place. (Empiricists will at
times opt for skepticism as an alternative to rationalism: if experience cannot provide the
concepts or knowledge the rationalists cite, then we don’t have them.) Second, empiricists
attack the rationalists’ accounts of how reason is a source of concepts or knowledge.
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1. Introduction



The dispute between rationalism and empiricism takes place within epistemology, the branch
of philosophy devoted to studying the nature, sources and limits of knowledge. The defining
questions of epistemology include the following.

1. What is the nature of propositional knowledge, knowledge that a particular
proposition about the world is true?

To know a proposition, we must believe it and it must be true, but something more is
required, something that distinguishes knowledge from a lucky guess. Let’s call this
additional element ‘warrant’. A good deal of philosophical work has been invested in
trying to determine the nature of warrant.

2. How can we gain knowledge?

We can form true beliefs just by making lucky guesses. How to gain warranted beliefs
is less clear. Moreover, to know the world, we must think about it, and it is unclear
how we gain the concepts we use in thought or what assurance, if any, we have that
the ways in which we divide up the world using our concepts correspond to divisions
that actually exist.

3. What are the limits of our knowledge?

Some aspects of the world may be within the limits of our thought but beyond the
limits of our knowledge; faced with competing descriptions of them, we cannot know
which description is true. Some aspects of the world may even be beyond the limits of
our thought, so that we cannot form intelligible descriptions of them, let alone know
that a particular description is true.

The disagreement between rationalists and empiricists primarily concerns the second
question, regarding the sources of our concepts and knowledge. In some instances, their
disagreement on this topic leads them to give conflicting responses to the other questions as
well. They may disagree over the nature of warrant or about the limits of our thought and
knowledge. Our focus here will be on the competing rationalist and empiricist responses to
the second question.

1.1 Rationalism
To be a rationalist is to adopt at least one of three claims. The Intuition/Deduction thesis
concerns how we become warranted in believing propositions in a particular subject area.

The Intuition/Deduction Thesis: Some propositions in a particular subject area, S, are
knowable by us by intuition alone; still others are knowable by being deduced from intuited
propositions.

Intuition is a form of rational insight. Intellectually grasping a proposition, we just “see” it to
be true in such a way as to form a true, warranted belief in it. (As discussed in Section 2
below, the nature of this intellectual “seeing” needs explanation.) Deduction is a process in
which we derive conclusions from intuited premises through valid arguments, ones in which



the conclusion must be true if the premises are true. We intuit, for example, that the number
three is prime and that it is greater than two. We then deduce from this knowledge that there
is a prime number greater than two. Intuition and deduction thus provide us with
knowledge a priori, which is to say knowledge gained independently of sense experience.

We can generate different versions of the Intuition/Deduction thesis by substituting different
subject areas for the variable ‘S’. Some rationalists take mathematics to be knowable by
intuition and deduction. Some place ethical truths in this category. Some include
metaphysical claims, such as that God exists, we have free will, and our mind and body are
distinct substances. The more propositions rationalists include within the range of intuition
and deduction, and the more controversial the truth of those propositions or the claims to
know them, the more radical their rationalism.

Rationalists also vary the strength of their view by adjusting their understanding of warrant.
Some take warranted beliefs to be beyond even the slightest doubt and claim that intuition
and deduction provide beliefs of this high epistemic status. Others interpret warrant more
conservatively, say as belief beyond a reasonable doubt, and claim that intuition and
deduction provide beliefs of that caliber. Still another dimension of rationalism depends on
how its proponents understand the connection between intuition, on the one hand, and truth,
on the other. Some take intuition to be infallible, claiming that whatever we intuit must be
true. Others allow for the possibility of false intuited propositions.

The second thesis associated with rationalism is the Innate Knowledge thesis.

The Innate Knowledge Thesis: We have knowledge of some truths in a particular subject
area, S, as part of our rational nature.

Like the Intuition/Deduction thesis, the Innate Knowledge thesis asserts the existence of
knowledge gained a priori, independently of experience. The difference between them rests
in the accompanying understanding of how this a priori knowledge is gained. The
Intuition/Deduction thesis cites intuition and subsequent deductive reasoning. The Innate
Knowledge thesis offers our rational nature. Our innate knowledge is not learned through
either sense experience or intuition and deduction. It is just part of our nature. Experiences
may trigger a process by which we bring this knowledge to consciousness, but the
experiences do not provide us with the knowledge itself. It has in some way been with us all
along. According to some rationalists, we gained the knowledge in an earlier existence.
According to others, God provided us with it at creation. Still others say it is part of our
nature through natural selection.

We get different versions of the Innate Knowledge thesis by substituting different subject
areas for the variable ‘S’. Once again, the more subjects included within the range of the
thesis or the more controversial the claim to have knowledge in them, the more radical the
form of rationalism. Stronger and weaker understandings of warrant yield stronger and
weaker versions of the thesis as well.

The third important thesis of rationalism is the Innate Concept thesis.



The Innate Concept Thesis: We have some of the concepts we employ in a particular subject
area, S, as part of our rational nature.

According to the Innate Concept thesis, some of our concepts are not gained from
experience. They are part of our rational nature in such a way that, while sense experiences
may trigger a process by which they are brought to consciousness, experience does not
provide the concepts or determine the information they contain. Some claim that the Innate
Concept thesis is entailed by the Innate Knowledge Thesis; a particular instance of
knowledge can only be innate if the concepts that are contained in the known proposition are
also innate. This is Locke’s position (1690, Book I, Chapter IV, Section 1, p. 91). Others,
such as Carruthers, argue against this connection (1992, pp. 53–54). The content and strength
of the Innate Concept thesis varies with the concepts claimed to be innate. The more a
concept seems removed from experience and the mental operations we can perform on
experience the more plausibly it may be claimed to be innate. Since we do not experience
perfect triangles but do experience pains, our concept of the former is a more promising
candidate for being innate than our concept of the latter.

The Intuition/Deduction thesis, the Innate Knowledge thesis, and the Innate Concept thesis
are essential to rationalism: to be a rationalist is to adopt at least one of them. Two other
closely related theses are generally adopted by rationalists, although one can certainly be a
rationalist without adopting either of them. The first is that experience cannot provide what
we gain from reason.

The Indispensability of Reason Thesis: The knowledge we gain in subject area, S, by
intuition and deduction, as well as the ideas and instances of knowledge in S that are innate
to us, could not have been gained by us through sense experience.

The second is that reason is superior to experience as a source of knowledge.

The Superiority of Reason Thesis: The knowledge we gain in subject area S by intuition and
deduction or have innately is superior to any knowledge gained by sense experience.

How reason is superior needs explanation, and rationalists have offered different accounts.
One view, generally associated with Descartes (1628, Rules II and III, pp. 1–4), is that what
we know a priori is certain, beyond even the slightest doubt, while what we believe, or even
know, on the basis of sense experience is at least somewhat uncertain. Another view,
generally associated with Plato (Republic 479e-484c), locates the superiority of a
priori knowledge in the objects known. What we know by reason alone, a Platonic form, say,
is superior in an important metaphysical way, e.g. unchanging, eternal, perfect, a higher
degree of being, to what we are aware of through sense experience.

Most forms of rationalism involve notable commitments to other philosophical positions.
One is a commitment to the denial of scepticism for at least some area of knowledge. If we
claim to know some truths by intuition or deduction or to have some innate knowledge, we
obviously reject scepticism with regard to those truths. Rationalism in the form of the
Intuition/Deduction thesis is also committed to epistemic foundationalism, the view that we
know some truths without basing our belief in them on any others and that we then use this
foundational knowledge to know more truths.



1.2 Empiricism
Empiricists endorse the following claim for some subject area.

The Empiricism Thesis: We have no source of knowledge in S or for the concepts we use in S
other than sense experience.

Empiricism about a particular subject rejects the corresponding version of the
Intuition/Deduction thesis and Innate Knowledge thesis. Insofar as we have knowledge in the
subject, our knowledge is a posteriori, dependent upon sense experience. Empiricists also
deny the implication of the corresponding Innate Concept thesis that we have innate ideas in
the subject area. Sense experience is our only source of ideas. They reject the corresponding
version of the Superiority of Reason thesis. Since reason alone does not give us any
knowledge, it certainly does not give us superior knowledge. Empiricists generally reject the
Indispensability of Reason thesis, though they need not. The Empiricism thesis does not
entail that we have empirical knowledge. It entails that knowledge can only be gained, if at
all, by experience. Empiricists may assert, as some do for some subjects, that the rationalists
are correct to claim that experience cannot give us knowledge. The conclusion they draw
from this rationalist lesson is that we do not know at all.

I have stated the basic claims of rationalism and empiricism so that each is relative to a
particular subject area. Rationalism and empiricism, so relativized, need not conflict. We can
be rationalists in mathematics or a particular area of mathematics and empiricists in all or
some of the physical sciences. Rationalism and empiricism only conflict when formulated to
cover the same subject. Then the debate, Rationalism vs. Empiricism, is joined. The fact that
philosophers can be both rationalists and empiricists has implications for the classification
schemes often employed in the history of philosophy, especially the one traditionally used to
describe the Early Modern Period of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries leading up to
Kant. It is standard practice to group the major philosophers of this period as either
rationalists or empiricists and to suggest that those under one heading share a common
agenda in opposition to those under the other. Thus, Descartes, Spinoza and Leibniz are the
Continental Rationalists in opposition to Locke, Berkeley and Hume, the British Empiricists.
We should adopt such general classification schemes with caution. The views of the
individual philosophers are more subtle and complex than the simple-minded classification
suggests. (See Loeb (1981) and Kenny (1986) for important discussions of this point.) Locke
rejects rationalism in the form of any version of the Innate Knowledge or Innate Concept
theses, but he nonetheless adopts the Intuition/Deduction thesis with regard to our knowledge
of God’s existence. Descartes and Locke have remarkably similar views on the nature of our
ideas, even though Descartes takes many to be innate, while Locke ties them all to
experience. The rationalist/empiricist classification also encourages us to expect the
philosophers on each side of the divide to have common research programs in areas beyond
epistemology. Thus, Descartes, Spinoza and Leibniz are mistakenly seen as applying a
reason-centered epistemology to a common metaphysical agenda, with each trying to
improve on the efforts of the one before, while Locke, Berkeley and Hume are mistakenly
seen as gradually rejecting those metaphysical claims, with each consciously trying to
improve on the efforts of his predecessors. It is also important to note that the



rationalist/empiricist distinction is not exhaustive of the possible sources of knowledge. One
might claim, for example, that we can gain knowledge in a particular area by a form of
Divine revelation or insight that is a product of neither reason nor sense experience. In short,
when used carelessly, the labels ‘rationalist’ and ‘empiricist,’ as well as the slogan that is the
title of this essay, ‘Rationalism vs. Empiricism,’ can retard rather than advance our
understanding.

Nonetheless, an important debate properly described as ‘Rationalism vs. Empiricism’ is
joined whenever the claims for each view are formulated to cover the same subject. What is
perhaps the most interesting form of the debate occurs when we take the relevant subject to
be truths about the external world, the world beyond our own minds. A full-fledged
rationalist with regard to our knowledge of the external world holds that some external world
truths can and must be known a priori, that some of the ideas required for that knowledge are
and must be innate, and that this knowledge is superior to any that experience could ever
provide. The full-fledged empiricist about our knowledge of the external world replies that,
when it comes to the nature of the world beyond our own minds, experience is our sole
source of information. Reason might inform us of the relations among our ideas, but those
ideas themselves can only be gained, and any truths about the external reality they represent
can only be known, on the basis of sense experience. This debate concerning our knowledge
of the external world will generally be our main focus in what follows.

Historically, the rationalist/empiricist dispute in epistemology has extended into the area of
metaphysics, where philosophers are concerned with the basic nature of reality, including the
existence of God and such aspects of our nature as freewill and the relation between the mind
and body. Major rationalists (e.g., Descartes 1641) have presented metaphysical theories,
which they have claimed to know by reason alone. Major empiricists (e.g., Hume 1739–40)
have rejected the theories as either speculation, beyond what we can learn from experience,
or nonsensical attempts to describe aspects of the world beyond the concepts experience can
provide. The debate raises the issue of metaphysics as an area of knowledge. Kant puts the
driving assumption clearly:

The very concept of metaphysics ensures that the sources of metaphysics can’t be empirical.
If something could be known through the senses, that would automatically show that it
doesn’t belong to metaphysics; that’s an upshot of the meaning of the word ‘metaphysics.’
Its basic principles can never be taken from experience, nor can its basic concepts; for it is
not to be physical but metaphysical knowledge, so it must be beyond experience. (1783,
Preamble, I, p. 7)

The possibility then of metaphysics so understood, as an area of human knowledge, hinges
on how we resolve the rationalist/empiricist debate. The debate also extends into ethics.
Some moral objectivists (e.g., Ross 1930 and Huemer 2005) take us to know some
fundamental objective moral truths by intuition, while some moral skeptics, who reject such
knowledge, (e.g., Mackie 1977) find the appeal to a faculty of moral intuition utterly
implausible. More recently, the rationalist/empiricist debate has extended to discussions
(e.g., Bealer 1999 and Alexander & Weinberg 2007) of the very nature of philosophical



inquiry: to what extent are philosophical questions to be answered by appeals to reason or
experience?

2. The Intuition/Deduction Thesis
The Intuition/Deduction thesis claims that we can know some propositions by intuition and
still more by deduction. Many empiricists (e.g., Hume 1748) have been willing to accept the
thesis so long as it is restricted to propositions solely about the relations among our own
concepts. We can, they agree, know by intuition that our concept of God includes our
concept of omniscience. Just by examining the concepts, we can intellectually grasp that the
one includes the other. The debate between rationalists and empiricists is joined when the
former assert, and the latter deny, the Intuition/Deduction thesis with regard to propositions
that contain substantive information about the external world. Rationalists, such as Descartes,
have claimed that we can know by intuition and deduction that God exists and created the
world, that our mind and body are distinct substances, and that the angles of a triangle equal
two right angles, where all of these claims are truths about an external reality independent of
our thought. Such substantive versions of the Intuition/Deduction thesis are our concern in
this section.

One defense of the Intuition/Deduction thesis assumes that we know some substantive
external world truths, adds an analysis of what knowledge requires, and concludes that our
knowledge must result from intuition and deduction. Descartes claims that knowledge
requires certainty and that certainty about the external world is beyond what empirical
evidence can provide. We can never be sure our sensory impressions are not part of a dream
or a massive, demon orchestrated, deception. Only intuition and deduction can provide the
certainty needed for knowledge, and, given that we have some substantive knowledge of the
external world, the Intuition/Deduction thesis is true. As Descartes tells us, “all knowledge is
certain and evident cognition” (1628, Rule II, p. 1) and when we “review all the actions of
the intellect by means of which we are able to arrive at a knowledge of things with no fear of
being mistaken,” we “recognize only two: intuition and deduction” (1628, Rule III, p. 3).

This line of argument is one of the least compelling in the rationalist arsenal. First, the
assumption that knowledge requires certainty comes at a heavy cost, as it rules out so much
of what we commonly take ourselves to know. Second, as many contemporary rationalists
accept, intuition is not always a source of certain knowledge. The possibility of a deceiver
gives us a reason to doubt our intuitions as well as our empirical beliefs. For all we know, a
deceiver might cause us to intuit false propositions, just as one might cause us to have
perceptions of nonexistent objects. Descartes’s classic way of meeting this challenge in
the Meditations is to argue that we can know with certainty that no such deceiver interferes
with our intuitions and deductions. They are infallible, as God guarantees their truth. The
problem, known as the Cartesian Circle, is that Descartes’s account of how we gain this
knowledge begs the question, by attempting to deduce the conclusion that all our intuitions
are true from intuited premises. Moreover, his account does not touch a remaining problem
that he himself notes (1628, Rule VII, p. 7): Deductions of any appreciable length rely on our
fallible memory.



A more plausible argument for the Intuition/Deduction thesis again assumes that we know
some particular, external world truths, and then appeals to the nature of what we know, rather
than to the nature of knowledge itself, to argue that our knowledge must result from intuition
and deduction. Leibniz (1704) tells us the following.

The senses, although they are necessary for all our actual knowledge, are not sufficient to
give us the whole of it, since the senses never give anything but instances, that is to say
particular or individual truths. Now all the instances which confirm a general truth, however
numerous they may be, are not sufficient to establish the universal necessity of this same
truth, for it does not follow that what happened before will happen in the same way again. …
From which it appears that necessary truths, such as we find in pure mathematics, and
particularly in arithmetic and geometry, must have principles whose proof does not depend
on instances, nor consequently on the testimony of the senses, although without the senses it
would never have occurred to us to think of them… (1704, Preface, pp. 150–151)

Leibniz goes on to describe our mathematical knowledge as “innate,” and his argument may
be directed to support the Innate Knowledge thesis rather than the Intuition/Deduction thesis.
For our purposes here, we can relate it to the latter, however: We have substantive
knowledge about the external world in mathematics, and what we know in that area, we
know to be necessarily true. Experience cannot warrant beliefs about what is necessarily the
case. Hence, experience cannot be the source of our knowledge. The best explanation of our
knowledge is that we gain it by intuition and deduction. Leibniz mentions logic, metaphysics
and morals as other areas in which our knowledge similarly outstrips what experience can
provide. Judgments in logic and metaphysics involve forms of necessity beyond what
experience can support. Judgments in morals involve a form of obligation or value that lies
beyond experience, which only informs us about what is the case rather than about what
ought to be.

The strength of this argument varies with its examples of purported knowledge. Insofar as we
focus on controversial claims in metaphysics, e.g., that God exists, that our mind is a distinct
substance from our body, the initial premise that we know the claims is less than compelling.
Taken with regard to other areas, however, the argument clearly has legs. We know a great
deal of mathematics, and what we know, we know to be necessarily true. None of our
experiences warrants a belief in such necessity, and we do not seem to base our knowledge
on any experiences. The warrant that provides us with knowledge arises from an intellectual
grasp of the propositions which is clearly part of our learning. Similarly, we seem to have
such moral knowledge as that, all other things being equal, it is wrong to break a promise and
that pleasure is intrinsically good. No empirical lesson about how things are can warrant such
knowledge of how they ought to be.

This argument for the Intuition/Deduction thesis raises additional questions which
rationalists must answer. Insofar as they maintain that our knowledge of necessary truths in
mathematics or elsewhere by intuition and deduction is substantive knowledge of the
external world, they owe us an account of this form of necessity. Many empiricists stand
ready to argue that “necessity resides in the way we talk about things, not in the things we
talk about” (Quine 1966, p. 174). Similarly, if rationalists claim that our knowledge in morals



is knowledge of an objective form of obligation, they owe us an account of how objective
values are part of a world of apparently valueless facts.

Perhaps most of all, rationalist defenders of the Intuition/Deduction thesis owe us an account
of what intuition is and how it provides warranted true beliefs about the external world. What
is it to intuit a proposition and how does that act of intuition support a warranted belief?
Their argument presents intuition and deduction as an explanation of assumed knowledge
that can’t—they say—be explained by experience, but such an explanation by intuition and
deduction requires that we have a clear understanding of intuition and how it supports
warranted beliefs. Metaphorical characterizations of intuition as intellectual “grasping” or
“seeing” are not enough, and if intuition is some form of intellectual “grasping,” it appears
that all that is grasped is relations among our concepts, rather than facts about the external
world. One current approach to the issue involves an appeal to Phenomenal Conservatism
(Huemer 2001), the principle that if it seems to one as if something is the case, then one is
prima facie justified in believing that it is so. Intuitions are then taken to be a particular sort
of seeming or appearance: “[A]n intuition that p is a state of its seeming to one that p that is
not dependent on inference from other beliefs and that results from thinking about p, as
opposed to perceiving, remembering, or introspecting” (Hummer 2005, p. 102). Just as it can
visually seem or appear to one as if there’s a tree outside the window, it can intellectually
seem or appear to one as if nothing can be both entirely red and entirely green. This approach
aims to demystify intuitions; they are but one more form of seeming-state along with ones
we gain from sense perception, memory and introspection. It does not, however, tell us all
we need to know. Any intellectual faculty, whether it be sense perception, memory,
introspection or intuition, provides us with warranted beliefs only if it is generally reliable.
The reliability of sense perception stems from the causal connection between how external
objects are and how we experience them. What accounts for the reliability of our intuitions
regarding the external world? Is our intuition of a particular true proposition the outcome of
some causal interaction between ourselves and some aspect of the world? What aspect? What
is the nature of this causal interaction? That the number three is prime does not appear to
cause anything, let alone our intuition that it is prime. As Michael Huemer (2005, p. 123)
points out in mounting his own defense of moral intuitionism, “The challenge for the moral
realist, then, is to explain how it would be anything more than chance if my moral beliefs
were true, given that I do not interact with moral properties.”

These issues are made all the more pressing by the classic empiricist response to the
argument. The reply is generally credited to Hume and begins with a division of all true
propositions into two categories.

All the objects of human reason or inquiry may naturally be divided into two kinds, to wit,
“Relations of Ideas,” and “Matters of Fact.” Of the first are the sciences of Geometry,
Algebra, and Arithmetic, and, in short, every affirmation which is either intuitively or
demonstratively certain. That the square of the hypotenuse is equal to the square of the two
sides is a proposition which expresses a relation between these figures. That three times five
is equal to half of thirty expresses a relation between these numbers. Propositions of this kind
are discoverable by the mere operation of thought, without dependence on what is anywhere
existent in the universe. Though there never were a circle or triangle in nature, the truths



demonstrated by Euclid would forever retain their certainty and evidence. Matters of fact,
which are the second objects of human reason, are not ascertained in the same manner, nor is
our evidence of their truth, however great, of a like nature with the foregoing. The contrary
of every matter of fact is still possible, because it can never imply a contradiction and is
conceived by the mind with the same facility and distinctness as if ever so conformable to
reality. (Hume 1748, Section IV, Part 1, p. 40)

Intuition and deduction can provide us with knowledge of necessary truths such as those
found in mathematics and logic, but such knowledge is not substantive knowledge of the
external world. It is only knowledge of the relations of our own ideas. If the rationalist shifts
the argument so it appeals to knowledge in morals, Hume’s reply is to offer an analysis of
our moral concepts by which such knowledge is empirically gained knowledge of matters of
fact.

Morals and criticism are not so properly objects of the understanding as of taste and
sentiment. Beauty, whether moral or natural, is felt more properly than perceived. Or if we
reason concerning it and endeavor to fix the standard, we regard a new fact, to wit, the
general taste of mankind, or some other fact which may be the object of reasoning and
inquiry. (Hume 1748, Section XII, Part 3, p. 173)

If the rationalist appeals to our knowledge in metaphysics to support the argument, Hume
denies that we have such knowledge.

If we take in our hand any volume--of divinity or school metaphysics, for instance--let us
ask, Does it contain any abstract reasoning concerning quantity or number? No. Does it
contain any experimental reasoning concerning matter of fact and existence? No. Commit it
then to the flames, for it can contain nothing but sophistry and illusion. (Hume 1748, Section
XII, Part 3, p. 173)

An updated version of this general empiricist reply, with an increased emphasis on language
and the nature of meaning, is given in the twentieth-century by A. J. Ayer’s version of
logical positivism. Adopting positivism’s verification theory of meaning, Ayer assigns every
cognitively meaningful sentence to one of two categories: either it is a tautology, and so true
solely by virtue of the meaning of its terms and provides no substantive information about
the world, or it is open to empirical verification. There is, then, no room for knowledge about
the external world by intuition or deduction.

There can be no a priori knowledge of reality. For … the truths of pure reason, the
propositions which we know to be valid independently of all experience, are so only in virtue
of their lack of factual content … [By contrast] empirical propositions are one and all
hypotheses which may be confirmed or discredited in actual sense experience. [Ayer 1952,
pp. 86; 93–94]

The rationalists’ argument for the Intuition/Deduction thesis goes wrong at the start,
according to empiricists, by assuming that we can have substantive knowledge of the
external world that outstrips what experience can warrant. We cannot.



This empiricist reply faces challenges of its own. Our knowledge of mathematics seems to be
about something more than our own concepts. Our knowledge of moral judgments seems to
concern not just how we feel or act but how we ought to behave. The general principles that
provide a basis for the empiricist view, e.g. Hume’s overall account of our ideas, the
Verification Principle of Meaning, are problematic in their own right. In various
formulations, the Verification Principle fails its own test for having cognitive meaning. A
careful analysis of Hume’s Inquiry, relative to its own principles, may require us to consign
large sections of it to the flames.

In all, rationalists have a strong argument for the Intuition/Deduction thesis relative to our
substantive knowledge of the external world, but its success rests on how well they can
answer questions about the nature and epistemic force of intuition made all the more pressing
by the classic empiricist reply.

3. The Innate Knowledge Thesis
The Innate Knowledge thesis joins the Intuition/Deduction thesis in asserting that we have a
priori knowledge, but it does not offer intuition and deduction as the source of that
knowledge. It takes our a priori knowledge to be part of our rational nature. Experience may
trigger our awareness of this knowledge, but it does not provide us with it. The knowledge is
already there.

Plato presents an early version of the Innate Knowledge thesis in the Meno as the doctrine of
knowledge by recollection. The doctrine is motivated in part by a paradox that arises when
we attempt to explain the nature of inquiry. How do we gain knowledge of a theorem in
geometry? We inquire into the matter. Yet, knowledge by inquiry seems impossible (Meno,
80d-e). We either already know the theorem at the start of our investigation or we do not. If
we already have the knowledge, there is no place for inquiry. If we lack the knowledge, we
don’t know what we are seeking and cannot recognize it when we find it. Either way we
cannot gain knowledge of the theorem by inquiry. Yet, we do know some theorems.

The doctrine of knowledge by recollection offers a solution. When we inquire into the truth
of a theorem, we both do and do not already know it. We have knowledge in the form of a
memory gained from our soul’s knowledge of the theorem prior to its union with our body.
We lack knowledge in that, in our soul’s unification with the body, it has forgotten the
knowledge and now needs to recollect it. In learning the theorem, we are, in effect, recalling
what we already know.

Plato famously illustrates the doctrine with an exchange between Socrates and a young slave,
in which Socrates guides the slave from ignorance to mathematical knowledge. The slave’s
experiences, in the form of Socrates’ questions and illustrations, are the occasion for his
recollection of what he learned previously. Plato’s metaphysics provides additional support
for the Innate Knowledge Thesis. Since our knowledge is of abstract, eternal Forms which
clearly lie beyond our sensory experience, it is a priori.

Contemporary supporters of Plato’s position are scarce. The initial paradox, which Plato
describes as a “trick argument” (Meno, 80e), rings sophistical. The metaphysical assumptions



in the solution need justification. The solution does not answer the basic question: Just how
did the slave’s soul learn the theorem? The Intuition/Deduction thesis offers an equally, if
not more, plausible account of how the slave gains knowledge a priori. Nonetheless, Plato’s
position illustrates the kind of reasoning that has caused many philosophers to adopt some
form of the Innate Knowledge thesis. We are confident that we know certain propositions
about the external world, but there seems to be no adequate explanation of how we gained
this knowledge short of saying that it is innate. Its content is beyond what we directly gain in
experience, as well as what we can gain by performing mental operations on what experience
provides. It does not seem to be based on an intuition or deduction. That it is innate in us
appears to be the best explanation.

Noam Chomsky argues along similar lines in presenting what he describes as a “rationalist
conception of the nature of language” (1975, p. 129). Chomsky argues that the experiences
available to language learners are far too sparse to account for their knowledge of their
language. To explain language acquisition, we must assume that learners have an innate
knowledge of a universal grammar capturing the common deep structure of natural
languages. It is important to note that Chomsky’s language learners do not know particular
propositions describing a universal grammar. They have a set of innate capacities or
dispositions which enable and determine their language development. Chomsky gives us a
theory of innate learning capacities or structures rather than a theory of innate knowledge.
His view does not support the Innate Knowledge thesis as rationalists have traditionally
understood it. As one commentator puts it, “Chomsky’s principles … are innate neither in the
sense that we are explicitly aware of them, nor in the sense that we have a disposition to
recognize their truth as obvious under appropriate circumstances. And hence it is by no
means clear that Chomsky is correct in seeing his theory as following the traditional
rationalist account of the acquisition of knowledge” (Cottingham 1984, p. 124).

Peter Carruthers (1992) argues that we have innate knowledge of the principles of folk-
psychology. Folk-psychology is a network of common-sense generalizations that hold
independently of context or culture and concern the relationships of mental states to one
another, to the environment and states of the body and to behavior (1992, p. 115). It includes
such beliefs as that pains tend to be caused by injury, that pains tend to prevent us from
concentrating on tasks, and that perceptions are generally caused by the appropriate state of
the environment. Carruthers notes the complexity of folk-psychology, along with its success
in explaining our behavior and the fact that its explanations appeal to such unobservables as
beliefs, desires, feelings and thoughts. He argues that the complexity, universality and depth
of folk-psychological principles outstrips what experience can provide, especially to young
children who by their fifth year already know a great many of them. This knowledge is also
not the result of intuition or deduction; folk-psychological generalizations are not seen to be
true in an act of intellectual insight. Carruthers concludes, “[The problem] concerning the
child’s acquisition of psychological generalizations cannot be solved, unless we suppose that
much of folk-psychology is already innate, triggered locally by the child’s experience of
itself and others, rather than learned” (1992, p. 121).

Empiricists, and some rationalists, attack the Innate Knowledge thesis in two main ways.
First, they offer accounts of how sense experience or intuition and deduction provide the



knowledge that is claimed to be innate. Second, they directly criticize the Innate Knowledge
thesis itself. The classic statement of this second line of attack is presented in Locke 1690.
Locke raises the issue of just what innate knowledge is. Particular instances of knowledge
are supposed to be in our minds as part of our rational make-up, but how are they “in our
minds”? If the implication is that we all consciously have this knowledge, it is plainly false.
Propositions often given as examples of innate knowledge, even such plausible candidates as
the principle that the same thing cannot both be and not be, are not consciously accepted by
children and those with severe cognitive limitations. If the point of calling such principles
“innate” is not to imply that they are or have been consciously accepted by all rational
beings, then it is hard to see what the point is. “No proposition can be said to be in the mind,
which it never yet knew, which it never yet was conscious of” (1690, Book I, Chapter II,
Section 5, p. 61). Proponents of innate knowledge might respond that some knowledge is
innate in that we have the capacity to have it. That claim, while true, is of little interest,
however. “If the capacity of knowing, be the natural impression contended for, all the truths
a man ever comes to know, will, by this account, be every one of them, innate; and this great
point will amount to no more, but only an improper way of speaking; which whilst it
pretends to assert the contrary, says nothing different from those, who deny innate principles.
For nobody, I think, ever denied, that the mind was capable of knowing several truths”
(1690, Book I, Chapter II, Section 5, p. 61). Locke thus challenges defenders of the Innate
Knowledge thesis to present an account of innate knowledge that allows their position to be
both true and interesting. A narrow interpretation of innateness faces counterexamples of
rational individuals who do not meet its conditions. A generous interpretation implies that all
our knowledge, even that clearly provided by experience, is innate.

Defenders of innate knowledge take up Locke’s challenge. Leibniz responds (1704) by
appealing to an account of innateness in terms of natural potential to avoid Locke’s dilemma.
Consider Peter Carruthers’ similar reply.

We have noted that while one form of nativism claims (somewhat implausibly) that
knowledge is innate in the sense of being present as such (or at least in propositional form)
from birth, it might also be maintained that knowledge is innate in the sense of being innately
determined to make its appearance at some stage in childhood. This latter thesis is surely the
most plausible version of nativism. (1992, p. 51)

Carruthers claims that our innate knowledge is determined through evolutionary selection (p.
111). Evolution has resulted in our being determined to know certain things (e.g. principles
of folk-psychology) at particular stages of our life, as part of our natural development.
Experiences provide the occasion for our consciously believing the known propositions but
not the basis for our knowledge of them (p. 52). Carruthers thus has a ready reply to Locke’s
counterexamples of children and cognitively limited persons who do not believe propositions
claimed to be instances of innate knowledge. The former have not yet reached the proper
stage of development; the latter are persons in whom natural development has broken down
(pp. 49–50).

A serious problem for the Innate Knowledge thesis remains, however. We know a
proposition only if it is true, we believe it and our belief is warranted. Rationalists who assert



the existence of innate knowledge are not just claiming that, as a matter of human evolution,
God’s design or some other factor, at a particular point in our development, certain sorts of
experiences trigger our belief in particular propositions in a way that does not involve our
learning them from the experiences. Their claim is even bolder: In at least some of these
cases, our empirically triggered, but not empirically warranted, belief is nonetheless
warranted and so known. How can these beliefs be warranted if they do not gain their
warrant from the experiences that cause us to have them or from intuition and deduction?

Some rationalists think that a reliabilist account of warrant provides the answer. According to
Reliabilism, beliefs are warranted if they are formed by a process that generally produces
true beliefs rather than false ones. The true beliefs that constitute our innate knowledge are
warranted, then, because they are formed as the result of a reliable belief-forming process.
Carruthers maintains that “Innate beliefs will count as known provided that the process
through which they come to be innate is a reliable one (provided, that is, that the process
tends to generate beliefs that are true)” (1992, p. 77). He argues that natural selection results
in the formation of some beliefs and is a truth-reliable process.

An appeal to Reliabilism, or a similar causal theory of warrant, may well be the best way for
rationalists to develop the Innate Knowledge thesis. They have a difficult row to hoe,
however. First, such accounts of warrant are themselves quite controversial. Second,
rationalists must give an account of innate knowledge that maintains and explains the
distinction between innate knowledge and a posteriori knowledge, and it is not clear that
they will be able to do so within such an account of warrant. Suppose for the sake of
argument that we have innate knowledge of some proposition, P. What makes our
knowledge that P innate? To sharpen the question, what difference between our knowledge
that P and a clear case of a posteriori knowledge, say our knowledge that something is red
based on our current visual experience of a red table, makes the former innate and the latter
not innate? In each case, we have a true, warranted belief. In each case, presumably, our
belief gains its warrant from the fact that it meets a particular causal condition, e.g., it is
produced by a reliable process. In each case, the causal process is one in which an experience
causes us to believe the proposition at hand (that P; that something is red), for, as defenders
of innate knowledge admit, our belief that P is “triggered” by an experience, as is our belief
that something is red. The insight behind the Innate Knowledge thesis seems to be that the
difference between our innate and a posteriori knowledge lies in the relation between our
experience and our belief in each case. The experience that causes our belief that P does not
“contain” the information that P, while our visual experience of a red table does “contain”
the information that something is red. Yet, exactly what is the nature of this containment
relation between our experiences, on the one hand, and what we believe, on the other, that is
missing in the one case but present in the other? The nature of the experience-belief relation
seems quite similar in each. The causal relation between the experience that triggers our
belief that P and our belief that P is contingent, as is the fact that the belief-forming process
is reliable. The same is true of our experience of a red table and our belief that something is
red. The causal relation between the experience and our belief is again contingent. We might
have been so constructed that the experience we describe as “being appeared to redly” caused
us to believe, not that something is red, but that something is hot. The process that takes us
from the experince to our belief is also only contingently reliable. Moreover, if our



experience of a red table “contains” the information that something is red, then that fact, not
the existence of a reliable belief-forming process between the two, should be the reason why
the experience warrants our belief. By appealing to Reliablism, or some other causal theory
of warrant, rationalists may obtain a way to explain how innate knowledge can be warranted.
They still need to show how their explanation supports an account of the difference between
innate knowledge and a posteriori knowledge.

4. The Innate Concept Thesis
According to the Innate Concept thesis, some of our concepts have not been gained from
experience. They are instead part of our rational make-up, and experience simply triggers a
process by which we consciously grasp them. The main concern motivating the rationalist
should be familiar by now: the content of some concepts seems to outstrip anything we could
have gained from experience. An example of this reasoning is presented by Descartes in
the Meditations. Although he sometimes seems committed to the view that all our ideas are
innate (Adams 1975 and Gotham 2002), he there classifies our ideas as adventitious,
invented by us, and innate. Adventitious ideas, such as a sensation of heat, are gained
directly through sense experience. Ideas invented by us, such as our idea of a hippogriff, are
created by us from other ideas we possess. Innate ideas, such as our ideas of God, of
extended matter, of substance and of a perfect triangle, are placed in our minds by God at
creation. Consider Descartes’s argument that our concept of God, as an infinitely perfect
being, is innate. Our concept of God is not directly gained in experience, as particular tastes,
sensations and mental images might be. Its content is beyond what we could ever construct
by applying available mental operations to what experience directly provides. From
experience, we can gain the concept of a being with finite amounts of various perfections,
one, for example, that is finitely knowledgeable, powerful and good. We cannot however
move from these empirical concepts to the concept of a being of infinite perfection. (“I must
not think that, just as my conceptions of rest and darkness are arrived at by negating
movement and light, so my perception of the infinite is arrived at not by means of a true idea
but by merely negating the finite,” Third Meditation, p. 94.) Descartes supplements this
argument by another. Not only is the content of our concept of God beyond what experience
can provide, the concept is a prerequisite for our employment of the concept of finite
perfection gained from experience. (“My perception of the infinite, that is God, is in some
way prior to my perception of the finite, that is myself. For how could I understand that I
doubted or desired—that is lacked something—and that I was not wholly perfect, unless
there were in me some idea of a more perfect being which enabled me to recognize my own
defects by comparison,” Third Meditation, p. 94).

An empiricist response to this general line of argument is given by Locke (1690, Book I,
Chapter IV, Sections 1–25, pp. 91–107). First, there is the problem of explaining what it is
for someone to have an innate concept. If having an innate concept entails consciously
entertaining it at present or in the past, then Descartes’s position is open to obvious
counterexamples. Young children and people from other cultures do not consciously
entertain the concept of God and have not done so. Second, there is the objection that we
have no need to appeal to innate concepts in the first place. Contrary to Descartes’ argument,



we can explain how experience provides all our ideas, including those the rationalists take to
be innate, and with just the content that the rationalists attribute to them.

Leibniz (1704) offers a rationalist reply to the first concern. Where Locke puts forth the
image of the mind as a blank tablet on which experience writes, Leibniz offers us the image
of a block of marble, the veins of which determine what sculpted figures it will accept.

This is why I have taken as an illustration a block of veined marble, rather than a wholly
uniform block or blank tablets, that is to say what is called tabula rasa in the language of the
philosophers. For if the soul were like those blank tablets, truths would be in us in the same
way as the figure of Hercules is in a block of marble, when the marble is completely
indifferent whether it receives this or some other figure. But if there were veins in the stone
which marked out the figure of Hercules rather than other figures, this stone would be more
determined thereto, and Hercules would be as it were in some manner innate in it, although
labour would be needed to uncover the veins, and to clear them by polishing, and by cutting
away what prevents them from appearing. It is in this way that ideas and truths are innate in
us, like natural inclinations and dispositions, natural habits or potentialities, and not like
activities, although these potentialities are always accompanied by some activities which
correspond to them, though they are often imperceptible. (1704, Preface, p. 153)

Leibniz’s metaphor contains an insight that Locke misses. The mind plays a role in
determining the nature of its contents. This point does not, however, require the adoption of
the Innate Concept thesis.

Rationalists have responded to the second part of the empiricist attack on the Innate Concept
thesis—the empricists’ claim that the thesis is without basis, as all our ideas can be explained
as derived from experience—by focusing on difficulties in the empiricists’ attempts to give
such an explanation. The difficulties are illustrated by Locke’s account. According to Locke,
experience consists in external sensation and inner reflection. All our ideas are either simple
or complex, with the former being received by us passively in sensation or reflection and the
latter being built by the mind from simple materials through various mental operations. Right
at the start, the account of how simple ideas are gained is open to an obvious counterexample
acknowledged, but then set aside, by Hume in presenting his own empiricist theory. Consider
the mental image of a particular shade of blue. If Locke is right, the idea is a simple one and
should be passively received by the mind through experience. Hume points out otherwise.

Suppose therefore a person to have enjoyed his sight for thirty years and to have become
perfectly acquainted with colors of all kinds, except one particular shade of blue, for
instance, which it never has been his fortune to meet with; let all the different shades of that
color, except that single one, be placed before him, descending gradually from the deepest to
the lightest, it is plain that he will perceive a blank where that shade is wanting and will be
sensible that there is a greater distance in that place between the contiguous colors than in
any other. Now I ask whether it be possible for him, from his own imagination, to supply this
deficiency and raise up to himself the idea of that particular shade, though it had never been
conveyed to him by his senses? I believe there are but few will be of the opinion that he
can… (1748, Section II, pp. 29–30)



Even when it comes to such simple ideas as the image of a particular shade of blue, the mind
is more than a blank slate on which experience writes.

Consider too our concept of a particular color, say red. Critics of Locke’s account have
pointed out the weaknesses in his explanation of how we gain such a concept by the mental
operation of abstraction on individual cases. For one thing, it makes the incorrect assumption
that various instances of a particular concept share a common feature. Carruthers puts the
objection as follows.

In fact problems arise for empiricists even in connection with the very simplest concepts,
such as those of colour. For it is false that all instances of a given colour share some common
feature. In which case we cannot acquire the concept of that colour by abstracting the
common feature of our experience. Thus consider the concept red. Do all shades of red have
something in common? If so, what? It is surely false that individual shades of red consist, as
it were, of two distinguishable elements a general redness together with a particular shade.
Rather, redness consists in a continuous range of shades, each of which is only just
distinguishable from its neighbors. Acquiring the concept red is a matter of learning the
extent of the range. (1992, p. 59)

For another thing, Locke’s account of concept acquisition from particular experiences seems
circular.

As it stands, however, Locke’s account of concept acquisition appears viciously circular. For
noticing or attending to a common feature of various things presupposes that you already
possess the concept of the feature in question. (Carruthers 1992, p. 55)

Consider in this regard Locke’s account of how we gain our concept of causation.

In the notice that our senses take of the constant vicissitude of things, we cannot but observe,
that several particulars, both qualities and substances; begin to exist; and that they receive
this their existence from the due application and operation of some other being. From this
observation, we get our ideas of cause and effect. (1690, Book II, Chapter 26, Section 1, pp.
292–293)

We get our concept of causation from our observation that some things receive their
existence from the application and operation of some other things. Yet, we cannot make this
observation unless we already have the concept of causation. Locke’s account of how we
gain our idea of power displays a similar circularity.

The mind being every day informed, by the senses, of the alteration of those simple ideas, it
observes in things without; and taking notice how one comes to an end, and ceases to be, and
another begins to exist which was not before; reflecting also on what passes within itself, and
observing a constant change of its ideas, sometimes by the impression of outward objects on
the senses, and sometimes by the determination of its own choice; and concluding from what
it has so constantly observed to have been, that the like changes will for the future be made
in the same things, by like agents, and by the like ways, considers in one thing the possibility
of having any of its simple ideas changed, and in another the possibility of making that



change; and so comes by that idea which we call power. (1690, Chapter XXI, Section 1, pp.
219–220)

We come by the idea of power though considering the possibility of changes in our ideas
made by experiences and our own choices. Yet, to consider this possibility—of some
things making a change in others—we must already have a concept of power.

One way to meet at least some of these challenges to an empiricist account of the origin of
our concepts is to revise our understanding of the content of our concepts so as to bring them
more in line with what experience will clearly provide. Hume famously takes this approach.
Beginning in a way reminiscent of Locke, he distinguishes between two forms of mental
contents or “perceptions,” as he calls them: impressions and ideas. Impressions are the
contents of our current experiences: our sensations, feelings, emotions, desires, and so on.
Ideas are mental contents derived from impressions. Simple ideas are copies of impressions;
complex ideas are derived from impressions by “compounding, transposing, augmenting or
diminishing” them. Given that all our ideas are thus gained from experience, Hume offers us
the following method for determining the content of any idea and thereby the meaning of any
term taken to express it.

When we entertain, therefore, any suspicion that a philosophical term is employed without
any meaning or idea (as is but too frequent), we need but inquire from what impression is
that supposed idea derived? And if it be impossible to assign any, this will confirm our
suspicion. (1748, Section II, p. 30)

Using this test, Hume draws out one of the most important implications of the empiricists’
denial of the Innate Concept thesis. If experience is indeed the source of all ideas, then our
experiences also determine the content of our ideas. Our ideas of causation, of substance, of
right and wrong have their content determined by the experiences that provide them. Those
experiences, Hume argues, are unable to support the content that many rationalists and some
empiricists, such as Locke, attribute to the corresponding ideas. Our inability to explain how
some concepts, with the contents the rationalists attribute to them, are gained from
experience should not lead us to adopt the Innate Concept thesis. It should lead us to accept a
more limited view of the contents for those concepts, and thereby a more limited view of our
ability to describe and understand the world.

Consider, for example, our idea of causation. Descartes takes it to be innate. Locke offers an
apparently circular account of how it is gained from experience. Hume’s empiricist account
severely limits its content. Our idea of causation is derived from a feeling of expectation
rooted in our experiences of the constant conjunction of similar causes and effects.

It appears, then, that this idea of a necessary connection among events arises from a number
of similar instances which occur, of the constant conjunction of these events; nor can that
idea ever be suggested by any one of these instances surveyed in all possible lights and
positions. But there is nothing in a number of instances, different from every single instance,
which is supposed to be exactly similar, except only that after a repetition of similar
instances the mind is carried by habit, upon the appearance of one event, to expect its usual
attendant and to believe that it will exist. This connection, therefore, which we feel in the



mind, this customary transition of the imagination from one object to its usual attendant, is
the sentiment or impression from which we form the idea of power or necessary connection.
(1748, Section VII, Part 2, p. 86)

The source of our idea in experience determines its content.

Suitably to this experience, therefore, we may define a cause to be an object followed by
another, and where all the objects, similar to the first are followed by objects similar to the
second… We may, therefore, suitably to this experience, form another definition of cause
and call it an object followed by another, and whose appearance always conveys the thought
of the other. (1748, Section VII, Part 2, p. 87)

Our claims, and any knowledge we may have, about causal connections in the world turn out,
given the limited content of our empirically based concept of causation, to be claims and
knowledge about the constant conjunction of events and our own feelings of expectation.
Thus, the initial disagreement between rationalists and empiricists about the source of our
ideas leads to one about their content and thereby the content of our descriptions and
knowledge of the world.

Like philosophical debates generally, the rationalist/empiricist debate ultimately concerns
our position in the world, in this case our position as rational inquirers. To what extent do our
faculties of reason and experience support our attempts to know and understand our
situation?
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Science is an enormously successful human enterprise. The study of scientific method is the
attempt to discern the activities by which that success is achieved. Among the activities often
identified as characteristic of science are systematic observation and experimentation,
inductive and deductive reasoning, and the formation and testing of hypotheses and theories.
How these are carried out in detail can vary greatly, but characteristics like these have been
looked to as a way of demarcating scientific activity from non-science, where only
enterprises which employ some canonical form of scientific method or methods should be
considered science (see also the entry on science and pseudo-science). On the other hand,
more recent debate has questioned whether there is anything like a fixed toolkit of methods
which is common across science and only science.

Scientific method should be distinguished from the aims and products of science, such as
knowledge, predictions, or control. Methods are the means by which those goals are
achieved. Scientific method should also be distinguished from meta-methodology, which
includes the values and justifications behind a particular characterization of scientific method
(i.e., a methodology) — values such as objectivity, reproducibility, simplicity, or past
successes. Methodological rules are proposed to govern method and it is a meta-
methodological question whether methods obeying those rules satisfy given values. Finally,
method is distinct, to some degree, from the detailed and contextual practices through which
methods are implemented. The latter might range over: specific laboratory techniques;
mathematical formalisms or other specialized languages used in descriptions and reasoning;
technological or other material means; ways of communicating and sharing results, whether
with other scientists or with the public at large; or the conventions, habits, enforced customs,
and institutional controls over how and what science is carried out.

While it is important to recognize these distinctions, their boundaries are fuzzy. Hence,
accounts of method cannot be entirely divorced from their methodological and meta-
methodological motivations or justifications, Moreover, each aspect plays a crucial role in
identifying methods. Disputes about method have therefore played out at the detail, rule, and
meta-rule levels. Changes in beliefs about the certainty or fallibility of scientific knowledge,
for instance (which is a meta-methodological consideration of what we can hope for methods
to deliver), have meant different emphases on deductive and inductive reasoning, or on the
relative importance attached to reasoning over observation (i.e., differences over particular
methods.) Beliefs about the role of science in society will affect the place one gives to values
in scientific method.

The issue which has shaped debates over scientific method the most in the last half century is
the question of how pluralist do we need to be about method? Unificationists continue to
hold out for one method essential to science; nihilism is a form of radical pluralism, which
considers the effectiveness of any methodological prescription to be so context sensitive as to



render it not explanatory on its own. Some middle degree of pluralism regarding the methods
embodied in scientific practice seems appropriate. But the details of scientific practice vary
with time and place, from institution to institution, across scientists and their subjects of
investigation. How significant are the variations for understanding science and its success?
How much can method be abstracted from practice? This entry describes some of the
attempts to characterize scientific method or methods, as well as arguments for a more
context-sensitive approach to methods embedded in actual scientific practices.
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1. Overview and organizing themes



This entry could have been given the title Scientific Methods and gone on to fill volumes, or
it could have been extremely short, consisting of a brief summary rejection of the idea that
there is any such thing as a unique Scientific Method at all. Both unhappy prospects are due
to the fact that scientific activity varies so much across disciplines, times, places, and
scientists that any account which manages to unify it all will either consist of overwhelming
descriptive detail, or trivial generalizations.

The choice of scope for the present entry is more optimistic, taking a cue from the recent
movement in philosophy of science toward a greater attention to practice: to what scientists
actually do. This “turn to practice” can be seen as the latest form of studies of methods in
science, insofar as it represents an attempt at understanding scientific activity, but through
accounts that are neither meant to be universal and unified, nor singular and narrowly
descriptive. To some extent, different scientists at different times and places can be said to be
using the same method even though, in practice, the details are different.

Whether the context in which methods are carried out will be at all relevant, or to what extent
it will be so, will depend largely on what one takes the aims of science to be and what one’s
own aims are. For most of the history of scientific methodology the assumption has been that
the most important output of science is knowledge and so the aim of methodology should be
to discover those methods by which scientific knowledge is generated.

Science was seen to embody the most successful form of reasoning (but which form?) to the
most certain knowledge claims (but how certain?) on the basis of systematically collected
evidence (but what counts as evidence and, in particular, should the evidence of the senses or
rather of rational insight take precedence?) Section 2 surveys some of the history, pointing to
two major themes. One theme is seeking the right balance between observation and
reasoning (and the attendant forms of reasoning which employ them); the other is how
certain scientific knowledge is or can be.

Section 3 turns to 20th century debates on scientific method. In the second half of the
20th century the epistemic privilege of science faced several challenges and many
philosophers of science abandoned the reconstruction of the logic of scientific method.
Views changed significantly regarding which functions of science ought to be captured and
why. For some, the success of science was better identified with social or cultural features.
Historical and sociological turns in the philosophy of science were made, with a demand that
greater attention be paid to the non-epistemic aspects of science, such as sociological,
institutional, material, and political factors. Even outside of those movements there was an
increased specialization in the philosophy of science, with more and more focus on specific
fields within science. The combined upshot was very few philosophers arguing any longer
for a grand unified methodology of science. Sections 3 and 4 surveys the main positions on
scientific method in 20th century philosophy of science, focusing on where they differ in their
preference for confirmation or falsification or for waiving the idea of a special scientific
method altogether.

In recent decades, attention has primarily been paid to scientific activities traditionally falling
under the rubric of method, such as experimental design and general laboratory practice, the
use of statistics, the construction and use of models and diagrams, interdisciplinary



collaboration, and science communication. Sections 4–6 attempt to construct a map of the
current domains of the study of methods in science.

As these sections illustrate, the question of method is still central to the discourse about
science. Scientific method remains a topic for education, for science policy, and among
scientists. It arises in the public domain where the demarcation of science is at issue. Some
philosophers have recently returned, therefore, to the question of what it is that makes
science a unique cultural product. This entry will close with some of these recent attempts at
discerning and encapsulating the activities by which scientific knowledge is achieved.

2. Historical Review: Aristotle to Mill
Attempting a history of scientific method compounds the vast scope of the topic. This section
briefly surveys the background to modern methodological debates. What can be called the
classical view goes back to antiquity, and represents a point of departure for later
divergences.[1]

We begin with a point made by Laudan (1968) in his historical survey of scientific method:

Perhaps the most serious inhibition to the emergence of the history of theories of scientific
method as a respectable area of study has been the tendency to conflate it with the general
history of epistemology, thereby assuming that the narrative categories and classificatory
pigeon-holes applied to the latter are also basic to the former. (1968: 5)

To see knowledge about the natural world as falling under knowledge more generally is an
understandable conflation. Histories of theories of method would naturally employ the same
narrative categories and classificatory pigeon holes. An important theme of the history of
epistemology, for example, is the unification of knowledge, a theme reflected in the question
of the unification of method in science. Those who have identified differences in kinds of
knowledge have often likewise identified different methods for achieving that kind of
knowledge (see the entry on the unity of science).

Related to the diversities of what is known, and how, are differences over what can be
known. Plato (429–347 B.C.E) distinguished the realms of things into the visible and the
intelligible. Only the latter, the Forms, could be objects of knowledge. The intelligible truths
could be known with the certainty of geometry and deductive reasoning. What could be
observed of the material world, however, was by definition imperfect and deceptive, not
ideal. The Platonic way of knowledge therefore emphasized reasoning as a method,
downplaying the importance of observation. Aristotle (384–322 B.C.E) disagreed, locating
the Forms in the natural world as the fundamental principles to be discovered through the
inquiry into nature.

Aristotle is recognized as giving the earliest systematic treatise on the nature of scientific
inquiry in the western tradition, one which embraced observation and reasoning about the
natural world. In the Prior and Posterior Analytics, Aristotle reflects first on the aims and
then the methods of inquiry into nature. A number of features can be found which are still
considered by most to be essential to science. For Aristotle, empiricism, careful observation
(but passive observation, not controlled experiment), is the starting point, though the aim is



not merely recording of facts. Science (epistêmê), for Aristotle, is a body of properly
arranged knowledge or learning—the empirical facts, but also their ordering and display are
of crucial importance. The aims of discovery, ordering, and display of facts partly determine
the methods required of successful scientific inquiry. Also determinant is the nature of the
knowledge being sought, and the explanatory causes proper to that kind of knowledge (see
the discussion of the four causes in the entry on Aristotle on causality).

In addition to careful observation, then, scientific method requires a logic as a system of
reasoning for properly arranging, but also inferring beyond, what is known by observation.
Methods of reasoning may include induction, prediction, or analogy, among others.
Aristotle’s system (along with his catalogue of fallacious reasoning) was collected under the
title the Organon. This title would be echoed in later works on scientific reasoning, such
as Novum Organon by Francis Bacon, and Novum Organon Restorum by William Whewell
(see below). In the Organon reasoning is divided primarily into two forms, a rough division
which persists into modern times. The division, known most commonly today as deductive
versus inductive method, appears in other eras and methodologies as analysis/synthesis, non-
ampliative/ampliative, or even confirmation/verification. The basic idea is that there are two
“directions” to proceed in our methods of inquiry: one away from what is observed, to the
more fundamental, general, and encompassing principles; the other, leads from the
fundamental and general to other possible specific instantiations of those principles.

The basic aim and method of inquiry identified here can be seen as a theme running
throughout the next two millennia of reflection on the correct way to seek after knowledge:
carefully observe nature and then seek rules or principles which explain or predict its
operation. The Aristotelian corpus provided the framework for a commentary tradition on
scientific method independent of the science itself (its physics and cosmos.) During the
medieval period, figures such as Albertus Magnus (1206–1280), Thomas Aquinas (1225–
1274), Robert Grosseteste (1175–1253), Roger Bacon (1214/1220–1292), William of
Ockham (1287–1347), Andreas Vesalius (1514–1546), Giacomo Zabarella (1533–1589) all
worked to clarify the kind of knowledge which could be obtained by observation and
induction, the source of justification of induction, and the best rules for its
application.[2] Many of their contributions we now think of as essential to science (see also
Laudan 1968). As Aristotle and Plato had employed a framework of reasoning either “to the
forms” or “away from the forms”, medieval thinkers employed directions away from the
phenomena or back to the phenomena. In analysis, a phenomena was examined to discover
its basic explanatory principles; in synthesis, explanations of a phenomena were constructed
from first principles.

During the Scientific Revolution these various strands of argument, experiment, and reason
were forged into a dominant epistemic authority. The 16th–18th centuries were a period of not
only dramatic advance in knowledge about the operation of the natural world—advances in
mechanical, medical, biological, political, economic explanations—but also of self-
awareness of the revolutionary changes taking place, and intense reflection on the source and
legitimation of the method by which the advances were made. The struggle to establish the
new authority included methodological moves. The Book of Nature, according to the
metaphor of Galileo Galilei (1564–1642) or Francis Bacon (1561–1626), was written in the



language of mathematics, of geometry and number. This motivated an emphasis on
mathematical description and mechanical explanation as important aspects of scientific
method. Through figures such as Henry More and Ralph Cudworth, a neo-Platonic emphasis
on the importance of metaphysical reflection on nature behind appearances, particularly
regarding the spiritual as a complement to the purely mechanical, remained an important
methodological thread of the Scientific Revolution (see the entries on Cambridge
platonists; Boyle; Henry More; Galileo).

In Novum Organum (1620), Bacon was critical of the Aristotelian method for proceeding too
quickly and leaping from particulars to universals, largely as dictated by the syllogistic form
of reasoning which regularly mixed those two types of propositions. Bacon aimed at the
invention of new arts, of principles, of designations and directions for works. His method
would be grounded in methodical collection of data and observations, coupled with
correction of our senses (and particularly, strictures for the avoidance of the Idols, as he
called them, kinds of systematic errors to which naïve observers are prone.) The community
of scientists could then climb, by a careful, gradual and unbroken ascent, to reliable general
claims.

Bacon’s method has been criticized as impractical and too inflexible for any living,
practicing scientist. Whewell would later criticize Bacon in his System of Logic for paying
too little attention to the practices of scientists. It is hard to find convincing examples of
Bacon’s method being put in to practice in the history of science, but there are a few who
have been held up as real examples of 16th century scientific, inductive method, even if not in
the rigid Baconian mold: figures such as Robert Boyle (1627–1691) and William Harvey
(1578–1657) (see the entry on Bacon).

It is to Isaac Newton (1642–1727), however, that historians of science and methodologists
have paid the greatest attention, by far. Given the enormous success of his Principia
Mathematica and Opticks, this is understandable. The study of Newton’s method has had two
main thrusts: the implicit method of the experiments and reasoning presented in the Opticks,
and the explicit methodological rules given as the Rules for Philosophising (the Regulae) in
Book III of the Principia.[3] Newton’s law of gravitation, the linchpin of his new cosmology,
broke with explanatory conventions of natural philosophy, first for apparently proposing
action at a distance, but more generally for not providing “true”, physical causes. The
argument for his System of the World (Principia, Book III) was based on phenomena, not
reasoned first principles. This was viewed (mainly on the continent) as insufficient for proper
natural philosophy. The Regulae counter this objection, re-defining the aims of natural
philosophy by re-defining the method natural philosophers should follow.

 Rule I: No more causes of natural things should be admitted than are both true and
sufficient to explain their phenomena.

 Rule II: Therefore, the causes assigned to natural effects of the same kind must be, so
far as possible, the same.



 Rule III: Those qualities of bodies that cannot be intended and remitted and that
belong to all bodies on which experiments can be made should be taken as qualities of
all bodies universally.

 Rule IV: In experimental philosophy, propositions gathered from phenomena by
induction should be considered either exactly or very nearly true notwithstanding any
contrary hypotheses, until yet other phenomena make such propositions either more
exact or liable to exceptions.

To his list of methodological prescriptions should be added Newton’s famous phrase
“hypotheses non fingo” (commonly translated as “I frame no hypotheses”.) The scientist was
not to invent systems but infer explanations from observations, as Bacon had advocated. This
would come to be known as inductivism. In the century after Newton, significant
clarifications of the Newtonian method were made. Colin Maclaurin (1698–1746), for
instance, reconstructed the essential structure of the method as having complementary
analysis and synthesis phases, one proceeding away from the phenomena in generalization,
the other from the general propositions to derive explanations of new phenomena. Denis
Diderot (1713–1784) and editors of the Encyclopédie did much to consolidate and popularize
Newtonianism, as did Francesco Algarotti (1721–1764). The emphasis was often the same,
as much on the character of the scientist as on their process, a character which is still
commonly assumed. The scientist is humble in the face of nature, not beholden to dogma,
obeys only his eyes, and follows the truth wherever it leads. It was certainly Voltaire (1694–
1778) and du Chatelet (1706–1749) who were most influential in propagating the latter
vision of the scientist and their craft, with Newton as hero. Scientific method became a
revolutionary force of the Enlightenment. (See also the entries
on Newton, Leibniz, Descartes, Boyle, Hume, enlightenment, as well as Shank 2008 for a
historical overview.)

Not all 18th century reflections on scientific method were so celebratory. Famous also are
George Berkeley’s (1685–1753) attack on the mathematics of the new science, as well as the
over-emphasis of Newtonians on observation; and David Hume’s (1711–1776) undermining
of the warrant offered for scientific claims by inductive justification (see the entries
on: George Berkeley; David Hume; Hume’s Newtonianism and Anti-Newtonianism).
Hume’s problem of induction motivated Immanuel Kant (1724–1804) to seek new
foundations for empirical method, though as an epistemic reconstruction, not as any set of
practical guidelines for scientists. Both Hume and Kant influenced the methodological
reflections of the next century, such as the debate between Mill and Whewell over the
certainty of inductive inferences in science.

The debate between John Stuart Mill (1806–1873) and William Whewell (1794–1866) has
become the canonical methodological debate of the 19th century. Although often
characterized as a debate between inductivism and hypothetico-deductivism, the role of the
two methods on each side is actually more complex. On the hypothetico-deductive account,
scientists work to come up with hypotheses from which true observational consequences can
be deduced—hence, hypothetico-deductive. Because Whewell emphasizes both hypotheses
and deduction in his account of method, he can be seen as a convenient foil to the



inductivism of Mill. However, equally if not more important to Whewell’s portrayal of
scientific method is what he calls the “fundamental antithesis”. Knowledge is a product of
the objective (what we see in the world around us) and subjective (the contributions of our
mind to how we perceive and understand what we experience, which he called the
Fundamental Ideas). Both elements are essential according to Whewell, and he was therefore
critical of Kant for too much focus on the subjective, and John Locke (1632–1704) and Mill
for too much focus on the senses. An interesting aspect of Whewell’s fundamental ideas is
that they can be discipline relative. An idea can be fundamental even if it is necessary for
knowledge only within a given scientific discipline (e.g., chemical affinity for chemistry).
(This distinguishes fundamental ideas from the forms and categories of intuition of Kant.
See Whewell entry.)

Clarifying fundamental ideas is therefore an essential part of scientific method and scientific
progress. Whewell called this process “Discoverer’s Induction”. It was induction, following
Bacon or Newton, but Whewell sought to revive Bacon’s account by emphasising the role of
ideas in the clear and careful formulation of inductive hypotheses. Whewell’s induction is
not merely the collecting of objective facts. The subjective plays a role through what
Whewell calls the Colligation of Facts, a creative act of the scientist, the invention of a
theory. A theory is then confirmed by testing, where more facts are brought under the theory,
called the Consilience of Inductions. Whewell felt that this was the method by which the true
laws of nature could be discovered: clarification of fundamental concepts, clever invention of
explanations, and careful testing. Mill, in his critique of Whewell, and others who have cast
Whewell as a fore-runner of the hypothetico-deductivist view, seem to have under-estimated
the importance of this discovery phase in Whewell’s understanding of method (Snyder
1997a,b, 1999). Down-playing the discovery phase would come to characterize methodology
of the early 20th century (see section 3).

Mill, in his System of Logic, puts forward instead a narrower view of induction as the essence
of scientific method. For Mill, induction is the search first for regularities among events.
Among those regularities, some will continue to hold for further observations, eventually
gaining the status of laws. One can also look for regularities among the laws discovered in
one domain, i.e., for a law of laws. Which “law law” will hold is time and discipline
dependent and should be held open to revision. One example is the Law of Universal
Causation, and Mill put forward specific methods for identifying causes—now commonly
known as Mill’s methods. These five methods look for circumstances which are common
among the phenomena of interest, those which are absent when the phenomena are, or those
for which both vary together. Mill’s methods are still seen as capturing basic intuitions about
experimental methods for finding the relevant explanatory factors (System of Logic (1843),
see Mill entry). The methods advocated by Whewell and Mill, in the end, look similar. Both
involve induction and generalization to covering laws. They differ dramatically, however,
with respect to the necessity of the knowledge arrived at; that is, at the meta-methodological
level (see the entries on Whewell and Mill entries).

3. Logic of method and critical responses



The quantum and relativistic revolutions in physics in the early 20th century had a profound
effect on methodology. The conceptual foundations of both of these physical theories were
taken to show the defeasibility of even the most seemingly secure commonsense intuitions
about space, time and physical bodies. Certainty of knowledge about the natural world was
therefore recognized as unattainable, and instead a renewed empiricism was sought, which
rendered science fallible but at the same time rationally justified.

In support of this, analysis of the reasoning of scientists emerged according to which the
aspects of scientific method which were of primary importance were the means of testing and
confirming of theories. A distinction in methodology was made between the contexts of
discovery and of justification. The distinction could be used as a wedge between, on the one
hand the particularities of where and how theories or hypotheses are arrived at and, on the
other, the underlying reasoning scientists use (whether or not they are aware of it) when
assessing theories and judging their adequacy on the basis of the available evidence. By and
large, for most of the 20th century, philosophy of science focused on the second context,
although philosophers differed on whether to focus on confirmation or refutation as well as
on the many details of how confirmation or refutation could or could not be brought about.
By the mid-20th century these attempts at defining the method of justification and the context
distinction itself came under pressure. During the same period, philosophy of science
developed rapidly, and from section 4 this entry will therefore shift from a primarily
historical treatment of the scientific method towards a primarily thematic one.

3.1 Logical constructionism and Operationalism
Advances in logic and probability held out promise of the possibility of elaborate
reconstructions of scientific theories and empirical methods. The best example of this is
Rudolf Carnap’s The Logical Structure of the World (1928) Here, Carnap attempted to show
that a scientific theory could be understood as a formal axiomatic system—that is, a logic.
Insofar as that system referred to the world, it did so because some of its basic sentences
could be understood in terms of observations or operations which one could perform to test
them. The rest of the theoretical system, including sentences using theoretical or
unobservable terms (like electron or force) would then either be meaningful because they
could be reduced to observations, or they had purely logical meanings (called analytic, like
mathematical identities). This has been referred to as the verifiability criterion of meaning.
According to the criterion, any statement not either analytic or verifiable was strictly
meaningless. Although the view was endorsed by Carnap in 1928, he would later come to see
it as too restrictive (Carnap 1956). Another familiar version of this idea is operationalism of
Percy William Bridgman. In The Logic of Modern Physics (1927) Bridgman asserted that
every physical concept could be defined in terms of the operations one would perform to
verify the application of that concept. Making good on the operationalisation of a concept
even as simple as length, however, can easily become enormously complex (for measuring
very small lengths, for instance) or impractical (measuring large distances like light years.)

Carl Hempel’s (1950, 1951) criticisms of the verifiability criterion of meaning had enormous
influence. He pointed out that universal generalizations, such as most scientific laws, were
not strictly meaningful on the criterion. Verifiability and operationalism both seemed too



restrictive to capture standard scientific aims and practice. And the tenuous connection
between these reconstructions and actual scientific practice was criticized in another way. In
both approaches, what are scientific methods are instead recast in methodological roles.
Measurements, for example, were looked to as ways of giving meanings to terms. The aim of
the philosopher of science was not to understand the methods per se, but to use them to
reconstruct theories, their meanings, and their relation to the world. When scientists perform
these operations, however, they will not report that they are doing them to give meaning to
terms in a formal axiomatic system. This disconnect between methodology and the details of
actual scientific practice would seem to violate the empiricism the Logical Positivists, or
Bridgman, were committed to. The view that methodology should correspond to practice (to
some extent) has been called historicism, or intuitionism. We turn to these criticisms and
responses in section 3.4.[4]

Positivism also had to contend with the recognition that a purely inductivist approach, along
the lines of Bacon-Newton-Mill, was untenable. There was no pure observation, for starters.
All observation was theory laden. Theory is required to make any observation, therefore not
all theory can be derived from observation alone. (See also the entry on theory and
observation in science). Even granting an observational basis, Hume had already pointed out
that one could not argue for inductive conclusions without begging the question by
presuming the success of the inductive method. Likewise, positivist attempts at analyzing
how a generalization can be confirmed by observations of its instances were subject to a
number of criticisms. In his riddle of induction, Goodman (1965) pointed out that for a set of
observations, there will be multiple hypotheses that are equally supported. For example, the
observation that all emeralds examined before today were green would support equally the
two generalization ‘all emeralds are green’ and ‘all emeralds are grue’ where ‘x is grue’ iff
either x has been examined before today and is green or x has not been examined before
today and is blue. Goodman suggested that one could distinguish between generalizations
that were supported by their instances and those that were not by comparing the
entrenchment of their predicates—that is, the degree to which they have formed part of
generalizations that have successfully been projected to account for new instances. In this
way ‘all emeralds are green’ could be distinguished as more entrenched than ‘all emeralds
are grue’. In the ‘Raven Paradox’, Hempel (1965) pointed out that if an observation confirms
a given hypothesis, it also confirms all other hypotheses that are logically equivalent to it.
For example, the generalization ‘all ravens are black’ is logically equivalent to the
generalization ‘all non-black objects are non-ravens’, and the observation of a black raven, a
red herring and a white shoe would therefore all confirm the hypothesis that ravens are black.
Many find this paradoxical, but Hempel maintained that our intuition is based on a tacit
appeal to background knowledge on the prevalence of ravens and non-ravens that prompt us
to give more weight to evidence of ravens being black than to evidence of non-black items
being non-ravens. (for more on these points of criticism as well as how they have been met,
see the entries on confirmation and the problem of induction). We shall return to more recent
attempts at explaining how observations can serve to confirm a scientific theory in section
4 below.

3.2. H-D as a logic of confirmation



The standard starting point for a non-inductive analysis of the logic of confirmation is known
as the Hypothetico-Deductive (H-D) method. In its simplest form, the idea is that a theory, or
more specifically a sentence of that theory which expresses some hypothesis, is confirmed by
its true consequences. As noted in section 2, this method had been advanced by Whewell in
the 19th century, as well as Nicod (1924) and others in the 20th century. Often, Hempel’s
(1966) description of the H-D method illustrated by the case of Semmelweiss’ inferential
procedures in establishing the cause of childbed fever has been presented as a key account of
H-D as well as a foil for criticism of the H-D account of confirmation (see, for example,
Lipton’s (2004) discussion of inference to the best explanation; also the entry
on confirmation). Hempel described Semmelsweiss’ procedure as examining various
hypotheses that would answer the question about the cause of childbed fever. Some
hypotheses conflicted with observable facts and could be rejected as false immediately.
Others needed to be tested experimentally by deducing which observable events should
follow if the hypothesis were true (what Hempel called the test implications of the
hypothesis), then conducting an experiment and observing whether or not the test
implications occurred. If the experiment showed the test implication to be false, the
hypothesis could be rejected. On the other hand, if the experiment showed the test
implications to be true, this did not prove the hypothesis true. Although the confirmation of a
test implication does not verify a hypothesis, Hempel did allow that “it provides at least some
support, some corroboration or confirmation for it” (Hempel 1966: 8). The degree of this
support then depends on the quantity, variety and precision of the supporting evidence.

3.3. Popper and falsificationism
Another approach that took off from the difficulties with inductive inference was Karl
Popper’s critical rationalism or falsificationism (Popper 1959, 1963). Falsification is
deductive and similar to H-D in that it involves scientists deducing observational
consequences from the hypothesis under test. For Popper, however, the important point was
not whatever confirmation successful prediction offered to the hypotheses but rather the
logical asymmetry between such confirmations, which require an inductive inference, versus
falsification, which can be based on a deductive inference. This simple opposition was later
questioned, by Lakatos, among others. (See the entry on historicist theories of scientific
rationality.)

Popper stressed that, regardless of the amount of confirming evidence, we can never be
certain that a hypothesis is true without committing the fallacy of affirming the consequent.
Instead, Popper introduced the notion of corroboration as a measure for how well a theory or
hypothesis has survived previous testing—but without implying that this is also a measure
for the probability that it is true.

Popper was also motivated by his doubts about the scientific status of theories like the
Marxist theory of history or psycho-analysis, and so wanted to draw a line of demarcation
between science and pseudo-science. Popper saw this as an importantly different distinction
than demarcating science from metaphysics. The latter demarcation was the primary concern
of many logical empiricists. Popper used the idea of falsification to draw a line instead
between pseudo and proper science. Science was science because it subjected its theories to



rigorous tests which offered a high probability of failing and thus refuting the theory. The
aim was not, in this way, to verify a theory. This could be done all too easily, even in cases
where observations were at first inconsistent with the deduced consequences of the theory,
for example by introducing auxiliary hypotheses designed explicitly to save the theory, so-
called ad hoc modifications. This was what he saw done in pseudo-science where the
theories appeared to be able to explain anything that happened within the field to which they
applied. In contrast, science is risky; if observations showed the predictions from a theory to
be absent, the theory would be refuted. Hence, scientific hypotheses must be falsifiable. Not
only must there exist some possible observation statement which could falsify the hypothesis
or theory, were it observed, (Popper called these the hypothesis’ potential falsifiers) it is
crucial to the Popperian scientific method that such falsifications be sincerely attempted on a
regular basis.

The more potential falsifiers of a hypothesis, the more falsifiable it would be, and the more
the hypothesis claimed. Conversely, hypotheses without falsifiers claimed very little or
nothing at all. Originally, Popper thought that this meant the introduction of ad
hoc hypotheses only to save a theory should not be countenanced as good scientific method.
These would undermine the falsifiabililty of a theory. However, Popper later came to
recognize that the introduction of modifications (immunizations, he called them) was often
an important part of scientific development. Responding to surprising or apparently
falsifying observations often generated important new scientific insights. Popper’s own
example was the observed motion of Uranus which originally did not agree with Newtonian
predictions, but the ad hoc hypothesis of an outer planet explained the disagreement and led
to further falsifiable predictions. Popper sought to reconcile the view by blurring the
distinction between falsifiable and not falsifiable, and speaking instead of degrees of
testability (Popper 1985: 41f.).

3.4 Meta-methodology and the end of method
From the 1960s on, sustained meta-methodological criticism emerged that drove the
philosophical focus away from scientific method. Something brief about those criticisms
must be said here, but recommendations for further reading can be found at the end of the
entry.

Thomas Kuhn’s The Structure of Scientific Revolutions (1962) begins with a well-known
shot across the bow for philosophers of science:

History, if viewed as a repository for more than anecdote or chronology, could produce a
decisive transformation in the image of science by which we are now possessed. (1962: 1)

The kind of image Kuhn wanted to transform was the a-historical, rational reconstruction
sought by many of the Logical Positivists, though Carnap and other positivists were actually
quite sympathetic to Kuhn’s views. (See the entry on the Vienna Circle). Kuhn shares with
other of his contemporaries, such as Feyerabend and Lakatos, a commitment to a more
empirical approach to philosophy of science. Namely, the history of science provides
important data, and necessary checks, for philosophy of science, including any theory of
scientific method.



An examination of the history of science reveals, according to Kuhn, that scientific
development occurs in alternating phases. During normal science, the members of the
scientific community adhere to the paradigm in place. Their commitment to the paradigm
means a commitment to the puzzles to be solved and the acceptable ways of solving them.
Confidence in the paradigm remains so long as steady progress is made in solving the shared
puzzles. Method in this normal phase operates within a disciplinary matrix (Kuhn’s later
concept of a paradigm) which includes standards for problem solving, as well as defines the
range of problems the method should be applied to. An important part of a disciplinary
matrix is the set of values which provide the norms and aims for scientific method. The main
values that Kuhn identifies are prediction, problem solving, simplicity, consistency, and
plausibility.

An important by-product of normal science, however, is the accumulation of puzzles which
cannot be solved utilizing the resources of the current paradigm. Once the accumulation of
these anomalies has reached some critical mass, it can trigger a communal shift to a new
paradigm and a new phase of normal science. Importantly, the values that provide the norms
and aims for scientific method may have transformed in the meantime. Method may
therefore be relative to discipline, time or place

Feyerabend also identified the aims of science as progress, but argued that any
methodological prescription would only stifle that progress (Feyerabend 1988). His
arguments are grounded in re-examining accepted “myths” about the history of science.
Heroes of science, like Galileo, are shown to be just as reliant on rhetoric and persuasion as
they are on reason and demonstration. Others, like Aristotle, are shown to be far more
reasonable and far-reaching in their outlooks then they are given credit for. As a
consequence, the only rule that could provide what he took to be sufficient freedom was the
vacuous “anything goes”. More generally, even the methodological restriction that science is
the best way to pursue knowledge, and to increase knowledge, is too restrictive. Feyerabend
suggested instead that science might, in fact, be a threat to a free society, because it and its
myth had become so dominant (Feyerabend 1978).

An even more fundamental kind of criticism was offered by several sociologists of science
from the 1970s onwards who dismissed what they saw as a false distinction between
philosophical accounts of the rational development of science and sociological accounts of
the irrational mistakes. Instead, they adhered to a symmetry thesis on which any causal
explanation of how scientific knowledge is established needs to be symmetrical in explaining
truth and falsity, rationality and irrationality, success and mistakes by the same causal factors
(see, e.g., Barnes and Bloor 1982, Bloor 1991). Movements in the Sociology of Science, like
the Strong Programme, or in the social dimensions and causes of knowledge more generally
led to extended and close examination of detailed case studies in contemporary science and
its history. (See the entries on the social dimensions of scientific knowledge and social
epistemology.) Well-known examinations by Latour and Woolgar (1979/1986), Knorr-Cetina
(1981), Pickering (1984), Shapin and Schaffer (1985) seemed to bear out that it was social
ideologies (on a macro-scale) or individual interactions and circumstances (on a micro-scale)
which were the primary causal factors in determining which beliefs gained the status of



scientific knowledge. As they saw it, in other words, explanatory appeals to scientific method
were not empirically well grounded.

By the close of the 20th century the search by philosophers for the scientific method was
flagging. Nola and Sankey (2000b) could introduce their volume on method by remarking
that “For some, the whole idea of a theory of scientific method is yester-year’s debate …”.

4. Statistical methods for hypothesis testing
Despite the many difficulties that philosophers encountered in trying to providing a clear
methodology of conformation (or refutation), still important progress has been made on
understanding how observation can provide evidence for a given theory. Work in statistics
has been crucial for understanding how theories can be tested empirically, and in recent
decades a huge literature has developed that attempts to recast confirmation in Bayesian
terms. Here these developments can be covered only briefly, and we refer to the entry
on confirmation for further details and references.

Statistics has come to play an increasingly important role in the methodology of the
experimental sciences from the 19th century onwards. At that time, statistics and probability
theory took on a methodological role as an analysis of inductive inference, and attempts to
ground the rationality of induction in the axioms of probability theory have continued
throughout the 20th century and in to the present. Developments in the theory of statistics
itself, meanwhile, have had a direct and immense influence on the experimental method,
including methods for measuring the uncertainty of observations such as the Method of Least
Squares developed by Legendre and Gauss in the early 19th century, criteria for the rejection
of outliers proposed by Peirce by the mid-19th century, and the significance tests developed
by Gosset (a.k.a. “Student”), Fisher, Neyman & Pearson and others in the 1920s and 1930s
(see, e.g., Swijtink 1987 for a brief historical overview; and also the entry on C.S. Peirce).

These developments within statistics then in turn led to a reflective discussion among both
statisticians and philosophers of science on how to perceive the process of hypothesis testing:
whether it was a rigorous statistical inference that could provide a numerical expression of
the degree of confidence in the tested hypothesis, or if it should be seen as a decision
between different courses of actions that also involved a value component. This led to a
major controversy among Fisher on the one side and Neyman and Pearson on the other (see
especially Fisher 1955, Neyman 1956 and Pearson 1955, and for analyses of the controversy,
e.g., Howie 2002, Marks 2000, Lenhard 2006). On Fisher’s view, hypothesis testing was a
methodology for when to accept or reject a statistical hypothesis, namely that a hypothesis
should be rejected by evidence if this evidence would be unlikely relative to other possible
outcomes, given the hypothesis were true. In contrast, on Neyman and Pearson’s view, the
consequence of error also had to play a role when deciding between hypotheses. Introducing
the distinction between the error of rejecting a true hypothesis (type I error) and accepting a
false hypothesis (type II error), they argued that it depends on the consequences of the error
to decide whether it is more important to avoid rejecting a true hypothesis or accepting a
false one. Hence, Fisher aimed for a theory of inductive inference that enabled a numerical
expression of confidence in a hypothesis. To him, the important point was the search for



truth, not utility. In contrast, the Neyman-Pearson approach provided a strategy of inductive
behaviour for deciding between different courses of action. Here, the important point was not
whether a hypothesis was true, but whether one should act as if it was.

Similar discussions are found in the philosophical literature. On the one side, Churchman
(1948) and Rudner (1953) argued that because scientific hypotheses can never be completely
verified, a complete analysis of the methods of scientific inference includes ethical
judgments in which the scientists must decide whether the evidence is sufficiently strong or
that the probability is sufficiently high to warrant the acceptance of the hypothesis, which
again will depend on the importance of making a mistake in accepting or rejecting the
hypothesis. Others, such as Jeffrey (1956) and Levi (1960) disagreed and instead defended a
value-neutral view of science on which scientists should bracket their attitudes, preferences,
temperament, and values when assessing the correctness of their inferences. For more details
on this value-free ideal in the philosophy of science and its historical development, see
Douglas (2009) and Howard (2003).

In recent decades, philosophical discussions of the evaluation of probabilistic hypotheses by
statistical inference have largely focused on Bayesianism that understands probability as a
measure of a person’s degree of belief in an event, given the available information, and
frequentism that instead understands probability as a long-run frequency of a repeatable
event. Hence, for Bayesians probabilities refer to a state of knowledge, whereas for
frequentists probabilities refer to frequencies of events (see, e.g., Sober 2008, chapter 1 for a
detailed introduction to Bayesianism and frequentism as well as to likelihoodism).
Bayesianism aims at providing a quantifiable, algorithmic representation of belief revision,
where belief revision is a function of prior beliefs (i.e., background knowledge) and
incoming evidence. Bayesianism employs a rule based on Bayes’ theorem, a theorem of the
probability calculus which relates conditional probabilities. The probability that a particular
hypothesis is true is interpreted as a degree of belief, or credence, of the scientist. There will
also be a probability and a degree of belief that a hypothesis will be true conditional on a
piece of evidence (an observation, say) being true. Bayesianism proscribes that it is rational
for the scientist to update their belief in the hypothesis to that conditional probability should
it turn out that the evidence is, in fact, observed. Originating in the work of Neyman and
Person, frequentism aims at providing the tools for reducing long-run error rates, such as the
error-statistical approach developed by Mayo (1996) that focuses on how experimenters can
avoid both type I and type II errors by building up a repertoire of procedures that detect
errors if and only if they are present. Both Bayesianism and frequentism have developed over
time, they are interpreted in different ways by its various proponents, and their relations to
previous criticism to attempts at defining scientific method are seen differently by
proponents and critics. The literature, surveys, reviews and criticism in this area are vast and
the reader is referred to the entries on Bayesian epistemology and confirmation.

5. Method in Practice
Attention to scientific practice, as we have seen, is not itself new. However, the turn to
practice in the philosophy of science of late can be seen as a correction to the pessimism with
respect to method in philosophy of science in later parts of the 20th century, and as an



attempted reconciliation between sociological and rationalist explanations of scientific
knowledge. Much of this work sees method as detailed and context specific problem-solving
procedures, and methodological analyses to be at the same time descriptive, critical and
advisory (see Nickles 1987 for an exposition of this view). The following section contains a
survey of some of the practice focuses. In this section we turn fully to topics rather than
chronology.

5.1 Creative and exploratory practices
A problem with the distinction between the contexts of discovery and justification that
figured so prominently in philosophy of science in the first half of the 20th century
(see section 2) is that no such distinction can be clearly seen in scientific activity (see
Arabatzis 2006). Thus, in recent decades, it has been recognized that study of conceptual
innovation and change should not be confined to psychology and sociology of science, but
are also important aspects of scientific practice which philosophy of science should address
(see also the entry on scientific discovery). Looking for the practices that drive conceptual
innovation has led philosophers to examine both the reasoning practices of scientists and the
wide realm of experimental practices that are not directed narrowly at testing hypotheses,
that is, exploratory experimentation.

Examining the reasoning practices of historical and contemporary scientists, Nersessian
(2008) has argued that new scientific concepts are constructed as solutions to specific
problems by systematic reasoning, and that of analogy, visual representation and thought-
experimentation are among the important reasoning practices employed. These ubiquitous
forms of reasoning are reliable—but also fallible—methods of conceptual development and
change. On her account, model-based reasoning consists of cycles of construction,
simulation, evaluation and adaption of models that serve as interim interpretations of the
target problem to be solved. Often, this process will lead to modifications or extensions, and
a new cycle of simulation and evaluation. However, Nersessian also emphasizes that

creative model-based reasoning cannot be applied as a simple recipe, is not always
productive of solutions, and even its most exemplary usages can lead to incorrect solutions.
(Nersessian 2008: 11)

Thus, while on the one hand she agrees with many previous philosophers that there is no
logic of discovery, discoveries can derive from reasoned processes, such that a large and
integral part of scientific practice is

the creation of concepts through which to comprehend, structure, and communicate about
physical phenomena …. (Nersessian 1987: 11)

Similarly, work on heuristics for discovery and theory construction by scholars such as
Darden (1991) and Bechtel & Richardson (1993) present science as problem solving and
investigate scientific problem solving as a special case of problem-solving in general.
Drawing largely on cases from the biological sciences, much of their focus has been on
reasoning strategies for the generation, evaluation, and revision of mechanistic explanations
of complex systems.



Addressing another aspect of the context distinction, namely the traditional view that the
primary role of experiments is to test theoretical hypotheses according to the H-D model,
other philosophers of science have argued for additional roles that experiments can play. The
notion of exploratory experimentation was introduced to describe experiments driven by the
desire to obtain empirical regularities and to develop concepts and classifications in which
these regularities can be described (Steinle 1997, 2002; Burian 1997; Waters 2007)).
However the difference between theory driven experimentation and exploratory
experimentation should not be seen as a sharp distinction. Theory driven experiments are not
always directed at testing hypothesis, but may also be directed at various kinds of fact-
gathering, such as determining numerical parameters. Vice versa, exploratory experiments
are usually informed by theory in various ways and are therefore not theory-free. Instead, in
exploratory experiments phenomena are investigated without first limiting the possible
outcomes of the experiment on the basis of extant theory about the phenomena.

In recent years, the development of high throughput instrumentation in molecular biology
and neighbouring fields has given rise to a special type of exploratory experimentation that
collects and analyses very large amounts of data, and these new ‘omics’ disciplines are often
said to represent a break with the ideal of hypothesis-driven science (Burian 2007; Elliott
2007; Waters 2007; O’Malley 2007) and instead described as data-driven research (Leonelli
2012; Strasser 2012) or as a special kind of “convenience experimentation” in which many
experiments are done simply because they are extraordinarily convenient to perform (Krohs
2012).

5.2 Computer methods and the ‘third way’ of doing
science
The field of omics just described is possible because of the ability of computers to process, in
a reasonable amount of time, the huge quantities of data required. Computers allow for more
elaborate experimentation (higher speed, better filtering, more variables, sophisticated
coordination and control), but also, through modelling and simulations, might constitute a
form of experimentation themselves. Here, too, we can pose a version of the general question
of method versus practice: does the practice of using computers fundamentally change
scientific method, or merely provide a more efficient means of implementing standard
methods?

Because computers can be used to automate measurements, quantifications, calculations, and
statistical analyses where, for practical reasons, these operations cannot be otherwise carried
out, many of the steps involved in reaching a conclusion on the basis of an experiment are
now made inside a “black box”, without the direct involvement or awareness of a human.
This has epistemological implications, regarding what we can know, and how we can know
it. To have confidence in the results, computer methods are therefore subjected to tests of
verification and validation.

The distinction between verification and validation is easiest to characterize in the case of
computer simulations. In a typical computer simulation scenario computers are used to
numerically integrate differential equations for which no analytic solution is available. The



equations are part of the model the scientist uses to represent a phenomenon or system under
investigation. Verifying a computer simulation means checking that the equations of the
model are being correctly approximated. Validating a simulation means checking that the
equations of the model are adequate for the inferences one wants to make on the basis of that
model.

A number of issues related to computer simulations have been raised. The identification of
validity and verification as the testing methods has been criticized. Oreskes et al. (1994) raise
concerns that “validiation”, because it suggests deductive inference, might lead to over-
confidence in the results of simulations. The distinction itself is probably too clean, since
actual practice in the testing of simulations mixes and moves back and forth between the two
(Weissart 1997; Parker 2008a; Winsberg 2010). Computer simulations do seem to have a
non-inductive character, given that the principles by which they operate are built in by the
programmers, and any results of the simulation follow from those in-built principles in such
a way that those results could, in principle, be deduced from the program code and its inputs.
The status of simulations as experiments has therefore been examined (Kaufmann and Smarr
1993; Humphreys 1995; Hughes 1999; Norton and Suppe 2001). This literature considers the
epistemology of these experiments: what we can learn by simulation, and also the kinds of
justifications which can be given in applying that knowledge to the “real” world. (Mayo
1996; Parker 2008b). As pointed out, part of the advantage of computer simulation derives
from the fact that huge numbers of calculations can be carried out without requiring direct
observation by the experimenter/simulator. At the same time, many of these calculations are
approximations to the calculations which would be performed first-hand in an ideal situation.
Both factors introduce uncertainties into the inferences drawn from what is observed in the
simulation.

For many of the reasons described above, computer simulations do not seem to belong
clearly to either the experimental or theoretical domain. Rather, they seem to crucially
involve aspects of both. This has led some authors, such as Fox Keller (2003: 200) to argue
that we ought to consider computer simulation a “qualtitatively different way of doing
science”. The literature in general tends to follow Kaufmann and Smarr (1993) in referring to
computer simulation as a “third way” for scientific methodology (theoretical reasoning and
experimental practice are the first two ways.). It should also be noted that the debates around
these issues have tended to focus on the form of computer simulation typical in the physical
sciences, where models are based on dynamical equations. Other forms of simulation might
not have the same problems, or have problems of their own (see the entry on computer
simulations in science).

6. Discourse on scientific method
Despite philosophical disagreements, the idea of the scientific method still figures
prominently in contemporary discourse on many different topics, both within science and in
society at large. Often, reference to scientific method is used in ways that convey either the
legend of a single, universal method characteristic of all science, or grants to a particular
method or set of methods privilege as a special ‘gold standard’, often with reference to
particular philosophers to vindicate the claims. Discourse on scientific method also typically



arises when there is a need to distinguish between science and other activities, or for
justifying the special status conveyed to science. In these areas, the philosophical attempts at
identifying a set of methods characteristic for scientific endeavors are closely related to the
philosophy of science’s classical problem of demarcation (see the entry on science and
pseudo-science) and to the philosophical analysis of the social dimension of scientific
knowledge and the role of science in democratic society.

6.1 “The scientific method” in science education and as
seen by scientists
One of the settings in which the legend of a single, universal scientific method has been
particularly strong is science education (see, e.g., Bauer 1992; McComas 1996; Wivagg &
Allchin 2002).[5] Often, ‘the scientific method’ is presented in textbooks and educational web
pages as a fixed four or five step procedure starting from observations and description of a
phenomenon and progressing over formulation of a hypothesis which explains the
phenomenon, designing and conducting experiments to test the hypothesis, analyzing the
results, and ending with drawing a conclusion. Such references to a universal scientific
method can be found in educational material at all levels of science education (Blachowicz
2009), and numerous studies have shown that the idea of a general and universal scientific
method often form part of both students’ and teachers’ conception of science (see, e.g.,
Aikenhead 1987; Osborne et al. 2003).

Although occasionally phrased with reference to the H-D method, important historical roots
of the legend in science education of a single, universal scientific method are the American
philosopher and psychologist Dewey’s account of inquiry in How We Think (1910) and the
British mathematician Karl Pearson’s account of science in Grammar of Science (1892). On
Dewey’s account, inquiry is divided into the five steps of

(i) a felt difficulty, (ii) its location and definition, (iii) suggestion of a possible solution, (iv)
development by reasoning of the bearing of the suggestions, (v) further observation and
experiment leading to its acceptance or rejection. (Dewey 1910: 72)

Similarly, on Pearson’s account, scientific investigations start with measurement of data and
observation of their correction and sequence from which scientific laws can be discovered
with the aid of creative imagination. These laws have to be subject to criticism, and their
final acceptance will have equal validity for “all normally constituted minds”. Both Dewey’s
and Pearson’s accounts should be seen as generalized abstractions of inquiry and not
restricted to the realm of science—although both Dewey and Pearson referred to their
respective accounts as ‘the scientific method’.

Occasionally, scientists make sweeping statements about a simple and distinct scientific
method, as exemplified by Feynman’s simplified version of a conjectures and refutations
method presented, for example, in the last of his 1964 Cornell Messenger
lectures.[6] However, just as often scientists have come to the same conclusion as recent
philosophy of science that there is not any unique, easily described scientific method. For



example, the physicist and Nobel Laureate Weinberg described in the paper “The Methods of
Science … And Those By Which We Live” (1995) how

The fact that the standards of scientific success shift with time does not only make the
philosophy of science difficult; it also raises problems for the public understanding of
science. We do not have a fixed scientific method to rally around and defend. (1995: 8)

6.2 Privileged methods and ‘gold standards’
Reference to the scientific method has also often been used to argue for the scientific nature
or special status of a particular activity. Philosophical positions that argue for a simple and
unique scientific method as a criterion of demarcation, such as Popperian falsification, have
often attracted practitioners who felt that they had a need to defend their domain of practice.
For example, references to conjectures and refutation as the scientific method are abundant in
much of the literature on complementary and alternative medicine (CAM)—alongside the
competing position that CAM, as an alternative to conventional biomedicine, needs to
develop its own methodology different from that of science.

Also within mainstream science, reference to the scientific method is used in arguments
regarding the internal hierarchy of disciplines and domains. A frequently seen argument is
that research based on the H-D method is superior to research based on induction from
observations because in deductive inferences the conclusion follows necessarily from the
premises. (See, e.g., Parascandola (1998) for an analysis of how this argument has been
made to downgrade epidemiology compared to the laboratory sciences.) Similarly, based on
an examination of the practices of major funding institutions such as the National Institutes
of Health (NIH), the National Science Foundation (NSF) and the Biomedical Sciences
Research Practices (BBSRC) in the UK, O’Malley et al. (2009) have argued that funding
agencies seem to have a tendency to adhere to the view that the primary activity of science is
to test hypotheses, while descriptive and exploratory research is seen as merely preparatory
activities that are valuable only insofar as they fuel hypothesis-driven research.

In some areas of science, scholarly publications are structured in a way that may convey the
impression of a neat and linear process of inquiry from stating a question, devising the
methods by which to answer it, collecting the data, to drawing a conclusion from the analysis
of data. For example, the codified format of publications in most biomedical journals known
as the IMRAD format (Introduction, Method, Results, Analysis, Discussion) is explicitly
described by the journal editors as “not an arbitrary publication format but rather a direct
reflection of the process of scientific discovery” (see the so-called “Vancouver
Recommendations”, ICMJE 2013: 11). However, scientific publications do not in general
reflect the process by which the reported scientific results were produced. For example,
under the provocative title “Is the scientific paper a fraud?”, Medawar argued that scientific
papers generally misrepresent how the results have been produced (Medawar 1963/1996).
Similar views have been advanced by philosophers, historians and sociologists of science
(Gilbert 1976; Holmes 1987; Knorr-Cetina 1981; Schickore 2008; Suppe 1998) who have
argued that scientists’ experimental practices are messy and often do not follow any
recognizable pattern. Publications of research results, they argue, are retrospective



reconstructions of these activities that often do not preserve the temporal order or the logic of
these activities, but are instead often constructed in order to screen off potential criticism (see
Schickore 2008 for a review of this work).

6.3 Scientific method in the court room
Philosophical positions on the scientific method have also made it into the court room,
especially in the US where judges have drawn on philosophy of science in deciding when to
confer special status to scientific expert testimony. A key case is Daubert vs Merrell Dow
Pharmaceuticals (92-102, 509 U.S. 579, 1993). In this case, the Supreme Court argued in its
1993 ruling that trial judges must ensure that expert testimony is reliable, and that in doing
this the court must look at the expert’s methodology to determine whether the proffered
evidence is actually scientific knowledge. Further, referring to works of Popper and Hempel
the court stated that

ordinarily, a key question to be answered in determining whether a theory or technique is
scientific knowledge … is whether it can be (and has been) tested. (Justice Blackmun,
Daubert v. Merrell Dow Pharmaceuticals; see Other Internet Resources for a link to the
opinion)

But as argued by Haack (2005a,b, 2010) and by Foster & Hubner (1999), by equating the
question of whether a piece of testimony is reliable with the question whether it is scientific
as indicated by a special methodology, the court was producing an inconsistent mixture of
Popper’s and Hempel’s philosophies, and this has later led to considerable confusion in
subsequent case rulings that drew on the Daubert case (see Haack 2010 for a detailed
exposition).

6.4 Deviating practices
The difficulties around identifying the methods of science are also reflected in the difficulties
of identifying scientific misconduct in the form of improper application of the method or
methods of science. One of the first and most influential attempts at defining misconduct in
science was the US definition from 1989 that defined misconduct as

fabrication, falsification, plagiarism, or other practices that seriously deviate from those that
are commonly accepted within the scientific community. (Code of Federal Regulations, part
50, subpart A., August 8, 1989, italics added)

However, the “other practices that seriously deviate” clause was heavily criticized because it
could be used to suppress creative or novel science. For example, the National Academy of
Science stated in their report Responsible Science (1992) that it

wishes to discourage the possibility that a misconduct complaint could be lodged against
scientists based solely on their use of novel or unorthodox research methods. (NAS: 27)

This clause was therefore later removed from the definition. For an entry into the key
philosophical literature on conduct in science, see Shamoo & Resnick (2009).



7. Conclusion
The question of the source of the success of science has been at the core of philosophy since
the beginning of modern science. If viewed as a matter of epistemology more generally,
scientific method is a part of the entire history of philosophy. Over that time, science and
whatever methods its practioners may employ have changed dramatically. Today, many
philosophers have taken up the banners of pluralism or of practice to focus on what are, in
effect, fine-grained and contextually limited examinations of scientific method. Others hope
to shift perspectives in order to provide a renewed general account of what characterizes the
activity we call science.

One such perspective has been offered recently by Hoyningen-Huene (2008, 2013), who
argues from the history of philosophy of science that after three lengthy phases of
characterizing science by its method, we are now in a phase where the belief in the existence
of a positive scientific method has eroded and what has been left to characterize science is
only its fallibility. First was a phase from Plato and Aristotle up until the 17th century where
the specificity of scientific knowledge was seen in its absolute certainty established by proof
from evident axioms; next was a phase up to the mid-19th century in which the means to
establish the certainty of scientific knowledge had been generalized to include inductive
procedures as well. In the third phase, which lasted until the last decades of the 20th century,
it was recognized that empirical knowledge was fallible, but it was still granted a special
status due to its distinctive mode of production. But now in the fourth phase, according to
Hoyningen-Huene, historical and philosophical studies have shown how “scientific methods
with the characteristics as posited in the second and third phase do not exist” (2008: 168) and
there is no longer any consensus among philosophers and historians of science about the
nature of science. For Hoyningen-Huene, this is too negative a stance, and he therefore urges
the question about the nature of science anew. His own answer to this question is that
“scientific knowledge differs from other kinds of knowledge, especially everyday
knowledge, primarily by being more systematic” (Hoyningen-Huene 2013: 14).
Systematicity can have several different dimensions: among them are more systematic
descriptions, explanations, predictions, defense of knowledge claims, epistemic
connectedness, ideal of completeness, knowledge generation, representation of knowledge
and critical discourse. Hence, what characterizes science is the greater care in excluding
possible alternative explanations, the more detailed elaboration with respect to data on which
predictions are based, the greater care in detecting and eliminating sources of error, the more
articulate connections to other pieces of knowledge, etc. On this position, what characterizes
science is not that the methods employed are unique to science, but that the methods are
more carefully employed.

Another, similar approach has been offered by Haack (2003). She sets off, similar to
Hoyningen-Huene, from a dissatisfaction with the recent clash between what she calls Old
Deferentialism and New Cynicism. The Old Deferentialist position is that science progressed
inductively by accumulating true theories confirmed by empirical evidence or deductively by
testing conjectures against basic statements; while the New Cynics position is that science
has no epistemic authority and no uniquely rational method and is merely just politics. Haack



insists that contrary to the views of the New Cynics, there are objective epistemic standards,
and there is something epistemologically special about science, even though the Old
Deferentialists pictured this in a wrong way. Instead, she offers a new Critical
Commonsensist account on which standards of good, strong, supportive evidence and well-
conducted, honest, thorough and imaginative inquiry are not exclusive to the sciences, but
the standards by which we judge all inquirers. In this sense, science does not differ in kind
from other kinds of inquiry, but it may differ in the degree to which it requires broad and
detailed background knowledge and a familiarity with a technical vocabulary that only
specialists may possess.
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EDMUND HUSSERL
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DRAFT A

[p. 237] <p. 1>

[Introduction]

The term phenomenology is generally understood to designate a

philosophical movement, arising at the turn of this century, that has proposed

a radical new grounding of a scientific philosophy and thereby for all

sciences. But phenomenology also designates a new, fundamental science serving

these ends, and here we must distinguish between psychological and

transcendental phenomenology.

I. PSYCHOLOGICAL PHENOMENOLOGY AS "PURE" PSYCHOLOGY

[Phenomenological Reflection
3
]

1. Every experience and every other way we are consciously involved with

objects clearly allows of a "phenomenological turn," a transferral into a

process of "phenomenological experience." In simple perception we are directed

toward perceived matters, in memory toward remembered matters, in thinking

toward thoughts, in valuing toward values, in willing toward ends and means,

and so on. Thus every such pursuit has its "object" [Thema]. But at any given

time we can effect a change of focus that shifts our thematic gaze away from

the current matters, thoughts, values, ends, etc., and directs our gaze

instead toward the manifoldly changing "subjective ways" in which4 they

                        
3
Hu IX, p. 238.9-240.4. The material under this heading generally corresponds
to some of the material in Draft D §2, "The Pure Psychical [etc.]."

4Heidegger (A1, p. 1.21, within the text) changes Husserl's German from "wie"



"appear," the ways they are consciously known. For example, to perceive a

fixed and unchanged brass cube means to run through its form as a cube -- the

individual surfaces, edges, corners, as well as its color, luster and other

determinations as a spatial thing -- [p. 238] and thus to bring the cube to

cognizance for oneself.

But instead of proceeding like that, we can attend phenomenologically to

how -- for example, in what kind of variously changing "perspectives" -- <p.

2> the cube presents itself and yet is still experienced as unchanged; or how

the very same cube appears differently as "something nearby" than as

"something far off"; or which modes of appearance it offers when we change our

orientation; and also how each individual determination within the process of

perception presents itself as the one determination in the multiple modes of

appearance belonging particularly to that perception.

This return to reflective experience teaches us that there is no

progressively perceived thing, nor any element perceived as a determination

within it, that does not appear, during perception, in multiplicities of

different appearances, even though it is given and grasped as continuously one

and the same thing. But in normal5 ongoing perception, only this unity, only

the thing itself, stands in the comprehending gaze while the functioning

processes of lived experience remain extra-thematic, ungrasped, and latent.

Perception is not some empty "having" of perceived things, but rather a

flowing lived experience of subjective appearances synthetically uniting

themselves in a consciousness of the self-same entity existing in this way or

that. In this connection, "modes of appearance" is to be taken in the broadest

sense. Thus, in the recollection of the cube or in the imagining of an

entirely similar one, the modes of appearance are "the same" as in the

perception [of the cube], but each of them is modified in a certain way,

precisely insofar as it deals with memory or imagination. Again, differences

such as those between a clearer and a more obscure memory, or those between

                                                                              
to "in denen," i.e., from "how" or "as" to "in which." (Cf. Hu IX, p. 237.20).
Unless otherwise noted, Heidegger's remarks appear in the left margin of
Husserl's texts.
5Heidegger (A1, p. 2.13, within the text) changes "normal" [normal] to
"unreflective" [unreflektiert]. See Hu IX, p. 238.15.



gradations of clarity, or even between levels of relative definiteness or

indefiniteness, are differences within the "modes of appearance." So too with

differences of time-perspectives, <p. 3> of attention, and so forth.

Quite analogously,6 the thoughts, values, decisions, etc., in the

corresponding lived experiences of thinking, valuing, willing, etc., are

unities of hiddenly functioning "modes of appearance." For example,7 the same

judgment, with the same subject and predicate, is consciously known, within

thinking, according to changing modes: sometimes as evident, sometimes as not

evident; and in the latter case, sometimes as explicitly judged in

step-by-step action and other times as not explicitly judged but rather as

something that comes vaguely to mind. In these cases, in the transition from

one mode to the other  [p. 239] there arises the identifying consciousness of

the same judgment, meant sometimes in one mode and sometimes in another. What

holds true for the whole of a judgment or even a proof, or for a whole theory,

also holds true for every thematic element, for every concept, every form of

judgment, etc., [within that whole]. Here too, as everywhere else, the

thematic unity is constituted in the synthesis of multiplicities of

"phenomena" <p. 4> that are hidden but that can be disclosed at any time by

means of phenomenological reflection, analysis, and description.

Thus there arises the idea of a universal task: Instead of living in

"the" world directly in the "natural attitude" and, so to speak, like

"children of this world"; that is, instead of living within the latently

functioning life of consciousness and thereby having the world, and it alone,

as our field of being -- as now-existing for us (from out of perception), as

past (from out of memory), as coming in the future (from out of expectation) -

- instead of judging and valuing this world of experience and making it the

                        
6The remainder of this sentence stems from Landgrebe, who substitutes it for
some fourteen typed lines in Husserl's text: A1, p. 3.2-16. For the omitted
text see Hu IX, p. 593, note to p. 238.32-35. We give Landgrebe's version,
because the correction seems to have been made before the text was sent to
Heidegger.

7Heidegger's note (A1, p. 3.17, shorthand; cf. Hu IX, p. 593):

"Thus, for example, what-is-adjudged in a judgment is repeated [wiederholt] as the
same."



field of theoretical or practical projects -- instead of all that, we attempt

a universal phenomenological reflection on this entire life-process, be it

pre-theoretical, theoretical or whatever. We attempt to disclose it

systematically and thereby to understand the "how" of its achieving of

unities; thus we seek to understand: in what manifold typical forms this life

is a "consciousness-of"; how it constitutes synthetically conscious unities;

how and in which forms these syntheses, as syntheses of passivity and

spontaneous activity, run their course and thereby in particular how their

unities are constituted as objectively existing or not existing, and the like;

and thus finally how a unified world of experience and knowledge is there,

operative and valid for us, in a completely familiar set of ontic types.

If it is the case that whatever is experienced, whatever is thought, and

whatever is seen as the truth are given and are possible only within [the

corresponding acts of] experiencing, thinking, and insight, then the concrete

and complete exploration of the world that exists and has scientific and

evidential validity for us requires also the universal phenomenological

exploration of the multiplicities of consciousness in whose synthetic changes

the world subjectively takes shape as valid for us and perhaps as given with

insight.8 The task extends to the whole [p. 240] of life -- including aesthetic

life, valuing life of whatever type, <p. 5> and practical life -- through

which the concrete life-world with its changing content likewise continuously

takes shape for us as a value-world and a practical world.9

                        
8Heidegger's note (A1 p. 4.24, German cursive; cf. Hu IX, p. 239.32 and n. 1):
Heidegger underlines erfordert ["requires"] twice and writes:

"Why? First off, all it requires is that we exhibit and give a pure ontological
clarification of its field, which lies behind us, as it were."

(More literally: "Why? First of all [what is required is] only to exhibit --
purely in ontological clarification -- its field, which lies in the rear, as
it were."

9The text here reflects Landgrebe's changes in Husserl's text: A1, p. 5.2-4;
cf. Hu IX, p. 593, note to p. 240.2-4. As the typing of A1, p. 4 shows,
Landgrebe's changes were made before the A1 was sent to Heidegger.



[The Need for and Possibility of Pure Psychology
10
]

2. Does posing the task in this way lead to a new science?
11 Is there --

corresponding to the idea of a universal experience directed exclusively to

"subjective phenomena" -- a self-contained field of experience that stands

over against universal experience of the world, and thus a basis for a

self-contained science? At first one may object that a new science is not

required, since all merely subjective phenomena, all modes of appearance of

what appears, belong naturally within psychology as the science of the

psychic.12

<p. 5a> Doubtless that is true. However, it leaves open [the fact] that
13

a purely self-contained psychological discipline is required here14 in much

the same way that a [pure science of] mechanics is required for an exclusively

theoretical inquiry into movement and moving forces (taken as a mere structure

                        
10
Hu IX, p. 240.5-241.36. The material under this heading generally corresponds

to some of the material in Draft D §1, "Pure Natural Science and Pure
Psychology."

11Heidegger's note (A1, p. 5.6-7; cf. Hu IX, p. 593):

"Cf. 5a below."
Disposition of the note:

(1) What sentence is the note keyed to? Although Heidegger's note appears in
the left margin at this point (A1, p. 5.5-6), it may be linked by a line to
the last sentence of the previous paragraph (A1, p. 5.4); Biemel so takes it.

(2) What page does the note refer to? Heidegger is referring to ms. p. 5a,
which is inserted between pp. 5 and 6 in both A1 and A2 and which, in Hu IX,
corresponds to pp. 240.14-241.7 and, in the present translation, to the text
running from "That is doubtless true" to the sentence, "From this vantage
point...meaning and necessity of a pure psychology."

(3) What passage does the note refer to? I believe Heidegger's note refers to
p. 240.15-18 (ms. p. 5a.3-5), i.e., to the second sentence of the next
paragraph  where, in A2, the latter half of the sentence (from "in much the
same way" on) is crossed out. However, Biemel (Hu IX, p. 593) takes it as
referring to all of p. 5a, i.e., Hu IX, pp. 240.32-241.7.

12At this point in both A1 and A2 (where p. 5.13 = Hu IX, p. 240.14) the second
half of the page is crossed out along with the first three lines of p. 6; the
deleted passage is reproduced in Hu IX, p. 593. For this deleted passage
Husserl substitutes ms. p. 5a, which follows.

13Heidegger (A2, p. 5a.1, within the text) changes "daß" ("[the fact] that")
to "ob" ("whether"), thus changing the reading to: "...it leaves open [the
question] whether...."

14In A2, p. 5a.3-5, the remainder of this sentence is crossed out -- although
it is retained in Hu IX, p. 15-18 -- and may be the referent of Heidegger's
marginal note in the previous paragraph.



of nature).

Let us consider the matter more closely. What is the general theme of

psychology? Answer: Psychical being15 and psychical life that exist concretely

in the world as human and, more generally, as animal. Accordingly, psychology

is a branch of the more concrete sciences of anthropology or zoology. Animal

realities are of two levels, the first level being the basic one of physical

realities. For, like all realities, animal realities are spatio-temporal, and

they admit of a systematically abstractive focus of experience upon that

factor in them that is purely "res extensa." This reduction to the purely

physical brings us into the self-contained nexus of physical nature, to which

animal organisms, as mere bodies, belong. Consequently, scientific exploration

of this area takes its place within the universal unity of natural science and

specifically within physical biology as the general science of organisms in

purely physical experience.

But animals do not exist simply as nature; they exist as "subjects" of a

"mental life," a life of experiencing, feeling, thinking, striving, etc. If,

with systematic purity and a differently focused abstractive attitude, we put

into practice the completely new kind of psychic experience (which, as

psychological, is clearly the specific source of psychology), this orientation

gives us the psychic in its pure and proper essential-ness and, so long as we

direct our gaze unswervingly in this direction, [p. 241] this orientation leads

continually from the purely psychic to the purely psychic. If we change our

focus and interweave both kinds of experience, then there arises the combined

psychophysical experience in which the real forms of the relatedness of the

psychic to physical corporeality  become thematic. From this vantage point it

is easy to see the meaning and necessity of a pure psychology.

<p. 6>
16 All specifically psychological concepts obviously stem from

purely psychic experience, just as all specifically natural

(natural-scientific) concepts stem from purely natural experience. Thus every

                        
15Heidegger (A2, p. 5a.6, within the text) changes Husserl's "psychical being"
[Seelisches Sein] to "psychical entities" (Seelisch Seiendes. ("Seelisches [also
Seelisch] is capitalized because it begins the sentence.) See Hu IX, p.
240.19.

16The first two-and-a-half lines of A1, p. 6 are crossed out. Those lines,
plus the second half of p. 5.14-27, were dropped in favor of p. 5a.



scientific psychology rests on methodically scientific concept-formation in

the area of purely psychic experience. If there are apodictic insights at work

in such concepts, insights that can be gained by focusing on the purely

psychic, then as "purely psychological" they must precede all psychophysical

cognition.

Within the natural apperception of a human being taken as a concrete

reality, there is already given his or her psychic subjectivity, the manifold

[dimensions of the] psychic that can be experienced as a surplus over and

above his or her corporeal physis and as a self-contained unity and totality

of experience. If a "soul" (in this sense of experience) has a general

structural essence -- the typical form of its structure as regards psychic

conditions, acts, and forms of a pure psychic synthesis -- then the basic task

of psychology, as first and foremost a "pure" psychology, must be to

systematically explore these typical forms. However large the domain of

psychophysical research may be, and however much it may contribute to our

knowledge of the soul, there is one thing it can do only on the basis of a

pure psychology, namely, exhibit the real relations of the psychic to physis.

All the indirect indications of the psychic that are possible here, presuppose

scientific experience of the purely psychic and knowledge of its essential

structures.17

[Original Intuitive Experience: Two Levels]

<p. 7>
18 All experiential knowledge rests finally on original experience,

on perception and the originally presentiating variations that derive from

                        
17In the bottom margin of A1, p. 6.27 Husserl adds in shorthand: "Accordingly,
among the 'basic concepts' of psychology -- the original elements of
psychological theory -- the purely psychological concepts have intrinsic
priority and precede psychophysical concepts and therefore all psychological
concepts in general." (This sentence is taken over at this point in Hu IX, p.
241.32-36.) This shorthand sentence in A1 may be a replacement
for the words "the ultimate theoretical elements of all psychology, which
precede all other psychological concepts" from the next paragraph, which are
crossed out in A1, p. 7.6-7 (but retained in Hu IX, p. 242.3-5).

18At this point in the typed ms. Husserl substitutes two typed pages, 7 and
7a, for a previous page 7. The first four lines of ms. p. 8, which followed
from the original p. 7, are crossed out. They are reproduced in Hu IX, pp.
594.



it.19 [p. 242] Without an original intuitive example there is no original

universalizing, no concept-formation. The same holds here. All of pure

psychology's basic concepts -- the ultimate theoretical elements of all

psychology,20 which precede all other psychological concepts -- must be drawn

from original psychological intuition.21 Such intuition has two levels: self-

experience and intersubjective experience.22

The first,23 which itself is gradated according to originality, is

carried out in the form of self-perception and its variations (remembering

oneself, imagining oneself); this provides the psychologist with original

psychological intuitions, but only of his or her own (present, past, etc.)

psychic [experience]. Obviously24 the sense of any25 experience of someone

else's "interiority" implies that his or her interiority is an analogous

variation of my own, such that the other person's interiority,26 can fit under

                        
19Heidegger's note (A2, p. 7.1-5; cf. Hu IX, p. 594):

"Put this earlier, at least at page 6 above."

20Heidegger (A2, p. 7.6; cf. Hu IX, p. 594) writes

"Cf. p. 11."
The reference seems to be to A1, p. 11.5-6 (=Hu IX, p. 244.32-33), the second
sentence under "4."
21Heidegger (A2, p. 7.8) suggests changing the passage to read: "must be drawn
from original intuition of the psychic as such." Husserl carries the change over
into A1, p. 7.8 (= Hu IX, p. 242.6-7).

22Heidegger's note (A2, p. 7.10; cf. Hu IX, p. 594):

"An other in individuality or in community."
In A2 Husserl changes the sentence to: "Such intuition has three levels
founded one upon the other: self-experience, intersubjective experience, and
community experience as such." This reading appears in Hu IX, p. 242.8-10.
23Heidegger (A2, p. 7.10, in the text) suggests beginning the sentence with
"the former" (Jene: not Diese as in Hu IX, p. 594, note to p. 242.9), just as he
will suggest beginning the next sentence with "the former." See the following
footnote.

24Heidegger (A2, p. 7.14) suggests use of "the latter" (diese) here, so as to
read perhaps: "In the latter case obviously..." Husserl does not carry over the
suggestion into A2 (Hu IX, p. 242.14).
25Heidegger (A2, p. 7.15, within the text) adds the word "intersubjektiven"
["intersubjective"] at this point.

26Husserl (A1 and A2, p. 7.16) adds "as an individual psyche," at this point.
Cf. Hu IX, p. 242.16.



the same basic concepts as (and no other than) those I originally fashioned

from my experience of myself. Yes, the experience of personal community and

community life, which is founded in experience of the self and of the other,

does indeed yield new concepts, but they are concepts that in any case

presuppose the concepts of self-experience.27

[Original Intuitive Experience of Oneself]

If we now ask what it is that first of all brings self-experience, both

actual and possible, originarily to intuition, then  Descartes' classical

formula, the ego cogito, provides the only possible answer to that question --

so long as we leave aside all the concerns that determined him in a

transcendental- philosophical way. In other words, we hit upon nothing other

than the ego, consciousness, and the conscious object as such. <p. 7a> In its

purity, the psychic is nothing other than what we might call the specifically

egoical: the life of consciousness and being-as-ego within that life. If, when

we consider the human community, we also maintain a firm focus on the purely

psychic, then over and above the pure individual subjects (psyches), there

arise intersubjectivity's modes of consciousness that bind those subjects

together on a purely psychic level. Among these are the "social acts"

(appealing to other persons, making agreements with them, subduing their

wills, and so on)28 as well as, related to those, the abiding interpersonal

bonds linking pure [p. 243] persons to personal communities at different

levels. <p. 8>
29

                        
27Heidegger's note (A2, p. 7.16-21, keyed to the end of this sentence but
apparently pertaining to the last two sentences of the paragraph; cf. Hu IX,
p. 594):

"In the text there is a threefold [division]: self-experience, experience of someone
else, experience of the life of the community. Bring these three together in a
stylistically clearer way."

Husserl seems to have appropriated this suggestion: see above re A2, p. 7.10,
and Hu IX, p. 242.8-10.

28The remainder of this sentence (=Hu IX, p. 242.37-243.2) appears in A1 and
A2, p. 7a.8 as a shorthand addition by Husserl.

29Regarding what immediately follows in Draft A, p. 8: The first four lines of
p. 8 are crossed out (this was part of the substitution of pp. 7 and 7a for
the original p. 7) and the next fifteen lines are bracketed. The omitted text
is reproduced in Hu IX, pp. 594-595.



[The Phenomenological Reduction
30
]

 3. The correct performance of a pure phenomenological reflection, as an

originary intuition of the psychic in its pure particularity, is fraught with

great difficulties; and the possibility of a pure psychology -- and hence, of

any psychology at all -- depends on recognizing and overcoming them.31 The

method of "phenomenological reduction" is the basic method for throwing into

relief the phenomenological-psychological field, and it alone has made "pure

psychology" possible.

Let us, for example, <p. 9> try to grasp and describe any kind of

external perception -- say, the perception of this tree -- as a purely psychic

datum. Naturally the tree itself, which stands there in the garden, belongs

not to the perception but to extra-mental nature. Nevertheless, the perception

is what it is -- namely, something psychic -- [only] insofar as it is a

perception "of this tree." Without the "of this" or "of that," a perception

cannot be described in its own essential psychic make-up. The inseparability

of this element is shown by the fact that it remains with the perception even

when the perception is shown to be an illusion. Whether the natural object

truly exists or not, the perception is a perception of it and is given to me

in phenomenological reflection as that.32

                        
30
Hu IX, p. 243.3-244.29. The material under this heading corresponds generally

to Draft D, §3, "The Self-contained Field of the Purely Psychical. --
Phenomenological Reduction and True Inner Experience."

31Heidegger's note (A1, p. 8.20-27, left and bottom margins, keyed to the
first two sentences of this paragraph):

"More succinctly:
The possibility of a pure psychology in general depends on the correct performance of
the original intuition of the psychic as such. This performance is determined and
guided by the 'phenomenological reduction.' The essential characteristics of this
method are the following:

1. a view of the psychic as essentially intentional;
2. in connection with that, the epoché;
3. constitution of the intentum in the multiplicity of its modes of

appearance;
4. [the] universal validity of this basic structure of the method in keeping

with the universality of the intentional structure."

32Heidegger (A1, p. 9.11, within the text) changes als das ("as that") to als



Thus, in order to grasp the purely psychic [element] of a cogito of the

type "perception," the psychologist must, on the one hand, abstain from taking

any position on the actual being of the perceived (i.e., of the cogitatum);

that is, he must perform an epoché as regards that and thereafter make no

natural perceptual judgments, since the very sense of such judgments always

entails an assertion about objective being and non-being. On the other hand,33

however, the most essential thing of all should not be overlooked, namely that

even after this purifying epoché, perception still remains perception of this

house, indeed, of this house with the accepted status of "actually existing."

In other words, the pure make-up of my perception includes the perceptual

object -- but purely as perceptually meant, and specifically as the

sense-content (the perceptual sense) of the perceptual belief.

But in the epoché, this "perceived house" (the "bracketed" house, as we

say) belongs to the phenomenological content not as [p. 244] a rigid, lifeless

element but rather as a vitally self- <p. 10> -constituting unity in the

fluctuating multiplicities of modes of appearance, each of which intrinsically

has the character of an "appearance of..." (e.g., views of,

appearance-at-a-distance of, etc.), and each of which, in the course of

interrelated appearances, synthetically produces the consciousness of one and

the same thing. It is clear that exactly the same point holds true for every

kind of cogito, for every kind of "I experience," "I think," "I feel," "I

desire," and so on.

In each case the reduction to the phenomenological, as the purely

psychic, demands that we methodically refrain from taking any

natural-objective position; and not only that, but also from taking any

position on the particular values, goods, etc., that the subject, in his or

her naturally functioning cogitationes, straightforwardly accepts as valid in

                                                                              
solches ("as such"). Cf. Hu IX, p. 243.23.

33Heidegger's note (A1, p. 9.19-25, keyed to this and the next sentence; cf. Hu
IX, p. 595):

"Make this point at the beginning, and from that the necessity of the epoché will
become clear."

Husserl copied the remark, in shorthand, into the corresponding margin of A2
and, while leaving the passage in the same place, made some changes in it. See
Hu IX, p. 243.30 and p. 595.



any given case. In each instance the task is to pursue the at first

incalculable plethora of modes in which the respective "intentional

objectivities" (the perceived as such, the remembered as such, the thought and

the valued as such, etc.) are gradually "constituted" as synthetic unities of

multiplicities of consciousness; the task is also to disclose the manifold

forms of syntheses whereby, in general,  consciousness combines with

consciousness into the unity of a consciousness.34 But other than

"consciousness-of" -- always centered on the same pole of unity, the ego --

there is nothing to be found here. Every psychic datum can itself be exhibited

only as a unity that refers back to constituting multiplicities. Pure

psychology (and consequently any psychology at all) must begin with the data

of actual experience, that is to say, with my pure egoical lived experiences

as perceptions-of, remembrances-of, and things of that sort, and never with

hypotheses and abstractions, such as "sense data" and the like are.

[Eidetic Reduction. Pure Eidetic Psychology as the Foundation

for Empirical Psychology
35
]

4. Phenomenological or pure psychology as an intrinsically primary and

completely self-contained psychological discipline, which is also <p. 11>

sharply separated from natural science, is, for very fundamental reasons, not

to be established as an empirical science but rather as a purely rational ("a

priori," "eidetic") science. As such36 it is the necessary foundation for any

                        
34Heidegger's note (A1, p.10.20; cf. Hu IX, p. 595):

"Cf. p. 11"
[= Hu IX, p. 245 line 12ff.]

35
Hu IX, p. 244.30-247.3. The material under this heading corresponds to

material found in Draft §5, "The Fundamental Function of Pure Phenomenological
Psychology for an Exact Empirical Psychology" and § 4, "Eidetic Reduction and
Phenomenological Psychology as an Eidetic Science."

36Heidegger's note (A1, p. 11.6):

"Cf. p. 7"
Heidegger seems to be referring A1 and A2, p. 7.6 (see above). Husserl copies
Heidegger's note into the corresponding place in A2, but with the remark:
"However, there [i.e., p. 7.6, = Hu IX, p. 242.3-4] the discussion was only



rigorous empirical science dealing with the laws of the psychic, quite the

same way that the purely rational disciplines of nature -- pure geometry,

kinematics, chronology, mechanics -- are the foundation for every possible

"exact" empirical science of nature. [p. 245] Just as the grounding of such an

empirical science would require a systematic disclosure of the essential forms

of nature in general, without which it is not possible to think nature -- and

more specifically, spatial and temporal form, movement, change, physical

substantiality and causality -- so too a scientifically "exact" psychology

requires a disclosure of the a priori typical forms without which it is not

possible to think the I (or the we), consciousness, the objects of

consciousness, and hence any psychic life at all, along with all the

distinctions and essentially possible forms of syntheses that are inseparable

from the idea of an individual and communal psychic whole.

 Accordingly, the method of phenomenological reduction is connected with

the method of psychological inquiry into essence, as eidetic inquiry:37 that

is to say, exclusion not only of all judgments that go beyond pure conscious

life (exclusion, therefore, of all natural positive sciences) but also of all

purely psychological factuality. Such factuality serves only as an exemplar, a

basis for the free variation of possibilities, whereas what we are seeking to

ascertain is the invariant that emerges in the variation, the necessary

typical form, which is bound up with the ability to be thought. So, for

example, the phenomenology of the perception of spatial things is not a

doctrine about <p. 12>
38 external perceptions that either factually occur or

                                                                              
about concepts as first theoretical elements."

37Heidegger's note (A1, p. 11.18-20): 
"Cf. p. 10."

Husserl copies this note into the corresponding marginal place in A2. Biemel
takes this as referring to Hu IX, p. 244.19-21, i.e., in the present
translation, to the words "disclose the manifold forms of syntheses whereby,
in general, consciousness combines with consciousness into the unity of a
consciousness."

38Here at the beginning of A2, p. 12, in the top margin, Heidegger writes (and
underlines):

"p. 11 in Landgrebe"
which Biemel (Hu IX, p. 595, re 245.21) takes as referring to the opening
sentence of paragraph "4." above. It is at least possible, however, that
Heidegger is referring to Landgrebe's typescript of Husserl's "Studien zur
Struktur des Bewusstseins," which Heidegger had just read.



empirically can be expected; rather, it sets forth the necessary system of

structures without which it is not possible to think a synthesis of manifold

perceptions as perceptions of one and the same thing. Among39 the most

important of the psychological-phenomenological syntheses to be explored are

the syntheses of confirmation, for example, the way that, in external

perception, consciousness -- in the form of agreement and via the fulfillment

of anticipatory pre-grasps -- appropriates to itself evidential belief in the

being [of something], and does so as a consciousness of the self-showing thing

itself. Correlatively:  there is the exploration of modalizations,

doubtfulness, mere likelihood, and perhaps evident nullity as counterforms of

the syntheses of agreement -- and so on for every kind of act (a pure

psychology of reason).

[Reduction to Pure Intersubjectivity]

5. The first phenomenological reduction, the one described above, is the

egological reduction; and so too phenomenology in the first [p. 246] instance

is the phenomenology of the essential possibilities only of my own originally

intuitive ego (egological phenomenology). However, a phenomenology of empathy

and of the way empathy, as a synthesis of phenomena in my mind, can run its

course with harmony and confirmation and can then, with consistent

confirmation, indicate a "foreign subjectivity" -- all of that leads to the

expansion of the phenomenological reduction into a reduction to pure

intersubjectivity. There then arises, as purely psychological phenomenology in

its completeness, the eidetic doctrine of a community constituted purely

psychologically, in whose intersubjectively entwined acts (acts of community

life) there is constituted the "objective" <p. 13> world (the world for

everyone) as "objective" nature, as a world of culture and as a world of

"objectively" existing communities.

                        
39From this sentence to the end of the paragraph the text is bracketed in A1
and A2 (p. 12.5-14). In A1 it is marked with a deletion sign. In the left
margin of A1 (cf. Hu IX, p. 245, n. 1) Heidegger writes:

"Transcendental questions!"



[The History of Phenomenological Psychology
40

6. The idea of a pure, non-psychophysical psychology fashioned purely

from psychological experience goes back historically to Locke's noteworthy and

foundational work, while the development and elaboration of what Locke started

is carried out by the empiricist movement to which he gave rise. The movement

culminates in David Hume's brilliant A Treatise [of Human Nature]. One can see

it as the first projection of a pure psychology carried through in almost

perfect [reiner] consistency (even though it is only an egological

psychology); yet it is nothing less than the first attempt at a

phenomenological transcendental philosophy.

We can distinguish two tendencies that are mingled already in Locke,

namely, the positive-psychological and the transcendental-philosophical.

However, in spite of its many deep premonitions and its rich promise, this

movement comes to grief in both areas. It lacks any radical reflection on the

goal and possibilities of a pure psychology, and it lacks the basic method of

phenomenological reduction. Being blind to consciousness as consciousness-of

("intentionality") means being blind as well to the tasks and special methods

that flow from this view of consciousness. In the final analysis empiricism

also lacks insight into the necessity of a rational eidetic doctrine of the

purely psychic sphere. In the intervening years all of this also precluded any

radical grounding of pure psychology and hence of a rigorously scientific

psychology in general.

The first decisive impulse [in that direction] was given by Franz

Brentano [p. 247] (Psychologie, I, 1874)
41 by means of his great discovery that

                        
40
Hu IX, p. 245.37-247.23. In all the later drafts, the material under this

heading was combined with the material that comes in the next section (II. 1),
and the combination was made into a single section that opens Part II. In
Draft D that single section is §6, "Descartes' Transcendental Turn and Locke's
Psychologism."

41 [Translator's note: Franz Brentano, Psychologie vom empirischen Standpunkt,
Leipzig: Duncker and Humblot, 2 volumes, 1874; second edition, ed. Oskar
Kraus, Leipzig: Felix Meiner, 2 vols. 1924-1925, reprinted: Hamburg: Felix
Meiner, 1955. English translation: Psychology from an Empirical Standpoint,
ed. Oskar Kraus, English edition by Linda L. McAlister, translated by Antos C.
Rancurello, D. B. Terrell, and Linda L. McAlister, London: Routledge and Kegan
Paul; New York: Humanities Press, 1973.]



consisted in his revaluation of the scholastic concept of intentionality into

an essential characteristic of <p. 14> "mental phenomena." But still inhibited

by naturalistic prejudices, even Brentano does not see the problems of

synthesis and intentional constitution, and he does not find the way through

to establishing a pure, indeed an eidetic, psychology in our sense of

phenomenology. Nonetheless, his discovery alone made possible the

phenomenological movement that began at the turn of this century.

Drawing the parallel between this pure and a priori psychology on the

one hand and pure and a priori natural science (e.g., geometry) on the other

makes it clear that this psychology is not a matter of empty "a priori

speculations." Rather, it consists of rigorously scientific work carried out

in the framework of concrete psychological intuition, the work of

systematically shaping pure psychological concepts -- along with the evident,

necessarily valid laws of essence that pertain to them -- into an infinite but

systematic hierarchical series. On the other hand, we should not presuppose

here even the scientific character of the a priori sciences long known to us.

Corresponding to the fundamentally sui generis nature of the psychic there is

the equally unique system of its a priori and its entire method.



II.

TRANSCENDENTAL PHENOMENOLOGY

AS CONTRASTED WITH

PSYCHOLOGICAL PHENOMENOLOGY

[The Historical Intertwining of Phenomenological and Transcendental Phenomenology,

and the Need to Distinguish the Two
42
]

1. The new phenomenology did not originally arise as pure psychology and

thus was not born of a concern for establishing a radically scientific

psychology;43 rather, it arose as "transcendental phenomenology" with the

purpose of reforming philosophy into a strict science. Because transcendental

and psychological phenomenology have fundamentally different meanings, they

must be kept most rigorously distinct. This is the case even though one

science turns into the other through a mere change in focus, <p. 15> such that

the "same" phenomena and eidetic insights occur in both sciences, [p. 248]

albeit under a different rubric, so to speak, which changes their meaning

fundamentally.

Even Locke's interest lay not primarily in establishing a pure

psychology; rather, this was to be only the means to a universal solution of

the problem of "understanding." Thus his primary theme was the enigma of the

functions of understanding that are carried out as knowledge and science

within subjectivity while making claims to objective validity. In short,

Locke's Essay was intended as the projection of a theory of knowledge, a

                        
42
Hu IX, p. 247.24-249.4. The material under this heading generally corresponds

to Draft D, §6, with intimations of §7 (the need to distinguish the
transcendental and the psychological problematics; cf. pp. 248.15-28:
Descartes' transcendental view) and §8 (the inadequacies of psychologism; cf.
pp. 248.28-249.4: Locke's psychologism).

43Heidegger's (erased) marginal note (A1, p. 14.23; cf. Hu IX, p. 247, n. 1):

"Rational  psychology!"
In A1 and A2 Husserl changed his text here to read: "establishing a strictly
scientific empirical psychology." See Hu IX, p. 247.25-26.



transcendental philosophy. He44 and his school have been charged with

"psychologism." But if the thrust of the transcendental problem is to

interrogate the sense and the legitimacy of an objectivity that becomes

consciously known in the immanence of pure subjectivity and that presumably is

demonstrated within the subjective grounding-processes, then this question

equally concerns anything and everything objective.

[Intimations of the Transcendental Problem] Already in Descartes' Meditations

(and this is precisely the reason why he was the epoch-making awakener of

transcendental problematic) the insight was already prepared, namely, that, as

far as the knowing ego is concerned, everything we declare to really be and to

be-thus-and-so -- and finally this means the whole universe -- is only as

something believed-in within subjective beliefs, and is-thus-and-so only as

something represented, thought, and so on, as having this or that sense.

Hence, the subjective conscious life in pure immanence is the place where all

sense is bestowed and all being is posited and confirmed. Thus if we are to

clarify what subjectivity can and does accomplish here in its hidden

immanence, we need a systematic and pure self-understanding <p. 16> of the

knower, a disclosure of the life of thinking, exclusively by means of "inner

experience."

[Psychologism] Although Locke was guided by this great insight, he lacked

the [necessary] basic purity and fell into the error of psychologism. Insofar

as objective-real experience and knowledge in general were being subjected to

transcendental questioning, it was absurd of him to presuppose any kind of

objective experiences and knowledge -- as if the very sense and legitimacy of

their objective validity were not themselves part of the problem. A psychology

could not be the foundation of transcendental philosophy. Even pure psychology

in the phenomenological sense, thematically delimited by the

psychological-phenomenological reduction, still is and always will be a

positive science: it has the world as its pre-given foundation. The pure

psyches [p. 249] and communities of psyches [that it treats] are psyches that

                        
44This and the next sentence are joined within brackets in A2, p. 15.12-19. In
the left margin there is a note in shorthand, possibly from Heidegger:

"Unusable."
The sentences are retained in Hu IX, p. 248.10-15.



belong to bodies in nature that are presupposed but simply left out of

consideration. Like every positive science, this pure psychology45 is itself

transcendentally problematic.

[The Transcendental Reduction and the Semblance of Doubling
46
]

But the objectives of a transcendental philosophy require a broadened

and fully universal phenomenological reduction (the transcendental reduction)

that does justice to the universality of the problem and practices an "epoché"

regarding the whole world of experience and regarding all the positive

cognition and sciences that rest on it, transforming them all into phenomena

-- transcendental phenomena.

Descartes had already touched upon this reduction insofar as (in keeping

with his methodical principle of epoché with regard to everything that can

possibly be doubted) he puts out of play the being of the whole world of

experience; he already recognizes that what remains in play thereafter is the

ego cogito as the universum of pure <p. 17> subjectivity and that this pure

subjectivity -- which is not to be taken as the [empirical] I, "this man"47 --

is the entity that is, in its immanent validity, presupposed by, and therefore

has intrinsic priority over, all positive cognition. If to this we add Locke's

momentous recognition of the necessity for describing cognitive life

concretely in all its basic kinds and levels, plus Brentano's discovery of

intentionality in its new utilization, plus finally the recognition of the

necessity of a priori method, then what results is the theme and method of

present-day transcendental phenomenology. Instead of a reduction merely to

                        
45Heidegger's note (A1, p. 16.17; cf. Hu IX, p. 249, n.1): 

"as empirical"
[underlined in the original]

Husserl transcribed this, in cursive, into the corresponding margin of A2.

46
Hu IX, pp. 249.4-250.24. The material here generally corresponds to Draft D,

§ 9, from which we derive this title.

47Heidegger (A1, p. 17.2; cf. Hu IX, p. 249, n. 2) glosses "this man" with: 

"but rather [is to be taken] as 'manness.'" ["wohl aber als 'Menschheit'"].
Biemel (Hu IX, p. 249, n. 2) in turn glosses "manness" with: "understood as
the essence of man.") Husserl transcribed Heidegger's note, in cursive, into
the corresponding margin of A2.



purely psychic subjectivity (the pure minds of human beings in the world), we

get a reduction to transcendental subjectivity by means of a methodical epoché

regarding the real world as such and even regarding all ideal objectivities as

well (the "world" of number and such like). What remains in validity is

exclusively the universum of "transcendentally pure" subjectivity and,

enclosed within it, all the actual and possible "phenomena" of objectivities,

all modes of appearance and modes of consciousness that pertain to such

objectivities, and so forth.

Only by means of this radical method does transcendental phenomenology

avoid the contradiction of the epistemological circle: in particular,

presupposing [p. 250] (as if it were beyond question) that which is included

[as questionable] in the general thrust of transcendental questioning itself.

Moreover, only at this point can we fully understand the temptation of

psychologism. Now we can easily see that in a certain way purely psychological

phenomenology in fact coincides with transcendental phenomenology, proposition

for proposition -- <p. 18> except that what their respective assertions

understand by the phenomenologically pure [realm] is, in the one case, the

psychic, a stratum of being within the naturally accepted world, and, in the

other case, the transcendental-subjective, where the sense and existential

validity of the naturally accepted world originate. The transcendental

reduction opens up, in fact, a completely new kind of experience that can be

systematically pursued: transcendental experience. Through the transcendental

reduction, absolute subjectivity, which functions everywhere in hiddenness, is

brought to light along with its whole transcendental life, in whose

intentional syntheses all real and ideal objects, with their positive

existential validity, are constituted. The transcendental reduction yields the

thematic field of an absolute phenomenological science, called the

transcendental science because it encompasses within itself all transcendental

or rational-theoretical inquiries. On the other hand, the transcendental

theory of reason is distinguished from it only in the starting point of its

inquiries, since carrying out such a theory presupposes the universal studium

of the whole of transcendental subjectivity. It is one and the same a priori

science.



[Transcendental Philosophy as Universal Ontology
48
]

2. All positive sciences are sciences [that function] in transcendental

naïveté. Without realizing it, they do their research with a one-sided

orientation in which the entire life that transcendentally constitutes the

real unities of experience and knowledge remains hidden to these sciences --

even though, as one can see clearly only after our reductions, all such

unities, according to their own cognitional sense, are what they are only as

unities of transcendentally constituting multiplicities.  Only transcendental

phenomenology (and <p. 19> its transcendental idealism consists in nothing

other than this) makes possible sciences that deal with the fully concrete,

comprehensive sciences, which implies: sciences that thoroughly understand and

justify themselves. The theme of transcendental phenomenology has to do with

any and every possible subjectivity as such, in whose conscious life [p. 251]

and constitutive experiences and cognitions a possible objective world comes

to consciousness.

The world as experienced in factual experience is the theme of the fully

thought-out system of the positive empirical sciences. But on the basis of a

free ideal variation of factual experience in relation to its world of

experience there arises the idea of possible experience in general as

experience of a possible world, and consequently the idea of the possible

system of experiential sciences as belonging a priori to the unity of a

possible world. So, on the one hand there is an a priori ontology that

systematically explores the structures that essentially and necessarily belong

to a possible world, that is, everything without which a world as such could

not be ontically thought. But on the other hand there is phenomenological

correlation-research, which explores the possible world and its ontic

structures (as a world of possible experience) with regard to the possible

bestowal of sense and the establishment of being, without which that world

equally could not be thought. In this way transcendental phenomenology, once
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realized, encompasses a universal ontology in a broadened sense: a full,

universal, and concrete ontology in which all correlative ontological concepts

are drawn from a transcendental originality that leaves no questions of sense

and legitimacy in any way unclarified.

[Phenomenology and the Crisis in Foundations of the Exact Sciences
49
]

<p. 20> The a priori sciences that have developed historically do not at

all bring to realization the full idea of a positive ontology. They deal only

(and in this regard, even incompletely) with the logical form of every

possible world (formal mathesis universalis) and the eidetic form of a

possible physical nature. They remain stuck in transcendental naïveté and

consequently are burdened with those shortcomings in foundation-building that

necessarily follow from it. In this naïve form they function as methodological

instruments for the corresponding "exact" empirical sciences, or to put it

more accurately, they serve: to rationalize the regions of empirical data; to

supply a methexis between the factual and the necessary by means of a

reference back to the eidetic structure of a possible world-fact in general;

and thereby to provide a foundation of laws to undergird merely inductive

rules. The "basic concepts" of all positive sciences -- those from out of

which all concepts of worldly reality are built -- are at the same time the

basic concepts of the corresponding rational sciences. [p. 252] If there is any

lack of clarity as regards their origins, and consequently any failure

regarding knowing their genuine and necessary sense, this lack of clarity gets

transmitted to the whole theoretical make-up of the positive sciences. In most

recent times the defectiveness of all positive sciences has been disclosed by

the crisis of foundations into which all positive, empirical and a priori

sciences have fallen, as well as by the battle over the "paradoxes," over the

either genuine or       merely apparent evidentiality of the traditional basic

concepts and principles in arithmetic, chronology, and so forth. In light of

                        
49
Hu IX, p. 251.23--252.15. The material corresponds generally to Draft D, III,

§12, from which we take this title.



the whole character of their method, the positive sciences can no longer be

considered genuine sciences -- sciences that <p. 21> can completely understand

and justify themselves and that can sketch out sure paths for themselves with

comprehensive insight. Modern science can be liberated from this intolerable

situation only by a phenomenological reform.

[The Phenomenological Grounding of the Factual Sciences
50
]

According to what we said earlier, transcendental phenomenology is

called upon to develop the idea, which it harbors within itself, of a

universal ontology elevated to the transcendental level and thus brought to

concrete comprehensiveness -- that is, the idea of a science of the system of

eidetic forms of every possible world of cognition as such and of the

correlative forms of their intentional constitution. Accordingly,

phenomenology is the original locus of the basic concepts of all a priori

sciences (as branches of the one ontology) and hence of all the corresponding

empirical sciences of our factual world -- basic concepts that are to be

formed in originary genuineness and that, as regards their phenomenological

development, are, from the outset, free of any unclarity. As it unfolds

systematically, this phenomenological ontology prepares all the as yet

ungrounded a priori sciences and thus prepares for the development of all

empirical sciences into "exact" (rationalized) sciences. An important step in

that direction is the founding of an a priori pure psychology that functions

for empirical psychology the way a priori geometry, etc., functions for

empirical physics. This idea will necessarily determine the work of the next

one hundred years.51 A major task contained therein is the phenomenological

interpretation of history and of the universal "sense" contained in its

unrepeatability.

3. The phenomenology of emotional and volitional life with the

intentionality proper to it, [which is] founded on the [p. 253] phenomenology
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<p. 22> of natural experience and knowledge,  encompasses the whole of culture

according to its necessary and possible eidetic forms as well as the

correlative a priori that belongs to the eidetic forms of sociality. Obviously

every normative discipline and every philosophical discipline in the

specialized sense belongs within the circle of phenomenology, just as,

historically, philosophical phenomenology arose in connection with clarifying

the idea of a pure logic, a formal axiology, and a theory of practice.

Phenomenology is anti-metaphysical insofar as it rejects every metaphysics

concerned with the construction of purely formal hypotheses.52 But like all

genuine philosophical problems, all metaphysical problems return to a

phenomenological base, where they find their genuine transcendental form and

method fashioned from intuition. Moreover, phenomenology is not at all a

system-philosophy in the tradition style, but rather a science that works via

systematic, concrete investigations. Even the lowest level -- the purely

descriptive eidetic analysis of the structures of a transcendentally pure

subjectivity (of the ego as a monad) -- is already an immense field of

concrete investigative work, whose results are basic for all philosophy (and

psychology).

[The Phenomenological Resolution of All Philosophical Antitheses
53
]

As the work of phenomenology advances systematically from intuitive data

to abstract heights, the old traditional ambiguous antitheses of philosophical

standpoints get resolved by themselves without the tricks of argumentative

dialectics or feeble efforts at compromise -- antitheses such as those between

                        
52Heidegger's note (A2, p. 22.10; cf. Hu IX, p. 253, n. 1): 

"or: and all the more so insofar as one understands metaphysics as the
presentation of a world-view that is performed in the natural attitude and that is
always tailored only to the natural attitude in particular historical situations of
life -- those of life's specifically factical cognitional possibilities."
    ["oder und erst recht sofern man unter Metaphysik die Darstellung eines Weltbildes
versteht, das in der natürlichen Einstellung vollzogen und je nur auf sie in
bestimmten historischen Situationen des Lebens -- seiner gerade faktischen
Erkenntnismöglichkeiten -- zugeschnitten ist."]

53
Hu IX, p. 253.21--254.38. The material corresponds generally to Draft D, III,

§16, whence we take this title.



rationalism (Platonism) and empiricism, subjectivism and objectivism, idealism

and realism, ontologism and transcendentalism, psychologism and

anti-psychologism, positivism and metaphysics, between a teleogical54

conception of the world and a causalistic one. <p. 23> On both sides there are

legitimate reasons, but also half-truths and inadmissible absolutizations of

partial positions that are only relatively and abstractly justified.

Subjectivism can be overcome only by the most universal and consistent

subjectivism (transcendental subjectivism). In this form [p. 254] subjectivism

is at the same time objectivism, insofar as it defends the rights of every

objectivity that is to be demonstrated by harmonious experience, but indeed

also brings to validity its full and genuine sense, against which the

so-called realistic objectivism sins in its misunderstanding of transcendental

constitution. Again it has to be said: Empiricism can [be overcome55] only by

the most universal and consistent empiricism that, in place of the narrowed-

down "experience" of the empiricists, posits the necessarily broadened concept

of experience -- originarily giving intuition -- that in all its forms

(intuition of the eidos, apodictic evidence, phenomenological intuition of

essence, etc.) demonstrates the kind and form of its legitimation by means of

phenomenological clarification. Phenomenology as eidetics, on the other hand,

is rationalistic; it overcomes narrow, dogmatic rationalism by means of the

most universal rationalism, that of eidetic research related in a unified way

to transcendental subjectivity, ego-consciousness and conscious objectivity.

The same goes for the other mutually intertwined antitheses. Within its

doctrine of genesis, phenomenology treats the eidetic doctrine of association:

it purifies and justifies Hume's preliminary discoveries but then goes on to

show that the essence of transcendental subjectivity as well as its system of

eidetic laws are thoroughly teleological. Phenomenology's transcendental 

idealism  harbors natural realism entirely within itself, but it  proves

itself not by aporetic argumentation but by the consistency of

phenomenological work itself. Phenomenology joins ranks with Kant in the
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battle against the shallow ontologism of concept-analysis, but it is itself an

ontology, albeit one drawn from transcendental "experience." Phenomenology

repudiates every philosophical "renaissance"; as a philosophy of self-

reflection at its most original and its most universal, it is directed to

concepts, problems and insights <p. 24>
56 that one achieves by oneself, and yet

it does get stimulation from the great men and women of the past, whose

earlier intuitions it corroborates while transposing them to the firm ground

of concrete research that one can take up and carry through. It demands of the

phenomenologist that he or she personally renounce the ideal of a philosophy

that would be only one's own and, instead, as a modest worker in a community

with others, live for a philosophia perennis.57
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Draft D) of Draft D, p. 31.15-18.
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Positivism
Britannica Encyclopedia of Philosophy – https://www.britannica.com/topic/positivism

David Hume

positivism, in Western philosophy, generally, any system that confines itself to the data
of experience and excludes a priori or metaphysical speculations. More narrowly, the
term designates the thought of the French philosopher Auguste Comte (1798–1857).

As a philosophical ideology and movement, positivism first assumed its distinctive
features in the work of Comte, who also named and systematized the science of sociology.
It then developed through several stages known by various names, such as
empiriocriticism, logical positivism, and logical empiricism, finally merging, in the mid-
20th century, into the already existing tradition known as analytic philosophy.

The basic affirmations of positivism are (1) that all knowledge regarding matters of fact is
based on the “positive” data of experience and (2) that beyond the realm of fact is that of
pure logic and pure mathematics. Those two disciplines were already recognized by the
18th-century Scottish empiricist and skeptic David Hume as concerned merely with the
“relations of ideas,” and, in a later phase of positivism, they were classified as purely
formal sciences. On the negative and critical side, the positivists became noted for their
repudiation of metaphysics—i.e., of speculation regarding the nature of reality that
radically goes beyond any possible evidence that could either support or refute such
“transcendent” knowledge claims. In its basic ideological posture, positivism is thus



worldly, secular, antitheological, and antimetaphysical. Strict adherence to the testimony
of observation and experience is the all-important imperative of positivism. That
imperative was reflected also in the contributions by positivists
to ethics and moral philosophy, which were generally utilitarian to the extent that
something like “the greatest happiness for the greatest number of people” was
their ethical maxim. It is notable, in this connection, that Comte was the founder of a
short-lived religion, in which the object of worship was not the deity of the monotheistic
faiths but humanity.

There are distinct anticipations of positivism in ancient philosophy. Although the
relationship of Protagoras—a 5th-century-BCE Sophist—for example, to later positivistic
thought was only a distant one, there was a much more pronounced similarity in the
classical skeptic Sextus Empiricus, who lived at the turn of the 3rd century CE, and
in Pierre Bayle, his 17th-century reviver. Moreover, the medieval nominalist William of
Ockham had clear affinities with modern positivism. An 18th-century forerunner who
had much in common with the positivistic antimetaphysics of the following century was
the German thinker Georg Lichtenberg.

Georg Christoph Lichtenberg
Georg Christoph Lichtenberg, statue in Göttingen, Germany.

The proximate roots of positivism, however, clearly lie in the French Enlightenment,
which stressed the clear light of reason, and in 18th-century British empiricism,
particularly that of Hume and of Bishop George Berkeley, which stressed the role of sense
experience. Comte was influenced specifically by the
Enlightenment Encyclopaedists (such as Denis Diderot, Jean d’Alembert, and others)



and, especially in his social thinking, was decisively influenced by the founder of
French socialism, Claude-Henri, comte de Saint-Simon, whose disciple he had been in his
early years and from whom the very designation positivism stems.

The social positivism of Comte and Mill

Comte’s positivism was posited on the assertion of a so-called law of the three phases (or
stages) of intellectual development. There is a parallel, as Comte saw it, between the
evolution of thought patterns in the entire history of humankind, on the one hand, and in
the history of an individual’s development from infancy to adulthood, on the other. In the
first, or so-called theological, stage, natural phenomena are explained as the results of
supernatural or divine powers. It matters not whether
the religion is polytheistic or monotheistic; in either case, miraculous powers or wills are
believed to produce the observed events. This stage was criticized by Comte
as anthropomorphic—i.e., as resting on all-too-human analogies. Generally, animistic
explanations—made in terms of the volitions of soul-like beings operating behind the
appearances—are rejected as primitive projections of unverifiable entities.

Auguste Comte
Auguste Comte, drawing by Tony Toullion, 19th century; in the Bibliothèque Nationale, Paris.

The second phase, called metaphysical, is in some cases merely a depersonalized
theology: the observable processes of nature are assumed to arise from impersonal
powers, occult qualities, vital forces, or entelechies (internal perfecting principles). In
other instances, the realm of observable facts is considered as an imperfect copy or



imitation of eternal ideas, as in Plato’s metaphysics of pure forms. Again, Comte charged
that no genuine explanations result; questions concerning ultimate reality, first causes,
or absolute beginnings are thus declared to be absolutely unanswerable. The metaphysical
quest can lead only to the conclusion expressed by the German biologist and
physiologist Emil du Bois-Reymond: “Ignoramus et ignorabimus” (Latin: “We are and
shall be ignorant”). It is a deception through verbal devices and the fruitless rendering
of concepts as real things.

The sort of fruitfulness that it lacks can be achieved only in the third phase, the scientific,
or “positive,” phase—hence the title of Comte’s magnum opus: Cours de philosophie
positive (1830–42)—because it claims to be concerned only with positive facts. The task
of the sciences, and of knowledge in general, is to study the facts and regularities of nature
and society and to formulate the regularities as (descriptive) laws; explanations of
phenomena can consist in no more than the subsuming of special cases under general
laws. Humankind reached full maturity of thought only after abandoning the
pseudoexplanations of the theological and metaphysical phases and substituting an
unrestricted adherence to scientific method.

In his three stages Comte combined what he considered to be an account of the historical
order of development with a logical analysis of the leveled structure of the sciences. By
arranging the six basic and pure sciences one upon the other in a pyramid, Comte
prepared the way for logical positivism to “reduce” each level to the one below it. He
placed at the fundamental level the science that does not presuppose any other sciences—
viz., mathematics—and then ordered the levels above it in such a way that each science
depends upon, and makes use of, the sciences below it on the scale: thus, arithmetic and
the theory of numbers are declared to be presuppositions
for geometry and mechanics, astronomy, physics, chemistry, biology (including physiolo
gy), and sociology. Each higher-level science, in turn, adds to the knowledge content of
the science or sciences on the levels below, thus enriching this content by successive
specialization. Psychology, which was not founded as a formal discipline until the late
19th century, was not included in Comte’s system of the sciences. Anticipating some ideas
of 20th-century behaviourism and physicalism, Comte assumed that psychology, such as
it was in his day, should become a branch of biology (especially of brain neurophysiology),
on the one hand, and of sociology, on the other. As the “father” of sociology, Comte
maintained that the social sciences should proceed from observations to general laws,
very much as (in his view) physics and chemistry do. He was skeptical of introspection in
psychology, being convinced that in attending to one’s own mental states, these states
would be irretrievably altered and distorted. In thus insisting on the necessity of objective
observation, he was close to the basic principle of the methodology of 20th-century
behaviourism.

Among Comte’s disciples or sympathizers were Cesare Lombroso, an
Italian psychiatrist and criminologist, and Paul-Emile Littré, J.-E. Renan, and Louis
Weber.

Despite some basic disagreements with Comte, the 19th-century English
philosopher John Stuart Mill, also a logician and economist, must be regarded as one of



the outstanding positivists of his century. In his System of Logic (1843), he developed a
thoroughly empiricist theory of knowledge and of scientific reasoning, going even so far
as to regard logic and mathematics as empirical (though very general) sciences. The
broadly synthetic philosopher Herbert Spencer, author of a doctrine of the “unknowable”
and of a general evolutionary philosophy, was, next to Mill, an outstanding exponent of a
positivistic orientation.

John Stuart Mill
John Stuart Mill, 1884.
Library of Congress, Washington, D.C. (Neg. Co. LC-USZ62-76491)

The critical positivism of Mach and
Avenarius
The influences of Hume and of Comte were also manifest in important developments in
German positivism, just prior to World War I. The outstanding representatives of this
school were Ernst Mach—a philosophical critic of the physics of Isaac Newton, an original
thinker as a physicist, and a historian of mechanics, thermodynamics, and optics—
and Richard Avenarius, founder of a philosophy known as empiriocriticism.

Mach, in the introductory chapter of his book Beiträge zur Analyse der
Empfindungen (1886; Contributions to the Analysis of the Sensations), reviving Humean



antimetaphysics, contended that all factual knowledge consists of
a conceptual organization and elaboration of what is given in the elements—i.e., in
the data of immediate experience. Very much in keeping with the spirit of Comte,
he repudiated the transcendental idealism of Immanuel Kant. For Mach, the most
objectionable feature in Kant’s philosophy was the doctrine of the Dinge an sich—i.e., of
the “thing in itself”—the ultimate entities underlying phenomena, which Kant had
declared to be absolutely unknowable though they must nevertheless be conceived as
partial causes of human perceptions. By contrast, Hermann von Helmholtz, a wide-
ranging scientist and philosopher and one of the great minds of the 19th century, held
that the theoretical entities of physics are, precisely, the things-in-themselves—a view
which, though generally empiricist, was thus clearly opposed to positivist doctrine.
Theories and theoretical concepts, according to positivist understanding, were merely
instruments of prediction. From one set of observable data, theories formed a bridge over
which the investigator could pass to another set of observable data. Positivists generally
maintained that theories might come and go, whereas the facts of observation and
their empirical regularities constituted a firm ground from which
scientific reasoning could start and to which it must always return in order to test
its validity. In consequence, most positivists were reluctant to call theories true or false
but preferred to consider them merely as more or less useful.

The task of the sciences, as it earlier had been expressed by the German physicist Gustav
Kirchhoff, was the pursuit of a compendious and parsimonious description of observable
phenomena. Concern with first or final causes (see teleology) was to be excluded from the
scientific endeavour as fruitless or hopeless (if not meaningless). Even the notion
of explanation became suspect and was at best taken (as already in Comte) to be no more
than an ordering and connecting of observable facts and events by empirically
ascertainable laws.

Mach and, along with him, Wilhelm Ostwald, the originator of physical chemistry, were
the most prominent opponents of the atomic theory in physics and chemistry. Ostwald
even attempted to derive the basic chemical laws of constant and multiple proportions
without the help of the atomic hypothesis. To the positivist the atom, since it could not be
seen, was to be considered at best a “convenient fiction” and at worst an illegitimate ad
hoc hypothesis. Hans Vaihinger, a subjectivist who called himself an “idealistic
positivist,” pursued the idea of useful fictions to the limit and was convinced that the
concept of the atom, along with the mathematical concepts of the infinite and
the infinitesimal and those of causation, free will, the economic actor, and the like, were
altogether fictitious, some of them even containing internal contradictions.



Wilhelm Ostwald
Wilhelm Ostwald working in his home laboratory.
Encyclopædia Britannica, Inc.

The anti-atomistic strand in the thought of the positivists was an
extreme manifestation of their phobia regarding anything unobservable. With the
undeniably great success of the advancing microtheories in physics and chemistry,
however, the positivist ideology was severely criticized, not only by some contemporary
philosophers but also by outstanding scientists. The Austrian Ludwig Boltzmann and the
German Max Planck, for example, both top-ranking theoretical physicists, were in the
forefront of the attack against Mach and Ostwald. Boltzmann and Planck,
outspoken realists, were deeply convinced of the reality of unobservable microparticles,
or microevents, and were clearly impressed with the ever-growing and
converging evidence for the existence of atoms, molecules, quanta, and subatomic
particles. Nevertheless, the basic positivist attitude was tenaciously held by many
scientists, and striking parallels to it appeared in
American pragmatism and instrumentalism. In parts of the work of the
pragmatists Charles Sanders Peirce, William James, and John Dewey, for example, there
is a philosophy of pure experience essentially similar to that of Mach.

Although Richard Avenarius has not become widely known, he too anticipated a good
deal of what the American pragmatists propounded. His positivism, like that of
Mach, comprised a biologically oriented theory of knowledge. From the needs of
organisms in their adaptation to the exigencies of their environment develop the
conceptual tools needed for prediction of future conditions. In Avenarius’s view, the raw



material of the construction of the concepts of common sense and of the sciences,
however, was “the given”—i.e., the data of immediate sensory experience. Just as Mill in
the 19th century considered ordinary physical objects as “permanent possibilities of
sensation,” so Mach and Avenarius construed the concepts pertaining to what humans
commonsensically regard as the objects of the real world as “complexes of sensations.”
Thus, it was maintained that a stone, for example, is no more than a collection of such
sensory qualities as hardness, colour, and mass. The traditional assumption that there
must be an underlying substance that has these properties was repudiated. To the
question “What would be left over if all of the perceptible qualities were stripped (in
thought) away from an observable object?” Mach and Avenarius answered, “Precisely
nothing.” Thus, the concept of substance was declared not only superfluous but
meaningless as well.

In similar fashion, the concept of causation was explicated not as a real operating
principle but as regularity of succession or as functional dependency among observable
or measurable variables. Because these dependencies are not logically necessary, they
are contingent and ascertained by observation, and especially by experimentation
and inductive generalization.

The Newtonian doctrine according to which space and time (see also space-time) are
absolute or substantive realities had been incisively criticized by the 17th-
century rationalist Gottfried Leibniz and was subjected by Mach to even more searching
scrutiny. While Leibniz had already paved the way for the conception of space and time
as exclusively a matter of relations between events, Mach went still further in attacking
the arguments of Newton in favour of a dynamic and absolute space and time. In
particular, the inertial and centrifugal forces that arise in connection with accelerated or
curvilinear motions had been interpreted by Newton as effects of such motions with
respect to a privileged reference medium imagined as an absolute Cartesian mesh system
graphed upon a real space. In a typically positivistic manner, however, Mach found the
idea quite incredible. How, he asked, could an absolutely empty space have such powerful
effects? Mach conjectured that any privileged reference system must be generated not by
an imperceptible grid but by material reality—specifically, by the total mass of
the universe (galaxies and fixed stars), an idea that later served as an important starting
point for Albert Einstein’s general theory of relativity and gravitation.

The positivist theory of knowledge, as proposed by Mach and Avenarius, impressed many
scholars, most notable among whom was probably the leading British logician and
philosopher Bertrand Russell in one of the earlier phases of his thought. In a work
entitled Our Knowledge of the External World (1914), Russell analyzed the concept of
physical objects as comprising classes of (perceptual) aspects or perspectives, an idea that
later stimulated the work of Rudolf Carnap, an outstanding philosophical semanticist and
analyst, entitled Der logische Aufbau der Welt (1928; The Logical Structure of the
World). Mach remained the most influential thinker among positivists for a long time,
though some of his disciples, like Josef Petzoldt, are now largely forgotten. But The
Grammar of Science (1892), written by Karl Pearson, a scientist, statistician, and
philosopher of science, still receives some attention; and in France it was Abel Rey, also a
philosopher of science, who, along the lines of Mach, severely criticized the traditional



mechanistic view of nature. In the United States, John Bernard Stallo, a German-born
American philosopher of science (also an educator, jurist, and statesman), developed a
positivistic outlook, especially in the philosophy of physics, in his book The Concepts and
Theories of Modern Physics (1882), in which he anticipated to a degree some of the
general ideas later formulated in the theory of relativity and in quantum mechanics.

Bertrand Russell
Bertrand Russell, 1960.
Courtesy of the British Broadcasting Corporation, London

Logical positivism and logical
empiricism
A first generation of 20th-century Viennese positivists began its activities, strongly
influenced by Mach, around 1907. Notable among them were a physicist, Philipp Frank,
mathematicians Hans Hahn and Richard von Mises, and an economist and
sociologist, Otto Neurath. This small group was also active during the 1920s in the Vienna
Circle of logical positivists, a seminal discussion group of gifted scientists and
philosophers that met regularly in Vienna, and in the related Berlin Society for Empirical
Philosophy.



These two schools of thought, destined to develop into an almost worldwide and
controversial movement, were built on the empiricism of Hume, on the positivism
of Comte, and on the philosophy of science of Mach. Equally important influences came
from several eminent figures who were at the same time scientists, mathematicians, and
philosophers—G.F. Bernhard Riemann, the author of a non-Euclidean
geometry; Hermann von Helmholtz, a pioneer in a broad range of scientific
studies; Heinrich Hertz, the first to produce electromagnetic waves in his
laboratory; Ludwig Boltzmann, a researcher in statistical mechanics; Henri Poincaré,
equally eminent in mathematics and philosophy of science; and David Hilbert,
distinguished for his formalizing of mathematics. Most significant, however, was the
impact of Einstein, as well as that of the three great mathematical logicians of the late-
19th and early-20th centuries—the groundbreaking Gottlob Frege and the authors of the
monumental Principia Mathematica (1910–13), Russell and Alfred North Whitehead.

The earlier positivism of Viennese heritage
The confluence of ideas from these sources and the impressions that they made upon the
Vienna and Berlin groups in the 1920s gave rise to the philosophical outlook of logical
positivism—a label supplied in 1931 by A.E. Blumberg and the American philosopher of
science Herbert Feigl. The leader of the Vienna Circle between 1924 and 1936 was Moritz
Schlick, who in 1922 succeeded to the chair (previously held by Mach and Boltzmann) for
the philosophy of the inductive sciences at the University of Vienna. By 1924 an evening
discussion group had been formed with Schlick, Neurath, Hans Hahn, Victor Kraft, Kurt
Reidemeister, and Felix Kaufmann as the prominent active participants. The most
important addition to the circle was Carnap, who joined the group in 1926. One of its early
activities was the study and critical discussion of the Tractatus Logico-
Philosophicus (1922) of Ludwig Wittgenstein, a seminal thinker in analytic philosophy. It
seemed at the time that the views of Carnap and Wittgenstein, though they had been
formulated and elaborated quite differently, shared a large measure of basic agreement.
Parallel, but not completely independent, developments occurred in the Berlin group, in
which Hans Reichenbach, Richard von Mises, Kurt Grelling, and Walter Dubislav were
the leading figures.
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Both the Vienna and Berlin groups consisted mainly of philosophically interested
scientists or scientifically trained and oriented philosophers. Schlick had already
anticipated some of the basic epistemological tenets of the groups in his Allgemeine
Erkenntnislehre (1918; General Theory of Knowledge). But the philosophical outlook
was sharpened and deepened when, in the late 1920s, the Viennese positivists published
a pamphlet, Wissenschaftliche Weltauffassung: Der Wiener Kreis (1929;
“Scientific Conception of the World: The Vienna Circle”), which was to be their
declaration of independence from traditional philosophy—and, in the minds of its authors
(Carnap, Hahn, and Neurath, aided by Friedrich Waismann and Feigl), a “philosophy to
end all philosophies.”

Language and the clarification of meaning
The basic ideas of logical positivism were roughly as follows: the genuine task of
philosophy is to clarify the meanings of basic concepts and assertions (especially those of
science)—and not to attempt to answer unanswerable questions such as those regarding
the nature of ultimate reality or of the Absolute. Inasmuch as an extremely
ambitious Hegelian type of metaphysics, idealistic and absolutist in orientation, was still
prevalent in the German-speaking countries, there were many who believed that



the antidote was urgently needed. Moreover, the logical positivists also had
only contempt and ridicule for the ideas of the German existentialist Martin Heidegger,
whose investigations of such questions as “Why is there anything at all?” and “Why is
what there is, the way it is?” and whose pronouncements about Nothingness (e.g., “the
Nothing nots”) seemed to them to be not only sterile but so confused as to be nonsensical.
The logical positivists viewed metaphysics as a hopelessly futile way of trying to do what
great art, and especially poetry and music, already do so effectively and successfully.
These activities, they held, are expressions of visions, feelings, and emotions and, as such,
are perfectly legitimate as long as they make no claims to genuine cognition or
representation of reality. What logical positivism recommended positively, on the other
hand, was a logic and methodology of the basic assumptions and of the validation
procedures of knowledge and of evaluation.

An adequate understanding of the functions of language and of the various types of
meaning was another of the fundamentally important contributions of the logical
positivists. Communication and language serve many diverse purposes: one is the
representation of facts, or of the regularities in nature and society; another is the
conveying of imagery, the expression and arousal of emotions; a third is the triggering,
guidance, or modification of actions. Thus, they distinguished cognitive-factual meaning
from expressive and evocative (or emotive) significance in words and sentences. It was
granted that in most utterances of everyday life (and even of science), these two types of
meaning are combined or fused. What the logical positivists insisted upon, however, was
that the emotive type of expression and appeal should not be mistaken for one having
genuinely cognitive meanings. In such expressions as moral imperatives, admonitions,
and exhortations there is, of course, a factually significant core—viz., regarding the (likely)
consequences of various actions. But the normative element—expressed by such words
as ought, should, right, and their negations (as in “Thou shalt not….”)—is by itself not
cognitively meaningful but has primarily emotional and motivative significance.

Early statements about moral-value judgments, such as those by Carnap or by A.J. Ayer,
a more radical British positivist, seemed shocking to many philosophers, to whom it
seemed that, in their careless formulation, moral norms were to be treated like
expressions of taste. Equally shocking was their condemnation as nonsense (really non-
sense—i.e., complete absence of factual meaning) of all moral, aesthetic,
and metaphysical assertions. More adequate and delicate analyses, such as that of the
American positivist Charles Stevenson, were soon to correct and modify those extremes.
By proper allocation of the cognitive and the normative (motivative) components of value
statements, many thinkers rendered the originally harsh and implausible positivist view
of value judgments more acceptable. Nevertheless, there is—in every positivistic view—
an ineluctable element of basic, noncognitive commitment in the acceptance of moral, or
even of aesthetic, norms.
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The verifiability criterion of meaning
and its offshoots
The most noteworthy, and also most controversial, contribution of the logical positivists
was the so-called verifiability criterion of factual meaningfulness. In its original form,
this criterion had much in common with the earlier pragmatist analysis of meaning (as in
the work of Peirce and James). Schlick’s rather careless formulation, “The meaning of a
[declarative sentence] is the method of its verification”—which was really intended only
to exclude from the realm of the cognitively meaningful those sentences for which it is
logically inconceivable that either supporting or refuting evidence can be found—was
close to the pragmatist and, later, to the operationalist slogan that may be paraphrased as
“A difference must make a difference in order to be a difference”—or (more fully
explicated) “Only if there is a difference in principle, open to test by observation, between
the affirmation and the denial of a given assertion does that assertion have factual
meaning.” To take the classic example from Hume’s analysis of the concept of causation,
there is no difference between saying “A is always followed by B” and saying “A is
necessarily always followed by B.” That all effects have causes is true by virtue of the
(customary) definitions of cause and effect; it is a purely formal or logical truth. But to
say (instead of speaking of effects) that all events have causes is to say something factual—
and conceivably false. (It should be noted that these rather crude uses
of cause and necessity were later replaced by much more subtle analyses.)



One of the most important examples that stimulated the formulation of the meaning
criterion was Einstein’s abandonment, in 1905, of the ether hypothesis and of the notion
of absolute simultaneity. The hypothesis that there exists a universal ether, as a medium
for the propagation of light (and of electromagnetic waves generally), had been quite
plausible and was widely accepted by physicists during the second half of the 19th century.
To be sure, there were a number of serious difficulties with the idea: the properties that
had to be ascribed to the ether were difficult to conceive in a logically compatible manner;
and the ether hypothesis in the last stage of its development (by the Dutch
physicist Hendrik Lorentz and the Irish physicist George Fitzgerald) had become
objectionable in that it sought to provide excuses for the absolute unobservability of that
mysterious, allegedly all-pervasive, universal substance. Similarly, it had become
impossible, except at the price of intolerably ad hoc hypotheses, to maintain the notions
of absolute time and of absolute simultaneity. Thus, Einstein, by eliminating these
empirically untestable assumptions, was led to his special theory of relativity.

Several important changes in the formulation of the meaning criterion took place in the
ensuing decades from 1930 to 1960. The original version formulated in terms of
verifiability was replaced by a more tolerant version expressed in terms of testability or
confirmability. Obviously, universal propositions, such as “All cats have claws,” being only
partially supportable by positive instances (one cannot examine every cat that exists), are
not conclusively verifiable. Nevertheless, scientists do accept lawlike statements on the
basis of only incomplete, as well as indirect, verification—which is what “confirmation”
amounts to. It was in coming to this juncture in his critique of positivism that Karl
Popper, an Austrian-born British philosopher of science, in his Logik der
Forschung (1935; The Logic of Scientific Discovery), insisted that the meaning criterion
should be abandoned and replaced by a criterion of demarcation
between empirical (scientific) and transempirical (nonscientific, metaphysical) questions
and answers—a criterion that, according to Popper, is to be testability, or, in his own
version, falsifiability—i.e., refutability. Popper was impressed by how easy it is to
supposedly verify all sorts of assertions; those of psychoanalytic theories seemed to him
to be abhorrent examples. But the decisive feature, as Popper saw it, should be whether it
is in principle conceivable that evidence could be cited that would refute (or disconfirm)
a given law, hypothesis, or theory. Theories are (often) bold conjectures. It is true that
scientists should be encouraged in their construction of theories, no matter how far they
deviate from the tradition. It is also true, however, that all such conjectures should be
subjected to the most severe and searching criticism and experimental scrutiny of their
truth claims. The growth of knowledge thus proceeds through the elimination of error—
i.e., through the refutation of hypotheses that are either logically inconsistent or entail
empirically refuted consequences.

Despite valuable suggestions in Popper’s philosophy of science, the logical positivists and
empiricists continued to reformulate their criteria of factual meaningfulness. The
positivist Hans Reichenbach, who emigrated from Germany to California, proposed, in
his Experience and Prediction (1938), a probabilistic conception. If hypotheses,
generalizations, and theories can be made more or less probable by whatever evidence is
available, he argued, then they are factually meaningful. In another version of
meaningfulness, first adumbrated by Schlick (under the influence of Wittgenstein), the



philosopher’s attention is focused on concepts rather than on propositions. If the concepts
in terms of which theories are formulated can be related, through chains of definitions, to
concepts that are definable ostensibly—i.e., by pointing to or exhibiting items or aspects
of direct experience—then those theories are factually meaningful. This is the version also
advocated by Richard von Mises in his Positivism (1951) and later more
technically elaborated by Carnap.

Other issues
The foregoing views of meaningfulness were essentially refinements of the doctrine of so-
called protocol sentences, developed in the late 1920s and early 1930s and elaborated
especially by Carnap, Neurath, and also (with some differences)
by Schlick. Protocol sentences, originally conceived along the lines of an interpretation—
developed in the Vienna Circle—of Wittgenstein’s elementary propositions, were
identified as those sentences that make statements about the data of direct experience.
But Neurath—and independently also Popper—warned of the danger that this doctrine
might lead to subjective idealism and recommended that it be given a rational
reconstruction on an intersubjective basis. Thus, Neurath and Carnap preferred that
a physicalistic thing-language be employed as the starting point and testing ground of all
knowledge claims. Propositions in this language would describe objectively existing,
directly observable states of affairs or events. Because all objective and intersubjective
knowledge was seen, in such a physicalism, to rest on statements representing things and
their properties, relations, and ongoing processes as they are found in unbiased, and
presumedly theory-free, observation, the physicalists were thus proclaiming a first thesis
of the so-called Unity of Science principle. Although Mach had proceeded from the basis
of (neutral) immediate experience, his insistence on the unity of all knowledge and all
science was retained—at least in general spirit—by the later positivists. In this view, all
classifications of the sciences, or divisions of their subject matter, were seen as artificial,
valuable at best only administratively, but without philosophical justification.

Sharply to be distinguished from this first thesis of the Unity of Science is a second that
formulates a reductionism of a very different type: whereas the first thesis concerns the
unity of the observational basis of all the sciences, the second proposes (tentatively) a
unity of the explanatory principles of science. Reductions within physics itself, such as
that of thermodynamics to the kinetic theory of heat (statistical mechanics), of optics
to electromagnetics, and of chemical phenomena, with the help of the quantum theory, to
atomic and molecular processes; and, furthermore, the progress toward the
physical explanation of biological phenomena (especially in the development
of molecular biology)—all of those developments encouraged the idea of a unitary set of
physical premises from which the regularities of all of reality could be derived. But it must
be admitted that in contrast to the first thesis (which, by comparison is almost trivial), the
second, being a bold conjecture about future reductions in the sciences, was arguably
limited in the scope of its validity. The most controversial part of the
reductionist ideology, however, concerned the realms of organic life, and especially that
of mind; it concerned, in other words, the reducibility of biology
to physics and chemistry and of psychology to neurophysiology—and of both ultimately



to basic physics. Later in the 20th century, many philosophers of science and of mind
came to regard reductionism in such an extreme form as misguided.

Historically, it may be plausible that the notorious perplexities of the traditional problem
of how mind relates to body motivated both the phenomenalistic positivists as well as the
behaviourists and physicalists. In either view, the mind-body problem conveniently
disappears; it is branded as a metaphysical pseudoproblem. The phenomenalism of Mach
and the early Russell was expressed in a position called neutral monism, according to
which both psychological and physical concepts are viewed as logical constructions on the
basis of a neutral set of data of immediate experience. There are thus not two realities—
the mental and the physical; there are merely different ways of organizing the experiential
data. In the behaviourist-physicalist alternative, on the other hand, the philosopher,
considering the concepts that are ordinarily taken to characterize private mental acts and
processes, defines them on the basis of publicly (intersubjectively) observable features of
the behaviour—including the linguistic behaviour—of humans.

The notion of the absolute privacy of mental events was first criticized, however, by
Carnap and later by an Oxford analytical philosopher, Gilbert Ryle. Wittgenstein, in an
argument against the very possibility of a private language, maintained that, unless
humans have objective criteria for the occurrence of mental states, they cannot even begin
to communicate meaningfully with each other about their direct experiences.
Wittgenstein thus repudiated the traditional view according to which one’s knowledge
of other persons’ minds must be based on an analogical inference from one’s own case. In
a similar vein, the American psychologist B.F. Skinner tried to account for the acquisition
of subjective terms in language by a theory of verbal behaviour. People learn to describe
their mental states, according to Skinner, from the utterances of others who ascribe those
states to them on the basis of observations of their behaviour (e.g., in the social context or
when a certain stimulus situation prevails in their environment).

Both Carnap and Ryle emphasized that many mental features or properties have a
dispositional character. Dispositional terms, whether used in psychology or more broadly,
have to be understood as shorthand expressions for test conditions—or test-result
conditionals. Thus, even in ordinary life, one appraises, for example, the intelligence of
people in the light of what they do, how they do it, and how fast they do it when confronted
with various tasks or problems. Just as such physical properties as malleability,
brittleness, or electrical or thermal conductivity must be defined in terms of what
happens when certain conditions are imposed, so also mental dispositions are to be
construed as similarly hypothetical—i.e., as (in the simplest case) stimulus-response
relationships.

The later positivism of logical
empiricism
Logical positivism, essentially the doctrine of the Vienna Circle, underwent a number of
important changes and innovations in the middle third of the century, which suggested
the need for a new name. The designation positivism had been strongly connected with



the Comte-Mach tradition of instrumentalism and phenomenalism. The emphasis that
this tradition had placed, however, on the positive facts of observation and their negative
attitude toward the atomic theory and the existence of theoretical entities in general were
no longer in keeping with the spirit of modern science. Nevertheless, the requirement
that hypotheses and theories be empirically testable, though it became more flexible and
tolerant, could not be relinquished. It was natural, then, that the word empiricism should
occur in any new name. Accordingly, retaining the term logical in roughly its same earlier
meaning, the new name “logical empiricism” was coined.

The status of the formal and a priori
The intention of the word logical was to insist on the distinctive nature
of logical and mathematical truth. In opposition to Mill’s view, according to which
even logic and pure mathematics are empirical (i.e., are justifiable or refutable by
observation), the logical positivists—essentially following Frege and Russell—had already
declared mathematics to be true only by virtue of postulates and definitions. Expressed
in the traditional terms used by Kant, logic and mathematics were recognized as a
priori disciplines (valid independently of experience) precisely because their denial would
amount to a self-contradiction, and statements within these disciplines were expressed in
what Kant called analytic propositions—i.e., propositions that are true or false only by
virtue of the meanings of the terms they contain. In his own way, Leibniz had adopted the
same view in the 17th century, long before Kant. The truth of such a
simple arithmetical proposition as, for example, “2 + 3 = 5” is necessary, universal, a
priori, and analytic because of the very meaning of “2,” “+,” “3,” “5,” and “=.” Experience
could not possibly refute such truths because their validity is established (as Hume said)
merely by the “relation of ideas.” Even if—“miraculously”—putting two and three objects
together should on some occasion yield six objects, this would be a fascinating feature of
those objects, but it would not in the least tend to refute the purely definitional truths of
arithmetic.

The case of geometry is altogether different. Geometry can be either an empirical science
of natural space or an abstract system with uninterpreted basic concepts and
uninterpreted postulates. The latter is the conception introduced in rigorous fashion
by David Hilbert and later by an American geometer, Oswald Veblen. In the
axiomatizations that they developed, the basic concepts, called primitives, are implicitly
defined by the postulates: thus, such concepts as point, straight line, intersection,
betweenness, and plane are related to each other in a merely formal manner. The proof
of theorems from postulates, and with explicit definitions of derived concepts (such as of
triangle, polygon, circle, or conic section), is achieved by strict deductive inference. Very
different, however, is geometry as understood in practical life, and in the natural sciences
and technologies, in which it constitutes the science of space. Ever since the development
of the non-Euclidean geometries in the first half of the 19th century, it has no longer been
taken for granted that Euclidean geometry is the only geometry uniquely applicable to the
spatial order of physical objects or events. In Einstein’s general theory of relativity and
gravitation, in fact, a four-dimensional Riemannian geometry with variable curvature
was successfully employed, an event that amounted to a final refutation of the
Kantian contention that the truths of geometry are “synthetic a priori.” With respect to



the relation of postulates to theorems, geometry is thus analytic, like any other rigorously
deductive discipline. The postulates themselves, when interpreted—i.e., when construed
as statements about the structure of physical space—are indeed synthetic but also a
posteriori; i.e., their adequacy depends upon the results of observation and measurement.

Developments in linguistic analysis and their offshoots
Important contributions, beginning in the early 1930s, were made by Carnap, by the
Austrian-American mathematical logician Kurt Gödel, and others to the logical analysis
of language. Charles Morris, a pragmatist concerned with linguistic analysis, had outlined
the three dimensions of semiotics (the general study of signs and
symbolisms): syntax, semantics, and pragmatics (the relation of signs to their users and
to the conditions of their use). Syntactical studies, concerned with the formation
and transformation rules of language (i.e., its purely structural features), soon required
supplementation by semantical studies, concerned with rules of designation and of truth.
Semantics, in the strictly formalized sense, owed its origin to Alfred Tarski, a leading
member of the Polish school of logicians, and was then developed by Carnap and applied
to problems of meaning and necessity. As Wittgenstein had already shown, the necessary
truth of tautologies simply amounts to their being true under all conceivable
circumstances. Thus, the so-called eternal verity of the principles of identity (p is
equivalent to itself), of noncontradiction (one cannot both assert and deny the same
proposition), and of excluded middle (any given proposition is either true or false; there
is no further possibility) is an obvious consequence of the rules according to which the
philosopher uses (or decides to use) the
words proposition, negation, equivalence, conjunction, disjunction, and others. Quite
generally, questions regarding the meanings of words or symbols are answered most
illuminatingly by stating the syntactical and the semantical rules according to which they
are used.

Two different schools of thought originated from this basic insight: (1) the philosophy
of “ordinary language” analysis—inspired by Wittgenstein, especially in his later work,
and (following him) developed in differing directions by Ryle, J.L. Austin, John Wisdom,
and others, and (2) the technique, essentially that of Carnap, usually designated as logical
reconstruction, which builds up an artificial language. In the procedures of ordinary-
language analysis, an attempt is made to trace the ways in which people commonly
express themselves. In this manner, many of the traditional vexatious philosophical
puzzles and perplexities are shown to arise out of theoretically-driven misuses or
distortions of language. (Lewis Carroll had already anticipated some of these oddities in
his whimsical manner in Alice in Wonderland [1865; 1871].) The much more rigorous
procedures of the second school—of Tarski, Carnap, and many other logicians—rest upon
the obvious distinction between the language (and all of its various symbols) that is the
object of analysis, called the object language, and that in which the analysis is formulated,
called the metalanguage. If needed and fruitful, the analysis can be repeated—in that
the erstwhile metalanguage can become the object of a metametalanguage and so on—
without the danger of a vicious infinite regress.



With the help of semantic concepts, an old perplexity in the theory of knowledge can then
be resolved. Positivists have often tended to conflate the truth conditions of a statement
with its confirming evidence, a procedure which has led to certain absurdities committed
by phenomenalists and operationalists, such as the pronouncement that the meanings of
statements about past events consist in their (forthcoming future) evidence. Clearly, the
objects—the targets or referents—of such statements are the past events. Thus, the
meaning of a historical statement is its truth conditions—i.e., the situation that would
have to obtain if the historical statement is to be true. The confirmatory evidence,
however, may be discovered either in the present or in the future. Similarly, the evidence
for an existential hypothesis in the sciences may consist, for example, in cloud-chamber
tracks, spectral lines, or the like, whereas the truth conditions may relate to subatomic
processes or to astrophysical facts. Or, to take an example from psychoanalysis, the
occurrences of unconscious wishes or conflicts are the truth conditions for which the
observable symptoms (Freudian lapses, manifest dream contents, and the like) serve
merely as indicators or clues—i.e., as items of confirming evidence.

The third dimension of language (in Morris’s view of semiotic)—i.e.,
the pragmatic aspect—was intensively investigated by Austin and his students,
notably John Searle, and extensively developed from the 1960s by philosophers and
linguists, including Searle, H.P. Grice, Robert Stalnaker, David Kaplan, Kent Bach, Gerald
Levinson, and Dan Sperber and Deirdre Wilson. (See also language, philosophy
of: Ordinary language philosophy, and Practical and expressive language.)

One of the most surprising and revolutionary offshoots of the metalinguistic (formal)
analyses was Gödel’s discovery, in 1931, of an exact proof of the undecidability of certain
types of mathematical problems, a discovery that dealt a severe blow to the expectations
of the formalistic school of mathematics championed by Hilbert and his
collaborator, Paul Bernays. Before Gödel’s discovery, it had seemed plausible that a
mathematical system could be complete in the sense that any well-formed formula of the
system could be either proved or disproved on the basis of the given set of postulates. But
Gödel showed rigorously (what had been only a conjecture on the part of the
Dutch intuitionist L.E.J. Brouwer and his followers) that, for a large class of important
mathematical systems, such completeness cannot be achieved.

Kurt Gödel



Kurt Gödel, 1950. Princeton, NJ, USA

Both Carnap and Reichenbach, in their very different ways, made extensive contributions
to the theory of probability and induction. Impressed with the need for an interpretation
of the concept of probability that was thoroughly empirical, Reichenbach elaborated a
view that conceived probability as a limit of relative frequency and buttressed it with a
pragmatic justification of inductive inference. Carnap granted the importance of this
concept (especially in modern physical theories) but attempted, in increasingly refined
and often revised forms, to define a concept of degree-of-confirmation that was purely
logical. Statements ascribing an inductive probability to a hypothesis are, in Carnap’s
view, analytic, because they merely formulate the strength of the support bestowed upon
a hypothesis by a given body of evidence.

Criticisms and controversies
Logical positivism and logical empiricism were from their very beginnings subjected to
searching criticisms. At first it was the verifiability criterion of meaningfulness that
produced a storm of opposition. One group of critics asked whether the criterion was
meaningful in the light of its own standard. Carnap replied that the criterion itself was
not intended as a factual assertion but rather as a proposal for a better and clearer use of
language. Nevertheless, the logical empiricists felt that the (tolerant-liberal) formulation
of the meaning criterion—far from being an arbitrary injunction—came rather close to
what enlightened common sense, and especially the scientific attitude, intended by the
difference between sense and non-sense.

Other criticisms concerned the logical empiricist views regarding the nature of
scientific explanation, in regard to which matters are not as simple as they were originally
conceived to be. Closer attention to the history of scientific theories revealed important
discontinuities, or revolutions, in the conceptual schemes of the sciences. The significant
role of statistical (or probabilistic) explanations in most modern sciences, for example,
received increasingly sophisticated analyses.

Nevertheless, the prevalence of scientific revolutions and anarchism or subjectivism
in scientific method has been exaggerated in differing ways by several scholars. As has
been conceded by all competent philosophers of science and even by the greatest scientist-
philosophers of the 20th century—Albert Einstein, Niels Bohr, Erwin Schrödinger, and
others—there is no straight logical path, no standard recipe, by which to move from
observational data to scientific theory. It may also be admitted that, though scientific
creativity has psychologically much in common with artistic creation, the criteria of
appraisal are certainly quite different. And, although, from the critical point of view, all
and any scientific assertions are in principle subject to revision, it is nonetheless felt to be
grotesque to deny the relative stability of the empirical laws that serve as the testing
ground of alternative theories.
unified science, in the philosophy of logical positivism, a doctrine holding that all

sciences share the same language, laws, and method or at least one or two of these
features. A unity-of-science movement arose in the Vienna Circle, a group of scientists
and philosophers that met regularly in Vienna in the 1920s and ’30s and was associated



in particular with Rudolf Carnap and Otto Neurath. Versions of the unity-of-science
thesis are still supported by many contemporary philosophers of science.

The claim that all sciences share a common language may mean one of two things: (1) For
the logical positivist, the claim often meant that all scientific terms could be restated as,
or reduced to, a set of basic statements, or “protocol” sentences, describing immediate
experience or perception. (2) More recently, unity of language has meant the reduction of
all scientific terms to terms of physics.
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Abstract 

 

As a psychologist who has conducted research interviews in a foreign language 

setting I have found that the methodological literature does not provide needed 

insights on how to tackle the issue of interpreters and the following article is an 

attempt to untangle some of the methodological and theoretical concerns this situation 

entails. The starting point of analysis is the qualitative research interview and 

discusses what the methodological challenges and theoretical opportunities data 

gathering through interviews with the help of interpreters might entail.  

 

 

Keywords: Translation, interpretation, mediation, discourse, interviews, Bosnia-

Herzegovina, sexual violence in armed conflict (SVAC) 
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Introduction 
 
“How would you like my story to be told?” asks my interviewee in English. I am in 
Bosnia-Herzegovina (hereafter: Bosnia) doing interviews with women survivors of 
sexual violence in armed conflicts (hereafter: SVAC). They have varied proficiency in 
English and my Bosnian language skills are below par. My interviewee looks at my 
interpreter who again looks at me like a question mark. We thought the woman did 
not speak English at all, but it soon turns out that this is close to the only English 
sentence she knows. She has been interviewed by many internationals before. She 
quickly continues to explain to the interpreter about the various options for how she 
can narrate her war trauma story which is the subject of my research. The interpreter 
conveys the options to me, and explains that her sense is that the interviewees would 
like to avoid narrating details about the trauma again. I respond, and say that we can 
start after the trauma, and the interpreter explains back in Bosnian. The interviewee 
accepts, nods to me and I turn on the recorder to start the interview.  
 

Who is the interpreter in this setting; a mere translator of words; an interpreter of the 

social setting; or, a research mediator between researcher and interviewee? Further, 

why is there such a lack of writing of the role of interpreters within psychological and 

social science scholarship? And, what does the positioning of the interpreter do to the 

conceptualization of the interview data? These questions will be explored in the 

following by asking how to interpret the interpreter and what the navigation between 

translation, interpretation and mediation might entail. 

 

Field work experiences in Bosnia as a Bosnian illiterate 
The immediate background for this article is my own fieldwork, and experiences with 

interpreters, in Bosnia as a Bosnian illiterate; meaning I did not speak nor read the 

language where I did my research. The field work took place in connection with 

different research projects on different themes, but the major bulk was a study to map 

the after-math of SVAC experiences on individual victims, their families and 

communities through a series of interviews, field visits and participant observation at 

psychosocial centers for war trauma survivors1. This field work consisted of five trips 

in 2001 – 2002. Other projects were focused on changing norms (of gender equality) 

and political perceptions linked to Bosnia’s efforts towards gaining EU applicant 

status and again the dyadic and focus group interview was the main methodological 

approach. This field work consisted of five trips from 2007 – 2015. All dyadic 

                                                 
1 For a full elaboration of the studies see Skjelsbæk (2012) 
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interviews were carried out with interpreters.2 I have used different interpreters, all 

local women3 from different places in Bosnia. One was a professional interpreter who 

worked for the international community in Bosnia; the others had worked as 

interpreters for different representatives for the international community during the 

1992–95 war in Bosnia but no longer worked professionally as interpreters 

Throughout these studies I was engaged in what Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009, p. 

31) would describe as research focused on the cultural, every day and situated aspects 

of human thinking, learning, knowledge and actions. In plain terms, this meant that I 

was interested in mapping out how victimization and survival, norm changes and 

political perceptions of particular war experiences was seen and understood by those 

affected, and their surroundings. I aimed to do this in a linguistic and cultural setting 

that was foreign to me. I aimed to do this, not as an anthropologist who would aim to 

go native and create knowledge from within the culture under study, but as a 

psychologist aiming to increase understanding for the cultural complexities involved 

in the individual and societal dealing with a particular forms of war experiences and 

their personal, social and political implications.   

 

Interviews, language and culture 
In both the quantitative and qualitative methodological literature in psychology the 

research interview is central (see for instance Lewin, 1979; Smith 2003). Approaches 

(such as focus groups, dyadic, face-to-face and phone/electronic interviews) vary as 

well as the ways in which interviews are structured (such as open, semi-structured, 

structured) and interpreted (how the data gathered from the interviews are analyzed 

and understood). A central notion in the methodological literature is an in-built 

assumption that the interviewee and the researcher share a common language. This 

assumption often results in research interviews taking place in language areas where 

                                                 
2 The SVAC data consisted mainly of interviews with three primary categories of informants: therapists 

(psychological, pedagogical, and occupational) in Bosnia who have worked with women subject to 

violence (in war and afterwards); women who have been traumatized during the war (loss of family 

members and home, torture and sexual violence) and have received therapy; and gender-mixed but 

ethnically homogenous focus groups. The gender norm and political perception data consisted of 

interviews with central stakeholders in civil society. 
3 Since my major data collection was linked to SVAC experiences and all interviewees were women it 

was important to have women interpreters.  
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interviewer and interviewee share the same linguistic background. This effect ought to 

be a concern for qualitative research in social, political, cultural and community 

psychology. The aim is this field is, on an overly simplistic level, to contextualize 

individual and group experiences and dynamics within different social, cultural and 

political settings, where cross-linguistic issues might need to be tackled in research 

interview settings. To be able to work in these settings the researcher must often rely 

on interlocutors such as field assistants, fixers and interpreters before during and after 

an interview. Without these helpers the researcher is an outsider with limited 

resources for interaction with research subjects. The centrality of the interpreter is 

therefore in dire need of analysis and this article is an attempt at such an undertaking.  

 

Translation 
The major task of an interpreter is to translate words between researcher and 

interviewee. It might seem straightforward, but this role begs two important questions; 

what are contextual factors that impact translation of words and what sort of language 

is the translated interview data? Consider the following situation:  

 

My translator and I drive up a steep hill and enter a house which is partly destroyed 
by war and decay. It is getting dark and the half-functional apartment building seems 
deserted. But as we enter the building we see light and hear children playing. We look 
for the right number on the door and when we find it my translator knocks and we 
hear a voice from the inside wishing us welcome. We come into a one room apartment 
with a woman in her 30s who looks tired and exhausted. The room is small, dark and 
cold. Her son who is about early school age is sitting on the floor and her older 
mother is sitting on the couch. We are there to interview the young mother about her 
war trauma, but her mother has nowhere to go and the son is not leaving either. I 
quickly understand that interview guide with questions about sexual violence survival 
will not work; the son may very well be a result of war-rape and the mother of the 
interviewee may not know about the fate of her daughter. We had been told that the 
woman was raped and was willing to talk, but we did not know that her closest family 
would be present at the interview. I have to surrender to my translator’s wisdom to 
find the right words to talk about war trauma in a way that is possible without 
disclosing more than the interviewee is comfortable with in the setting. The original 
words carefully chosen by me in the interviews guide were of no use.  
 

What kind of data could such an interview setting produce? What kind of access could 

I claim to have of the interviewee’s everyday experiences and narration of war-

traumas? I found the methodological literature I had studied was not very helpful.  
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From Neutral to Engaged 

The social science methodological literature – and the psychological methodological 

literature, in particular – provide numerous accounts of how interviews should be 

carried out in order to obtain the most reliable and valid data. In any given setting, 

interviews fall under what Robson (1993, p. 227) calls self-reporting techniques, and 

the assumption is that the less influence the interviewer has on an interviewee’s 

thoughts and reflections, the more accurate such self-reporting will be. ‘The reliability 

and validity of an interview depend largely on the skill of the interviewer’, argues 

Lewin ([1979] 1987, p. 230), adding that ‘if the interviewer is clumsy and tactless the 

respondent will say little’. If we adapt this line of thinking to the case of a field 

interview in a foreign-language setting with a interpreter, logic suggests that similar 

requirements need to be made of the interpreter – that is, the interpreter should be 

tactful, skillful, and, above all, ‘invisible’. Kapborg & Berterö (2002) even ask 

whether the interpreter in the qualitative interview threatens validity. Much of the 

existing literature argues that interpreters are inherently problematic. But can the 

scholarly field of psychology limit itself only to research in settings which are 

linguistically and culturally known to the researcher? I believe that this would be a 

great misfortune for the field.  

 In my situation described above, should I simply have discarded the interview 

and deemed it invalid? When I discovered that it would be difficult to interview 

directly on the topic at hand I could have left, but it did not seem appropriate. The 

woman had agreed to meet me and she had something to tell. Further, had I insisted 

on neutrality on the part of my translator and myself and stuck to my interview guide 

to ensure equality across interview settings I would have compromised the situation 

for the interviewee and I would have violated basic ethical standards. Rather than 

making the translator invisible I found myself in a situation where I had to do the 

complete opposite; namely to rely on the translator not only to navigate sensitive 

translation between me as researcher and the interviewee, but also to assess what 

kinds of questions I could ask, i.e. which words I could choose and how they would 

be appropriate in the given setting. Words such as “sexual violence”, “rape”, 

“perpetrator” and “victim” had to be replaced because they would be too revealing for 

the interviewee. At the blink of a moment I had to improvise my own research guide 

and rely on my interpreter ability to improvise with me; words had to be rephrased not 

only in my English communication with my interpreter but also in her careful 
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translation to Bosnian. When we were formulating questions she would ask me if she 

could use for instance the word survivor instead of victim, if she could use war hero 

instead of disappeared husband and so on. Fortunately, the interpreter had been in this 

situation many times before because she worked at a psychosocial center for war 

survivors so she knew how to handle the setting and which carefully selected words to 

avoid in the conversation. My credibility as a researcher both academically and 

ethically rested on my interpreter’s ability to find the most appropriate words in the 

interview setting. This co-improvising is also determined by good training and 

communication in the pre-interview phase, which will be discussed in the section on 

mediation. But, given that contextual factors impacts the choice of words, how can the 

translated language be understood? What sort of insights can the researcher claim to 

have through translated, i.e. filtered, language? 

 

Lost in Translation and Language 

In my SVAC research several situations were sensitive like the one described above, 

but the majority of the dyadic interviews were not with others present beyond 

researcher, interviewee and translator. Still tact, sensitivity and attentiveness to 

language were key, within a myriad of different languages. My native tongue is 

Norwegian, the translators’ and interviewees’ native language was Bosnian, but the 

translated interview text and conversation was in English (this was also the case for 

the other research projects). Attempting then to do a discourse analysis of SVAC 

victimhood and survival I was again confronted with what appeared as new 

difficulties that the methodological literature could not solve for me. For what kind of 

status could English, as a non-native language to all involved in the research process, 

have within discourse analysis? 

Taylor (2001, p. 6) argues that the epistemological understanding of language 

within discourse analysis is that it is not transparent, but referential and constitutive4. 

The path to knowledge, then, must go through language, and good discourse analysis 

                                                 
4 This understanding can be traced back to a number of thinkers, but perhaps the most important is 

Wittgenstein in his Philosophical Investigations. In Gergen’s (1999, p. 34) account of Wittgenstein’s 

work, he emphasizes that Wittgenstein refuted the picture metaphor of language and replaced it with 

the metaphor of the game. As in the game of chess, individual parts of the game have no meaning 

unless they are used in accordance with the rules of the game: ‘the meaning of a word is its use in 

language’ (Wittgenstein, 1978, section 20e). 
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is largely determined by the researcher’s ability to master, interpret, and code 

language-in-use by the research subjects. Validity, therefore, Wetherell (2001, p. 395) 

argues must include logical coherence, generation of novel perspectives and findings, 

plausibility, grounding in previous research, and more. Taylor (2001, p. 18) argues 

that ‘at the most basic level, the researcher needs to understand the language and 

references used by the interview participants or the writers of documents’.  

These arguments pose major research concerns for cross-cultural research in 

foreign language settings. Agian, discourse analysis easily becomes restricted to 

language areas where the researcher has language competence. This can clearly be 

seen in many textbooks on discourse analysis, where the majority of the studies that 

are used as examples involve English-speaking researchers in English-speaking 

(sub)cultures.5 Needless to say, this limits research and knowledge and ought to be 

challenged. Also, although anthropological field methodology is held up as an ideal 

for data collection in cross cultural settings, there is reason to be skeptical about just 

how ‘native’ anthropologists actually are in the field. The need to resort to interpreters 

and to base ethnographic data on translated social text may be much more common 

than is reflected in much of the field work methodology literature.6 Borchgrevink 

(2003) argues that the lack of discussion about the role of the interpreter reduces the 

question of language competence to an either/or: either you know the language or you 

work through interpreters. The fact that you might have learned a language but have 

poor command of it and a heavy accent is therefore not a theme for analysis within the 

methodological literature. In their account of the interview method within qualitative 

research, Fontana & Frey (1994) argue that even when an interviewer is fluent in the 

foreign language, the possibility of grave misunderstandings is always present, and 

they point to a 1960 study by Wax as an example. In this study, a US researcher 

(Wax) was carrying out research on ‘disloyal’ Japanese in concentration camps in the 

                                                 
5 See Wetherell, Taylor & Yates (2001a,b), Neumann (2001), Gergen (1999), Jørgensen & Phillips 

(1999). 
6 It is therefore interesting to note that in the field of anthropology there have been discussions about 

the use of translators. Berreman’s 1962 monograph Behind Many Masks discussed his fieldwork in a 

peasant village of the lower Himalayas of northern India. In that study, he used different interpreters 

(one Muslim and one Brahmin), which gave him access to different types of people – and in the end 

different data for analysis. In his conclusion, he argued that the use of interpreters in the field was a 

methodologically advantageous aspect of his fieldwork. 
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United States between 1943 and 1945 (Fontana & Frey, 1994, p. 366). Despite the 

researcher’s command of Japanese, she had difficulties communicating with her 

informants because there were cultural codes of which she was unaware.  

Clearly, direct translation of words can be deceiving; there is more at stake 

and the task of the translator is to convey more than an assumed linguistic parallelism, 

as was the case in my research interview setting described above.  

 

Interpretation 
My decision against conducting the interviews in the Bosnian language7 was based 

not only on my very limited knowledge of the language, but also on a recognition that 

it would be extremely difficult for me to achieve sufficient command of the language 

to master the nuances and distinctions regarding SVAC and other kinds of war trauma 

that would be necessitated by the studies’ sensitive themes. In using an interpreter 

aware of these problems, my thought was that such an approach might make it easier 

for the traumatized women to talk, which it undoubtedly did. “Care should be taken to 

select an interpreter who is culturally acceptable as well as proficient in the language” 

writes Kvale (2007, p.68). The interpreters I used were all very good at making the 

interviewees feel at ease and create an interview setting built on trust and empathy; 

because they were, as Kvale urges, interpreting the situation as well as the words. But, 

when attempting to analyze the transcribed interview texts and relating to the 

interpreters over the course of several field trips, an unexpected issue emerged. 

Consider the following excerpt from transcribed interviews with two SVAC 

survivors:  

 
“…I do not feel anything towards the Serbs who were coming back…who are 
returnees…because she thinks that all of them had to be in the army…and she thinks 
that all of them were doing that…that they were acting like the same ways as the 
soldiers who were raping her …but she sees we have to live together because we used 
to live together for centuries…” 
 

“No… I want to stay here…the reason she does not want to leave…is that her sister 
who left in 1996…also does not have a husband but has a daughter…and life is really 
hard here…and she has to work a lot…and everything is so expensive…but she sent 

                                                 
7 There is much confusion about what the language in the region is called. In the Yugoslav period, the 

official language was Serbo-Croatian; but, since the disintegration of Yugoslavia, the official 

language in Bosnia is now Bosnian, in Croatia it is Croatian, and in Serbia it is Serbian.  
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her some money so that I could buy a field and we can build a house…and I would 
like to build a house…with at least one floor for her sister” 
 

My transcribed field interview texts are full of conflicting uses of pronouns. In some 

cases, an interpreter will use the first-person pronoun ‘I’ when referring to what the 

interviewee is saying, thereby merging her own voice with that of the raped woman. 

In other cases, she may use the third-person pronoun and say ‘she’, thereby distancing 

herself from the interviewee. Further, the interpreters are also inconsistent in their use 

of the core terms of my study. The transcribed text is also full of different descriptions 

of SVAC, using words such as ‘rape’, ‘war trauma’, ‘it’, ‘that thing’, ‘the war crime’ 

and ‘those criminal acts’. Sometimes, I heard the interviewee use the Bosnian word 

for rape, silovanje, but this was not the word used by the interpreter who could decide 

to use some of the terms suggested above. Clearly, the interpreter does “something” 

beyond translating words; she positions herself (most likely unconsciously) in relation 

to the stories, the trauma, the interviewee and the sociopolitical context in which the 

interviews took place. The varied use of pronouns suggests how this positioning takes 

form. The transcribed interview text is therefore an interpreted translation of the 

interviewee’s accounts in which the interpreter adds an analytical layer to the 

interview data by varied use of pronouns. This opens up for an additional layer of 

analysis which I did not explore specifically in my study, but which can be done. Had 

I done this exercise, I could have gained an even sharper image of the societal gaze on 

traumatized individuals who had been subject to stigmatizing crimes.  

 

Translating Insights and Truths 

Can interpreted interview data provide “truths” conveyed by the interviewees? 

Ultimately this question relates to how language is perceived. If we lean on 

Saussure’s distinction between langue and parole, where the latter is the spoken word 

and the former is the structure of signs and symbols then the approach to truth and 

knowledge, is through analyzing the structure of language and the oppositions and 

contrasts that constitute meaning (Culler, 1986). Conversation analyses (see, for 

instance, Wooffitt, 2001, pp. 49–92) can be regarded as examples of research based 

on such an understanding of language. In this form of analysis, naturally occurring 

language is in focus – that is, the speaker’s own selection of words and phrases. The 

problem in an interpretation setting is that the spoken word in this situation will be 
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both the common language of the interviewer and the interpreter and, simultaneously, 

another and different common language shared by the interviewee and the translator. 

The transcribed text that will form the basis of analysis will therefore be not be the 

‘pure’ parole of neither interviewee nor interviewer, and the transcribed text must 

therefore be regarded as a hybrid parole. It is a new constructed language which 

emerged in the interview situation. Further, this hybrid parole also creates a hybrid 

structure of langue. The internal system of signs and signifiers will be based on a 

language that belongs only to the interview setting and the three people involved. It 

could therefore be difficult to argue that the analysis of the transcribed text can have 

validity outside of the particular setting in which the analysis has taken place.  

By approaching my Bosnian interviews from a structural or semiotic approach 

described above, my data were problematic. In the translation process, which took the 

form of summaries, much information and nuances in the spoken language were lost. 

But, would that entail that such interviews did not have value? Is the hybrid parole 

generated by the translator less “true” than language-in-use? I think that in order to 

answer this we need to consider contextual issues such as other signs, languages and 

translations. For example, in my Bosnian field work several of my interviewees had 

relatively good command of English, but almost all preferred to be interviewed with 

translators. Especially those who were interviewed about sensitive and traumatic 

SVAC experiences, the option of talking in their native language was preferred. But, 

they fact that most knew basic English also meant that they were able to sensor the 

translator. They would stop and correct or suggest a different word if they were not 

entirely happy about the words chosen by the translator. These corrections would 

happen in relation to central concepts describing identity issues such as “victim”, 

“survivor”, “ethnic belonging”, “rural/urban belonging”, “traditional/transitional 

family structures”, and more. These words were central in situating their everyday 

experience of post-war SVAC life. This way the “truths” or validity of the words 

chose were often checked by the interviewee. Another possibility to secure as accurate 

translation as possible could have been to have a second or third translator listen 

through interviews and provide two or three translations of the same interviews. I my 

case I have been unable to do so due to time and money constraints.  

 

Transactional data 
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Returning from Bosnia ready to start analyzing my field data, I was confused and 

uncertain as to what kind of text I was actually analyzing when I was going through 

my interview data. The hybrid parole was the result of transcribed interviews with 

many different voices (the interviewer, the interviewee, and the interpreter). The text 

was also a manifestation of translations that were delayed in time and given in the 

form of summaries. In addition, textbooks in discourse analysis to a large extent rely 

on examples of texts that contain detailed and precise accounts of the conversation 

that has taken place – a prerequisite for analysis that my interviews did not fulfill.8 

The problem I was facing in my analysis was that my fieldwork interviews seemed to 

fall between several different modes of qualitative research; my use of interpreters in 

the field prevented me from going ‘native’ in the anthropological sense and hindered 

direct access to the language-in-use of informants, which forms the basis for the 

majority of psychological discourse analyses.  

But, if we view the interview situation as a dialogical setting in which all 

participants – that is, interviewer, interviewee, and interpreter – interact in ways that 

create transactional data, we are forced to reconsider both the social position and the 

impact of the interpreter has on the notion of language and translation, and this can 

open up for new levels of analysis. “Translation is more than a technical exercise; it is 

also a social relationship involving power, status and the imperfect mediation of 

cultures” writes Bujra (2006, p. 172) suggesting that the main task of the interpreter is 

to convey the position of the interviewee. In addition, Kvale (1996, p.147) writes that 

the “interviewer is him or herself the research instrument” and by consequence would 

likely suggest that the interpreter is also an extension of the interviewer, i.e. as a 

research instrument. Elsewhere Kvale (2007, p. 68) says that “the role of the 

interpreter is to assist and not to take over the role of the interviewer or the 

interviewee”. In other words, the social positioning of the interpreter is between the 

interviewee and the interpreter in a limbo position which is under explored and 

underutilized. As transactional data the transcribed texts, the use of pronouns and 

selected words for translating core theme, are possible to analyze as a meta-data on 

sociopolitical issues.  

                                                 
8 On discourse psychology, see Willig (2003), Jørgensen & Phillips (1999, Chapter 4); on discourse 

and social psychology, see Potter & Wetherell (1987). 
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One possibility for analysis then would be to have an external interpreter go 

through the recorded interviews and create an alternative interpretation. The aim of 

this endeavor would not only be to create more nuances in the transcribed text: such 

an approach would also be a way of indicating how the interpreters in the interview 

setting managed and reconstructed the information and accounts provided by the 

interviewees. This form of analysis could, potentially, show which contextual settings 

in the interviewees’ accounts bring out which terminology for war rape and also 

suggest when a non-victim (i.e. the interpreter) identifies with the victim (when using 

the pronoun ‘I’ and ‘we’) and when she creates a distance (when using the pronouns 

‘she’ and ‘they’). By doing so, it might be possible to delineate the contextual settings 

in which the woman who experienced rape is seen as a war survivor and when she is 

seen as a victim, or other power dynamics might come to the fore. This was a 

potential which I did not explore in my own study, but which could have been done 

and which can be considered in other studies.  

Also, it is clear that the interpreter has different subject positions in the 

interview setting, and in turn positions the stories and identities of the interviewee 

within different social categories. By virtue of his/her choice of words, the interpreter 

serves as social interpreter and resource for the researcher and not only facilitates 

communication between the two parties in the interview situation, but also blurs the 

power relations in the situation. Thus, creating a system of representations that is 

more complex than that of regular interview situation, and has an analytical potential 

which far too often is overlooked. 

 

Mediation 

The interview is in itself a hierarchical power situation, where it is the interviewer – 

that is, the academic scholar – who sets the parameters for the situation. It is the 

interviewer who decides the questions, themes, and (sometimes) venue for the 

interview. Furthermore, the questions, themes, and choice of setting have been 

decided on the basis of recommendations by other researchers, books on 

methodology, and other accumulated insights in the field of social science. The role of 

the interpreter is to give voice to the interviewee, whose words and metaphors will 

communicate to the centripetal forces represented by the questions asked, in other 

words mediate knowledge and language. But this is not always clear cut and the 
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situation described below shows. The description is from a focus group interview on 

changes in gender norms, which took an unexpected turn and shows how the role of 

interpreter as mediator can be challenging: 

 
After about one hour of conversation with small focus group of civil society 
representatives in a hotel café in Bosnia my interpreter looks at me. She is tired after 
a long day of interviews and focus group interviews are particularly difficult to 
translate. She asks if she may say something to the group and step out of her role as 
interpreter. She has had enough; the rosy tale of the state of affairs in Bosnia by one 
of the focus group participants provokes her. Things are much more difficult than the 
woman lets on. She sees that the other focus group participants are afraid of counter 
arguing. Age, status and ethnicity are part of the power dynamics in the room. I have 
sensed it, but have not understood the full impact of the authoritative woman who has 
monopolized the focus group conversation. My interpreter’s comments light a fire and 
the authoritative woman yell back at her. The other participants are also ignited and 
they start yelling back and forth to each other in a mix of Bosnian and English. I have 
to stand up and make everyone calm down, and end the interview. Thigs calm down 
but everyone is talking. Interestingly everyone in the room is eager to talk to me after 
and explain to me how “things really are”. My interpreter is miserable and feels that 
she overstepped her responsivities and ruined my interview. But did she? 
 

This situation was difficult for everyone involved; painful for the interpreter, 

embarrassing for the researcher (and interpreter), and frustrating for the focus group 

participants. I comforted everyone as best I could and all participants were offered to 

contact me and the interpreter to follow up (which several did). But, in my view it was 

not a failed interview; only more heated than normal. The interpreter had stepped out 

of her role and had gone from being a mediator to becoming a participant in the 

conversation. This was not according to our agreement, but provided for very valuable 

insights on the research topic in focus. This is not a recipe I would prescribe for 

politically sensitive focus group interviews, but it opens up for reflections on the 

interpreter’s role as mediator in an interview setting. 

 

Giving voice 

Part of the dilemma for the interpreter in the situation above was her role as giving 

voice to the interviewees. From a power perspective her role was to emancipate views 

and perceptions from affected individuals and communities on the changes in gender 

norms in Bosnia. This emancipatory aspect is exacerbated linguistically by the fact 

that the researcher and interpreter will speak the dominant language of power – for 

instance, English, French, Spanish, and/or other world languages. Through looking at 
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the dyadic field interview from a power perspective, it becomes clear that the primary 

role and social positioning of the interpreter is one of being on the side of the 

interviewee and making the interviewee’s viewpoints and reflections available in the 

common (power) language used in the interview. With this in mind, it will be crucial 

for the researcher to be sensitive to the interpreter’s background – including such 

factors as class, gender, ethnic, religious, and possibly political affiliation – in 

addition to his/her language skills. It is important that these non-linguistic aspects of 

the interpreter are in sync with the interviewee so that they do not hamper the latter’s 

willingness to talk. By being situated alongside the interviewee, both in a linguistic 

and sociopolitical sense, the interpreter empowers the language and experiences of the 

interviewee. The interpreter, therefore, contributes linguistically to the 

critical/transformational potential of the critical research aim. But, as seen from the 

situation above, this role is not without discomfort and potential pain for the 

interpreter. 

The importance then of selecting the most suited interpreter for the given 

research project is pointed out in many articles on this theme (Borchgrevink, 2003; 

Bragason, 1997; Bujra, 2006; Kapborg & Berterö, 2002). But what is considered most 

suited varies. Needless to say, language skills are key meaning that the interpreters 

would need to be fluent in the common language with the interviewer (often this 

would mean English). Equally important, however, are the local language skills, and 

Bragason (1997) argues that ideally the interpreter should be a local in the field 

setting, arguing against bringing in a professional interpreter from the outside. This 

view is supported by Bujra (2006) who sees the interpreter as more than a mere 

translator of words, but also of culture. Based on my experiences I think that 

sociopolitical power dynamics should be added to this list. By extension the social 

and political positioning of the interpreter needs to be carefully assessed and in 

different settings this can entail different levels of risk depending on the nature of the 

research project and the political situation the field9.  

 

Interpreter selection  

                                                 
9 For a discussion on what this can entail see Berreman’s (1962) elaborations on using a high caste 

interpreter in a Himalayan village. 
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Having carried out research in a tense post-conflict setting in Bosnia I was careful to 

consider both the gender and ethnicity of the interpreter. In my SVAC work I was 

particularly weary bout interpreter selection. Asking about SVAC experiences is 

difficult and I wanted the interviews to be a female collective assuming that this 

would be less difficult than if the interpreter were a man. I therefore refused offers to 

use male interpreters in the field. Further, the situation is still tense in Bosnia (as the 

situation above illustrates) and I was also cognizant of how different ethnic groups 

could view the war-rape accounts differently, a fact which was exacerbated by the 

international and national criminal prosecution of war crimes which was taking place. 

Again, I assessed that the interview setting should be a situation where the interpreter 

could be seen as an “ethnical extension” of the interviewee, by having the same 

ethnical background. Finally, it was important to select interpreters who had 

experience with traumatized war-survivors. Since my SVAC field work extended over 

repeated travels over 12 months in different locations in Bosnia it was important for 

me to find interpreters who were locally based, who had relevant experience and who 

were women (interviewing about SVAC became an all-female setting in my research 

project, hoping that this would create an atmosphere of trust with the interviewee).  

These consideration superseded language proficiency. This resulted in the 

selection of three interpreters who had different levels of language proficiency in 

English, who had different affiliations to the local communities in which the 

interviews took place and who had different ethnic backgrounds. This also meant that 

I needed to be cognizant of potential security risks for the interpreters and this was 

handled by them telling me what their boundaries were in terms of travel (which areas 

they would not wish to go to) and how to present themselves in the interview setting 

(how much or how little they would say about their background, where they were 

from and their work situation at the time of the interviews).  

  

Interpreter training  

Having selected an interpreter it is important to start preparing for the actual research 

interview. Several steps need to be taken; getting to know the interpreter, getting the 

interpreter to know the researcher and the project, ensuring that the researcher 

understands the aims of the research project as a whole and the aims of the interviews 

in particular. Bragason (1997) suggests trial interviews should be undertaken as well 

as structuring and standardizing the questions in order to reach an agreement between 
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interviewer and interpreter which words to use. Borchgrevink (2003) and Bujra 

(2006) on the other hand argue that there needs to be a constant training between 

interpreter and interviewee throughout the research process. Bujra (2006, p. 177) 

explains:  

 
The researcher may need the translator to be present on all occasions of data collection, so 
they need to work well together. Ultimately, there has to be trust on both sides, which can 
only be built up over a period of time. 
 

In my own experience having selected interpreters who were familiar with the SVAC 

theme and the vulnerabilities and dilemmas involved in disclosing this trauma I could 

focus my training mostly on what kind of interview I was aiming for; semi-structured 

to open ended, translation in the form of summaries in order to ensure conversation 

flow, the length of the interviews and debrief with interviewee and interpreter. In 

practical terms this meant that I spent one day with each interpreter before doing the 

actual interviews in which we got to know each other, where they were informed and 

were able to ask about the research project’s aims and approaches, where they saw the 

interview guide and all the other relevant information about the research project 

which would be given to the interviewee. We also agreed that the interpreters should 

have considerable authority (given their background and expertise on the SVAC 

experience) as to how to react and respond to the interviewee’s potential discomfort in 

discussing the SVAC experience (for instance we agreed that she could suggest to 

stop the interview, to hold the hand of the interviewee, to allow herself to show how 

the pain discussed in the interview also affected her). Ultimately, we agreed on a 

strategy for improvisation as an essential part of the pre-interview training. Interviews 

come in many forms (open, structured, semi-structured) and so the translation will be 

of an equally varied kind.  

The selection of interpreter and the training and preparing described above is 

aimed at this particular negotiation which is embedded in an inherent uneven power-

dynamic (Bujra, 2006). For this reason interpreters “who are socially aware and 

interested in other people’s views are better than those who have rigid attitudes they 

might impose on the data” (Bujra, 2006, p. 177). In the interview setting I was 

surprised at how intimate a dyadic interview with an interpreter actually can get. The 

pace of the interview was slower than in the normal dyadic interview; and, while the 

interpreter was translating, it was possible for me to plan subsequent questions, think 
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through previous answers and assess the situation for the interviewee. Furthermore, 

the process forced me to be very clear and simple in my choice of words, which had 

been discussed with the interpreters before the actual interviews. I had asked my 

interpreters not to translate word for word, because this would be distracting for 

everyone involved, so translations were provided in the form of summaries of what 

had been said. This is a practice I have also used in my other projects on gender 

norms and political perceptions. With many of the interviewees I was able to talk to 

them before and after the interview in German, French or English (depending on their 

language skill) and many of them knew English quite well. Still, when talking about 

sensitive and difficult issues they wished to do this in their native language (as 

described above).  

Careful selection, training, communication and debrief with an interpreter are 

crucial in crafting the mediation role of the interpreter.  

 

Discussion 
When aiming to generate knowledge with a critical and transformative potential, it is 

important to carefully select interpreters whose background and social positioning vis-

à-vis the given field setting will be compatible with that of the interviewee. This will, 

potentially, increase the empowerment of the viewpoints and reflections of the 

interviewee. It might also create a social link between the interviewee and the 

interpreter which is of such a nature that ethical considerations normally reserved for 

the interviewee might need to be extended to the interpreter. 

The interpreters and I discussed possible ways of asking about SVAC in ways 

that would not be too direct and intimidating for an interviewee. In addition, I urged 

of all the interpreters I used not to attempt to remain detached from the interviewees, 

but to feel free to suggest that we take a break if the interview process became too 

fraught or difficult. This resulted in the interpreters ‘taking care’ of the interviewees 

in ways that are perhaps uncommon but appropriate given the research theme. Several 

times during the interviews, especially during those with women who had experienced 

rape, interpreters were so affected by the informants’ stories that they cried while the 

stories were told (as did I). During discussions with local psychological experts, as 

well as with other torture victims in Bosnia, I had been told that this was a way of 

showing empathy with the interviewees’ war-rape experiences. What I had not 
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counted on, however, was the effect this particular aspect of the interviews might have 

on the interpreters. In retrospect, it is clear that I had empowered the interpreters to act 

as moderators and interpreters in the interview setting. Their ‘duties’ extended beyond 

the mere translation of words, because it was important for the study to make the 

interviewees feel as comfortable as possible in disclosing traumatizing and shame-

ridden experiences. In this scenario, the interpreters were placed in a situation whose 

consequences I had not adequately thought through not had my methodological 

training and studies prepared me for this. I had been careful to secure a safety network 

for the interviewees in case of need, but neither I nor my methodological textbooks 

had reflected sufficiently on the needs of the interpreters themselves. It turned out that 

being the translator of traumatic experiences connected to a setting in which both the 

interpreters and the interviewees lived also caused the former considerable pain. 

Through the interviewees’ stories, the interpreters were reminded about their own war 

experiences, and they experienced significant discomfort in hearing about what had 

happened virtually next door to their present homes. This experience was exacerbated 

by the fact that there were on the same level with the victims in the interview situation 

and through this came to feel victimized.  

Having established that the interpreters’ role is that of a linguistic as well as 

cultural and sociopolitical translator, the importance of structured debrief cannot be 

underestimated. This was important in the SVAC interviews but also in the gender 

norms and political perceptions interviews. This debrief needs to take place as soon as 

possible after the interviews have taken place, but also continuously throughout the 

research process as new reflections might arise in light of ever evolving data.  

 In my own research debrief took place at several times during the data 

collecting stage (immediately after the interviews, as well as continually during the 

research period through several visits). The debriefs focused on the interviewees; 

what they said and how they were seen by the interpreters. But, I had failed to see the 

the interpreters’ need to talk about how the interviews had affected them. Only in the 

focus group interview where the interpreter stepped out of her role and started arguing 

with a focus group participant was this addressed directly. In the SVAC interviews 

earlier however, having carefully selected interpreters who were familiar with the 

SVAC theme, who were local and who were themselves survivors of the war (albeit 

not from this particular form of violence) the toll the interviews took on them was 

difficult to tackle. One interpreter told me, after some years, that after having worked 
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for me during one field stay that she had wanted to move from Bosnia and resettle 

somewhere else. She had her own personal war experiences and being exposed to the 

traumas experienced in her neighborhood, or with people, who were internally 

displaced and now lived in her neighborhood, was too much to bear. I was thankful 

that she disclosed this to me and we spend considerable time talking this through 

during my subsequent field visits (and she was still interested in working for me after 

that). This experience shows that there is a strong ethical duty to reflect on the role of 

the interpreters in research interviews; both in the methodological set up, as well as 

theoretical analysis of, data gathered with interpreters. My major concern is that 

mainstream methodological literature and training does not prove helpful, nor 

sufficiently engaged, in these dilemmas. 

 

Conclusion 
The aim of this article has been to conceptualize the impact/significance of the 

interpreter in fieldwork interviews. It is clear that the psychological field needs to be 

more sensitive to the significance and impact of interpreters. A first step is to admit 

that we use them, to acknowledge that we are dependent on them in many more cases 

than we might like to admit, and to make them part of our reflections on knowledge 

production. While this article is only a first attempt at grasping a large and complex 

phenomenon, I believe that further investigation and research is needed not only on 

the use of interpreters and language skills, but also on the role and potential of 

discourse research in foreign language-settings more broadly and how translation, 

interpretation and mediation limits some forms of knowledge generating efforts, but 

might open up for new one.  

 Returning then to the initial question asked by one of my interviewee’s in 

Bosnia: “how would you like to have my story told?”, the problem was not her 

narration of her trauma, but the under analyzed and under explored complexities 

involved in analyzing her mediated, i.e. translated and interpreted, account. Did I 

capture the “truth” about her perceptions and explanations? I clearly did, but I did not 

uncover only one truth. Rather, through the scrutiny of co-interpretation with a 

translator and interpreter I learned and wrote about pathways to survival and 

victimization linked to SVAC experiences which would have been lost if I had limited 

my research to my own limited language proficiency contexts. Finally, I see that there 
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are several  levels of analysis that my various studies could not fully explore due to 

funding and time constraints. Engaged cultural psychological research has the 

possibility to develop a richer theoretical and methodological literature which 

acknowledges and makes analytical use of interlocutors in foreign cultural settings; a 

potential which clearly will enrich the field and create better insights in life worlds 

that are not part of the researcher’s own cultural and linguistic settings.  
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Human Resource and Organization Development Journal 

 
 

Editorial 
This issue of Human Resource and Organization Development Journal follows the 

concept of the previous issue: 1/2010.  Six epistemologies in Human Resource and Organization 
Development which have not been covered previously are presented in this issue by a group of 
doctoral-degree students in the Human Resource and Organization Development Program who 
worked together with the efforts of all reviewers to meet the goal of this special issue.  The first 
article, Post-Positivism is described by Ms. Rubaba Nawrin and Ms. Kulthida Mongkolsirikiet as 
an extension of positivism, which has occupied a leading role over the century.  Secondly, Social 
Constructivism is put forward as the development of social phenomena in social contexts by Mr. 
Lloyd C. Nwafor, Mr. Zaw Naing, and Prof.Dr. Gary N. McLean.  Thirdly, Feminist Theory is 
mentioned in this issue as an epistemology which could help in extending knowledge valuable to 
Human Resource and Organization Development (HROD), as well as shaping its definition 
towards more dynamic, authored by Ms. Nanthaporn Chitchai and Ms. Wichuwan Satsomboon.  
Fourthly, Grounded Theory, which can play an important role in the HROD field by emphasizing 
the setting aside of preconceptions and using an induction approach to study and learn new things 
in real context, is mentioned by Mrs. Praweena Kasai and Ms. Natcha Niljaeng.  Fifthly, 
Ethnography, a descriptive research methodology with the aim of obtaining a deep understanding 
of the people, the organization, and the broader context in which they work, is introduced in this 
issue by Mr. Thammanoon Charmjuree and Ms. Matsorn Kitbumrung.  Lastly, Ms. Nattaporn 
Virunhagarun and Ms. Siriwan Kaewchird presented Historical Research, a critical methodology 
to be adopted in the field of HROD for judging a source8s authenticity, representativeness, and 
relevance.   
 Afore these six chapters, the opening chapter of this issue is specially given by 
Prof.Dr.Gary N. McLean who has provided great contribution for the Human Resource and 
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Organization Development Journal and the Graduate School of Human Resource Development for 
many years. With the effort to bring forward valuable research paradigms to the field of HROD, 
he dedicates himself for this issue, as he did for the previous one, and provides an insightful 
introduction.  

The last chapter is another fruitful piece of work from Assoc.Prof.Dr. Chiraprapha Tan 
Akaraboworn.  She provides a review of the book by Maimunah Ismail and Aahad Osman-Gani 
titled, Human Resource Development in Malaysia which is a great contribution to the field of 
Human Resource Development in Thailand to learn about the practices in Malaysia. 

Epistemology provides ways to analyze the nature of knowledge and its related notions 
including truth, belief, justification as well as knowledge production.  As a foundation of 
performing research, it is one of the fundamental courses for the Ph.D. International Program in 
Human Resource and Organization Development, NIDA.  These articles are the valuable products 
of the course titled, =Epistemology and Inquiry in HROD? offered for Ph.D. students, in their first 
semester. 

 Human Resource and Organization Development Journal has been proud to be a source 
of knowledge in HROD, as well as a stage for those who would like to share knowledge with 
fellows in the field.  If you are HROD big fan, please stay tuned! 
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Why the Fuss about Truth, Reality, and Epistemologies? 
Gary N. McLean

*
 

 

Abstract 
 

Research is generally the process of finding the right answer, but how, since it is believed 
that there are many truths and many realities.  Epistemologies come into play when researchers 
need to conduct the research.  A knowledgeable and truly astute researcher will be clear about the 
epistemology chosen to conduct research, will follow clear methods that are consistent with their 
epistemology, and will draw conclusions that are consistent with the epistemology chosen as the 
research approach. My worldview that influences my research approach is discussed here, what is 
yours after reading the articles in this journal.  
 

Keywords: Truth, Reality, Epistemology 
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              In 2010, the journal published an issue that included an introduction to the concept of 
epistemologies (how we know) and several articles that provided in-depth information on specific 
epistemologies. However, while providing a good introduction, fewer than half of existing 
epistemologies were included in that issue. As a result, in this issue, we provide detailed 
descriptions of epistemologies not included in the 2010 issue. This is still not a complete inventory 
of epistemologies, but it comes very close to covering the most important and widely used 
epistemologies. 

 
Why Is This Focus So Important? 

As scholars, we are constantly faced with important questions for theory and practice that 
have not yet been answered. Research is generally the process of finding answers about how 
theory and practice can be improved. In order to conduct research, we must make a decision about 
how we are going to conduct our research. That8s where epistemologies come into play. 

Epistemology is a difficult word that comes from Greek origins. It is sometimes used as a 
synonym of paradigm or methodology. It is the category of approaches to conducting research that 
enable us to gain new knowledge. Preferences for specific epistemologies (or even an 
epistemology) emerge from the individual researcher8s worldview. Rather than simply selecting a 
research approach that is widely used in HROD or management research, such as positivism or 
post-positivism, deliberately exploring epistemologies requires us to think through clearly how we 
view the world. Do we believe that people are all the same, or at least similar enough, that we can 
really conduct research that will allow us to predict future behavior? Or, in contrast, do we believe 
that each individual has unique experiences, and that each culture is unique and different from all 
other cultures? How we answer these questions will direct the epistemology that we will use? 

It is surprising, if not shocking, to me, that so little attention is paid to epistemologies in 
graduate programs and that so few faculty understand the importance of epistemologies. Without 
understanding one8s own worldview and how that affects how we approach research, then we do 
research as robots without truly thinking about how each approach affects our findings. A 
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knowledgeable and truly astute researcher will be clear about the epistemology chosen to conduct 
research, will follow clear methods that are consistent with their epistemology, and will draw 
conclusions that are consistent with the epistemology chosen as the research approach. 

 
The Practical Impact of Epistemology Choice 

Businesses; non-government organizations (NGOs); local, provincial/state, national, and 
regional government agencies or entities, and even families and individuals want life to be more 
certain and predictable. But is this really possible? 

Economists, of all professionals, tend to be heavily trained in the use of statistical analysis 
to provide models allowing them to predict the impact of certain policy decisions on the 
economics of a nation. Yet, according to Mayerowit (2012), the 250 members of the U.S. National 
Association for Business Economics were surveyed and asked whether they thought there would 
be inflation greater than 2% over the next five years in the U.S. One-third said yes, but two-thirds 
said no. They were also asked, before the September decision to purchase some astronomical 
number of bonds each year, whether the Board of Governors should make such a decision, and 
75% said no, but the Board made the decision anyhow. About three-quarters thought that the 
payroll tax deductions currently in place should not continue permanently, though most believe 
that it should be extended for one more year. The respondents were almost split as to whether 
reduced tax rates as currently in place should extend to capital gains. 

Now, if economics is an exemplary field that uses statistics and models for prediction, and 
if it is truly possible to predict human behavior, shouldn8t we have expected that the economists 
would agree on their recommendations? But, of course, the variation in recommendations 
underscores that economists cannot predict human behavior. Yet, most national bodies have a 
group of economists making recommendations on policy. Clearly, the field of economics has a 
worldview that human behavior can be objectively predicted when sufficient information is 
available. But perhaps the failure of economists to predict more accurately can be explained by a 
failed worldview. Perhaps we cannot predict human behavior, requiring a different epistemology 
in any research done on human behavior in any type of organization. 
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The same thing is true of the long drawn-out discussion in Europe about what to do about 
countries like Greece, Ireland, Spain, and Portugal, with no clear consensus. Some believe that 
there should be greater restrictions on how such countries spend their money. Citizens in such 
countries have rioted in protest over the hardships that such steps have created. Some politicians 
argue that there must be a mix between austerity and growth. Who is correct? The answer that 
economists will give will depend on the worldview that they use in their research. 

The same is true for the many fads that come and go in business, with no clear agreement 
on whether they make a difference. Take the issue of balanced scorecards (Kaplan & Norton, 
1993) and associated KPIs (key performance indicators) in Thailand. Government agencies and 
many businesses have implemented such an approach as a mandatory approach to doing business. 
But where is the evidence that such an approach makes any (positive) difference to the 
organization. Accepting fads with no evidence of benefit reflects on view of the world. Waiting 
until there is evidence based on experience reflects another worldview. And waiting until there is 
statistical evidence of benefit reflects still a third worldview. When such approaches are made to 
be mandatory, there is a clear indication that there is a desire to have one worldview dominate. 

 
My Worldview 

I believe, with Paul Tillich, that "Life at every moment is ambiguous" (Tillich, 1963, 
p.32). In today8s positivistic, empirical world, where the desire is to find the right answer to 
research questions, accepting ambiguity if not easy. Yet, I find that ambiguity makes my life 
easier. I don8t have to have the right answer, when there are few right answers. I don8t have to 
select the right paradigm, when many paradigms can provide useful information. I get to see the 
complexity of the world in which we live without feeling overwhelmed with the chaos that such 
complexity can create. So, when it comes to my own research agenda, I feel comfortable in using 
multiple approaches to my research. I don8t have to find one objective reality or truth because I 
believe that there are many realities and many truths. I can see the full rainbow, without restricting 
myself to only one color of the rainbow. 
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But, whether you accept my worldview or not is irrelevant. What is important is that you 
are clear about your own worldview and how that influences your approach to doing research. Our 
hope is that this issue of the NIDA HROD Journal will give you twice as many epistemologies to 
consider in exploring your worldviews so you can be consistent in your application of research 
methodologies and your worldview. 
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Post-Positivism and Its Implication 

on Human Resource and Organization Development 
Rubaba Nawrin

†
* 
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Abstract 
 

In epistemology, positivism has occupied a leading role over the century. With the 
passing of time, different thoughts have emerged with a new world view. At the end of the 19th 
century, a new research paradigm emerged in which some researchers believed that there is neither 
one correct answer nor a single truth. Thus, it is unlikely or even impossible to generalize research 
findings to include everyone at all times. Multiple answers can be valid depending on time and 
place. This paradigm is called post-positivism. Popper, Berger, Luckman, Kuhn, and Feyerabends 
played a vital role in initiating this paradigm. Basically, it is an extension of positivism 
considering the world as objective and answerable, but the answer is situationally dependent. In 
this article we provide extensive information on the post-positivism concept, its emergence, 
strengths and weaknesses, and how it deals with research. In addition, we discuss its applicability 
in the human resource and organization development (HROD) field and future research 
perspectives to help researchers find new areas to research.   

 
Keywords: Post-positivism, Positivism, HROD, Research Paradigm, Theory Building,  

Triangulation. 

                                                           
†* Ph.D. Student, the Graduate School of Human Resource Development, the National Institute of 
Development Administration (NIDA) 
** Ph.D. Student, the Graduate School of Human Resource Development, the National Institute of 
Development Administration (NIDA) 



 

  Volume 4 Number 1 January - June 2012 ( 2555) 

11 

��
�(d�%%e����f(g���(�� 
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Post-positivism is a modified form of positivism common in the social sciences that 
preserves the possibility of objective truth and the use of experimental methods. It is not a unified 
school of thought. Post-positivism assumes that absolute truth can never be identified.  The only 
appropriate search is for an answer that fits a particular time and place. They try continuously to 
seek new information. Post-positivism assumes that the world is mainly driven by generalization 
(natural) laws, but their application and results are often situationally dependent. Post-positivist 
researchers, therefore, identify trends, that is, theories that hold in certain situations but can not be 
generalized (Biedenbach & Muller, 2010, p. 5)  

According to Philips (as cited in Floden, 2009), =The post-positivist approach to research 
is based on seeking appropriate and adequate warrants for conclusions, of hewing to standards of 
truth and falsity that subject hypotheses (of whatever type) to test and thus potential 
disconfirmation, and on being open-minded about criticism? (p. 488).  

Post-positivism has two distinct meanings in philosophy. One usage refers to a whole 
range of philosophies, such as post-modernism, that emerged as a rejection to positivism. The 
narrower sense in which Smith and Deemer (2003) used the term is a modified form of positivism 
common in the social sciences that preserves the possibility of objective truth and the use of 
experimental methods.  

Post-positivists focus on people as data-collection instruments, qualitative methods, use of 
tacit knowledge, grounded theory, inductive analysis, purposeful rather than random sampling, 
idiographic interpretation, and case study reporting modes. They emphasize alternative bases for 
justifying logic and see their results as a =negotiated? outcome of the investigator and participants 
(McKelvey, 2002, p. 7). They believe that all observations are theory laden, and the researchers 
are biased by their cultural experience, worldviews, and so on. Actually, people all live their lives 
with biases. Seeing the world from one8s own point of view always brings a biased result. Post-
positivist research principles emphasize meaning and the creation of new knowledge, and are able 
to support committed social movements, that is, movements that aspire to change the world and 
contribute to social justice (Web Center for Social Research Method, 2006). In the social sciences, 
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post-positivism is used to refer to a group who do not believe it is possible to view life from an 
objective point of view. Post-positivists abandon justification logic. Long established elements of 
justification logic are generalization, prediction, replication, falsification�all elements of a 
methodology aimed at self-correction (Hunt, 1991; Popper, 1935). 

According to Lincoln (as cited in McKelvey, 2002), in post-positivism:  

• There is no basis for generalization.  

• There is no basis for replication and corroboration (validation).  

• There is no basis for prediction�anywhere at anytime. 

• There is no basis for codification and teaching. What is learned by one observer in one 
location has little credible meaning anywhere else. 

• There is no empirical =criterion variable? such that a theory may be tested as to its 
validity or reliability.  

• There could be an idiosyncratic theory for each researcher for each of thousands of local 
organizational units�limiting generalization and falsification.  

• There is no basis for even a weak form of incremental corroboration or disconfirmation.  

• There is no basis for self-correction�there is no basis even for deciding whether one 
researcher is more correct or closer to the truth than another. (p. 7) 
 

Background of Post-Positivism 
Post-positivism emerged as an attempt to reconcile the main criticisms made of positivism 

and is viewed as an amendment of positivism (Ryan, 2006). The term, positivism, was first 
introduced by Auguste Comte (McKelvey, 2003; Morgol, 2001; Smith, Booth, & Zalewski, 2002) 
in the early nineteenth century (as well as socialism), which ruled for almost 200 years. Comte8s 
intention was to develop a science of society, based on the same ground as natural science (Smith 
et al., 2002).  According to Morgol (2001), the basic assumption of positivism is that =reality 
exists independently from the knowing subject? (p. 107). Thus, positivist researchers believe that 
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they can reach a full understanding based on experiment and observation (Ryan, 2006). Neufeld 
(1998, as cited in Sritanayarat, Kanjanajuta, & Tanawattanakorn, 2010) said, 

=Positivism is a system of philosophy basing knowledge solely on data of sense 
experience; especially a system of Philosophy, originated by Auguste Comte, based 
solely on observation, scientific facts and their relationship to each other: it rejects 
speculation about or search for ultimate origins.? (p. 27) 
Moreover, Comte (Smith et al., 2002) mentioned that all of the sciences, including social 

science, pass through three stages of knowledge: theological to metaphysical, positive knowledge, 
and then to positive science. Concepts and knowledge are held to be the product of straightforward 
experience, interpreted through rational deduction. It is a position which holds that the goal of 
knowledge is simply to describe the phenomena that we experience (Ryan, 2006). Once results are 
obtained, they are generalized to a population.   

After a century, another thought of positivism emerged, called logical positivism (Smith 
et al., 2002). It was coined in the 19208s from an association of philosophers, mathematicians, and 
physicists called the Vienna Circle (McKelvey, 2003; Smith et al., 2002). According to this 
theory, science is only a form of knowledge, and it must be gained by observation, which means 
propositions are only accepted if they can be verified by experience (Smith et al., 2002). 
McKelvey (2003) mentioned that, 

=Logical positivists rigorously avoided metaphysical terms, emphasizing instead an 
objective external physical world, clear separation of unreal theory terms and real 
observation terms, axiomatic/syntactic language, formal logic, empirical verification, 
theory terms defined by reference to observation terms, and reductionism down to 
basic physical entities.?(p. 117) 
However, =they immediately encountered a problem with the verifiability principle, as a 
law to be verified must be empirically proven as universally true for all times in all 
places, an impossibility?(McKelvey, 2002, p. 4).  
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The most recent variant of positivism, named post-positivism, has been practiced during 
last fifty years (Smith et al., 2002). Sir Karl Popper (1935) criticized logical positivism in his 
book, Theologic of Scientific Discovery. He argued that the positivists' criterion of verifiability was 
too strong criterion for science and should be replaced by a criterion of falsification. His 
falsification theory led to post-positivism (McKelvey 2003; Morgol, 2001). It focuses on =people 
as data-collection instruments, qualitative methods, use of tacit knowledge, grounded theory, 
inductive analysis, purposeful rather than random sampling, idiographic interpretation, and the 
case study reporting mode? (McKelvey, 2003, p. 123). Therefore, post-positivism emerged as an 
attempt to reconcile the main criticisms made of positivism and is viewed as an amendment of 
positivism (Ryan, 2006). According to him, people were starting to be concerned: 

• that there is no neutral knowledge 

• the inadequacies of dualistic, that is, either/or, or black/white thinking 

• the ethical aspects of research (Ryan, 2006, p. 16) 
Lloyd (1993, as cited in Smith et al., 2002) summarized four main features of post-

positivism: 

• Logicism, scientific theories should abide by laws of deductive logic. 

• Empirical verificationism, statements are scientific when they are empirically verifiable.  

• Theory and observation distinction, there is a strict separation between theories and 
observation. 

• Human theory of causation, the idea of temporal relationship between observed events. 
(pp. 72-73) 
 

Differences between Positivism and Post-positivism 
Differences usually identified between the two epistemologies include: 
Realistic: Positivists accept a reality, while Post-positivists see reality as subjective as all 

observations are fallible and have errors and all theory is revisable. 
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Goal of Science: Positivists believe that the goal of science is to uncover the truth, 
whereas Post-positivists believe that the goal of science is to hold steadfastly to the goal of getting 
it right about reality, even though we can never achieve that goal. 

Theory Laden: Positivists believe that objectivity is a characteristic that resides in the 
individual. They are responsible for putting aside their biases and beliefs and seeing the world as it 
really is. Post-positivists reject the idea that any individual can see the world perfectly as it really 
is. We are all biased and all of our observations are affected.  Therefore, theory laden admits that 
people are not free from bias and whatever s/he encounters is an outcome of their biasness.  

Ways of Discovering: The positivist uses knowledge of realists to uncover the truth in a 
proven way; the post-positivist sees knowledge in a critical realistic way. 

Reality of Truth: Positivists seek universal truths, whereas post-positivists contend that 
what was true in the times of Socrates or Keynes may no longer be true today. 

Vision of truth:  Positivists seek an invariant, absolute yardstick of truth that pertains 
throughout time and space. Post-positivists, in contrast, regard truth as changeable, a socio-
historical artifact that is socially manufactured. 

 
Post-positivism as a Research Paradigm 

In research, post-positivists act in a less conservative way than positivists. According to 
Ryan (2006), post-positivists accept the following four characteristics:  

• Research is broad rather than specialized; many topics qualify as research. 

• Theory and practice can not be separate.  

• The researcher8s motivations for and commitment to research are central and crucial. 

• The idea that research is concerned only with correct techniques for collecting and 
categorizing information is inadequate (Ryan 2006, p. 1). 
McKelvey (2002) developed seven assumptions that underlie post-positivism:  

1. Empirical reality appears as complex and diverse rather than simple and 
probabilistic.  
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2. Complexity is organized by heterarchy rather than hierarchy, which is to say that 
events are subject to multiple orders and constraints at the same time.  

3. The world consists of vast networks of interconnections.  
4. The world, the social world in particular, is indeterminate, not determinate.  
5. Linear causality is replaced by mutual causality.  
6. Morphogenesis replaces reductionism�the whole is not simply the sum of its 

parts nor determined by them.  
7. Guba, Clark, and Lincoln (as cited in McKelvey, 2002) viewed that scientific 

objectivity is replaced by a =perspective? view in which neither objectivity or 
subjectivity prevails but rather =what is out there? depends on the perspective of 
the observer�a kind of social science theory of relativity. (p. 123) 

 
Insight View of Post-positivism 

Ryan (2006) described a view of post-positivistic research as requiring insight on the part 
of the researcher, as follows: 

• Investigate your own epistemology: Researchers need to discover their own paradigm 
first. Viewing the world is different from person to person. Identifying one8s own nature 
would help to provide an idea about how people construct and maintain perceptions of the 
world. It requires seeing the whole picture of the world. In contrast to a just-the-facts 
approach, it requires the researcher to have a fair degree of passion, honesty, courage, 
imagination, and sympathy. 

• Take a learning role rather than a testing role: As a learner, it is easy to have a close 
connection with people. Researching quantitatively can not always bring appropriate 
results. Thus, when researchers adopt a learner8s view, it helps them understand human 
nature better. 

• Value problem setting rather than problem solving: Researchers should not see 
themselves as problem solvers; rather, they should try to prepare questions for which the 
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research gives answers. Conclusions can be reached at the end of the research, but these 
may change over time with the expanding of knowledge. Hence, they need to focus on 
research outcomes that offer thoughtful insights.  

• Do not look for one overall truth: Post-positivism encourages looking at the world from 
various angles and finding multiple results instead of one. They believe that this paradigm 
is committed to seeing the complexity of life and its experiences. Hence, a series of 
particular conclusions may arise when they do not put it in an authoritarian mode. (p. 18)  
 

Triangulation 
Under post-positivism, triangulation is necessary as it verifies reality by examining 

multiple sources. According to Cox and Hassard (2005), triangulation is a means of representation 
based on the logic that we can move closer to obtaining a true picture if we take multiple 
measurements, using multiple methods at multiple levels of analysis. In social research, 
triangulation is used in a less literal sense�it involves the use of multiple methods and measures 
of an empirical phenomenon in order to overcome problems of bias and validity. In a widely cited 
work, Denzin (1978, as cited in Cox & Hassard, 2005) 

=distinguished among: (a) data triangulation, where data are collected at different 
times or from different sources, (b) investigator triangulation, where different 
researchers or evaluators independently collect data on the same phenomenon and 
compare results, (c) methodological triangulation, where multiple methods of data 
collection are used, and (d) theory triangulation, where different theories are used to 
interpret a set of data.? (p. 110) 
Janesick (1994, as cited in Cox & Hassard, 2005), added a fifth type to this list:  
=(e) interdisciplinary triangulation, where the research process is informed not only 
by a single academic discipline (e.g., psychology), but also by one or more other 
disciplines (e.g., art, sociology, history, dance, architecture, anthropology).? (p. 110) 
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Key Tools 
Ryan (2006) said that, in the search for meaning, which can lead to value-led social 

change, researchers wish to emphasize four main tools at the disposal of post-positivists:  

• The concept of discourse 

• The concern with power 

• The value of narrative 

• The need to be reflexive (p.22) 
A discourse is =a shared grid of knowledge that one or more people can enter and through 

which explicit and implicit meanings are shared? (Ryan, 2006, p. 23).  
When we use discourse, such as that we position other people, we take up positions 

ourselves, and, in turn, other people position us. People are simultaneously positioned in and take 
up positions in a range of discourses, including those surrounding gender, class, race, age, and 
ability. These positions can be contradictory; discourses cut across each other and can not always 
be neatly resolved. (Ryan, 2006, p. 22) 

For the concern of power, Ryan (2006) stated that discursive forms of power are less 
visible than legal and material ones but are equally important in regulating people, and, therefore, 
are useful in the drive for change. An example is the production of knowledge about rape and 
sexual abuse. In the past, rape was perceived as a sexual crime; now, it is also perceived as an 
abuse of power. (p. 24)  

Another key tool is value of narrative and, according to Ryan (2006), narrative is essential 
to the writing of post-positivist research. The researcher tries to balance theoretical interpretation 
with an evocative presentation. This means taking the reader into a story and imparting its mood 
through linguistic style and narrative exposition. Attention to narrative and discourse can create 
awareness of the constructive nature of the media, and of state and social apparatuses, institutions 
and practices. It can also draw attention to the importance of who gets to tell what stories about 
different groups and can help popularize new and muted discourses. (p. 24)  
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The last tool is reflexibility. For this Ryan (2006) mentioned that ongoing reflexivity on 
the part of the researcher means that we must look critically at what is assumed in any approach 
that assumes that we can empower somebody else. This is why a reflexive attitude is so important. 
This means sticking with the contradictions and tensions that arise in the course of our research 
and not flinching from the challenges inherent in them. (p. 25) 
Methods Implications 

It is often assumed that positivism and quantitative methods go together, and that post-
positivism and qualitative methods are one and the same thing. It is not that straightforward. The 
appropriateness of quantitative or qualitative methods depends on the questions being asked or the 
issues being explored. One should use methods appropriate to the questions. Suppose the 
researcher wants to research human behavior; a qualitative approach would be appropriate. On the 
other hand, if s/he wants to get idea about human movement trends towards a particular 
phenomenon, a quantitative method would be suitable. Moreover, applying quantitative methods 
would provide readily available information. It can not focus in depth. On the other hand, a 
qualitative approach can provide broader knowledge by doing interviews with a smaller group of 
people. Each shows the researcher8s perspective on his or her worldview. Therefore, choosing an 
appropriate method will depend on the research circumstances (Ryan, 2006).  

Ospina (2004) said that, similar to positivism, post-positivists accept the limits of positivism.  
They talk about probability rather than certainty and consider the limits of objectivity. For them, 
qualitative research becomes an important complement to quantitative methods when these fall 
short. Scholars who incline toward the post-positivist side of the qualitative continuum favor the 
following reasons for such a stance: 

• To explore a phenomenon that has not been studied before (and that may be subsequently 
developed quantitatively). 

• To add rich detail and nuance that illustrates or documents existing knowledge of a 
phenomenon, generated quantitatively. 
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• To better understand a topic by studying it simultaneously (triangulation) or concurrently 
with both methods (mixing quantitative and qualitative methods   at the same time or in 
cycles, depending on the problem). 

• To advance a novel perspective of a phenomenon well studied quantitatively but not well 
understood because of the narrow perspectives used before. (p. 9) 

They see qualitative research as an inductive approach to develop theories that then must be tested 
deductively via quantitative models. 
 
Applications of Post-Positivism in HRD 

McGoldrick, Stewart, and Watson (as cited in Kuchinke, 2000) questioned the purpose of 
HRD, whether it be person-centered, production-centered, or principled problem-solving, or 
concerned with human capabilties, psychological contract, or learning organization (Garavan et 
al., 2000), or focusing on theory and practice relating to training, development, and learning 
within organizations (Gourlay, 2000). This discussion demonstrates that the multidisciplinary 
nature of HRD makes precise definition difficult. Anyway, it is undeniable that HRD is critical to 
humanity, nation, and organization sustainability and prosperity, as McLean and McLean (2001) 
defined HRD as: 

=any process or activity that, either initially or over the long term, has the potential 
to develop adults8 work-based knowledge, expertise, productivity and satisfaction, 
whether for personal or group/team gain, or for the benefit of an organization, 
community, nation, or, ultimately, the whole of humanity.? (p. 322)  
The conflict arises, in part, because HRD8s knowledge base comes from other disciplines, 

such as industrial psychology, social work, and sociology, all of which rely heavily on positivistic 
epistemology (Lynham, 2000). Thus, the positivistic research paradigm has dominated in HRD 
(Lynham, 2000), despite the fact that the issues in this filed relate to human beings who are 
unlikely to be predictable, and one size does not fit all, thus questioning the possibility of 
generalization. Furthermore, older methodologies for building theory have taken traditional, 
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positivistic approaches to knowledge creation (Lynham, 2000). Though positivism is still widely 
used in HRD research and theory development, it has received much criticism in that the positivist 
scientific approach has been unsuitable for a comprehensive examination of human phenomena 
(Willis, 2007). Weiss (1995) viewed the complexity of human phenomena making it unrealistic to 
expect absolute predictability. Hence, scholars8 criticisms have destabilized the positivist 
philosophy, and post-positivism has emerged as a new philosophical tradition (Routledge, 2007). 

Guba and Lincoln (2005) viewed the world through post-positivism, as =still seen as 
being objective and answerable; however, it is no longer assumed that there is one correct answer? 
(as cited in Hurt, 2010, p. 66). Multiple correct answers to research questions are seen as being 
perfectly valid. The thought that perhaps we can not ever describe the exact answer, but rather we 
can estimate the answer, pervades research within this philosophical perspective.   

Despite the ambiguous definition of post-positivism in the literature, whether it means a 
modified form of positivism common in the social sciences that preserves the possibility of 
objective truth and the use of experimental methodology (Routledge, 2007), or a whole range of 
philosophies, such as postmodernism, conventionalism, critical realism, that emerged as a reaction 
to positivism (Ryan, 2006). Today, post-positivism has been primarily and dominantly used for 
theory testing and theory development (Limpanitgul, 2009; Lynham, 2000), as well as used as a 
dominant research paradigm (Limpanitgul, 2009) and a dominant mode of inquiry in social 
science (Wardlow, 1989).  From Lowe and Gardner8s (2001) content analysis of the 188 articles 
published in Leadership Quarterly from 1990 up to 1999 found a mix of methods: quantitative 
(71%), qualitative (39%), and mixed (15%) methods (total exceeds 100% because of overlapping 
categories used in the coding), and a small subset of mixed studies (13%). =In terms of analytical 
methods, about one-half of the studies used content analysis, a little less than half, case studies, 
and about one-fifth, grounded theory? (Ospina, 2004, p. 8).  It is clear that these methodologies are 
favored within the post-positivistic interpretive community 

Characteristics of the post-positivism methodology in HRD research can be summarized, 
as follows: 
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• =Because of the complexity of human phenomena, it is unrealistic to expect absolute 
predictability? (Weiss, 1995, as cited in Routledge, 2007, p. 281). 

• =Post-positivist generalizations are considered to be context-dependent.  Generalizations 
are considered to be normative and predictive of a specific group but not necessarily for 
each individual? (Charney, 1996, as cited in Routledge, 2007, p. 281). 

• =There is rejection of the positivist notion of universality and universal law? (Schumacher 
& Gortner, 1992, as cited in Routledge, 2007, p. 281). 

• =Post-positivist determinism is less conservative? (Giddings & Grant, 2007, as cited in 
Routledge, 2007, p. 281). 

• =It is by way of hypothesis testing that post-positivists attempt to increase predictive 
understanding of the phenomena under study? (Schumacher & Gortner, 1992, as cited in 
Routledge, 2007, p. 281), 

• =Post-positivism focuses on the importance of utilizing multiple measurements in addition 
to observations to assist in the identification of bias prevalent within interpretations? 
(Trochim, 2006, as cited in Hutton, 2009, para. 3). 

• =Post-positivist perspectives commit to the generation of knowledge by way of 
explanation and description of phenomena of interest? (Gortner, 1990; Weiss, 1995, as 
cited in Routledge, 2007, p. 281). 

• Post-positivism maintains a belief in observables.  =An observable is a phenomenon that 
is capable of being measured? (Gortner, 1990, as cited in Routledge, 2007, p. 281) =via 
valid and reliable instrumentation? (Weiss, 1995, as cited in Routledge, 2007, p. 281). 

• Post-positivists recognize their sensory and mental limitations.  =Unobservable entities 
are also believed to exist and are often considered to be capable of explaining observable 
phenomena? (Guba, 1990; Schumacher & Gortner, 1992, as cited in Routledge, 2007, p. 
281). 

• =The axiological assumptions in relation to post-positivism appraise the level of 
subjectivity within the realm of research? (Schulze, 2003, as cited in Hutton, 2009, para. 
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5).  Schulze (2003) posited that, =if researchers admit their bias, they are more likely 
objectively to complete the study without imposing any bias into their perspective or 
interpretation of human behavior? (para. 5). 

• =The epistemological paradigm of post-positivism states that it is impractical for a 
researcher8s stance to refrain from manipulating the subject chosen for research, as well 
as in the interpretation of results. A post-positivist8s perspective of empiricism tends to be 
on the analytical side of things, maintaining that the fundamental purpose in science is 
defective in regards to understanding reality with any manner of sureness? (Trochim, 
2006, as cited in Hutton, 2009, para. 8). 

• =The methods of post-positivism within the realm of conducting research tend to be at the 
qualitative end of the spectrum in which concepts can be measured and quantified. Post-
positivism holds the theory that there indeed is an objective reality, but this reality is not 
obtained without interjecting a multifaceted perspective into the scope of measurement? 
(Ponterotto, 2005, as cited in Hutton, 2009, para. 11). =In other word, it is not 
straightforwardly obtained with a single measurement, and various methods must be 
incorporated into the research process? (Hutton, 2009, para. 11). 

• =In natural science, attention can plausibly be focused on the empirical side of the 
continuum. In social science, in contrast, practitioners can not so easily accept =the 
evidence of their senses?? (Alexander, 1990, p. 542).  =Discourse becomes as important a 
disciplinary activity as explanation? (Alexander, 1986b, as cited in Alexander, 1990, p. 
542). 

• =The post-positivist social researcher assumes a learning role rather than a testing one? 
(Ryan, 2006, p. 18). In addition, they do not see themselves as inevitably solving the 
problems they set out to investigate (Ryan, 2006). 
The following research articles in HRD are just a few of many examples that adopt post-

positivistic methodology. As a matter of fact, mainstream management journals, especially U.S. 
journals that predominantly seek psychologically informed, empirical research use quantitative 
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methodologies, perpetuate post-positivistic domination. Furthermore, there is a growing trend in 
British human resource management (HRM) research for using the US tradition of hypothesis 
testing and statistical analysis in management research (Harley & Hardy, 2004).   

jLearning to Leadk (Conger, 1992) is an example of research conducted using post-
positive methodology. The researcher set out to explore leadership development programs in the 
US in order to discover the instructional paradigms and how each instructional paradigm 
influenced participant and program outcomes, as well as the implications for training. He adopted 
post-positivism in his exploratory research. The researcher adopted observation and qualitative 
method, having interviewed 24 human resource executives, consultants, and fellow academics to 
identify five leadership development programs in the US that stand above the dozens available on 
the market. He then registered himself as a participant in each program, recording his observations 
and thoughts in a journal. Interviews were also conducted with other participants both during and 
after the programs. By joining training programs as an actual participant, supplementing 
participant observation with extensive interviewing, he found four instructional paradigms and 
explored how each influenced participant and program outcomes, as well as the implications for 
training. He argued that, had he used a traditional survey, he would have missed these differences 
entirely.   

We can see several aspects of post-positivism in this research. Conger started with his 
mind opened; no hypothesis were tested; rather, he used open-ended questions to interview 24 
relevant people to help him shortlist leadership programs, in line with Hammerstley (2000) who 
posited that research can have an open-ended, exploratory character. This reflected post-positivism 
in which problems sometimes have to be set and discovered as opposed to a positivist point of 
view that problems are to be solved.  

The fact that Conger used discourse, a qualitative method, to interview 24 academics and 
practitioners illustrates another characteristic of post-positivism as Alexander (1989) mentioned 
that =discourse becomes an important disciplinary activity as explanation in social science? (p. 
542). Then, Conger immersed himself as a participant in each of the five leadership development 
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programs. This corresponds to =the post-positivist stance that asserts the value of values, passion, 
and politics in research? (Ryan, 2006, p. 7) and shows that =it is virtually impossible to separate 
one8s own perspective or bias from the research being conducted? (Hutton, 2009, para. 13). It is 
believed that we are all biased (theory-laden,) and all of our observations are affected (Trochim, 
2006). =Theory and practice can not be kept separate? (Ryan, 2006, p. 12). By participating in the 
programs, Conger allowed himself to have first-hand accounts of the experience.  It is thus clear 
that he takes the =learning role rather than a testing one? (Ryan, 2006, p. 7), sitting in the five 
programs and observing and later interviewing for feedback of other participants in each of the 
programs. This action fits one of the characteristics of post-positivism that the knower and known 
can not be separated and that a shared, single reality is absent (Ryan, 2006).  

Conger8s comment that, had he used a traditional survey, he would have missed these 
differences entirely, also demonstrates that where the positivist researcher might strive to discover 
objectively the truth hidden in the subjects8 minds. Post-positivists dispute =the predictability that 
can occur in traditional interviews? (Ryan, 2006, p. 18). It also shows the limitation of traditional 
survey that tends to ignore the complex, evolutionary, and systemic attributes of organizational 
context (Kim, 2003). The researcher8s motivations for and commitment to research are central and 
crucial to the enterprise (Schratz & Walker, 1995). Most importantly, Conger does not generalize 
the research findings. He just explored how each leadership program influenced participant and 
program outcomes, as well as the implications for training. 

Bryman and Stephens (1996) studied jTransformational Leadership in the British Police 
Service.k They conducted semi-structured interviews with police officers and chief inspectors, 
exploring the concept of transformational leadership. The interviews with police officers were 
audio-taped and transcribed. Within each interview, respondents were asked how they would 
define effective leadership and poor leadership and were requested to provide occurrences of both. 
They were asked to provide a description of the ideal officer for the rank to which they reported 
and how well the officer to whom they reported corresponded to that ideal. The transcripts were 
then coded in terms of 11 dimensions of leader behavior. A simple tally was kept of the number of 
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times each dimension was mentioned in each context in which the transcript was generated. 
Highlighting context and the actors8 perspective in research, they attributed the unexpected finding 
that charisma was less prominent than instrumental leadership to conditions of public service in 
the UK at the time of the study. 

The researchers used methodological triangulation whereby multiple methods of data 
collection are used (Denzin, 1978, cited in Ospina, 2004). The researchers used semi-structured 
interviews, a qualitative method, together with a simple tally, a quantitative method. While this 
quantification of qualitative data is not liked by many proponents of qualitative research and 
seems to erode the differences between quantitative and qualitative research, as Silverman (1984, 
cited in Bryman, Stephens, & Campo, 1996) observed, simple counting can be very helpful in 
determining how representative the data are. According to Ospina (2004), content analysis is the 
preferred qualitative practice in leadership research. This practice may reflect a post-positivist 
stance to inquiry. Eleven dimensions of leader behavior were identified, and a simple statistic was 
utilized to count the number of time each dimension was mentioned. According to Giddings and 
Grant (2007, as cited in Routledge, 2007), =post-positivists argue that the research question 
dictates the research method. Therefore, research guided by the post-positivist philosophy may 
utilize quantitative methods, qualitative methods, or a combination of both? (p. 282).  

In addition, Bryman and Stephens (1996) used triangulation of qualitative and 
quantitative methods to confirm these dimensions of leader behavior in the New Leadership 
literature, finding that individualized considerations and inspiration are associated with effective 
leadership, while laissez-faire is associated with poor leadership. This aligns with Bass (2003) 
who posited that more and more =there are efforts to �triangulate8 quantitative and qualitative 
research for increasing confidence in both? (p. 8). 

Parry (1998, as cited in Ospina, 2004) and Ponterotto (2005, as cited in Hutton, 2009) 
agreed that there is a growing appreciation for the need for both methods in leadership research. 
As evident from empirical research practices on leadership studies, researchers combine 
qualitative and quantitative data and analysis, which reflects post-positivism. 
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Furthermore, this research shares the basic elements of post-positivism detailed in 
Routledge (2007), as its generalizations are considered to be context-dependent as evident from 
the context of the British police service. =Post-positivism relies on systematic inquiry as the 
process through which hypotheses are tested and knowledge is obtained? (Weiss, 1995, as cited in 
Routledge, 2007, p. 282), as can be seen in the article in which researchers used semi-structured 
interviews to explore and discover. Lastly, there is acknowledgement that, =because of the 
complexity of human phenomena, it is unrealistic to expect absolute prediction? (Weiss, 1995, as 
cited in Routledge, 2007, p. 282), as evident from this research that it represents an examination of 
the results of a study of the police service of England and Wales (Bryman & Stephens, 1996).   

 
Strengths of Post-Positivism 

=Not all knowledge is gained from one method? (Hutton, 2009, para. 14). Post-positivists 
believe that there are multiple sources to use in reaching a goal. Triangulation is widely used in 
post-positivistic research, which is unthinkable in a positivist paradigm. 

Ponterotto (2005, as cited in Hutton 2009) also stated that =post-positivist8s aim at 
implementing several measurements into the research process and reject the notion of being able 
to capture objective reality seamlessly? (para. 14). Post-positivist believers consider that there is 
no single truth. Knowledge is a continuous process. When one particular result emerges, another 
result might emerge after further experiences.  

Post-positivists =take very strong positions on everything from the acceptable reasons for 
doing research to the proper methods for collecting and analyzing data? (Willis, 2007, p. 17). As 
post-positivists believe to start =from nowhere? (Scharff, 2007, p. 510), experimenting and 
analyzing different phenomena assists them in finding causes according to a particular situation. 
This leads to more acceptable solutions by using proper methods.  

Post-positivism provides the =ability to uphold best the validity of findings and 
generalization of results? (Kim, 2003, p. 2). As with positivism, post-positivism also generalizes 
its findings. It tries to deal with multiple methods to find the best resolution. Once they achieve it, 
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they make it general for a particular situation, but they also believe that, with time, the result could 
change to find a better solution. 

There is rejection of idealism and an acceptance of critical realism (Hutton, 2009). In 
positivism, an idealistic approach is considered to be the appropriate tool. By implanting this, one 
single truth or objectivity could be identified. As post-positivism does not believe in a single truth 
approach, it emphasizes that the world be viewed in a critical way, so critical realism is a highly 
valued mechanism in their sense. Moreover, seeing the world or exploring the world by getting 
different outlooks is another characteristic of post-positivism. Hence, they encourage looking at 
the world by adopting multiple approaches. 

=What is true in one situation or context may not be true for another? (Kim, 2003, p. 5). 
Post-positivism helps to generate knowledge in a particular field by believing that truth can 
change over time.  New theory or new experiences can change existing beliefs. Observing the 
situation in multiple ways or using triangulation can not lead to only one result. Hence, truth does 
not exist in post-positivism eternally. Post-positivism is a matter of making better choices to 
discover the best truth for a particular period. 

 
Weaknesses of Post-Positivism 

=Post-positivism affirms that one8s rational mind is limited in the area of comprehension 
and the recognition of other ways of knowing? (Hutton, 2009, para. 13). Though post-positivism 
accepts multiplicity of knowledge from various viewpoints, humans are rationale. They hardly 
recognize different results from a particular phenomenon.  

Post-positivism still proves to be inadequate in many areas outside of the physical and 
mathematical sciences, such as dealing with human behavior (Young, n.d., para 17). Human 
nature can not be measured with quantifiable data. As post-positivism mainly focuses on a 
quantitative approach to justify human behavior, it can not show appropriate results in contrast 
with finding results in physics or mathematics. Though post-positivism accepts a qualitative 
approach, it is not common to come up with a certain result. Hence, Young (n.d.) stated, =an over-
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reliance on systemization and quantitative data collection leads to alienation and dehumanization 
of the subject in the experiment8 (para. 17).  

 Another limitation to post-positivism is the fact that =it is virtually impossible to separate 
one8s own perspective or bias from the research being conducted? (Hutton, 2009, para 13). The 
statement covers the fact that no one is free from bias. Everyone sees the world from his or her 
own perspective. Hence, it is very difficult to find appropriate results.  
Future Research that Might Utilize Post-Positivism 

As mentioned in the earlier section, to date, post-positivism remains dominant in theory 
building research. We firmly believe that it will continue to dominate in HRD as a widely used 
paradigm in the future. 

Hurt (2010) posited that =HRD is an area of theory, research, and practice that is devoted 
intimately in studying people? (p. 2). As we know that people have different paradigms based on 
their cultural contexts and valued systems, and that there is no single reality or universal truth, 
post-positivism seems to fit well in HRD research. The basic elements of post-positivism by 
Lincoln (1985b), stating that there is no basis for generalization, replication, corroboration 
(validation), or prediction�anywhere at anytime--support HRD researchers in being able to 
understand people and further build on theory in HRD within specific contexts. These basic 
elements correspond with the study of human and organization behaviors, and thus it is possible to 
overcome the limitations of the traditional methodology and methods of positivism.   

McLean (2011) posited that no field can exist without theories, and it is through theories 
that we gain greater understanding of the phenomena of the field. Lynham (2000) suggested that, 
because HRD is of an applied nature, theory-building methods must be capable of dealing with 
issues of application.  Although there are many research methods particularly well suited to and 
relevant for use in theory building in HRD, it is worth considering =two strategies common to 
theory building? (Reynold, 1971, as cited in Lynham, 2002, p. 225). The first is positivism, where 
=a relatively small number of variables to measure during data collection? and =that there be a few 
significant patterns to be found in the data? (p. 227).  The second is called theory-to-research 
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strategy or post-positivism, in which =he suggests that scientific knowledge would advance most 
rapidly through the development of new ideas and attempts to falsify them with empirical 
research? (p. 227). Another characteristic of this theory-building strategy is that =there is no real 
world or one truth? (p. 227), but that knowledge about human behavior is created in the minds of 
individuals. Of the two strategies, post-positivism is more favored by theory-building researchers 
and is used as a dominant paradigm in research building theory and theory building as evident 
from the arguments above. 

So long as theory building is important to the maturing of the HRD profession and theory-
building research can help the HRD profession address the call for HRD theory (Lynham, 2000), 
post-positivism will still remain a dominant methodology in HRD. 
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Social constructivism (SC) is an epistemological, sociological, and psychological 
approach to knowledge. It is used to describe how social phenomena develop in social contexts. 
Social constructivism is based on assumptions about reality: it is constructed through human 
activity that is non-existent prior to social invention. Knowledge is a human product that is 
socially constructed. Individuals create meanings through interactions with others and the 
environment. Learning is a social process that is meaningful when individuals are engaged in 
social activities. Epistemology (how we know things) is combined with ontology (what things 
exist) to constitute the branch of philosophy known as metaphysics. Social constructivism 
originated in sociology and refers to philosophical epistemology. Social constructionism and 
social constructivism are often used interchangeably. The important differences between social 
constructionism and social constructivism are the foci on the artifacts in addition to individual8s 
learning that is created through the social interactions. 

A social construct is a concept that seems to be natural and vivid to those who choose to 
accept it. However, in the real sense, it is an invention of a particular culture or society. Social 
constructivism emphasizes the ways by which meanings and understandings grow out of social 
interactions.  

A major focus of social constructivism is to understand how individuals and groups 
construct their perception with social reality. It looks at how social phenomena are formed, 
developed, learned, and used to become practices, values, and artifacts. The social process is a 
continuous and interactive process, causing people to learn, gaining knowledge by participation, 
and involving, and interpreting their activities in their social environment.  

 
Social Constructivism: A Branch of Post-modernism 

Social constructivism belongs to the umbrella of post-modernism or even as a source of 
the postmodern movement. Post-modernism sees truths as value for today, here, temporary, and 
situational. Post-modernism does not assume external reality, but it accepts that there are many 
possible truths. It does not accept grand narratives, universal truth, reason, or stability but favors 
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mini-narratives. Accordingly, social constructivism follows post-modernism8s views, but with a 
narrower focus that our views and knowledge depend on the society or community to which we 
belong, and each individual8s truth and views are dependent on his or her own life experience and 
social atmosphere and environment. 

Social constructivism sees that we are the products of social process. The world we see 
and the people we find ourselves to be are the product of social processes. The society is the root 
of experience. 

Language is Central  
A main concept of social constructivists is that we are prisoners of language and culture. 

Language is central to what we mean, what we understand, what we do accordingly, and everyday 
life and experiences. The culture also constitutes an influential component of what we know. 
Because cultures vary from place to place, and change over time, the knowledge of individuals 
also varies from one another, time to time, and place to place. 

Culture is Central 
Social constructivism emphasizes the importance of culture and context in understanding 

what occurs in society and constructing knowledge based on this understanding. This supports 
social constructivism as a sociological theory of knowledge that considers how social phenomena 
or objects of consciousness develop in social contexts. A social construction (also called a social 
construct) is a concept or practice that is the construct (or artifact) of a particular group. When we 
say that something is socially constructed, we focus on its dependence on contingent variables of 
our social selves rather than any inherent quality that it possesses in itself.   

Drawing upon literature from the sociology of science (e.g., Latour, 1987; Latour & 
Woolgar, 1979), Gergen (1999) illustrated the ways in which science itself is a social rather than 
objective enterprise, how claims such as =smoking causes cancer? are true within the traditions of 
science, but that science has no more privileged route to =something beyond the convention of 
representation? (Gergen, 2001, p. 425) than other forms of cultural life. 
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Social constructivism is sometimes called a movement, at other times a position, a theory, 
a theoretical orientation, or an approach; psychologists remain unsure of its status (Henderikus, 
1990). Vygotsky (1978) provided the example of pointing a finger. Initially, this behavior is a 
meaningless motion; however, as people react to the gesture, it becomes a movement that has 
meaning. In particular, the pointing gesture represents an interpersonal connection between 
individuals. 

The above description gives a short explanation of what social constructivism is. 
However, in order to do justice to this topic, it is of paramount importance to share some basic 
historical data to convey its usefulness in the area of research and application of social 
constructivism in the field of HRD.  

 
History of Social Constructivism 

Perhaps most notably, the developmental theories of social constructivism were laid down 
by LevVygostky (1896-1934) in his theory of the "Zone of Proximal Development" (ZPD). 

Vygotsky focused on the linkages between people and the socio-cultural context in which 
they act and interact in shared experiences (Crawford, 1996). According to Vygotsky, humans use 
tools that develop from a culture, such as speech and writing, to mediate their social environments. 
Initially, children develop these tools to serve solely as social functions as ways to communicate 
needs. Vygotsky believed that the internalization of these tools led to a higher level of thinking 
skills, emphasizing the importance of culture and context in understanding what occurs in society 
and constructing knowledge based on that understanding. 

Social constructivism has been studied and developed by many educational psychologists 
who are concerned with its implications for teaching and learning. Constructivism forms one of 
the major theories (behaviorism, social learning, constructivism, and social constructivism) of 
child development, arising from the work of Jean Piaget's theory of cognitive development 
(Fischer, 1980). Piaget's stage theory (describing four successive stages of development) also 
became known as constructivism, because he believed that children needed to construct an 
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understanding of the world for themselves. Social constructivism extends constructivism by 
incorporating the role of other actors and culture in development. 

 
Examples of Applications of SC in HROD  

Some examples of the application of social constructivism in HROD are described as 
followings: 

SC in Adult Learning in the Workplace  
The socially constructed nature of business enterprises as systems of coordination and 

control of economic activities seems self-evident to most social scientists in the same way that 
other social institutions and collectivities are socially constituted and varied (Hughes, 1992). The 
above statement shows how deep societies and individuals have been socially constructed in the 
business world. Some believed that the social construction in business organizations starts first 
between employees and the organization itself. Porter and Lawler (1975) argued that new 
employee and the organization must mutually learn to adjust to each other. Organization behavior 
is the most pivotal points in human resource development. All organizations, whether work 
organizations, religious orders, prisons, or others have available a variety of possible means to 
promote the socialization of new and continuing members. Social constructivism offers 
application of knowledge in human resource development to forecast, predict and control 
behaviors of interest.  

SC in Education of Children  
Social constructivism has been applied to the education of children, specifically teaching 

and learning. Piaget8s (1954) theory of cognitive development was formed from major theories of 
child developmental behaviorism, social learning, constructivism, and social constructivism of 
child development. Piaget's stage theory describes the four successive stages that children need to 
go through to construct an understanding of the world for themselves. Social constructivism 
incorporated the role of other actors and culture in development. Another significant contributor in 
the constructive nature of child development is Vygotsky with his contributions--Mind in Society 
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(1930, 1978) and Thought and Language (1934, 1986)§. Vygotsky independently came to the 
same conclusions as Piaget regarding the constructive nature of development. 

But, there are debates on the constructivist paradigm applied in childhood education. 
Terhart (2003) contended that social constructivism does not present a new didactic paradigm 
different from traditional educational theories. Even though social constructivism was successful 
in practical teaching recommendations in some educational areas, it did not introduce a shift from 
the traditional dualist framework of thinking. A paradigm shift requires a deeper level of 
correction. Fox (2001) observed that, in its emphasis on learners8 active participation, 
constructivism too easily dismisses the roles of passive perception, memorization, and all the 
mechanical learning methods in traditional didactic lecturing. Other researchers (Biggs, 1998; Jin 
& Cortazzi, 1998) also noted that, while constructivist teaching approaches, including one-to-one 
or small group classroom interaction, do not always guarantee teaching effectiveness; traditional 
didactic lecturing in large classes of 50 to 70 students in China has not always meant the doom of 
teaching efforts. In summary, in the behaviorist and constructivist oscillating emphases on the 
objective and the subjective, the world and the mind, were found not to be two but one singular 
theoretical paradigm, that of dualism. Popular literature on constructivism and its critical 
comments has tended to apply a dualist framework incongruent with the monist philosophy 
guiding Vygotsky8s writings.   

SC in World Views of Adult Learning in the Workplace 
Social constructivism has also been applied for religious views of adult learning in the 

workplace. As worldviews are different from one religion to another, one country to another, one 
group to another, the social constructivist paradigm is mostly used to carry out the research work 
on the worldviews and the related anthropological or academic research work. Johansen and 
Gopalakrishna (2006) worked on and presented a Buddhist view of learning. Buddhism is a way 
of life practiced by more than 500 million people. They supposed that continued globalization of 
work and the expanding economic power and influence of Asian nations ensures that the beliefs, 
                                                           

§ Available in English at the later dates 
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goals, practices, and traditions of Buddhism will take on increasing importance in business, 
education, and HRD in every part of the world. They outlined the implications for HRD theory 
and research stating that a Buddhist worldview opens HRD research to issues ranging from the 
personal (How can HRD professionals incorporate Buddhist principles into their practice?) to the 
organizational (How do we develop performance management and reward systems that do not 
promote greed?), to social policy and ethical issues (How do we justify extensive military 
spending in the face of compelling domestic and international needs for healthcare, food, and 
shelter?).  

Research was also done on the effect of incorporating a Buddhist worldview into 
professional practice. They also questioned if such an approach would work in a western, 
capitalist society? What are the results when this worldview is embraced and used as the 
foundation for decisions? In the efforts as a field to become more professional and to develop 
global ethics for HRD, what aspects of Buddhist principles need to be applied? Answers to all 
these questions will enhance the field of HRD and forward its efforts to become more global. It 
will also, potentially, improve the professionalism of the field and help the efforts to implement 
more widely corporate social responsibility (Johansen & Gopalakrishna, 2006). 

Because worldviews are different from each place to another, these findings, along with 
the other articles in this 2006 issue of Advances in Developing Human Resources, were developed 
through social constructivism.  

SC in Cross-cultural Research Study 
Moltó, Florian, Rouse, and Stough (2010) explored the beliefs and attitudes that 

university students enrolled in teacher education programs in Spain, England and the US (Texas) 
held about individuals who differ. They assumed that beliefs and attitudes toward difference scale 
(BATD) was constructed using nine dimensions of diversity, culture, language, socioeconomic 
status/social class, religion, gender, sexual orientation, political ideology, disability, and special 
talent. Analysis indicated significant main effects due to the respondent groups on culture, 
religion, and sexual orientation; significant main effects of worldview of difference on political 



 

  Volume 4 Number 1 January - June 2012 ( 2555) 

43 

ideology; and no interaction between the two factors on each of the nine domains of difference. 
The research suggested that attitudes towards people who differ include etic, emic, and individual 
properties.  

Defining HRD 
McLean and McLean (2001)) used an SC approach in defining HRD from a global 

perspective. In surveying HRD professionals in 13 countries to determine the prevalent form of 
definition of HRD used in that country, McLean and McLean determined the cultural influences 
on that country8s definition. By merging the concepts from all of these definitions, a global 
definition was constructed from these socially influenced definitions. 
 
Strengths of the Paradigm 

The heart of social constructivism is an optimistic belief that people and societies can 
become better in the future (Wilson, in press). Social constructivism reveals the flexibility of 
human beings (in terms of its uniqueness) in both individuals and societies. Wilson (in press) 
concluded that this flexibility is reflected in the diversity of behaviors that we observe within and 
among societies around the world and throughout history. Social constructivism explains the 
awesome/eccentric ways people, as groups, understand things via historical, cultural, and religious 
backgrounds and how these influence why and how the groups as entities learn.  For example, an 
indigenous community tends to have a very strong culture on what constitutes learning, family, 
land ownership, marriage, and soon. This, of course, will be very different from the way another 
group might see/understand these concepts. Another example is food; what is accepted as 
breakfast, lunch, and dinner in one society might be different from what is accepted in another. 
Bodily gestures are socially constructed. Individuals tend to study and internalize customs, habits, 
and values through learning and socializing.  

In social constructivism, absolutely anything goes. Wilson (in press) argued that all 
possible combinations of sex roles can exist and have been observed in societies around the world. 
In the world of social constructivism, no culture, ideology, or religion is wrong or superior. This 
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provides society with a platform to view others as being acceptable. Social constructivism seems 
to agree with the theory of conventionalism because there are no perfect ways to do something.  

 
Weaknesses of the Paradigm 
             There are also some problems with the use of this paradigm. 

Strong Focus on Language 
SC has been critiqued for its strong focus on language. Because of that focus, the social 

constructivists pay less attention to other vital elements of human life and nature, such as power, 
gender, and nature, which are not less significant nor more important than language in the creation 
and development of knowledge.  

Less Scientific  
Another disadvantage of SC is that it may appear to some that SC is less scientific, 

making the studies appear to be vague. It can be pointed out that peoples8 personal stories are 
often marginalized, subjugated, and denied. Accordingly, all stories are not valid as the attempt to 
determine the socially constructed norms for a group may ignore individual stories. As SC 
research is usually based on narratives gained through interviews, and some individual may not be 
able to articulate their stories well, leading to findings sometimes that are unclear or indistinct. 

View of Change 
Another weakness concerns the social constructivists8 view of change. Social 

constructivists provide few insights into why discourses rise and fall and, accordingly, they say 
little about why realism has been the dominant discourse, and why its foundations are so shaky. 
They do not offer a well-defined argument that deals with this important issue. Social 
constructivists occasionally point to particular factors that might lead to changes in discourse. In 
such cases, however, they usually end up arguing that change in the material world drives changes 
in discourse.  
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Possible Future Research Utilizing SC in HROD 
Studies on effectiveness of the use of e-learning systems in different areas of the world, or 

with different groups of students, can be supported and grounded in theories of SC. Social 
networking patterns over the Internet also can be studied using SC. Even though the Internet and 
social networking sites cover over almost the whole globe, the level and environment of Internet 
literacy, cultural backgrounds, and languages used are still different from one place to another, 
even in one country, and, more significantly, in different countries. Research using SC may give 
insights into the trends and patterns of social networking practices across cultures and borders. 

Indeed, SC can be used for various human resources and organization development 
practices, such as various aspects of organizational politics, social changes in specific areas and 
regions, the relationships between employee engagement and organizational performance in 
different countries and regions, impacts of corporate social responsibility (CSR) programs on 
employee engagement, and so on. The SC approach is also useful for philosophical studies, social 
studies, anthropology, organizational culture, and international relation. There are very minimal 
limiting boundaries for a researcher using social constructivism. 

 
Conclusion 

According to SC, knowledge, environment, and activity are intimately related. Unnoticed, 
taken-for-granted values, cultures, and assumptions influence our versions of reality and 
subsequent actions. Significant differences can be found between neighboring countries and even 
communities within a country. Many cultural shifts can occur within one lifetime. Any and all 
aspects of existence may be subject to enormous variation. What we knew is much based on where 
we grew up and how we grew up. Languages also shape our knowledge, our views of the world, 
our views of reality, and consequently our activities. We are the products of social processes, and 
we have enormous opportunities to learn and to gain knowledge utilizing the social constructivist 
paradigm.  
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Abstract 
 

As the definition of Human Resource Development (HRD) continues to be explored, 
feminist research could help in extending knowledge valuable to human resource and organization 
development (HROD), as well as shaping its definition to be more dynamic. In contrast to the 
traditional masculine rational approach, feminist research provides an alternative perspective in 
looking at HROD through a feminist lens, focusing on gender inequality issues. The purpose of 
this article is to provide descriptions of feminist theory, including the origins, criticisms, 
development into a research paradigm, and historical background. This article also discusses the 
paradigm in HROD applications, strengths and weaknesses, and future research recommendations. 
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The fundamental claim of feminism is that women are oppressed. Historically, women 
have been discriminated against and overlooked in many areas of life, resulting in women 
possessing less power and social position. This invisibility of women8s roles in history has led 
them to live in a masculine or rational world in which men are dominant. In terms of 
epistemology, feminist theory has raised many questions, such as: Whose knowledge actually are 
we perceiving and following? How is knowledge obtained? 

Feminist theory, which many see as a part of critical theory, focuses on understanding 
gender inequality (Kushner & Morrow, 2003). It aims at challenging existing assumptions of 
gender in society relative to power manifestations that affect the way people live and that we 
simply take for granted as we see them as =normal or natural? (Frisby, Maguire, & Reid, 2009, p. 
14). Frisby et al. (2009) explained that, =Feminist theories, even though they are always partial 
and contested, have acted as an intentional counter to dominant theories about human experiences 
and strategies for change? (p. 16). In an attempt to eliminate gender oppression, feminist theory is 
not a single or absolute concept, but it has been developed to explore the meaning of gender 
inequality and injustice in order to make a pronounced change in society. 

 

Feminist Theory in Knowledge Creation 
Conflicts have been identified between masculine rationality and femininity that inspire a 

search for theoretical connections between gender and specific ways of knowing (Bierma, 2009; 
Hawkesworth, 1989). Three models of feminist epistemology suggested by Hawkesworth (1989) 
are feminist empiricism, feminist standpoint theory, and feminist post-modernism.  
 Feminist empiricism recommends that, by strictly applying the existing methodological 
norms through systematic observation, biases from sexism can be eliminated. It allows the 
unmediated truth about the world to extend findings about reality. On the other hand, feminist 
standpoint theory disagrees with the concept of unmediated truth and argues that knowledge is 
always mediated by a host of factors, such as race, class, sexuality, and nationality (Frisby et al., 
2009; Hawkesworth, 1989). This theory strongly claims that, when the distorted view of reality 
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offered by oppressors on one side of a social position is accepted, then the oppressed or 
marginalized group is prevented from acquiring a correct and more comprehensive understanding 
about the world. Therefore, feminist theory suggests that women8s way of knowing through 
oppression can replace previous findings from masculinized science. Feminist postmodernism 
opposes the concept of truth about reality. It relies mainly on the observer8s situatedness, which 
does not allow for universal claims of existence. 
 As there is no single definition of feminist research, there are basic attributes that 
distinguish it from traditional research. Most feminist researchers recognize the basic attributes as 
research that studies women and focuses on gender (Wilkinson & Pat, 2007).  
 

Feminist Research in HROD 
 There has been an argument that HRD is largely influenced by masculine rationality in 
which its traits are =objectivity,? =aggressiveness,? and =performance? (Bierema, 2009, p. 69). By 
adopting masculine rational frameworks, HRD research significantly relies on economic models 
and performance-enhancing interventions. Apparently, most HRD researchers who study 
development and training for women or diversity groups are few as such research is perceived as 
not providing economic value (Nelson, 1995). The dominance of men in power positions in 
businesses may be the reason KPIs (key performance indicators) have become so overwhelmingly 
popular. The creation of one8s worldview, particularly created by white males but implemented by 
males of many nations, has left little room for any skepticism. Therefore, a feminist approach, as 
an alternative to typical knowledge creation in HRD questions the widely recognized paradigm 
that refers mostly to a masculine productivity orientation.  

Bierema (2002) explained five major reasons why feminist research can be important to 
HRD. First is the bias over the construction of knowledge that has been produced, historically, 
mainly by white men. Therefore, women8s experiences and knowledge have been disregarded by 
researchers. Second, the research questions have usually been initiated by men. The field, then, is 
less open for criticism by women to penetrate with new ideas to add to the already constructed 
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research framework. Even though many studies have been conducted with significant populations 
of women, the researchers, according to Bierema, normally do not count gender as a category of 
analysis. Third, feminist research can help explore the field of HRD with a broader perspective as 
HRD is in the process of defining itself. By applying other paradigms, rather than relying solely 
on the existing dominant methodology, HRD can extend its impact in more dynamic ways. Fourth, 
Bierema (2002) argued that oppression remains because existing research on women has failed to 
understand the nature and source of oppression. Researches typically have assumed, incorrectly, 
that men and women are the same in recognizing the benefit of power sharing. Finally, and most 
importantly, this paradigm encourages a meaningful change in the lives of individuals, 
organizations, and communities as a whole. This ultimate purpose, therefore, brings this value to 
the HRD field as well. 

In organizations, women are typically found to be in a top management level much less 
than men. Baumgartner and Schneider (2010) reviewed six current most debated issues women in 
management face when breaking the glass ceiling, obstructing them from career advancement.  

• Old Boys/New Boys network refers to men8s attitudes toward women. Even though the 
New Boys have more positives attitudes regarding women in management than the Old 
Boys, women are still mostly absent from power. 

• Sacrifices for family time, especially the socially constructed roles of women in the 
family, make it difficult for women to balance work and life. 

• The effectiveness of mentors and mentoring programs in helping women break the glass 
ceiling remains unclear. 

• The Queen Bee Syndrome refers to women who are already on top being unwilling to 
help other women break the glass ceiling.  

• Men are typically assumed to have effective leadership styles by being competitive, a risk 
taker, independent, and concerned with status and authority. Women, on the other hand, 
are generally considered to be more caring and collaborative and have better interpersonal 
communications. 
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• Women lack eagerness of entering management positions. 
Feminist research should allow for more understanding about power in the organization, 

especially women8s power, the main concern in feminist theory. One of many findings from 
feminist research suggests that, instead of following masculine styles, women8s leadership styles 
can also suit well in management jobs. This research could promote fundamental change in a 
positive way in organizations.   

In a larger context, the International Labor Organization8s (2011) most recent reports on 
worldwide discrimination issues identified gender mainstreaming, whereby many policies have 
been implemented to promote gender equality at a national level, as an important emerging issue. 
Gender mainstreaming is defined as =the process of assessing the implications for women and men 
of any planned action, including legislation, policies or programs, in any area and at all levels? 
(ILO, 2011, p. 20).  

As stated earlier, HRD is in the process of being defined. McLean (2004) suggested that 
HRD in the context of national agenda cannot traditionally be defined narrowly as =manpower 
planning or human capital investment? (p. 269). Feminist research can help in exploring new 
knowledge that could help in identifying directions for such expanded understanding. A feminist 
approach to HRD can benefit communities as a whole.  

 

Criticism of Feminist Research 
In spite of some obvious needs that exist in our society for a feminist research 

perspective, there are those who criticize such a paradigm, as explored in this section. 
Bias of Feminist Research: Unisex Research 

 Swanson (2004) concluded that the fundamental idea of feminist methodology as 
obtaining new knowledge should be critically opposed for two main reasons: researcher bias and 
honoring of a selected methodology only. According to Swanson, when a researcher uses passion 
to research ad particular issue, the result is bias toward the research topic. Another argument he 
made is the inappropriateness of feminist methodology as a starting point to a research question, 
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rather than having the research question drive the methodology. His article questioned the 
integrity of researchers using feminist methodology because of selection bias that influences the 
research questions, methodology, and interpretation. In opposition to feminist theory, Swanson 
argued that the ideological belief that there should be social, political, and economic equality of 
the sexes is not a research question but a values question. The author then proposed the use of 
unisex research: 

=Unisex research is proposed to be an overarching value on top of mature research 
methods to ensure that those methods are not distinguished or distinguishable on the 
basis of sex. Once in place, unisex qualitative research projects, unisex case study 
research projects, unisex theory building research projects, and so on, can take place 
with the threat of bias under better control. Thus, generating significant new 
knowledge without a sexual bias will advance our scholarly understanding of 
phenomena being investigated.? (Swanson, 2004, p. 118) 
As argued by Bierema (2009), Swanson8s explanation of unisex research, including =an 

overarching value,? =mature,? and =controlled? (p. 118), represents his view from a dominant 
masculine rationality position. While Swanson may have rejected the possibility that knowledge 
can be created based on feminist theory, we believe that, because of the assumptions underlying 
feminist research regarding power, feminist researchers will continue to explore new research 
questions to challenge the existing masculine rationality assumptions, gain more acceptable or 
inclusive knowledge, and create alternative practices in HRD.  

 
Oppression of Both Genders 
 Although feminist theory was originally built from feminism, where feminist activists8 
goal has been to elevate women8s voices, in recent research, feminist theory has gone beyond 
finding equality for only one gender, women. There has always been the claim that oppression not 
only occurs to women, but also to men. Men, traditionally, have been expected to have a social 
leader8s role for the family and society. They were taught to be strong and masculine and to be the 
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breadwinner in the family. As the role was distinguished by gender, obviously, this could be 
oppressive to some men.  As a result, some researchers have seen that the purpose of feminist 
theory is not limited to women8s oppression but extends to all oppressed groups (Bierema, 2002; 
Frisby et al., 2009). As a result, feminist theory plays an important role in providing an 
epistemological view of how gender shapes our perspectives.  
 
Generalization and Intersectionality 
 Even though feminist theory is normally considered as a branch of critical theory under 
the postmodernist epistemology, some feminist research using a quantitative approach generalize 
their findings  There is some research that takes other variables into account, such as race, 
nationality, or social class, finding relationships between gender and these variables. The method 
of mediated findings with the factors related to an individual8s particular position has been 
suggested and applied in many HRD research studies. As suggested by Lober (2011),  

=Individuals have more than one status, and these statuses intersect and impact on 
each other. When some or all of these statuses are in disadvantaged groups, the result 
of this intersectionality of disadvantaged statuses is complex inequality. Feminist 
scholarship has to be able to work with multiple categories and multiple identities in 
examining the causes of and remedies for complex inequality.? (p. 35) 

Therefore, the intersectionality method could be applied to avoid overreliance or over- 
interpretation on gender issues and not to generalize the results based solely on gender. 
 
Historical Background of Feminist Theory 

The famous quote of Karl Marx that "philosophers have only interpreted the world in 
various ways. The point however is to change it" (Wolff, 2011, para.12), shares a common 
concept with the foundation of feminism seeking to end women8s oppression. Feminist theory, 
therefore, could be viewed as a political activity in which its purpose implicitly is to enforce 
change to society8s view of gender inequality. The first known organized feminist group in U.S. 
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history was the Women8s Conference, which was held in Seneca Falls, New York, in 1848 
(Burkett, 2011). The conference aimed at transforming society by addressing a whole range of 
women8s subordinated issues. Another renowned feminist movement was the women8s suffrage 
movement, in which women campaigned for the rights to vote, which took decades to be 
legitimated in western countries, such as the UK and the US and ultimately moved across the 
globe. An interesting argument made by the suffragettes was not that women are equal to men, 
but, because women are different, =they could make their domesticity into a political virtue, using 
the franchise to create a purer, more moral maternal commonwealth? (Burkett, 2011, para.6). In 
Thailand, one of the very first female activisms was led by a small group of educated upper-class 
women fighting for the right to matrimonial property management and the prevention of double 
marital registration (Somsawadi, 2003). Even though this campaign promoted a better status for 
women, it was seen as an outcry of wealthy women whose concerns were on their personal 
economic interests and a long unsolved Thai cultural problem of husband having minor wives. 
Later, in the 1974 Constitution, an equal rights protection clause was included for the first time in 
Thailand8s history. It recognized the concept of gender equality in many aspects that had an 
impact on all women and became the beginning milestone of the women8s movement in Thailand.   

The second wave of feminism emerged during the 1960s in the US, focusing on the laws 
and culture changes that involved a wide rage of concerns, including sex discrimination; limited 
opportunities in employment; restraints on reproductive freedom; and concerns about domestic 
violence, sexual victimization, and women8s unpaid labor (Biaggio, 2002). The classic work of 
Simone de Beauvior, a French philosopher, was published and translated into a book called The 

Second Sex in 1953; it engendered provocative debate and served as a foundation for this era of 
contemporary women8s movement (Biaggio, 2002). The book suggested that femininity is socially 
constructed through environmental factors, such as education and social tradition, whereby the 
primary purpose was for men to control women. The patriarchal concept of men8s holding 
absolute power was attacked aggressively during the emergence of this second wave era. 
Throughout history, feminists proclaim, men have possessed dominance and control in the 
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sciences, philosophy and religion, history, the arts, and almost every area. To counter this bias in 
knowledge creation by men, the feminist epistemology arose from a combination of gender issues 
and concerns over the traditional way of acquiring knowledge. Though feminist theory is 
modifying and reconstructing history, its primary goal is to gain more comprehensive view of 
reality rather than rely solely on the narrower male-centric view. 

 
Samples of Feminist Theory in HROD Research 

As mentioned earlier, feminist theory is a part of critical theory that is grounded on the 
oppression of women. There are many articles that focus on the discrimination of women in the 
workplace and women8s opportunities in career advancement, and so on. The following articles 
are just a few examples of a feminist approach that has been used in conducting research in 
HROD.  We have selected four related research studies: =A Model of Executive Women8s 
Learning and Development? (Bierema, 1999); =Black Women8s Leadership Experiences: 
Examining the Intersectionality of Race and Gender? (Jean-Marie, Williams, & Sherman, 2009); 
=Gender-Related Stress Among Japanese Working Women? (Ogiwara, Tsuda, Akiyama, & Sakai, 
2008); and =Women8s Networks: A Career Development Intervention or Impediment? (Bierema, 
2007).  

A Model of Executive Womenus Learning and Development  
As corporations are becoming more diverse, women have played a more important role in 

the organization. However, women still lack opportunity compared with men in order to grow into 
executive level positions. This research (Bierema, 1999) focused on a model of executive 
women8s learning and development in corporate cultures. Bierema interviewed eleven female 
executives in corporations in order to explore how executive businesswomen learn and develop in 
the context of corporate culture. A qualitative case-study method was adopted to gain more 
understanding of how women learned the organizational culture, which was assumed to be 
controlled and created in male-dominant environments. Through the experience of executive 
women, they defined their organizational contexts as male-centered. 
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The women experienced progressive development across three stages: Compliant 
Novices, Competence Seekers, and Change Agents. From this research, we can understand how 
executive women learn and apply that learning in the corporate environment. This can be good 
information for researchers and organizations to understand better how to deal with a gender-
diverse workforce effectively and how to create a hospitable and equal environment for all 
employees in the organization.  

Black Womenus Leadership Experiences:  
This research aimed at examining the intersectionality of race and gender (Jean-Marie, 

Williams, & Sherman, 2009). It highlighted the experiences of black women8s leadership by using 
narrative inquiry through their life stories. There are still barriers for black women to become 
leaders in organizations due to double jeopardy discrimination (black and female).  

The research found that the selected black women had all experienced the Civil Rights 
Movement when they were young. Those black women today hold executive positions in 
organizations. This research also points out how, in a globalized world, HRD has to deal with a 
more diverse workplace in which racism, classism, and sexism can affect an individual8s lived 
experience in the workplace.  

Gender-related Stress among Japanese Working Women  
This article by Ogiwara, Tsuda, Akiyama, and Sakai (2008) addresses gender-related 

stress of working women in Japan. The authors stated that there is a wide wage gap between men 
and women in Japan. Women employees are still working in stressful situations under a male-
dominant environment. The survey was conducted using triangulation. First, the authors 
investigated job stress related to depression by using a self-assessment questionnaire. After that 
they selected a subsample of female employees who had a high depression score in the 
questionnaire to interview and get a deeper understanding.  

They found that interpersonal conflict had a significant affect on job stress for working 
women. Social support is of great importance when women employees are faced with 
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interpersonal difficulties in their workplace. This research provides a clear picture of social, 
structural, and cultural dimensions of women employees in Japan. 

Womenus Networks  
This study of women8s networks focused on women8s opportunities in career 

advancement, which are fewer than men8s in today8s society. Bierema (2007) investigated an in-
company women8s executive network designed to improve recruitment, retain women employees, 
and develop career advancement of women. This case study was aimed at examining the impact 
on women8s careers and organizational contexts. Bierema8s research questions were: 1) what were 
the network members8 experiences with the network? and 2) how did the network impact 
members8 careers and the organization? A qualitative method used focus groups of ten of the top 
executive women in a Fortune 500 corporation headquartered in the US.  Bierema found that the 
women8s network failed because the network8s dynamics were impacted by the women8s attitudes, 
awareness, and participation and the resiliency of the patriarchal culture within the organization. If 
the women8s network is to succeed as a career development intervention, the company should 
create alternative network structures that will enhance women8s self-efficacy and sense of identity.  

 

Strengths of Feminist Theory for HROD Research 
Feminist theory is grounded in the concept of women8s oppression.  Feminist research is 

carried out by those who are self-identified as feminists and have a purpose to explore the real 
situation of women. Historically, the majority of researchers in the HRD field have been white 
men who have not necessarily been sympathetic to feminism. Consequently, the research results 
have been limited to a particular masculine perspective. Therefore, feminist theory can be applied 
in research to enlarge the outcome of research.  Moreover, through the feminist lens, one can add 
new perspectives to previous research findings.  In particular, when research has used gender as a 
category, additional analysis can be used to help discover and understand the results.  
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In a globalized world, gender diversity is a critical issue in all societies. Feminist research 
is conducted for, by, and about women, and it attempts to bring about change by providing 
knowledge to help women overcome their traditional domination by men (Wilkinson, 2007).  

In addition, feminist research can generate new research that uses a qualitative approach 
rather than quantitative. The traditional approach to research uses a positivist epistemology 
focused on empiricism, objectivity, and rationalism as fundamental principles (Wilkinson, 2007).  
In particular, some research is needed to gain more understanding or in-depth detail of power that 
influences the genders. 

Finally, HRD research that omits the equity issue in the workplace results in social 
injustice. Therefore, feminist research aims to minimize the issue of gender inequity, which can 
create more social justice.  

 
Limitations of Feminist Theory for HROD Research 

Feminist research deconstructs the socially constructed society in which women are 
oppressed. However, feminist theory cannot explain society in value- and bias-free terms that are 
the essential beliefs of positivist epistemology; feminist theory, then, continues to be ambiguous 
and difficult to accept by modernists and many post-modernists. Feminist theory is grounded in 
subjective narratives of women8s stories, in contrast with positivism in which it is believed that 
phenomena are explained objectively, based on the false assumption that positivism is objective. 
Such researchers believe that they must maintain objectivity to avoid biased research and, 
therefore, feminist research undermines objectivity through personal values (Wilkinson, 2007). 

Moreover, feminist theory is not based on the assumptions of traditional scientific 
methods. The foundations of positivist processes are based on the notion of the existence of an 
objective reality that can be logically and rationally discovered through an experimental approach. 
Rather, feminist theory points out that truth can be understood by observations and empirical 
perspectives rather than by scientific measurement.  
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Feminist researchers believe that there are infinite numbers of interpretations of truths 
based on the researchers8 and participants8 points of view. Wilkinson (1986) stated that many 
feminist researchers focus on social constructivism with particular emphasize on the role of 
language. Again, positivists find this perspective to be problematic.  

 
Recommendations for Future Research Using Feminist Theory 

There are still not many researchers using a feminist approach in HRD research. 
Researchers can utilize feminist theory in HRD, for example, to investigate the inequality between 
sexes within the organization, to explore the career advancement of women employees, to 
understand the lived experiences of women employees who are part of male-dominant 
organizations. 

Lawler, (1996) mentioned that Thailand is different from many other countries in 
Southeast Asia (Malaysia, Singapore, Indonesia, etc.) because it is much less diverse and respects 
the role of women. Thailand has a women labor participation rate of 66%, which is somewhat 
higher than Singapore (54%), Malaysia (44%) , and Indonesia (52%) (World Bank, 2009). 
Nevertheless, the mindset that executive or management is the males8 domain further creates a 
barrier for females to be promoted into executive positions (Phondej, 2010). Specifically, future 
research in Thailand might focus on the lived experiences of women executives in Top Ten 
companies or on those in executive positions in well-known companies in Thailand. Case study 
research might also be done to serve as a role model to improve female equality in male-dominant 
countries, not only in Thailand, but also in Asia-Pacific countries. Moreover, feminist theory 
might be used to deepen the understanding of women executives8 experiences to help HR improve 
career opportunities and career advancement for women. Another study might interview women in 
top-level management positions who have not been promoted into executive positions. Another 
interesting feminist theory question would be, what are the costs to men�socially, 
psychologically, and economically�of participating in a male-dominant organization? Those are 
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among essential future research studies, which could enhance the ability to create equality within 
the organization and society as a whole.  

 
Conclusion 

The objective of this article was to gain a deeper understanding of feminist theory as 
another paradigm with which to view the reality of the world. As the limitations mentioned above, 
researchers should be aware of the potential for misuse of feminist theory that can, as with all 
research, lead to subjective perspective of one8s view. In addition, as feminist theory applies 
qualitative research, researchers need to take into account the power of language, which can lead 
to either over interpretation of research findings or a variety of meaningful explanations. 
Moreover, researchers should also consider others factors, such as race, nationality, culture, age, 
region, and so on, which can also impact research findings rather than simply focusing solely on 
gender differentiation.   

Even though there might be some who criticize feminist research on its subjectivity or 
researcher8s bias over methodology selection, the benefits of feminist epistemology are 
undeniable. Feminist theory can be used to address research questions that other epistemologies 
might not be able to do. This article sees a great opportunity for feminist theory to be applied and 
developed in HRD future research. If HRD is about unleashing of human potential (Swanson, 
2001), we should also believe that everyone has the abilities to produce knowledge based on their 
own worldview not limited to white-male researchers or the traditional way of thinking. HRD 
should be open to accept the possibility that the feminist epistemology might well fit to explain 
some phenomena as a result of gender inequality. Therefore, feminist theory can serve as a tool for 
researchers to produce a new way of thinking, create another perspective of research questions and 
outcomes, and draw us closer to some truths and advance the HRD field in the future. 
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development (HROD) field is how to add value to people and organizations effectively in a fast-
changing world. As HROD scholars and practitioners are dealing with more complexity and speed 
of changes, we have to see things from new perspectives and come up with new approaches to 
help organizations to perform better at a fast-moving pace. Therefore, Grounded Theory (GT) can 
play an important role in the HROD field as the methodology emphasizes setting aside 
preconceptions and using an induction approach to study and learn new things in real context. This 
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It has been increasingly recognized that knowledge-based and experience-based expertise 
is essential in HROD. Intensive research experience without gaining practical experience and 
feedback for reflection may lead to an excellent conceptual framework for academic reading with 
no organizational application. On the other hand, extensive practical experience, without reflection 
and a solid theoretical base, may lead to inappropriate organizational application. Integration of 
knowledge and practice is, therefore, critical in the HROD field to shed light on relevant 
methodologies in order to gain more knowledge.  

HROD has developed on the basis of disciplines within the social sciences that consist of 
many assumptions (Kuchinke, 2001). Hence, it appears to be ambiguous with no agreed upon 
definition. Having said that, open mindedness to explore and learn new things without 
presumptions is so vital that Grounded Theory (GT) plays a major role in creating greater 
understanding about knowledge in general and HROD in particular. To avoid pre-conceived 
theoretical frameworks, GT researchers do not undertake literature reviews in the early stages of 
research but rather in the later stages in order to allow for relatively unbiased insights to come 
through. 

The purpose of this paper is to describe the fundamental premises of Grounded Theory 
and its importance to and implications for HROD. 

 
Historical background of Grounded Theory 

GT was first introduced in 1967 by Barney Glaser and Anselm Strauss in their book, The 

Discovery of Grounded Theory: Strategies for Qualitative Research. They argued that, unlike 
most social research that focuses on verification of existing theories, their focus is on  

=how the discovery of theory systematically obtained and analyzed in social research 
can be furthered. We believe that the discovery of theory from data which we call 
grounded theory is a major task confronting sociology today�. Most important, it 
works provides us with relevant predictions, explanations, interpretations and 
applications.? (p. 1) 
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McGhee, Marland, & Atkinson (2007) explained that, =when Glaser and Strauss (1967) 
originated grounded theory, it was seen as an approach challenging the status quo in social 
research, as contemporary studies were dominated by the testing of �grand theory8 and were 
deductive in nature? (pp. 334-335).  

Nevertheless, as with all methodologies, GT cannot be perfectly defined or processes 
outlined, just as Glaser  and Strauss (1967) acknowledged: =Because this is only a beginning, we 
shall often state positions, counter positions and examples, rather than offering clear-cut 
procedures and definitions, because at many points we believe our slight knowledge makes any 
formulation premature? (p. 1) A few years later, differences in opinion started to appear between 
the two originators of GT, and there have been variations of views and approaches since then. 

According to Tan (2010), variations in GT formally occurred when Strauss and Corbin 
wrote Basics of Quantitative Research in 1990, and Glaser wrote Basics of Grounded Theory 

Analysis in 1992. Glaser emphasized the emergence of theory by data conceptualization, while 
Strauss and Corbin came up with a new coding process that focused on conditions, context, 
interaction strategies, and consequences. 

Heath and Cowley (2004) pointed out that Glaser8s approach puts faith in classic GT, 
while Strauss and Corbin (1990) are seen to reformulate classic GT. Glaser (1992) argued that 
Strauss and Corbin8s (1990) approach was no longer GT. Bryant (2003) stated that, apart from the 
different approaches of Glaser (1992) and Strauss and Corbin (1990), other researchers have 
introduced new perspectives on GT. For instance, Charmaz (2006) proposed GT from a 
constructive perspective. She argued that:  

=Glaser and Strauss talk about discovering theory as emerging from data separate 
from the scientific observer. Unlike their position, I assume that neither data nor 
theories are discovered. Rather, we are part of the world we study and the data we 
collect. We construct our grounded theories through our past and present 
involvements and interactions with people, perspective, and research practices.? (p. 
10)  
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In explaining these emerging differences, O8Connor, Netting, and Thomas (2008) pointed 
out that there are two main paradigmatic dimensions of GT: (1) positivist, objectivist assumptions 
grounded in data, and (2) interpretive, subjectivist assumptions grounded in context. 

There are many opinions on the paradigm on which GT is based. Suddaby (2006) stated 
that =the methodology was developed by Glaser and Strauss (1967) as a reaction against the 
extreme positivism that had permeated most social research? (p. 633). Goulding (1998) argued 
that:  

=grounded theory (Glaser and Strauss, 1967) has largely been excluded from the 
discourse on interpretive and postmodern methodologies. This is possibly a 
consequence of perceptions regarding the method which may stem partly from the 
language of paradigm, open coding, axial coding, verification procedures and so 
forth, which has connotations of positivist practices.? (p. 50)  
GT is also recognized as a methodology under the constructivism paradigm that appears 

to have been led by Charmaz. As Mills, Bonner, and Francis (2006) indicated, =A student of 
Glaser and Strauss, Charmaz (2000) has emerged as the leading proponent of constructivist 
grounded theory? (p. 6). 

Clearly, there are many GT approaches and various opinions on relevant paradigms, and, 
therefore, GT researchers need to understand the dimensions that fit with their particular studies. 
As suggested by Mill et al. (2006) =To ensure a strong research design, researchers must choose a 
research paradigm that is congruent with their beliefs about nature of reality? (p. 2). 

Nonetheless, apart from the different approaches and paradigms, GT is a very useful 
methodology that has spread widely into all kinds of social research, such as nursing, education, 
psychology, accounting, business management (Tan, 2009), and marketing (Goulding, 2004).  

 
Definitions, Features, and Processes of GT 

In this section, we provide some opposing definitions of GT, review the features that have 
been identified for GT, and describe the processes used in conducting research using GT. 
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Definitions 
According to Glaser and Strauss (1967), GT is a methodology to generate theory from 

data through comparative analysis. They stated that =this is an inductive method of theory 
development? (p. 114). Similarly, Strauss and Corbin (1990) argued that =a grounded theory is one 
that is inductively derived from the study of the phenomenon it represents? (p. 12). That is, it is 
discovered, developed, and provisionally verified through systematic data collection and analysis 
of data pertaining to that phenomenon. Therefore, data collection, analysis, and theory stand in 
reciprocal relationship to one another. In 1992, Glaser stated that =GT is based on the systematic 
generating of theory from data that itself is systematically obtained from social research? (p. 2). 

Many researchers have described GT, and most of them appear to be consistent with the 
key components. We may summarize that GT is a methodology to generate theory through 
systematic data collection and analysis that involves or relies primarily on inductive and 
comparative analysis. 

Features of GT 
Due to the various GT approaches, it is not possible to describe GT in absolute terms. 

Nevertheless, there are some points of view that should be considered. 
According to Glaser and Strauss (1967), GT is based on understanding the phenomenon 

under study, which means that every aspect of a theory should emerge from relevant data. 
Researchers should not base their study on knowledge acquired during the early stages, with the 
review of literature occurring after they have done data collection and data analysis in order to 
conceptualize a theory in the final stage. GT uses theoretical sampling in data selection and 
collection until reaching a point of saturation, which means that =no additional data are being 
found whereby the sociologist can develop properties of the category? (Glaser & Strauss, 1967, p. 
61). 

Goulding (1998) summarized GT as working through the process of category saturation, 
with verification being done throughout the research process. The theory should be developed 
along with data collection. 
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Tan (2009) cited six basic premises of GT, according to Bailey, White, and Pain (1999) 
and McCallin (2003): 

(1) the world is in a constant state of flux and the individuals are not all equally placed; 
(2) qualitative data analysis is basically pragmatic; 
(3) the aim of qualitative analysis is to generate new concepts and theories; 
(4) theories should be =grounded? in empirical reality; 
(5) the researcher is open minded; and 
(6) participants cannot be predicted entirely at the beginning of the research, which affects 

the research design. (p. 94) 
Jones and Noble (2007) summarized the differences in GT features between Glaser and 

Strauss as follows: 
1) Glaserian School 

- Researchers should avoid preconceiving any prior knowledge but place an emphasis on 
the emergence of data under study. 

- The goal of GT is to generate a conceptual theory based on the phenomenon under 
study. 

- Following a set of fundamental processes is critical. 
- The theoretical formulation should emphasize resolving of the main concerns   of the 
participants under study. 

- Coding must be done openly, selectively, and theoretically. 
2) Straussian school 

- Researchers can use cumulative knowledge and experiences including logical 
elaboration and preconceived tools to enhance sensitivity and shape the theorizing. 

- GT is not only for creating theory but also non-theory, such as conceptual ordering or 
elaborate description. 

- In 1987, he stated that distinct processes should be carried out but later on he indicated 
that the researcher can consider choosing or rejecting some. 
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- The theoretical formulation should be able to explain other actions and interactions so 
that it can be applied when managing or handling related events. 

- Selective coding emerged in 1987; however, the forcing mechanism for coding was used 
later on.  

Among various points of view on GT, Creswell (1998, cited in Egan, 2002) suggested 
some common assumptions about GT that are widely shared by researchers: 

- grounded theory research aims to generate a theory; 
- the researcher must set aside prior knowledge to allow a substantive theory to emerge; 
- it emphasizes individuals8 interaction within the phenomenon under study; 
- it asserts a credible relation between concepts and sets of concepts; 
- theory is derived from data acquired through fieldwork; 
- data analysis is systematic and proceeds through identifying categories and connecting 
them; 

- data collection is based on emerging concepts; 
- the concepts are developed through constant comparison with emerging data; 
- data collection can cease when new conceptualizations occur; 
- data analysis starts from =open coding? (identifying categories, properties, and 
dimensions); it evolves through =axial coding? (examining conditions, strategies, and 
consequences) to end with selective coding around an emerging story line; and 

- the results can be explained in a narrative framework or a set of propositions. (Egan, 
2002, p. 280) 

Based on the above deliberations, it can be seen that the features of GT are a reflection of 
different paradigms and approaches that researchers adopt, and each approach has its own 
strengths and limitations. Therefore, researchers should consider relevant factors before choosing 
the GT approach that is best suited to their own paradigms and study areas and objectives. 
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GT Process 
Egan (2002) summarized the GT process based on Glaser and Strauss8s concepts in 1967 

as consisting of five main steps: (i) initiating research, (ii) data selection, (iii) initiation and 
ongoing data collection, (iv) data analysis, and (v) concluding the research. Even though these 
steps appear to be similar to other research frameworks, Egan pointed out that some distinctive 
characteristics of the GT research process occur in the interaction between data collection and data 
analysis. Theoretical sampling also provides more flexibility than traditional sampling techniques 
in positivistic research.  

Egan (2000) also explained how each step can be conducted based on GT research 
concepts: 

(i) Initiating research. This step involves selecting the area of study (phenomenon, 
location, context, etc.). It is significant that GT researchers set aside preconceptions or prior 
knowledge of the phenomenon under study. This aspect also makes GT research different from 
other types of research that require a literature review in the early stages. 

(ii) Data selection. This step involves the identification of potential data sources and 
location for the study. To ensure flexibility and dialectic in data selection, theoretical sampling is 
taken into account at this stage. Egan (2002) emphasized that, =in grounded theory research, 
ongoing sampling adjustment is possible and expected? (pp. 282-283).  

(iii) Initiation and ongoing data collection. According to Glaser and Strauss (1967), 
data should be collected through a combination of methods, such as interviews, observation, and 
relevant documents. There is no time limitation for data collection, but GT researchers keep on 
collecting data until reaching a point of saturation.  

(iv) Data analysis. Some GT researchers may combine data collection and data analysis 
into one because they are interactive and interwoven. This step involves a constant comparative 
method to generate and analyze data, including generating and integrating data categories. 

According to Egan (2000), there are nine sub-steps in data analysis:  
1. Coding the first set of data (naming, comparing, memoing) 
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2. Ongoing application of codes and potential change in the study sites 
3. Comparing and revising codes 
4. Checking emerging categories 
5. Creating category sets 
6. Applying and adjusting categories and their properties 
7. Assessing requirements for detailed description / classification of categories and their 

properties 
8. Clarification of conceptualized grounding 
9. Describing and clarifying analytical logic of the research process (p. 281) 
(v) Concluding the research. GT research comes to conclusion at a point of data 

saturation, the point at which data collection no longer contributes new information to the study. 
After data saturation, the researcher works on documentation and consolidation to construct a 
structural framework that eventually leads to theory generation. 

To provide a clearer illustration of the GT process, Heath and Cowley (2004) summarized 
concepts from two GT founders into the following figures: 

 

 
 

Figure 1. Glaser8s (1978, 1992) place of induction, deduction, and verification in grounded theory 
analysis (p. 144) 



 

Volume 4 Number 1 January - June 2012 (2555)  

74 

 

 

 
Figure 2. Strauss8 (1987), Strauss and Cobin8s (1990) place of induction, deduction and 

verification in grounded theory analysis (p. 145) 
 
 

 
Figure 3. Strauss and Cobin8s (1990) place of induction, deduction and verification in grounded 

theory analysis (p. 145) 
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The above figures clearly demonstrate that Glaser emphasized induction more, while 
Strauss focused more on deduction and verification. Nonetheless, both researchers employed 
induction, as well as deduction, in order to enhance exploration and analysis of data for the 
purpose of discovering theory. 
 

The Strengths of GT 
GT is a unique research methodology in the social sciences due to its distinctive 

characteristics examined above. The methodology appears to be a flexible and open approach that 
allows researchers to discover new knowledge beyond the limitations of traditional approaches. 

According to Goulding (1998), GT seems to have great potential for behavioral science 
studies. For instance, in the field of consumer research, where consumption experiences are 
difficult to quantify, GT research has been widely employed. Suddaby (2006) pointed out that, 
=clearly, it is the most suited to efforts to understand the process by which actors construct 
meaning out of intersubjective experience. Grounded theory should also be used in a way that is 
logically consistent with key assumptions about social reality and how that reality is known? (p. 
634).  

 Charmaz (2000) identified four strengths of GT: (1) strategies that provide clear 
guidelines for researchers through the analytical process, (2) a data collection process that allows 
for self-correcting, (3) distinction of methods toward theory and the concurrent turning away from 
a contextual description, and (4) the focus on comparative analysis methods. 

According to Brown, S.C., Stevens, R.A., Troiano, P.F., and Schneider, M.K. (2002), GT 
is a qualitative research that enhances the educator8s comprehension of the complexity of student 
experience. 

GT research is also useful for problem solving, as Simmons and Gregory (2004) pointed 
out: =As with grounded theory, a theoretical advantage made possible by grounded action is the 
potential integration of micro (social psychological) and macro (social structural dimensions of a 
problem? (p. 93).  
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Undoubtedly, GT methodology can contribute some distinctive advantages in social 
science research like no other research methodology can. Avoiding preconception facilitates an 
openness to explore real data in the phenomenon under study that can lead to new knowledge. The 
emphasis on theoretical sampling, emerging data, and interaction between data collecting and data 
analysis allows for flexibility and self-correction for constant improvement until reaching the 
point of saturation. The utilization of a combination of methods (interview, observation, and 
document review) also enhances the sufficiency of data gathering. GT possesses many strengths, 
but it may not be suitable for all kinds of studies. As such, researchers should always consider all 
relevant factors (nature of the field of study, objectives, etc.) in their selection for the best fitting 
methodology for each study. 

 

Weaknesses of GT 
There are also limitations or deficiencies in GT methodology. Strauss and Corbin (1994) 

pointed out that a limitation of GT is what cannot be found in the particular phenomenon under 
study at that time because GT puts an emphasis on actual data in a particular context, while in 
reality theoretical formulation can change according to new conditions over time. 

Goulding (1998) explained that,  
=in order to fully utilize the method, there must be recognition that it is time-
consuming, often frustrating, and because of the nature of the method, often takes the 
research in a number of different directions before a plausible theory starts to 
emerge. This requires patience, an open mind and flexibility. Furthermore, 
preferences regarding the version adopted should be stated to avoid confusion over 
terminology and procedures. Finally, once engaged in the process, rigor and 
credibility should stem from full and reflexive interrogation of the data in order to 
allow theory to emerge, rather than succumb to the temptation to prematurely test 
underdeveloped or descriptive accounts of the phenomena under study.? (p. 56) 
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In addition, Goulding (2004) stated that theoretical saturation of data and interpretation of data can 
make it difficult to scope the research timeframe. 

According to Allan (2003), the use of preconceiving emphasized by Glaser and Strauss 
(1967) is not practical from his perspective. He argued that unfocused investigation is not practical 
for business people, and it is too time and cost consuming. Allan also questioned how to code 
without preconceived ideas because it is hard to identify what is important.  

Mansourian (2006) identified challenges for new researchers in employing GT: (1) how to 
remain open to the data, (2) how to avoid preconceived ideas, (3) how to code the data 
appropriately, (4) when to start and finish data analysis, and (5) how much density of code is 
significant in theory finalization. Additionally, Goulding (2004) pointed out that =the main 
problems associated with the methodology appear to stem largely from its misuse and abuse? (p. 
297).  

Therefore, researchers who want to utilize GT methodology in their study should be 
aware of its limitations.  

 
Examples of GT Applications in HROD 

According to Egan (2002), =although few grounded theory research studies have been 
printed in the publications affiliated with HRD, several studies have focused on research questions 
relevant to the field? (p. 291). It is important to note that many applications of grounded theory in 
conducting research can be found in the areas of management and marketing, particularly in 
human behavior for both management and employees. The grounded theory is also essential in the 
study of customer behavior and other areas. The following articles are a few examples of HROD 
research paper using grounded theory.  

Employeesu and managersu accounts of interactive workplace learning:  

A grounded theory of complex integrative learning  
Armson & Whiteley (2010) investigated employees8 and managers8 accounts of 

interactive learning and what encouraged or inhibited emergent learning. This study was 
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conducted through a semi-structured interview of 51 respondents in four private sector 
organizations. The findings were reciprocity and participative learning involving managers and 
employees. Employees were encouraged in learning through peer discussions and 
motivation/personal initiative. Managers were encouraged in learning through having a good 
coach, formal training opportunities, and working with company structures and resources. 

This research applied GT methodology because the researcher sought to understand more 
about workplace learning, as well as the complex integrated learning and was prepared for data to 
emerge from issues. The grounded theory that emerged was presented as =complex and integrative 
learning: opportunities and barriers? (p. 413). Moreover, their stages of study were based on a 
grounded theory building process. Data analysis from all instruments followed grounded theory 
protocols.  

Organizational knowledge leadership: A grounded theory approach  
This study conducted by Lakshman (2006) built a grounded theory by comparatively 

analyzing 37 in-depth interviews of CEOs. The study was established from the combination of 
both deductive and inductive methods. It was deductive because it was based on the leadership 
and knowledge management literature. It was also inductive through the use of grounded theory to 
establish knowledge management activities by executives. The findings showed that the leaders 
were aware of the role of knowledge sharing and design knowledge networks to maximize 
organizational effectiveness. The leaders also used information technology and knowledge 
management to serve their internal and external customers. Moreover, this study also showed the 
process of knowledge management and customer-focused knowledge management to the leader 
and for organizational effectiveness. The implication that this grounded theory study identified 
was that relationships/processes of leadership are inherently longitudinal (Lakshman, 2006).  
 The study applied grounded theory as determined by the method of in-depth interview, a 
key component of most qualitative investigations and a key component of data collection of 
grounded theory. Also, the study used constant comparative analysis in the theoretical sampling 
frame of 37 CEOs and the comparison stopped when there was theoretical saturation. The 
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grounded theory approach highlighted the role of leaders in information and knowledge 
management and its subsequent impact on organizational performance. The study adds to the 
growing volume of literature that either identifies leadership as a key component of effective 
knowledge management or addresses the styles of leadership in managing knowledge at different 
levels of organizational hierarchy. At the same time, many of these characteristics also apply to 
other qualitative methodologies, and it is difficult in this study to find a theory, rather than 
description, that emerged from the research. 

Valuation and handling of dialogue in leadership: A grounded theory study in 

Swedish hospitals  
Grill, Ahlborg, & Lindgren (2009) aimed their study at developing a theoretical 

understanding of how first-line leaders at hospitals in Western Sweden value and handle dialogues 
in the organization. A literature review of communication, dialogue, and leadership was presented. 
This study had an explorative design based on grounded theory. The method of study was in-depth 
interviews in the form of conversation structures, and the follow-up used general questions to 11 
first-line managers. The low structure of observations, as the observer was known to the group but 
did not participate in the group8s work, was used to determine how the leaders handled dialogue in 
practice. Observation was based on theory generated from the interviews. The subsequent 
interviews and observations were made to test and re-examine the emerging model until new 
aspects no longer appeared. Four different types of communicative actions emerged in the study: 
collaborative, nurturing, controlling, and confrontational. In a power relationship, these styles 
could be used strategically or for understanding, experienced as equal or unequal, and performed 
equitably or inequitably. The leaders described these types of communicative actions as dialogue 
with various meanings. The finding also showed that an equal power relationship with the 
conversation partners was a prerequisite for genuine dialogue (Grill et al., 2009). It emerged in the 
interviews that dialogue was a concept leaders used to varying extents and with varying meanings. 
The leaders described several different types of communicative actions as dialogue, and the 
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dialogue that took place was sometimes described as a form of communication other than 
dialogue. 

This above study stated that it applied grounded theory because data collection and 
analysis were performed in parallel throughout the research process. The initial interview was read 
several times. Open coding was performed and then combined into sub-categories. Theoretical 
sampling was used to saturate the categories. The model generated in this study was assessed as 
plausible and practical. Nevertheless, as noted earlier, it is not clear that the methodology used 
was actually grounded theory, as the methods used are used in other qualitative methodologies, 
and it is not clear what theory emerged from this study for future testing, as required by grounded 
theory. 

 
Future Research that Might Utilize GT in HROD 

Grounded theory (GT) research is essential in the HROD field as this field is mainly 
concerned with practical experience and is still relatively new. Competition in the 21st century8s 
global economy is complex, challenging, and filled with competitive opportunities and threats. 
Moreover, a big step toward realization of the ASEAN Community is the Southeast Asia region8s 
economic integration into the ASEAN Economic Community (AEC) by 2015. Under the AEC, 
human resources will be freer in moving around the region. A key question for HR is how to 
manage the flow of people in and out of the organization across borderlines.  

Several issues in HROD, such as reward systems for employees, performance appraisal 
systems, employee motivation, and knowledge management under AEC, are future research areas 
that might utilize GT as a methodology. As mentioned earlier, there are many applications of 
grounded theory in conducting research in the area of management. Leadership styles, especially 
the context of cultural diversity, are still also valuable to study.   

Virtual Human Resource Development (VHRD) could be an interesting topic for future 
research using GT. VHRD has emerged as education, training, and development are conducted 
online as opposed to traditional HRD (Hanandi & Grimaldi, 2010). Additionally, VHRD is viewed 
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as the future of knowledge management and organization development. It is increasingly central 
for any organization because of its ability to foster creativity and maximize knowledge flow. 
Therefore, future directions for research in VHRD using GT could be the study of HRD 
professionals8 roles, theory building for VHRD, or the impact of applying new technologies within 
the organization (Bennett, 2010, para. 1). 

 

Conclusion 
GT appears to be a useful methodology for HROD research due to its strengths in 

exploring a particular phenomenon under study (for example, studies of human behaviors in 
organizations) for which no established theoretical framework exists. GT is a powerful 
methodology in discovering and generating new knowledge and theory because it aims to avoid 
preconceived ideas.  

As with all research methodologies, GT has its limitations. It is quite sophisticated for 
researchers to understand fully and to apply it accurately. In addition, there are also discrepancies 
in the concepts and processes among GT researchers. Even though GT is practiced correctly, the 
substantial time and cost involved can be constraints for researchers. 

The HROD field is arguably complicated and ambiguous in its nature as are all disciplines 
in the social sciences. Researchers and practitioners should remain flexible and open to discover, 
acquire, and apply new, relevant knowledge through multiple paradigms and methodologies, as 
only a single paradigm and methodology cannot provide a comprehensive picture of the HROD 
field. 
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Abstract 
 

Post-modernism includes several methodologies, such as grounded theory, feminist, 
ethnography, and conventionalism. Each methodology has its own characteristic and objectives. 
What type of paradigm should be used? It depends on the research question and its objective. 
Ethnography is an in-depth research methodology that requires the researcher to spend much time 
at the research site. The aim of organizational ethnography is to obtain a deep understanding of the 
people, the organization, and the broader context within which they work. This article provides 
information about ethnography as a research paradigm, how to collect data as an ethnographer, 
what its strengths and weaknesses are, and how ethnography is different from phenomenology. 
Moreover this article discusses the application of ethnography in human resource and organization 
development (HROD) and recommends future research that might utilize ethnography in HROD.  
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Ethnography: Exploration in Organizational Change 
 

Ethnography comes from the Greek,  ἔθνος, ethnos =folk/people and 
γράφω  grapho = to write, a qualitative method aimed at learning and understanding cultural 
phenomena that reflect the knowledge and system of meanings guiding the life of a cultural group 
(Geertz, 1973; Philipsen, 1992). The roots of ethnography lie in cultural anthropology, with its 
focus on small-scale societies; the original central concept remains paramount today. Ethnography 
is a research methodology that utilizes qualitative, field observation methods of identifying 
behavior to use in studying a society8s culture 

Ethnography is the study of a particular cultural group or phenomenon. Ethnographies 
usually require the researcher to spend much time in the field and emphasize detailed, 
observational evidence (Yin, 1994).  

Riemer (2001) spent two years watching new workers assembling science kits in a 
nonprofit business; caring for elderly residents in a long-term care facility; fillomg prescriptions in 
an inner-city hospital pharmacy; and building spiral staircases at a woodshop in the suburbs. 
Through participation in the research site, the researcher was able to =see the world from someone 
else8s point of view? (McDonald, 2005, p. 464). It is very important for researchers not to insert 
their own view during the participation period. The researcher needs to see the world as it is, not 
as he or she wants to see it. =Cultural interpretation involves the ability to describe what the 
researcher has heard and seen within the framework of the social group8s view of reality? 
(Fetterman, 1989, p. 28). The researcher must be a good interpreter of culture from both emic and 
etic perspectives to translate them into comprehensive concepts for individuals outside the society. 

The voices of participants are an important source of data and should be heard in the 
written end-product, which should be a coherent, fluent, and readable narrative (Boyle, 1994; 
Muecke, 1994). Arnould (1998) offered a useful summary of ethnography and its role in research: 

• Ethnography should aim to explain the ways that culture constructs and is constructed by 
the behaviors and experiences of its members. 
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• Ethnography involves prolonged participation within a specific culture or sub-culture. 

• Ethnography in research tends to be particularistic rather than generalisable. 

• The potential for ethnography lies in applying multiple data collection methods at a single 
phenomenon. These may range from observational data, video tapes, photographs and 
recordings of speech in action. 

• Ethnography requires tactics for representing research findings. (p. 299) 
 

Emic and Etic 
In ethnographic research, the researcher must be a keen surveyor and interpreter of culture 

from an emic or insider8s view of reality. As Lett (1990) explained, from an anthropological 
perspective, =Emic constructs are accounts, descriptions, and analyses expressed in terms of the 
conceptual schemes and categories regarded as meaningful and appropriate by the native members 
of the culture whose beliefs and behaviors are being studied? (p. 130) Etic or the outsider8s 
perspective is also fundamental to ethnographic research. The ethnographer8s task is not only to 
include the insiders8 meanings, but also to translate them into concepts comprehensible to 
individuals outside of the society. As Lett (1990) described it, =Etic constructs are accounts, 
descriptions, and analyses expressed in terms of the conceptual schemes and categories regarded 
as meaningful and appropriate by the community of scientific observers? (p. 130).  

Both emic and etic approaches are valid and contribute to our understanding of behaviors, 
such as consumer behaviors or leadership style in a global context. Emic and etic perspectives 
should not be viewed as rigid extremes, but as two points of view (Pike, 1954). These points of 
view can converge and enrich cultural research. The critical issue is its relevance to the problem 
being studied.  

For example, if a manager wants to know whether a domestic advertising approach could 
be standardized in different countries, then an etic orientation would be appropriate. The objective 
in this scenario would be to examine the efficacy of a predetermined framework in multiple 
settings. In contrast, if a manager is interested in developing an optimal advertising execution for a 
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specific country, then an emic orientation would be appropriate. The objective in this situation 
would be to determine the preference of consumers for various execution strategies and to select 
the strategy that is culturally the most appropriate. 

 
Research Methods 

What do researchers do during their time in the research site? As Riemer (2001) 
described, they gather information by observing and talking with people, using in-depth 
interviews, and examining site documents, i.e., reading available reports and records.  

Participant observers take part in whatever is going on in the site in order better to 
understand the insider, or emic, experience. Participant observation is a qualitative method used in 
traditional ethnographic research. The objective is to help researchers understand the perspectives 
held by study populations. Mack, Woodsong, Macqueen, Guest, & Namey (2005) explained that 
researchers undertake this through observation alone or by both observing and participating in the 
research site8s daily activities. This method is different from other methods because the researcher 
spends time with participants in their own environment rather than having the participants come to 
see the researcher. Mack et al. also indicated that the researcher tries to learn what is going on as 
an insider, while remaining, inevitably, an outsider. Researchers must make careful, objective 
notes (or as objective as possible) about what they see, recording all accounts and observations as 
field notes in a field notebook. Informal conversation and interaction with members of the study 
population are also important components of the method and should be recorded in the field notes 
in as much detail as possible. 

The second method is in-depth interviews. As Fetterman (1989) indicated, researchers use 
interviews to help classify and organize an individual8s perception of reality. However, the 
interview in ethnography is not the main method for researchers to get understanding of the 
research population. The ethnographic interview is not formal. It is more likely conversational. 
This informality does not mean ethnographers do not prepare for interviews. Ethnographers plan 
questions and develop interview guides to ensure that the interview flows and questions are not 
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forgotten. The interview, itself, however, does not necessarily follow a preset format or linear line 
of questioning (Ellen, 1984) 

The third method is site documents. According to Riemer (2001), site documents include 
texts, photos, reports, tapes, and films from the research site. Site documents help researchers to 
understand more about the situation and culture of informants. 

The researcher can use several methods of data collection in one research study. It would 
be very helpful to cross-check all data collected, verifying or validating the data. Analyzing data 
from multiple sources are more reliable and provide the researcher with triangulation. 

Woodland (2004) suggested the following steps in conducting ethnographic research, 
classifying it into four main steps: 
Step 1: Prepare for ethnographic research 

1. Determine research objectives 
2. Determine research design; the ethnographer should consider the following factors: 

2.1 Type of research method(s) 
2.2 Type of participant 
2.3 Recruiting method 
2.4 Number and length of site visits 
2.5 Team involvement and participation 
2.6 Type of data collection methods 

The ethnographer must be aware that research is only as good as the research objectives. 
Fewer people on the research team may be better than more people being involved. Address 
privacy and safety issues in a straightforward manner. Do not expect respondents/sites to fit 
exactly into segments or silos. Flexibility in recruiting is important. Expect that, for every hour in 
the field, ten hours of preparation, administration, and follow-up will be needed. 
Step 2: Conduct the ethnographic research 

The ethnographer can start with a review of the basic theories and techniques in 
ethnographic research. How is it possible to sustain disciplined subjectivity through managing 
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personal and corporate biases? How can open-ended, story laden, and non-leading questions and 
probes be developed? How can researchers observe and listen? How can notes be taken, other 
methods of data collection be used, and the field records be debriefed?  

At this stage, the team must know the expectations, how the data collection equipment 
works, how to stay flexible during the research, and not jump to conclusions, because it is normal 
to feel overwhelmed by the amount of data collected. 
Step 3: Analysis of ethnographic research 

The ethnographer should contextualize the research as one piece of a broader learning 
process, involve key stakeholders early, and beware of the commitment gap between research 
objective and data collected. 
Step 4: Determine outcomes and next steps 
 The outcomes can be divided into three levels: individual, team, and organizational. 
 

Strengths and Weaknesses of Ethnography 
As with any other research method, ethnography has its own strengths and weaknesses, as 

discussed in this section. 
Strengths of Ethnography 
The main strength of ethnography is that it allows for insight into contexts, relationships, 

and behaviors (Fetterman, 1989). Because the researcher is at the research site for a long time, the 
researcher sees what people do and hear what they say. As Grills (1998) pointed out, by going to 
where the action is, the field researcher develops an intimate familiarity with the dilemmas, 
frustrations, routines, relationships, and risks that are part of everyday life. Furthermore, 
knowledge of what happens in the field can provide vital information to challenge assumptions.  

Another advantage of ethnography is that the researcher may discover some important 
information that is not expected (Mack et al., 2005). The researcher may miss some questions at 
the design stage. Ethnography8s flexibility allows the researcher to get as much information during 
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participant observation as possible. It can provide information previously unknown to researchers 
that is crucial for project design, data collection, and interpretation of other data 

Weaknesses of Ethnography 
Mack et al. (2005) summarized some major weaknesses of ethnography as follows.  
The first weakness of ethnography is that it is time consuming and labor intensive. As 

such, it is an expensive methodology. This is not practical for most applied research studies that, 
necessarily, require a shorter period of data collection. 

The second weakness of ethnography is the difficulty of documenting the data. 
Hammersley and Atkinson (1983) claimed that it is difficult to overemphasize the importance of 
meticulous notetaking. Memory should never be relied upon, and a good maxim is =If in doubt, 
write it down.? It is absolutely essential that one keep up to date in processing notes. It is very 
difficult to write down everything that is important while the researcher is participating in and 
observing processes.  As the field note is based on researcher memory, even if there is a tape 
recorder to help on this, the researcher must have discipline to write down everything as soon as 
possible. Memory fades very quickly. The quality of data depends on the ability and discipline of 
the researcher. 

The third weakness of ethnography is observer bias as an ethnographer has to make many 
decisions about how to tell the story (Grills, 1998). It is the nature of humans to have biases and 
cultural differences; the researcher might misunderstand or misinterpret an observation. There is a 
difference between describing what you observe and interpreting what you see. In team-based 
research, researchers can review one another8s field notes and help to reconcile each other8s notes. 
 The forth weakness of ethnography is the privacy rights of the participants. Informants 
can be sensitive to their perceived loss of privacy and can become increasingly selective in 
cooperating with researchers.  
 The fifth weakness of ethnography is that observation causes informants to feel self-
conscious or act unnaturally. The researchers, then, may not get true information. The informants 
can hide their real feelings. 
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Ethnography versus Phenomenology 
Ethnography and phenomenology are two different types of qualitative methodologies 

with two different objectives. Ethnography is the study of a culture (a group of individuals with a 
shared pattern of beliefs or feelings), while phenomenology is the study of the essential experience 
of individuals who share a phenomenon. Ethnography has been used to study religious behaviors, 
child rearing, organizational cultures, and other cultural issues. Phenomenology focuses on each 
individual perspective on how an event was experienced. It can be used to study student feelings 
about studying abroad or attitudes towards advisors or counselors, for example.  

Ethnography is generally concerned with culture and power, with the main forms of data 
generally being participatory observation and interviews. The goal of the researcher is to observe 
naturally occurring behavior as much as possible. This could mean complete immersion into a 
society or even becoming a participant observer. Extensive notes are taken.  

Goulding (2005) mentioned that the phenomenologist has only one legitimate source of 
data, and that is the views and experiences of the participants themselves. Phenomenology focuses 
on interviews to enlarge and deepen understanding of the range of immediate experiences 
(Spiegelberg, 1982). Therefore, phenomenology is a critical reflection on conscious experience, 
rather than subconscious motivation, and is designed to uncover the essential invariant features of 
that experience (Jopling, 1996)  
 

Ethics and Ethnography 
The researcher must follow a code of ethics, as do other fields. With the many challenges 

that a researcher may face, having a code of ethics as a guideline is useful during the data 
collection and interpretation periods.  

How much should I disclose about who I am and what I am doing? 
It may not be necessary for researchers to announce their presence fully. But it does not 

mean that the researcher can lie to informants. Researchers must openly inform target participants 
of their identity and purpose. Why are you here? What do you want to do? You should tell exactly 
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who you are and what you are doing so as not to disrupt normal activity. If someone asks directly 
what you are doing, always provide a truthful response, using your judgment to gauge how exactly 
to handle a given situation. Be open, polite, and cognizant of your position as a guest or outsider. 
For example, if you are at a shoe shop, you might spend a significant amount of time chatting with 
salespeople there.  If those salespeople are talking to you, you can talk to them normally until 
conversation comes to the point that the questions you want to ask are answered. You need to 
inform them about your objectives. They have a right to refuse to answer your questions. Also, if 
they want to continue the conversation with you, the confidential consent from is very important. 
In today8s world, most universities have ethics committees that will help you determine what is 
required ethically in your research. 

How do I maintain anonymity during the research? 
Researchers involved in participant observation must make a personal commitment to 

keep personal information of people anonymous, especially name and addresses. If follow-up 
observation is necessary, you need to get permission. That information should be noted separately 
from other information because it may be risky. Sometimes, researchers may develop informal 
personal relationships with key informants. If that happens, be sure that no personal information is 
included in the actual participant observation data. Also, protecting participants also requires that 
researchers not disclose personal characteristics that could allow others to guess the identities of 
people who played a role in the research. 
  How should informed consent be handled for the research? 

It may not be necessary to obtain formal informed consent for participant observation 
during informal conversation, subject to the concurrence of the university ethics committee. 
However, when you talk to people informally about the research and your objective, it is very 
important for you to inform the informants about their right in refuse to talk with you if they do 
not want to do so. If your conversation tends to progress beyond the participant observation to a 
formal interview, it is necessary to obtain informed consent before continuing.  
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Application of Ethnography in HROD 
There is a growing interest in ethnography in HROD, and, in recent years, there has been 

an increase in the number of ethnographies of organizations that have been undertaken (Alvesson 
& Skoldberg, 2008). Below are some examples of application of ethnography in HROD. 

1. Heracleous (2001) used ethnography to explore the nature and role of culture in the 
context of organizational change. The research took place at the U.K. operations of a global 
human resources consulting firm, People Associates. Using Schein8s levels of culture model, the 
author identified cultural assumptions and values and explored how these relate to behaviors, 
using the author8s relationship with the organization as a rich data source. This study contributes 
in two main ways: First, it shows how an organizational culture develops historically, is internally 
coherent, and has potent effects on behaviors that should be studied and understood by managers 
and clinicians undertaking organizational change programs. Second, it highlights and illustrates 
how researcher reflexivity and subject reactivity can be useful sources of data for understanding 
an organization. 

2. Cheng (1998) used participant observation to do this research. The United States Air 
Force8s (USAF) unpaid civilian auxiliary, the Civil Air Patrol (CAP) wears USAF uniforms and 
performs search and rescue missions looking for downed aircraft. After CAP members miswore 
the USAF uniform (Cheng, 1996), the USAF instituted a top-down uniform change making the 
CAP uniform more distinct from the USAF uniform. CAP members, who affirmed that they were 
to be motivated solely by a desire to perform CAP8s mission, and not motivated by wearing USAF 
uniforms, quit and withdrew commitment. This participant observation ethnography studied how 
USAF8s misunderstanding of volunteer motivation and the symbolism of organizational uniforms 
led to dysfunctional organizational change. An alternative solution that makes positive symbolic 
change was proposed.  

3. Lehesvirta (2004) researched learning as knowledge-creation processes on individual 
and collective levels. The processes were examined in an ethnographic study in a metal industry 
company over a four-year period. The empirical study suggested that conflicts and crises 



 

  Volume 4 Number 1 January - June 2012 ( 2555) 

95 

experienced on an individual level were incidental starting points for individual learning 
processes. Whether these processes continued to the collective level depended on how the 
individual learner or the collective recognized the significance of sharing knowledge, as well as on 
opportunities, willingness, and ability of individuals to share their experiences. It also depended 
on managers8 understanding of learning processes, whether opportunities for knowledge sharing 
were arranged and, thus, whether learning at work was supported. 
 
Future Research that Might Utilize Ethnography in HROD 

Knowledge management is a very interesting field in HROD. It requires more research to 
help HROD understand more about the status of knowledge management and areas in which 
change or improvements are needed. Lehesvirta8s (2004) research on learning as knowledge-
creation processes can be expanded to focus on understanding more profoundly the critical phases 
and decisive elements of learning sub-processes, including the power and authority issues related 
to these processes. 

Another interesting potential research is on organizational knowledge. According to 
Perkmann (2003), what is important is to explore what organizational knowledge does.  
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Abstract 
 

Why do people perceive past events in different ways? There are often different versions 
or stories about the same events. This is because it is a =history.? History is not what really 
happened, but it is actually a =story? of what happened. The story that has been told might revolve 
mainly around a specific set of facts, while another version might minimize them or not include 
them at all. But each of these different versions of history contains different lessons. The very 
selection of which histories are told in society shapes our view of how we view the world and, in 
turn, what we understand as reality. History, as it applies to HRD, can be very practical in the 
field. This article provides the base and guidelines of historical research, and the implications of 
historical research to the HRD field. 
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=We are the people who have to look for the truth with the eyes that never saw; the 
people who must comb through the chaos of trash and falsehood, the disjoined 
reports and the uncertain traditions and tales, and try to make something meaningful 
out of it all. Complete certainty is forever out of our reach. If our work has any final 
value, that value must depend very largely on our ability to see the essential truth 
beyond the darkness and the error, and to create a faithful picture out of something 
that never makes itself explicit.? (Bowden, 1991, p. xii) 
Have you ever heard the story about Cleopatra, one of the most popular queens and the 

last pharaoh of Egypt? How did she die? Which story have you heard? Some believe that 
she killed herself by applying a toxic ointment to her skin, while others claim that she induced an 
asp to bite her arm. Many historians doubt the veracity of the story that the great Egyptian queen 
was killed by Augustus, the Roman emperor (Chauveau, 2002). So, what should we believe?  

Consider the history of wars. There are always at least two sides of each story. The victor 
usually writes history. We are more likely to hear the version of those who win, with the loser8s 
version lost or forgotten. Japan, for example, has been telling one version of its history in World 
War II to its students, glorifying its militaristic past. This, of course, has angered other Asian 
nations that were at the receiving end of the violence. In China, anti-Japan rallies were held. Then, 
Japan started retaliating by criticizing China8s history books (French, 2004). 

Each case cited is an example of what we call History. History is not what actually 
happened, but it is a story of how someone perceives what happened, and it is often written some 
time after the event occurred. The selection of which histories are told in society shapes our view 
of how things came to be and, in turn, what we understand as possible. So, as a reader, how should 
we read history without being trapped by the author8s prejudice? As a researcher, how can we 
write historical research without personal bias?  

This article gives the general concept of and guidelines for conducting historical research, 
and the implications of historical research in the HROD field. The body of this article begins with 
the meaning and description of historical research. Next, we present the history of historical 
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research by exploring how it has developed. In addition, we provide strengths and expose 
weaknesses in the historical method. We give some research examples of how historical methods 
have been used in HROD research. The article ends with a discussion of possible future research. 

However, this article is written based on our point of view. Our own limits and choices 
have shaped this study. Readers might find other articles describing historical research using 
different approaches. But its larger value will be that readers might find the work useful in their 
own thinking, and it is offered with such a hope in mind. 

 
What Is History? 

It is difficult to define history because people have different preconceptions and 
viewpoints about what history is. Carr (1961) described history as a continuous process of 
interaction between historians and their facts, an unending dialogue between the present and the 
past. Because historians are part of the present and their facts belong to the past, historians and 
facts are necessary for one another. Therefore, historians without facts are rootless and futile; the 
facts without historians are dead and meaningless.  Most definitions are at least partially true; 
however, what does "history" mean? Generally, the following aspects of "history" are agreed 
upon: 

1) Past Actuality. History as past actuality comprises everything that has occurred and all 
that has been done, said, felt, and thought by human beings since humanity began to make records. 
In short, it is what has happened and what has been considered to be absolute and objective.  

2) Record of Past Actuality. History as record comprises all the evidence about past 
occurrences, such as monuments, documents, and symbols that provide such knowledge as we 
have about past actuality. It is a human attempt to recapture the past, to fix it in words or symbols, 
and to give it meaning. It is only a version of what happened from the viewpoint of the recorder 
and is considered to be relative and subjective. 

3) Making the Record of Past Actuality. History in this sense relates only indirectly to 
actuality and record. Beard (1934) called this category =history as thought? because it derived 
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from contemporary ideas about past actuality. In practical terms, it was instructed and delimited 
by history as record, which always needs critical evaluation. This third category has become the 
final, positive, and inescapable definition of history in modern life.  

However, Munslow (1997) pointed out some questions about historians, whether they are 
re-telling or creating a story of the past. Sometimes, historians may reconstruct the past by 
uncovering facts and reporting them, proposing meanings about the past, or deconstructing the 
past by challenging the nature of truth on which historical evidence has been created (Callahan, 
2010). Howell and Prevenier (2001) also noted that, in writing history, historians do not discover a 
past as much as they create it; they choose the events and people that they think constituted the 
past, and they decide what about them is important to know. Historians may think that they need 
to know about an event because it seems to have an impact on what is happening today. But, 
actually, historians create history as they write about it. The past causes the present, and also the 
future. Any time we try to understand why something has happened, whether in society, 
organizations, or world disasters, we have to look back in time for factors that took shape earlier. 
Sometimes, fairly recent history will suffice to explain a major development, but often we need to 
look further back to identify the causes of change. 

Nonetheless, Stearns (1998) emphasized that, no matter how historians build the story, 
history shapes our view and helps us better understand people and society. Only through studying 
history can we grasp how things have changed; only through history can we begin to comprehend 
the factors that cause change, and only through history can we understand what elements of an 
institution or a society persist despite change. 

 
What is Historical Research? 

Can all research that examines past events be considered historical research? The answer 
is no. Simply writing about the past in a research setting is not good enough to be called historical 
research. Austin (1958) defined historical research as the synthesis of gathered data in a particular 
period in history in order to analyze and develop theoretical and holistic conclusions. It includes a 
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critical examination of sources, interpretation of data, analysis that focuses on the narrative, and 
use of valid and reliable evidence that supports the study8s conclusions. 

Correspondingly, Johnson and Christensen (2003) described historical research as the 
process of systematically examining past events to give an account of what happened in the past. It 
is not a simple accumulation of facts and dates or events but involves an interpretation of the 
events in an attempt to recapture the nuances, personalities, and ideas that influenced these events. 
They also pointed out that one of the goals of historical research is to communicate an 
understanding of past events. In addition, an historical approach also helps researchers to uncover 
the unknown, answer questions, identify the relationship of the past to the present, understand the 
culture, and record and evaluate the behavior of individuals, agencies, or institutions. This type of 
research can show patterns that occurred in the past and over time. It helps us to see where we 
came from and what kinds of solutions we have used in the past. What we are today is specifically 
rooted from our past. Understanding this can add perspective to how we examine current events 
and educational practices (Berg, 2007). 

Many scholars consider historical research to be an epistemology, a form of knowledge. 
Munslow (1997) wrote that =the historian has to work out some kind of method or means whereby 
he/she can grasp the relationship between knowledge and explanation in order to find the 
foundation of truth, if one exists? (p. 5).  Carr (1961) argued that, unlike the physical sciences, 
history does not share the concept of hypothesis testing or deductive reasoning. In addition, 
historical research does not use an experimental or objective process producing undeniable facts. 
Rather, historians choose the story by their interests in a unique event or historical agent acting 
intentionally in response to circumstances. Evidence is chosen for what it could tell them about 
that unique event or agent, rather than to explain any events within a general category.  

Another explanation came from Sharma (2006) who pointed out that, whether historical 
research qualified as scientific knowledge, depended on the criteria used. While historical research 
cannot meet some of the tests of the scientific method interpreted in the narrow sense of its use in 
the physical sciences, it does qualify from the standpoint of its contribution to the same principles 
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that characterize all scientific research. However, because of the unavailability of adequate data 
and its excessive reliance on subjectivity, historical research has fallen into some degree of 
disrepute. Sharma observed that the choice of historical problem for doctoral dissertations has, in 
general, been discouraged. This is unfortunate for historical studies can make a significant 
contribution by providing perspectives on many problems in relation to which we must constantly 
make important decisions. 

 
History of Historical Research 

History writing is considered to have begun with the Greek, Herodotus. Herodotus has 
been acknowledged as the =Father of History? because he first applied narrative recital in his 
telling of the wars between Greece and Persia (History, 2011). He collected materials 
systematically, tested their accuracy, and arranged them in a well-constructed and vivid narrative. 
The intention of historical studies in Ancient Greece was about practical morality: the massive 
stories illustrated good and bad behavior, =to display men honored for their integrity, bravery, 
probity, and wisdom, or dishonored for their dishonesty, stupidity, and weakness? (Howell & 
Prevenier, 2001, p. 5). 

In the Middle Ages, the historical focus of scholars on the early Jewish and Christian 
periods shifted from practical morality to an attempt to make =the connection between the divine 
and earth? (Howell & Prevenier, 2001, p. 5). History was merged with religion, and, in this time, 
miracle stories became history. In fact, such artifacts were created as =propaganda? (Howell & 
Prevenier, 2001, p. 6) or as a tale to convince the reader to believe in the power of the church. The 
enlightenment of the 18th century added to the concept of history writing.  At that time, the 
philosopher, Leibniz, formulated his law of historical continuity in which every historical 
phenomenon could be the effect of previous phenomena and the cause of phenomena that 
followed. Later, in the 19th century, historians had an obligation to appraise sources carefully with 
supporting evidence. The scholars in this time started using source criticism in their historical 
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approach. The rise of nationalism in this period prompted historians to become conscious of their 
own past. 

When the modern era began, the historical method was probably most affected by  
Leopold von Ranke (Howell & Prevenier, 2001). He is credited with founding the scientific 
method in history writing, and it was from this moment that the discipline proceeded to become 
what it is today. His exhortation to "go to the sources" (Howell & Prevenier, 2001, p. 12) 
increased the importance of the document in the modern historical profession. He viewed history 
as a science of telling things as they actually occurred. By the 20th century, many sources, such as 
photos, film, newspapers, pamphlets, or other written works, have enabled the historical method to 
be more accessible. Today, technology has continued to improve the accessibility of sources with 
computers and the Internet. 

Munhall (2011) commented that, in the future, advanced technology will make 
corresponding changes to historical research. As technology has developed, fewer people keep 
hard-copy diaries, journals, or handwritten letters. Historical research will change as most 
correspondents and eyewitnesses are recorded on the Internet, challenging the traditional historical 
researchers who got used to collecting data manually. This will expand sources of historical 
research through the use of virtual and oral historical research (Munhall, 2011). 

 
Why HROD Needs History 

In the late 1980s, a roundtable discussion between well-known Harvard business 
historians and management academics concurred with the proposition that understanding history is 
an important part of managing. Participants agreed that history helped managers determine their 
organization8s current position using comparisons with the past (Kantrow, 1986). In addition, 
managers can determine whether current events are part of a continuous trend or are 
discontinuities. It was also recognized that history is even more important in choosing strategies in 
today8s rapidly changing business environment. 
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 Blackwell, Hodgetts, and Gibson (1997) reported the results of a Management History 
Division survey of 75 members of the Management History Division of the Academy of 
Management. They concluded that employing a management history perspective in business 
courses delivered a variety of benefits. These included providing a much needed context to 
understand other courses in the management field, giving students a perspective to employ in 
understanding their discipline, anchoring students in theory, and dispelling the myths found in 
various textbooks. These outcomes have been mirrored in additional research into the role of 
historical perspective in business and in organization development. An historical component can 
also be justified on the basis that:  

• It is an important tool for understanding human nature and its past actions and can 
throw light on the present and future in many ways.  

• Historical study increases our understanding of humanity and has lessons for human 
aspirations, ambitions, and organizations. For example, employee empowerment and 
outsourcing initiatives were better known in previous eras as the tools for HRD. 

• Historical study can develop communication skills, such as language ability and 
writing proficiency, an ability to evaluate evidence, and a healthy skepticism to 
received opinion and propaganda. 

• It can provide students with an overview of the development of human resources and 
provide key insights into organizational culture and the evolution of business 
strategies. (Blackwell et al., 1997, p. 285). 

Furthermore, historical research does not only provide a foundation for identifying the 
current state of knowledge, but it also offers a framework for securing and integrating new 
information. Yet another valuable feature is that it affords the opportunity for management 
teachers, researchers, and practitioners to frame the right questions�the how, why, and what 
questions that HR scholars ask appropriately to link into the academic areas of enquiry of business 
processes and practices.  
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Strengths of Historical Method 
Some of the strengths of historical analysis include the following. 
First, the historical method helps to uncover the unknown. The research can show patterns 

that occurred in the past and over time, and only historical research can shed light on the research 
problems originating in the past and the kinds of solutions that have been used in the past. The 
researcher usually sees that what is being done today is specifically rooted in the past. By 
understanding this, researchers do not need continually to reinvent the wheel because they can 
start with what history reveals. This is really helpful for OD researchers due to the fact that every 
organization has a past, and within this past are often remarkable stories of achievement, 
innovation, or overcoming adversity, many of which are unknown or overlooked. Historical 
research helps uncover the story of organizations8 pasts and turns the organizations8 heritage into a 
truly valuable resource. 

Second, the historical method reduces the biases that result from the intrusion of the 
researcher. Given that the researcher is removed from the events or situations being investigated, 
as much as possible, there is less danger of contaminating the phenomena as a result of doing the 
research.  The act of research does not significantly affect the results of the study. According to 
Johnson and Christensen (2004), an historical researcher does not need to intrude in the research 
context. The unobtrusive measurement reduces the biases that result from the intrusion of the 
researcher or measurement instrument. However, the unobtrusive measurement characteristic of 
historical research indirectly reduces the degree to which the researcher has control over the type 
of data collected.  

Third, historical research can be useful in identifying the relationship among interesting 
variables. It provides a comprehensive picture for historical trends. Through a detailed analysis of 
historical data, the researcher can determine, to a lesser extent than experimental research, cause 
and effect relationships. As a result, this may help to prevent HROD practitioners and other users 
of research from making the same mistakes that were made in the past. For example, an 
understanding of the history of HROD should enable the HR manager to recognize fads and frills, 
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which are frequently advocated as shortcut cures for managerial ills when, in reality, they are 
simply rejuvenated versions of ideas tried years ago and found wanting. Well-rounded managers 
in HROD would probably drop most of their plans for applying fads, such as balanced scorecard, 
in their organization if they had a better understanding of the failure of similar attempts in the past. 

Fourth, it is efficient to make use of data that were already collected by someone else. 
Secondary analysis can be carried out on newspapers, diaries, census data, vital statistics, church 
or temple records, and opinion polls, which is the research equivalent of recycling. It often allows 
historical researchers to extend the scope of their studies considerably. By using existing data, 
researchers can leverage a relatively small budget into a much broader study than if researchers 
collected the data themselves. However, using secondary data analysis is not without difficulties. 
Trochim and Donnelly (2006) noted that, when researchers use data collected by others, they do 
not always know what problems occurred during the original data collection. Often researchers 
have to make assumptions about how data were combined and which variables were appropriately 
aggregated into indexes.  

Last, fewer specialized skill sets may be necessary compared to other research 
approaches. Historical researchers still need interviewing skills and analytical skills to find 
patterns out of their interview findings. But they may not need to be proficient in statistical 
analysis unless their research focuses on statistical data. 

 

Weaknesses of Historical Method 
The major weakness in historical research is the likelihood of researcher bias in 

interpreting the material. Typically, there is only one researcher collecting data, and, therefore, the 
method is weak with regard to the demand of internal validity. As Carr (1961) viewed it, all 
accounts of historical events are subjective as they involve combinations of eyewitnesses as a 
primary source. Bias is a pattern of perception of events in a habitually distorted, falsified, or 
overlooked manner. McCullagh (2004) also emphasized that sometimes unfair accounts of the past 
have been the result of historians8 biases. They prefer one account over others because it accorded 
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with their interests. McCullagh concluded by noting that, although personal bias can be largely 
avoided, cultural bias is not easy to detect or correct. In addition, researcher bias creates problems 
of reliability and validity of the study. Therefore, historical researchers should be careful to check 
and double-check their sources of information.  

Second, the historical research is the time consuming nature of analyzing historical 
materials. It takes researchers a great many hours to read and interpret existing data. There can be 
an overabundance of historical journals, books, and other information sources to go through. It can 
be frustrating to find relevant and unbiased pieces in the sea of editorials, sensationalism, and 
articles. In some cases, researchers have to spend years collecting data.  Besides, some historical 
evidence may be hard to locate, incomplete, obsolete, or inaccurate. Many researchers are 
accustomed to searching for data from well-known search engines, such as Google. Scholars limit 
their research if they do. Still, it is a good start to gain a quick introduction to a topic and perhaps 
find interesting sources. A well-balanced approach is the key to effective historical research. Both 
primary and secondary sources contain bias that can be identified if enough sources are employed. 
A systematic examination of all sources will provide the best analysis of an historical event and 
that will yield the most impressive final result (Trochim & Donnelly, 2006). 

Third, historical data cannot be reconstructed or replicated. Each situation occurred at 
some time in the past, perhaps centuries ago, and historians might not have recorded the 
particulars of the event at the time or recorded the details accurately. Therefore, historical 
evidence is, in general, incomplete, as it is derived from surviving data of a limited number of 
events that took place in the past. Furthermore, researchers often interpret the meaning of a 
document in order to draw conclusions. This process is quite difficult because word meanings and 
usage tend to change over the years.  

Fourth, it is about the high cost of computerized content analysis. With the assistance of a 
computer, it is possible to type in verbatim texts (such as newspaper articles, entries from diaries, 
speeches, and so forth) and have typologies or conceptual categories emerge from the text 
(McTavish & Pirro, 1990). This approach, it is argued, alleviates much of the researcher's 
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subjective biases in interpreting secondary sources. However, to computerize historical qualitative 
data requires large blocks of computer core time and makes analysis much more expensive than 
standard statistical procedures used in evaluation (Tosh, 2000), though increasingly sophisticated 
software and hardware is reducing this concern.  

Fifth, the sources of historical materials may well be problematic. For example, not all 
historical records were collected in consistent patterns. In some cases, historical records have been 
influenced by politics in the sense that they dictate the particular sources examined, the evidence 
deployed, the event studied, and the importance assigned to any event, source, or piece of 
evidence. All of these factors affect the trustworthiness of the results. Moreover, due to a lack of 
control over external variables, historical research is very weak with regard to the demands of 
internal validity (Brundage, 2008). 

Last, another barrier for historical researchers may be language. Many historical events 
are not limited to a single cultural context written in one language. Therefore, in order to 
undertake a comprehensive historical review, researchers need to explore historical documents 
regardless of the language in which they were originally written. Not only is this extremely 
difficult for researchers to identify such sources, but, once identified, the sources then have to be 
translated, a difficult and not a neutral process in itself. 

 
Examples of Applications of Historical Research in HROD 

There are very few historical studies in HROD literature. However, there are increasing 
calls for an historical perspective in organization studies. The hope is that an historic turn might 
help make the study of organizations less deterministic and more ethical, humanistic, and 
managerially relevant (Rowlinson, 2009). 

Some historical research aims at understanding the historical development of HROD 

knowledge and practices at either the macro or micro levels. For example, Ruona and Gibson 
(2004) employed an historical method to understand activities and processes of human resource 
management (HRM), human resource development (HRD), and organization development (OD) 
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and creatively synthesized how they relate and how these activities impact people and 
organizations. Applying historical method to an analysis of the evolution of these fields helps to 
explain why the distinctions between them continue to blur and how the similarities among them 
provide the necessary synergy for HR functions to be truly valued organizational partners.  

Another example is the article, NWhat we discovered about NHRD and What it means for 

HRD,8 written by Cho and McLean (2004), that attempted to discover how HRD was being used 
as national policy in various countries throughout the world and what the findings would mean in 
understanding HRD. The authors explored the development of HRD practices in several countries 
and summarized five models for NHRD emerging from the practices recorded. 

Mosoti (2006) conducted historical research to understand the evolution of HRD in 

Kenya during a specific period. Specifically, Mosoti reviewed technical and vocational education 
and training (TVET) from pre-colonial days to 2005. The purposes of the study were to identify 
the definition of HRD as derived and used in Kenya, trace the history of HRD in Kenya as it 
relates to TVET, describe the evolutionary patterns of HRD in Kenya and how it related to TVET, 
and state the impact and status of HRD in Kenya. In the paper, the author attempted to bring 
together all the sources of history of HRD in Kenya and show how it related to TVET traced from 
pre-independence days to the present. The author also made use of oral history as primary sources 
by conducting structured interviews with experts who had contributed greatly to HRD in Kenya. 

 
Past Mistakes or Successes for Future Improvement 

Some historical researchers seek to find lessons for the future in past events. Because their 
job requires them to study the past, historical researchers have attempted to find lessons in past 
mistakes for future relevance. Moriguchi (2003) conducted a comparative historical study of the 
evolution of employment systems in the U.S. and Japan. He identified parallel developments in 
large manufacturing firms in the two countries during 1900-1960. The main finding included that, 
even with the legal reforms in Japan under U.S. occupation, Japan8s developmental employment 
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path did not converge to the U.S. American system. The main reason was the different cultural 
contexts between U.S. and Japan, which obstructed the system reformation. 

Peterson (1959) employed historical method to re-examine three historical cases of state-
mandated minimum wages for women. His findings showed that the generally accepted 
conclusion�that the minimum wages had no effects on women8s employment�was based on a 
misreading of the facts presented. Earlier studies of the employment effects of minimum wage 
laws had generally been interpreted as showing no relationship between the increases in wages 
and subsequent changes in employment of the groups affected. Peterson concluded from his re-
examination of the historical data that the effects of the state minimum wage were relatively 
adverse on women8s employment. 

Brownlee (2010) studied success stories of railway works at Swindon and Stratford in the 
19th century. The author used archives and records available in local libraries and museums. 
Boards and committee meeting minutes were his primary reference. Biographies of individuals 
mentioned in documents were also used. The research findings identified the key success factors 
of Swindon and Stratford. Their works were similarly established and then managed by men who 
were engineers by background and training. Both organizations paid a lot of attention to their 
human capital. They provided employees with housing, education, and spiritual needs. Separation 
between ownership and management was also a necessary condition for organizational success. 
 
Research Examining Causal Relationships 

Some historical research aims at suggesting causal linkages between variables by 
observing existing phenomena and then searching back through available data in order to identify 
plausible causal relationships. For example, Trulson (2007) studied factors related to the high 
turnover of public safety communication dispatchers in the Joplin Public Safety Communication 
Center using data obtained from Communication Center records over the past decade and then 
proposed retention initiatives. Historical research was utilized to answer the research questions: 
Why have dispatchers left the Joplin Communication Center and other communication centers? 
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Why have employees left other occupations? What retention initiatives are utilized in 
communication center and other occupations? The research utilized secondary data from several 
sources, such as survey data from HRFocus in July 2004 and the Los Angeles Police Department8s 
research on strategies to fight attrition in 2004, to determine primary causes of the attrition in the 
Joplin Center and communication centers in other areas.  The procedures included interviews with 
former and current employees. The results indicated that attrition was linked to compensation, 
work hours, staffing, and improper selection or hiring of employees. The author developed a 
strategic retention plan by using a systematic approach: implement a team-based management 
style, monitor communication center workload and related staffing needs, improve the recruitment 
and screening process, address compensation issues, and provide professional development. 

 
Recommendations for Future Research 
 Exploring the past helps us understand what we are today and where we are going. For 
HROD, historical awareness can deepen our understanding of the contexts with which we are 
dealing. We can use the historical method in many ways. 

First, we can use historical research to investigate the evolution of HROD in a particular 
country, both at the micro level and in the context of national policy. Examples might include: The 
evolution of HRD policies and strategies in Myanmar for the past thirty years. The main 
characteristics of HRD in Thailand organizations, 1997-2010; The evolution of HRD policies and 
strategies at the government level in Nigeria from the 1950s to 1990s. Researchers can use 
quantitative data from several iterations of questionnaire surveys if they have been conducted and 
administered consistently. 

Second, as mentioned earlier, historical method can be applied to examine the relationship 
between particular phenomena. These include interpreting ideas or events that previously were not 
viewed or treated as related, but which have been revealed to reflect possible relationships. For 
example, some researchers might want to explore if there is a correlation between career-age and 
work errors in the Thailand manufacturing industry. Some might want to carry out historical 
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studies on how the Thailand financial crisis of 1997 impacted employee selection processes of 
specific industries. Others might want to understand the causes of merger and acquisition failures 
in the U.S. construction industry. By conducting historical research, researchers should be aware 
that there might be other possible causes than those observed. Hence, what the research would find 
would be just one cause rather than all causes of a problem. 

Third, historical research may involve the study of specific individuals, organizations, and 
HR practices. Researchers are motivated by the desire to fill gaps about what is known regarding 
the past. In this type of research, researchers may not have a specific question other than to further 
knowledge. Examples might include historical studies of corporate social responsibility, the study 
of the popularity of using balanced scorecard in the Thai government sectors, the use of HRIS in 
support of strategic decision making by HR managers, the history of HROD at NIDA, and the 
history of the Personnel Management Association of Thailand (PMAT), among others.  

For those who accept the basic assumption of positivism, historical analysis may not be 
viewed as valid, as historical truths are subjective due to the biased nature of historical researchers 
when selecting sources to interpret historical events (Morris, 2004). Given the fact that researchers 
have access to numerous sources, they will never be able to use all the sources for interpretation of 
historical events. At the same time, research questions that relate to hypothesis testing or 
projection of the future cannot be answered by the historical method. Instead, historical research 
provides researchers with deep and rich understanding, not generalization, on past incidents in 
specific contexts. Therefore, historical research is likely to be accepted by those who believe in a 
postmodernist paradigm or by those who do not fully understand the nature of historical research.  

 

Conclusions 
This article is an overview of historical research epistemology and its possible application 

in HROD. The historical method is a critical methodology that can be exploited in HROD. History 
deals with happenings or events that took place in the past. It investigates things that happened and 
not things that are. The knowledge of the past is governed by the evidence of the past and that 
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evidence must be criticized and interpreted by the standard of historical scholarship. Some 
techniques have been developed for judging a source8s authenticity, its representativeness, and its 
relevance. However, because history is the historian8s interpretation of the past, positivists have 
considered historical research as an art, not a scientific method. Nonetheless, no matter how 
historical method has been criticized, it is still valuable and necessary for HROD. 
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Abstract 
 The book titled =Human Resource Development in Malaysia? is a good example 
portraying ideas and practices of human resource development in both public and private sector, 
including manufacturing, agricultural, services and technological business.  Authors of the book 
compared research findings and practices in Malaysia with those of western countries, as well as 
presented interesting issues regarding diversity in culture religion, and law which can bring about 
the unique HRD practices that is crucial for HRD practitioners and management of organizations 
to study and understand in order to ensure the efficiency of teamwork in organizations. 
 

 

 

 

 

                                                           

**** Associate Professor and Director of HROD International Program, the Graduate School of 
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The reason that I choose this book to review due to AEC (ASEAN Economic 
Community) will be launched in 2015 and I would like to conduct some research regarding HRD 
in those countries. In May, I had sent e-mail to all of my students in OD class if anyone of them 
was interested in this project. I proposed with the conditions which the student who volunteers to 
do the research on any country needed to have English proficiency, understand the native language 
or have connections or work experience in one or more of those countries.  

Within two days, twelve students expressed their interests so I decided to extended this 
project from 10 countries in ASEAN (Brunei, Burma (Myanmar), Cambodia, Indonesia, Laos, 
Malaysia, the Philippines, Singapore, Thailand and Vietnam) to 16 countries. The other six 
countries are the leaders and critical economic partners of ASEAN countries based on the 
classification at the 2nd East Asia Summit (EAS) meeting in Cebu, in 2007. They are Australia, the 
People8s Republic of China, the Republic of India, Japan, the Republic of Korea, and New 
Zealand.   

The journey of this project began by reviewing the book chapter, the Human Resource 
Development in Malaysia (2011) edited by Maimunah Ismail and AAhad M. Osman-Gani. This 
book was launched in the 10thAcademy of Human Resource Development International conference 
in Asia in 2011 conducted in Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia. Even though this book took five years to 
finish, initiating since the 5th Academy of Human Resource Development International conference 
in Asia in 2006, first-time being conducted in Malaysia, hosted by Universiti Putra Malysia 
(UPM), the book can be set forth as a great example of collaboration among HRD scholars and 
professional to advocate the significance of HRD for individual, organizational and national 
development.   

The editors were the co-hosts for those two conferences in 2006 and 2011. Ismail is a 
professor of extension education in the Department of Professional Development and Continuing 
Education, Faculty of Educational Studies, Universiti Putra Malysia (UPM). Osman-Gani is a 
professor of Business Administration at the International Islamic University of Malaysia (IIUM) 
in Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia. 
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I have found that this book was well organized and captured the HRD from individual 
level to organization level and national level. The first five chapters present the overview of HRD 
in Malaysia in the national Level: Chapter 1 Conceptualizing Human Resource Development and 
Its Emergence in Malaysia, Chapter 2 Human Capital Development in Malaysian Public Sector, 
Chapter 3 Human Resource Development in Manufacturing Firms, Chapter 4 Human Resource 
Development Practices in the Service Sector and Chapter 5 Human Resource Development of 
Malaysia8s Agricultural Sector. Also the book included the critical issues in Malaysia: Chapter 6 
Human Resource Development and Diversity Management, Chapter 7 Human Resource 
Development and Technology and Chapter 8 Human Resource Development from an Islamic 
Perspective. For the last three chapters of this book, it comprises Chapter 9 Legal Issues in Human 
Resource Development, Chapter 10 Human Resource Development and Continuing Professional 
Education and Chapter 11 Contemporary Issues in Human Resource Development. 

In Chapter 1,the authors review various definitions of HRD and summarize them as HRD 
definition in Malaysia.  

 
=HRD is a continuous process of education and new learning and for 

unleashing and enhancing the potentials of human beings with the objective 

of improving performance for the benefit of individuals, organizations, 

communities and nations in all social and cultural contexts.? (page 7) 
 
This HRD definition has broaden objective of improving performance in the individual level to the 
national level which is similar to what Gary N. McLean (2004) has found in his study on National 
Human Resource Development: What in the World is It? He found that the HRD definitions 
identified in Asian countries have broader view than the HRD definitions identified in the United 
States so he has added the community and nation as the scope of Global HRD definition.  

It is interested to learn that the first HRD program started in 1987 at Universiti Putra 
Malaysia (UPM) and then the first HRD program in graduate level was launched in 1991 at 
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University Teknologi Malaysia (UTM).  The year 1991 was the same year that the first graduate 
program of HRD in Thailand was initiated at the National Institute of Development 
Administration (NIDA). 

At the end of this chapter, the authors summarized the critical events during the last 20 
years since the first HRD program was developed in 1987. 

In Chapter 2-5,different authors have written about HRD in different sectors: Public 
Sector, Manufacturing Firms, Service Sector, and Agricultural Sector.  

In the national level, Public Sector, the word HCD | Human Capital Development was 
used instead of HRD. Due to the Vision 2020, the country has been under the transformation plan 
of MDI (Malaysian Development Institute) from R-economy (Resource economy) to P-economy 
(Investment-driven production economy) and to K-economy (Innovation-driven Knowledge 
Economy). The Tenth Malaysia Plan (2011-2015) indicates that the transformation of Malaysia to 
a high income country requires a switch to high value-added and knowledge-intensive activities 
and a shiftfrom physical infrastructure to soft infrastructure. 

Talent management and development has become a critical issue for public sector. In the 
Tenth Malaysia Plan, key policies have been established and the government mainly invests in 
formal and non-formal learning. For the formal learning, the government invests in school and 
university to develop talent base for the nation8s workforce. A world-class civil service college 
will be established to raise the competency of civil servants. For the non-formal learning, the 
government invests in training and development by government agencies, and provides 
specialized skills needed by the workforce in order to empower them to perform well on the job. 
Also the framework for human resource management and career development have been reviewed 
and revised to ensure the best talents remain in the civil service. 

In Manufacturing Firms, the HRD Act in 1992 has strengthened the initiatives in 
supporting HR training, education, and development. A mixed-method research, using both 
questionnaires and face-to-face interview techniques found critical problems, such as  the lack of 
human expertise among employees, the deficit of HR professional in development field and the 
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needs of implications for the effectiveness of HRD in developing  skilled, knowledgeable and 
competency workforce. Hence, employers, HRM and HRD practitioners need to focus on creating 
and developing a work environment in which competent and skilled workers can be trained, 
retrained, retrained and developed. In the recommendations, HRD in this sector should be aware 
of the importance of maintaining a balance in the HRD process in order to enable proper 
accountability for the appropriate provision of training and development activities and to control 
their effectiveness. HR Strategies should lead to an improvement in their organizational 
expectations and strategies in relation to HR management, development and change in order to 
cope with the challenge competitive environment and the emerging knowledge economy. 

For the service sector, five different sub-sectors in Malaysia were reviewed and discussed. 
They are hotels, retail industry, banking sector, transport, and healthcare. The authors of this 
chapter have seen the important of HRD in this sector as to develop =Service Culture?. Unlike 
other sectors, the service sector is less labor intensive and more about skills and competencies 
related to human resources. The information and communication play a vital role in this sector due 
to the need of interpersonal relationship between service provider and the user. The information in 
this chapter came from the document review and the perspectives of the authors. They concluded 
that there is a long way to go to meet the challenges of providing more efficient and human-
oriented services to society. 

To understand the HRD in Agriculture sector, the authors conducted interviews and focus 
group discussions with researchers and practitioners in the field of agriculture from both public 
and private organizations. The authors discussed the research results with literature reviews from 
books, journals and websites. They found that getting talents especially among local Malaysians 
into the agriculture sector has become quite a challenge due to the low work esteem image of the 
agriculture sector, unclear protection of the economic and social interest of workers and 
professionals, over-reliance on cheap labor especially foreign workers, hesitance to move from 
bureaucratic to knowledge-intensive work sector and minimum investment on upgrading and 
training. They turned these challenges into HRD strategies: (1) making the agriculture sector less 
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labor-intensive, (2) moving towards a more labor-efficient and high technology mechanization in 
cultivation, planning, farming and the overall production process, (3) focusing on recruiting school 
leavers through proper apprenticeship incentives and retraining of retrenched workers and (4) 
providing opportunities for upgrading and training (continuing professional development and 
lifelong learning).  

From Chapter 6 | 8, the critical issues in the workforce were discussed in the HRD 
perspective starting from workforce diversity which is a primary concern for countries not only in 
the west but also in Asia.  The author of these chapters used several of their own researches to 
discuss with the demographic data from several sources. Like other countries around the world, 
Malaysia has faced with the challenge of a rapidly changing demographic composition of the 
workforce, which has seen a marked increase of women, an aging workforce, foreign workers and 
the inclusion of disabled workers. The female intake in public sectors of higher learning expanded 
rapidly from 45.7% in 1990 to 64.8% in 2010. With the influx of women in the workforce and 
with an increase in dual-career families, both male and female employees engage in multiple roles 
at home and in the workplace.  

The aging workforce is caused by the healthcare consciousness. The life expectancy trend 
showed an increase from 68.8 years in 1990 to 71 years in 2009 for men and increase from 73.4 in 
1990 to 76 years in 2009 for women. Nowadays, the Malaysian government officers retire at 58 
years and private officers retire at 60 years. So since 2008 the Malaysian government has 
reconsidered about extending the retirement age up to 60 years. 

In 2008, the numbers of foreign workers are around 2.2 million out of 11.3 million 
workers in Malaysia. From the data in 2006, the majority was from Nepal. Most of them are 
employed in the manufacturing, petroleum, construction, health, education, and ICT related 
industries. These high skills professionals are assets to the nation. They need the specific training 
and development program such as cross-cultural training adjustment. For the low-skilled workers, 
the majority come from Indonesia (53%). The HRD policy for the foreign workers is to utilize 
local workforce effectively and reduce dependency on foreign manpower and attract as well as 
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retain highly skilled foreign talent in achieving the goals of Vision 2020. Actually, these foreign 
workers especially the professionals and highly skilled workers have strengthened the Malaysian 
workforce.  

The last group of diversity discussed in this chapter is disabled employees whose physical 
or mental impairment substantially affects one or more of the major life activities of such an 
individual. In 2008, there were 220,000 disabled persons registered with the Social Welfare 
Department. There are about 81 educations and training institutions in Malaysia to support this 
group of people. Many of them are under the management of religious-based groups. However, 
there is no recent published statistics on employed disabled persons. 

Diversity management among the above groups has taken into the responsibility of the 
government, private sectors, and religious-based groups. They all have realized that the workforce 
diversity can drive workers8 creativity and performance. HR practitioners have created work 
environments that will attract diverse workforce with the respect to gender, age, ethnicity and 
disabilities. With these practices they can attract more talented workers, reduces turnover, and 
unleashes creativity.  Moreover, it can increase employee satisfaction and loyalty. 

To shift the country to K-economy, the information and communication technology (ICT) 
has impacted on HRD in Malaysia. In every organization context, people technology and 
organization climate surround the workplace and determine the organization effectiveness. The 
organizational climate or the digital workplace is built around workers with technological tools 
such as computers and internet access, which are also assumed to be a major force in influencing 
organizational effectiveness. The authors have reviewed the change in HRD from several sources 
but there is not much information about the usage of ICT in HRD in Malaysia except the 
integrated e-learning. The development of e-learning in Malaysia started with the establishment of 
the Educational Technology Division by the Ministry of Education in 1972. The division runs the 
educational radio and television broadcasts in schools. In 1997, the Ministry of Education, through 
the Educational Technology Division, was actively involved in Smart Schools which marked the 
beginning of the e-learning era. Major e-learning initiatives undertaken by the Malaysian 
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government in this era were MySchoolNet, the MalaysianSmartSchool, the Computing Tablet 
project and the Computerization Program.  

The author summarized the ICT initiatives in the National Policy and their impact on the 
Malaysia workforce in changing the way the government operates. At the end of the chapter, the 
author mentioned that ICT is a skill intensive industry and it is very much related to HRD. If the 
Malaysia wants to maintain and accelerate the current momentum of ICT-led economic 
development and social transformation, the HRD professionals should play their role in facilitating 
knowledge generation through a sharing culture in the communities of practice by designing 
activities and interventions to improve the implementation of ICT in the country. 

Since the large majority of Malaysia8s population is Muslim thus the HRD from an 
Islamic Perspective was got intention. The school of thought related to Islam has been existed 
about 1,400 years. Islamic knowledge is drawn from two major sources: Quran (divine revelations 
from God-Allah) and Sunnah (practices and traditions of the Prophet codified in Hadiths). For the 
last decade of the 1990s, there is a shift in emphasis from their preoccupation with purely physical 
models of capital to human resources as the basis for the study of development. This has brought 
into focus the fact that the human element is both an input and outcome of development. While the 
outcome of development is seen as the betterment of human lives, it is also the human ability that 
provides the input for development growth. After the September 11, 2011 (or 911) tragedy, there 
was some sort of =Islamophobia? in the West, and it affected the entire Muslim community around 
the world. Muslim workers cannot practice their religious faith and nurture the Islamic values at 
the workplace and in their personal life style.  

The Islamic perspective of HRD corresponds to the three stages of human development: 
nafsulammarah (development of physical skill and mental competence), nafsullawwamah 
(realization of the ultimate truth and development of love and obedience to Allah), and 
nafsulmutmainnah (development of spiritual or human virtues). The authors suggested HR 
practitioners to formulate the HRD policies and strategies; one only needs to observe Islamic 
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requirements and guidelines for gaining confidence and support from Muslim workers and 
professionals, thereby motivating them toward improved performance. 

In the last three chapters, the authors discussed about the critical current issues such as 
legal issue, CPE (Continuing Professional Education) and HRD, Talent management, Knowledge 
Management, Sustainable Development & Environmental Education, CSR (Corporate Social 
Responsibility), Globalization and Cross Cultural HRD. To deal with these contemporary issues of 
HRD, the authors recommended HR practitioners and academicians to keep update with the global 
competition, along with the advancements in technology and innovation of new tools and 
techniques. They need to understand the future development of HRD policies, processes, and 
interventions for better organizational and national developments in Malaysia. 
 Overall, this book has presented the overview of HRD in Malaysia in National level, 
organization level and individual level. The reader can benefit the information and knowledge 
about HRD practices in this country and also be able to compare their practices with those of the 
others. Most of the references in these books mainly are from the American scholars. Thus, during 
the reading the reader has to notice the citation where the information comes from. There might be 
some confuses while reading, if these practices have presented in Malaysia or not. Nevertheless, 
the book is recommended. 
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Introduction

Giambattista Vico
and the psychological
imagination

Luca Tateo
Aalborg University, Aalborg, Denmark

Abstract

This special issue originates from an international workshop on ‘‘Vico and imagination,’’

that took place at Aalborg University in 2014, within a research project on Giambattista

Vico and the epistemology of psychology. Imagination has inexplicably been relegated to

the background in contemporary psychology, despite the fact that imaginative processes

are involved in even the most mundane activities. In this editorial, I first present the

rationale and the content of the articles and commentaries. Then I outline a brief

history of the concept of imagination before Vico, drawing some consequences for

contemporary psychology. Finally, I provide the proposal for a new research program

on imagination as a higher psychological function that enables us to manipulate complex

meanings of both linguistic and iconic forms in the process of experiencing.

Keywords

Imagination, Giambattista Vico, higher psychological functions, experiencing, semiotic

self-regulation

When I started my inquiries as a novice Vico scholar, I was amazed to find at every
step new insights for reflecting on topics such as the relationship between mind and
culture, body and mind, common sense and imagination. I was able to feel the deep
kinship with mankind and the great love and respect for the admirable potential-
ities of human ingegno that Vico expressed in all his writings. He was a forerunner
in so many topics of social sciences, and particularly in psychology (Tateo, 2015),
that reading his works is always a source of inspiration. This special issue origi-
nated from an international workshop on ‘‘Vico and imagination’’ that took place
at Aalborg University in 2014, within a research project on Giambattista Vico and
the epistemology of psychology. During this project, I started to realize how
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psychology was somehow lacking of imagination, in the sense of being able to
decentralize itself from a normative perspective and to codevelop together with
its object of study.

Imagination: The neglected faculty

Among the many treasures of Vico’s legacy, I decided to focus on imagination, as
I think it has inexplicably been relegated to the background in contemporary
psychology, despite the fact that: ‘‘without imagination, nothing in the world
could be meaningful. Without imagination, we could never make sense of our
experience. Without imagination, we could never reason toward knowledge of
reality’’ (Johnson, 2013, p. ix). Despite a rationalistic tradition that passed in
common sense underestimating what is ‘‘a mere product of our imagination,’’ we
know from personal experience and from the history of mankind that imaginative
processes are involved in even the most mundane activities.

From the child’s animistic world to the joys of sex, from the episode narrated in
the Gospels about a simple tax collector, Matthew, that becomes an apostle, to the
visionary Steve Jobs that from a garage becomes an apostle of technology, from the
mystic of hermits’ visions to the work of art, from the mythological hybrid crea-
tures to the theorization in physics, the ubiquitous nature of imaginative process in
everyday activities shows that imagination is strictly related to sense making and
signs. Imagination is involved in the experiencing of both past and future, bringing
to life something that is no longer, or not yet, here and now. It is also a way to
embody signs as well as producing signs. An interesting proposal is to understand
imagination as ‘‘one modality of apprehending the real, or a specific mode of
experiencing’’ (Zittoun & Cerchia, 2013, p. 313). I would go even beyond this
idea by claiming that imagination is a higher psychological function that enables
us to manipulate complex meanings of both linguistic and iconic forms in the process
of experiencing, the latter consisting of lived-by action and counteraction, that is
contextual interaction with the world in the form of an experiencing subject and
otherness. I understand action as a combination of behavior (or its absence, avoid-
ing behavior) and a mental symbolic process associated to it. Imagination is a
fundamental symbolic process creating signs, linguistic and iconic at the same
time that represents experience, detaching it from the immediate presence, and
used to self-regulate behavior in different conditions and that can be communicated
to other people in different situations. Giambattista Vico provides us with one of
the first examples of this process. He tried to reconstruct the genesis of the process
through which mankind started to detach the emotion of fear from the immediate
and contingent events in the environment attributing will and power to this
imaginative entities. People started to regulate their own behavior not with respect
with a direct environmental stimulus, but through a sign: it was the beginning of
culture (Granatella, 2015).

Despite its importance until the beginning of 20th century, imagination followed
the fate of many other neglected concepts in psychology, like for instance
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intentionality, will, apperception (Cornejo, 2015; Valsiner, 2014a). All these aspects
should lead us to reconsider with great attention the role of imagination in psy-
chological processes.

For this purpose, I invited three original researcher from philosophy
(Granatella, 2015), semiology (Pern, 2015), and semiotic anthropology (Rojas,
2015) to dwell for a bit the intellectual house or palace—that Vico built, and con-
front with the idea of imagination. Then I have asked selected scholars who identify
themselves as cultural psychologists to reflect upon these fresh hints and sugges-
tions (Brinkmann, 2015; Shotter, 2015; Zittoun, 2015). We cannot expect to grasp
the wholeness of the experience by segmenting it into basic unit of analysis and then
recombine them into abstract categories, for doing so, we fall into the problem of
naturalizing those categories and using them back to explain experience.
Experiencing is a complex process involving cognitive, bodily, affective, and ethical
dimensions, but also both linguistic and iconic signs, so our methods must be able
to deal with both. We must also account for both the existing and the not-actua-
lized counterpart of experience (Valsiner, 2014a), and look forward to the potenti-
alities of forward-feeding process of experiencing. The explicit request to
contributors was then to help cultural psychology as a field to develop new ideas
that can foster future research.

In the first article, Granatella (2015) discusses the two common views of imagin-
ation: as a cognitive tool that helps to visualize and manipulate mental objects; or
as ‘‘a subjective component of the human mind, rooted in feelings, emotions, in a
kind of impetus free from any rational valuation. However, even this imagination
attempts to capture reality in its truth’’ (Granatella, 2015, p. 186). She explains how
Giambattista Vico formed a new idea of imagination as a cognitive function related
to the capability to construct and make sense of our world. ‘‘What is striking in this
perspective is that the power of imagination is conceived as the original manner of
concept formation’’ (Granatella, 2015, p. 190). Vico thus gives imagination a strong
epistemic status and a role in the formation of universals concepts. Pern (2015)
develops the concept of imagination through the comparison of Vico and Hobbes.
She reconstructs historically and epistemologically commonalities and differences
between their conceptions of imagination, stressing how Vico is better linking the
individual psychological processes to the collective elaboration of culture, estab-
lishing for the first time a meaningful theory of the relationship between mind and
culture. Finally, she demonstrates the relevance of Vico’s ideas in the development
of the theory of affective semiosis. The third article (Rojas, 2015) is instead aimed
at introducing in semiotic anthropology of music the application of Vico’s idea
of imagination ‘‘as an essential part of every semiotic action/perception’’
(Rojas, 2015, p. 226). He develops the concept of musical topography by
showing how imaginative processes are not limited to the body–mind relationship
in motor schemes, but they form a whole with higher level symbolic processes, to
the extent that the traditional separation, originated with Descartes, between sen-
somotory, imaginative level and the rational and reflective level, is no longer
tenable.
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In the first commentary, Brinkmann (2015) stresses three aspects inspired by the
reading of Vico: affective intentionality, expressivity, and creativity. Psychological
processes are characterized by an active and affective involvement with the world.
Rather than passive receptors and elaborators of the environmental cues, we are
actively expressing ourselves and the world through signs. We cultivate the world
we inhabit contributing to its creation, recreation, and sometimes to its destruction.
In the context of this cultivating process, Shotter (2015) puts in relationship the
hermeneutical process with the work of imagination. Like Brinkmann (2015), he
underlines the importance of focusing on real people rather than building abstract
categories of meaning. The issue ‘‘is not whether what we say about the ‘things’ in
question here is true or not, but with whether all the others around us can antici-
pate, at least partially, our actions, and thus coordinate their activities in with ours
(and we in with theirs)’’ (Shotter, 2015, p. 234). In this sense, Vico’s approach can
be illuminating for cultural psychology, as he was not interested in the absolute
categories of thought bur rather in the way people of different ages actually con-
struct these categories to make sense of the world. Finally, Zittoun (2015) sum-
marizes some of the challenges that reading Vico presents to cultural psychology
and to psychology at large. The first promising direction for psychology is improv-
ing the study of art (another forgotten topic of past psychology), both in the pro-
cess of producing and experiencing artistic products. The second relevant point is
that Vico’s approach can help us in overcoming any monological and normative
approach to mental life. In this respect ‘‘imagination appears as the condition of
our very humanity, residing in our capacity to acknowledge, respect and promote
the Other in its singularity, as much as the richness of the products of experience of
Others, that is, culture’’ (Zittoun, 2015, p. 255).

A brief history of imagination before Vico

Imagination is one of those concepts that have continued to go through the history
of Western culture since the most ancient times as ‘‘a category of mental activity
whose definition and interpretation has varied very greatly from age to age and
from author to author’’ (Cocking, 2005, p. xiii). The reason for this to happen is
probably because imaginative processes permeate every aspect of human life. Our
imagination, like our memory, is constitutive part of our sense of self. At the same
time, imagination, just like memory, operates at collective level, as ‘‘meaningful
social forms’’ (Wagoner, 2012, p. 1053) that give us the sense of belonging to a
collective and regulate everyday life. We feel that imagination is part of what we are
both individually and collectively. A surprising coincidence supports this idea:
three centuries ago, Descartes placed in the pineal gland in back of the brain the
center of common sense and imagination (Galison, 1984). Recent studies in neuro-
psychology (for a review, see Buckner, 2010) have supported the hypothesis that
the hippocampus and associated cortical structures, normally related to memory
processes, ‘‘are active when people envision future’’ (Buckner, 2010, p. 42), sug-
gesting the strict relationship between memory and imagination.
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Nevertheless psychology has underestimated its role in mental life. The reasons
must be found in the vicissitudes of this concept along the history of ideas.

‘‘At its most basic, the term ‘imagination’ and its linguistic equivalents, phantasia and

eikasia in Greek, phantasia and imaginatio in Latin refer to the image-making capacity

of human beings. But that capacity manifests itself in a whole range of human experi-

ences: in our ability to picture things which are absent, for instance, in dreams,

fantasies and illusions, in artistic creativity and invention, in the ordinary person’s

power to envisage the possibility of a better world or to imagine other lives, as much

as in the mystic’s vision of a higher reality beyond the world of the senses. In modern

usage to imagine is not necessarily to visualize, and many of the connotations of the

modern word, for example the notion that imagination can provide us with some

special insight into the nature of truth.’’ (Cocking, 2005, p. xiii)

Since Plato and Aristotle, imagination is understood as something in between real-
ity outside and mental life (Figure 1). In the movement from the external world to
the inner mental life, imagination is related to the senses: it is an attenuated phan-
tasma of the sensation that lasts after the object has impresses his footprint on the
mind.

As attenuated form of sensation, the phantasma is not able to trigger the same
full sensation of the real object, but rather becomes a diminished sensory experi-
ence (Schofield, 1992). But a different form of imagination works the other way
round. When it goes from the inner mental work to the external reality, it becomes
a form of action. Imagination is the form of preparation to action in which

Figure 1. Imagination as a space in between.
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organisms has an alteration of his normal states and experiences an appetite for
something. It is a kind of warming up (that Aristotle calls phantasia aisteiké) that
the organism goes through before being ready for action.

This duality definitely established by Aristotle will orientate all the following
developments of the idea of imagination (Cocking, 2005). On the one hand, there is
the idea of imagination as a phantasmatic representation of real objects, and, on
the other hand, it becomes a condition of internal exaltation, of arousal and
derangement of mental life. As a space in between imagination is generated by
the real world and can generate action in return. When these two processes are
combined, we have the states of mental alteration like mystical ecstasy or delirium.

The Aristotelian tradition on imagination developed in Islamic culture, mainly
through Avicenna and Averroes, whose psychological theories were based on the
tight link between body and soul (Black, 2000). They capture the strong argument
of Aristotle about the potential power of imagination. In fact, if the imagination is
influenced by the forces of the world and can strongly operate on the body in
return, it can explain several forms, from mundane to magic phenomena.
Imagination is split in two: a passive faculty that receives the influences from the
outside (no matter if other people, astral influences or divine action) and produces
psychic images; and an active faculty of mind of pragmatically generating forms of
communication that can influence other people. For instance, that is the reason of
the power of rituals, imagines, and myths to generate strong passion in the lay,
uneducated crowd. Through Avicenna and Averroes, this dual conception of
imagination passed into late Latin and Medieval tradition (Black, 2000).

The important junction is Augustine, who used both the Greek word phantasia
and the Latin word imaginatio, establishing a usage that migrated in common use
of Europe’s vernaculars (Cocking, 1984, p. 47). In his view, overlapping phantasia
and imaginatio, images are a dangerous material as they can correspond to truth or
falsity. According to Augustine, there are three different degrees of seeing:

bodily seeing, which is sensation together with consciousness of sensation, the mental

representation or ‘spiritual seeing’; ‘spiritual seeing’ on its own, without sensation,

which includes what we now call imagining and dreaming; and ‘intellectual seeing’ or

understanding. (Cocking, 2005, p. 43)

Imagination is for Augustine always placed at a lower level than understanding,
and abstract knowledge is repeatedly distinguished from mental images that have
no guarantee to be true. What the mind presents to itself in the form of images is
thus ethically suspect of evil, as well as the capability to stir up passions in the
people through imagination, which is almost compared to sorcery (Cocking, 2005).

From now on, imagination becomes a very uncomfortable subject. On the one
hand, there is the problem that humans cannot know or understand God, but just
achieve a partial intuition of it exactly through the power of imagination. On the
other hand, imagination is suspected to be at a lower level than rationality, to be
even contagious through the performativity of the images that can become a

150 Culture & Psychology 21(2)



powerful tool of the evil. How can we then discriminate between true and false,
ill or good images? Since the Gospels, the theme of the false images that the
Devil uses to tempt the Christ and a dozen of saints in the desert is
reverberating through the history of ideas. The only two possible solutions are
always the same: you can discriminate by faith or by rationality, but which one
is the most reliable?

We have to wait for the renaissance and the humanists like Marsilio Ficino
(1433–1499) to see the first outline of ‘‘the notion of imagination as the artist’s
creative faculty’’ (Cocking, 2005, p. 105). He describes the distinctive human fac-
ulty of invention, technical and artistic capability. This faculty can be used for
practical purposes, like in the case of Romans who were able to achieve an extra-
ordinary mastery over nature, or can be used for mere pleasure, as a kind of play.
Ficino paves the way for the relationship between creativity and imagination:
‘‘creativity in general is ingenium, just as poetic inventiveness was ingegno, and
more specifically alto ingegno, for Dante’’ (Cocking, 2005, p. 105). But continuing
the tradition of Avicenna, also Ficino places fantasia in a middle way between
sensation and rationality. But he maintains the distinction between a passive and
an active nature of imaginative processes: imagination synthesizes in absentia of the
real object, fantasy recognizes, and combines different elements into a unitary
presentation and finally intelligence understands.

Ficino’s ‘imagination’ is the ability to reproduce a perception, to see the man Plato in

the mind when Plato is not there; it is ‘above’ sensation because independent of

physical presence. Fantasy, in turn, is ‘above’ imagination; it is exercised by

Socrates as soon as he recognizes that what he perceives is his friend Plato and

ascribes certain qualities to him. (Cocking, 2005, p. 106)

One century later, to see the father of empiricism, Francis Bacon (1561–1626), one
of the authors Vico refers to (Tateo, 2015), elaborated on imagination. In the
‘‘Advancement of Learning’’ (Bacon, 1605/2001), he further develops the idea of
imagination as a kind of mediator who carries messages from the senses to the
mind, where reason interprets them in order to generate understanding. In the
opposite direction, imagination also mediates between the decision to act in a
certain way and the practical carrying out of the action, making as it were an
anticipation of what is to be done, which image or mental picture is then translated
into concrete action on the real, sensible world (Cocking, 2005). But this work of
generating ‘‘as if’’ plans of action are nevertheless bounded to work on the material
provided by senses, as Aristotle already said, by synthesizing bits and pieces of
memories. Thus, imagination can construct images of fantastic creatures that do
not exist in reality or think about inventions that do not yet exists, but limited to
the raw material that is already been provided by senses and stored in memory.
This is an important element that I would call combinative–adjunctive and com-
binative–subtractive features of imagination (Figure 2) and directly points to cre-
ative processes (Glăveanu, 2010).
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First, imagination has the power to materialize nonexisting objects by combin-
ing sensorial data with memories. Such memories can belong to the subject that has
perceived them earlier or to a repository of collective images. Figure 2(a), for
instance, three unicorn horns on display at Rijksmuseum in Amsterdam. For cen-
turies, these objects have appeared and worshipped on feast days on the altar of
Mariakerk in Utrecht, despite they are just narwhal teeth. Figure 2(b) is instead an
elephant tusk displayed at the National Museum of India in New Delhi. It is
engraved for all its length with tridimensional representations of episodes from
the life of Buddha. In this case, imagination is a preparatory step to action in
the world in which the mental image acts as a guide for the sensomotory body
directed toward the resistance of the material.

Another empiricist, Thomas Hobbes (1588–1679), made a step forward in a
more complex definition of imagination. I will not elaborate much on this, as
Pern (2015) already focuses on the conception of imagination in Hobbes and
Vico in this special issue. I just want to stress two points of Pern’s discussion.
The first is that Hobbes underlines the active nature of imagination, the inner
motion of the subject to establish a relationship, to act upon the world. The
second aspect is that Hobbes starts to connect the power of imagination with the
development of civilization, though he does not reach the full complexity of Vico’s
new science. Pern (2015) shows how Hobbes is somehow middle way between the
previous conceptions of imagination and Vico’s own ideas.

One of the most influential positions toward imagination was uttered by
Descartes, who ‘‘is probably not entirely responsible for the modern tendency
to value imagination and to suppose it an important criterion of intelligence,’’ but
‘‘he certainly wrote at a turning point in the history of imagination and formu-
lated effective and memorable recommendations about the place of this way of

Figure 2. Adjunctive and subtractive features of imagination.
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thinking within a structure of mind’’ (Lyons, 1999, p. 302). For Descartes,
imagination is related to his corpuscular theory of sensation (Galison, 1984).
Following the previous tradition, he imagines the senses as passive receptors of
the corpuscles transmitted from objects. These signals reach the pineal gland,
which is locus of common sense and imagination. The role of this organ is to
mediate between the body–mind and the pure dematerialized process of under-
standing. The role of imagination is thus, in a classical fashion, to prework the
material form senses and present it to cognition. For Descartes, this intermediate
passage was necessary, ‘‘it is the precondition of abstraction and any manipula-
tion of general quantities’’ (Galison, 1984, p. 321). Those images can be formed
after sensation and then can be stored in memory for a later easier recall and
reuse. In his later works, instead, Descartes struggles for a strong autonomy of
refection form sense. Thus, imagination retains its practical utility, as for instance
in visually manipulating, building and rotating geometric shapes: ‘‘every single
idea that includes sensory perceptions is imaginary-then we realize that outside of
metaphysics, theology, and pure mathematics all our thinking requires imagin-
ation’’ (Lyons, 1999, p. 311). Imagination has instead no role in abstract thinking
and understanding, being on the contrary a potential source of error (Galison,
1984). Besides, as imagination was strongly related to common sense to the extent
that it shared the same physiology in the brain, the products of imaginative
processes shared the fate of all the forms of knowledge related to the use of
commons sense and language (e.g.,, arts, myths, rhetoric, etc.), being excluded
from scientific discourse as mere presentations and orientations of beliefs. The
relevance of Descartes position for the development of contemporary cognitive
and neurobiological studies on imagination emerges in the ‘‘attempt to take the
study of mind out of the body, so as to be able to study it more objectively in a
computer’’ (Danesi, 1995, pp. 43–44).

The dispatch to imagination as a proper epistemological function was given by
the Cartesian philosopher Nicolas Malebranche (1638–1715). ‘‘The human consci-
ence, for Malebranche, possesses an ever-changing vitality and, therefore, a dia-
chronic component: error and sin, they exist’’ (Fabiani, 2009, p. 24). He built a
general theory of imagination that had the same complexity of the Vico’s one, but a
very different direction. For Malebranche, imagination consisted essentially in
strong sensations, vivacious images, and a proven ability of representing many
different things, that was typical of those who lack a generous intellect.
‘‘His study of the imagination intended to defeat the errors that a high voltage
imagination would generate in a human being of little mental capacity’’ (Fabiani,
2009, p. 25).

Malebranche and Vico are both trying to build a meaningful theory of imagin-
ation, but while the former assumes that imagination is a vestige of our finite
nature, the Original sin, of paganism therefore is a source of erroneous beliefs, a
projection of our appetites over the world, the latter sensed that there was some-
thing more. As professor of rhetoric, Vico understood that if Ancients gave some
importance to imagination and inventio also in the epistemological and
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metaphysical domain, it was necessary to go deeper into the subject and try to
figure what was the role of imagination in the development of civilization.

The historical account I have shortly outlined so far is not a show of mere
pedantry, but the attempt to reconstruct genetically the elaboration of the thematic
opposition between rationality and imagination through the history of ideas
(Holton, 1998). Such a duality has in fact informed the psychological research
for a long time. If we succeed in contextualizing Vico’s idea of imagination in
this long journey, the freshness of the shift he introduced in the conception of
imagination will appear more clearly. For Vico, indeed, ‘‘the disjunction between
the higher functions of human knowledge and the faculty of imagination, carried
on faces a major problem - that is, an intellectual split between the science and the
life activities which, in fact, make knowledge possible’’ (Granatella, 2015, p. 186).

The original elaboration of Giambattista Vico

Giambattista Vico was not an isolated peculiar scholar, but he was perfectly aware
of the line of thought in which he was about to inoculate his new ideas. Vico was at
the edge between the humanistic tradition and the first signs of the advent of
enlightenment. But at the same time, his privileged position of immersion in the
legacy of Southern Italian humanism, in the middle of the battle between Ancients
and Moderns (Fabiani, 2009), allowed him to assume a different stance with respect
to the dominant Cartesian rationalism of the time (Verene, 1991).

In his view of imagination, Vico was originally re-elaborating Plato’s and
Aristotle ideas, going beyond the neoplatonic humanist scholars and the British
empiricists he often refers to. As Granatella (2015) and Pern (2015) argue, Vico’s
idea of imaginative universal draws on a combination of both Plato and Aristotle,
but is developed in the sense of developmental, historical, and anthropological view
of mental processes.

Aristotle’s elaboration on Plato’s ideas in chapter 9 of the Poetics is well known:

The difference between a historian and a poet is not that one writes in prose and the

other in verse . . .. The real difference is this, that one tells what happened and the other

what might happen. For this reason poetry is something more scientific and serious

than history, because poetry tends to give general truths while history gives particular

facts. By a ‘general truth’ I mean the sort of thing that a certain type of man will do or

say either probably or necessarily. That is what poetry aims at . . .. A ‘particular fact’ is

what Alcibiades did or what was done to him. (c. 330 BC/1970, p. 28)

I think that the Aristotle’s excerpt is the starting point from which Vico elaborates
his extremely innovative view. He understood that the knowledge of the relation-
ship between mental processes and civilization cannot be attained by referring to a
nonhistorical generalization of human mind. Indeed, the only way to understand
human mentality in a specific historical period is to access its specific form of
elaborating experience and developing universal concepts. Besides, the principle
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of (Vico, 1709/1965), that first Aristotle develops, provides imagination with an
epistemic status. This idea that poetic knowledge may not be true in the sense of
being scientifically and historically accurate, but neither is it false, will be further
elaborated by Vico in the verum-factum principle (Vico, 1710/1988). One contem-
porary scholar who has fully appreciated the psychological implications of these
ideas is probably Jerome Bruner, who developed the theory of narrative dimen-
sions of mental processes and the subjunctive mode of thought, stressing the rele-
vance of elaborating possible worlds in sense making (Bruner, 1986).

We cannot evaluate the form of collective thinking developed in a given civil-
ization unless we do not understand, or at least try to imagine, the type of own
universals that civilization developed to make sense of experience and to regulate
individual and collective behavior. In this way, what can be studied is the socio-
psychological process of creation and development of universals instead of the
universal a priori categories of thought.

Vico distinguishes two kinds of universal concepts: imaginative universals and intel-

ligible ones. Both are described and defined as deeds, mental act done by men. But,

unlike the intelligible ones, imaginative universals make possible a science of the

origins and developments of the human world as it is fabricate through our own

experience of it. (Granatella, 2015, p. 191)

If imagination is a legitimate form of knowledge creation, Vico argues, then we are
allowed to use it as a tool to understand the contextualized mode of thoughts of the
different civilizations. If modes of thought are historically situated, he claims, we
cannot have direct access to them, because a sidereal anthropologic difference
outdistances us from them.

To discover the way in which this first human thinking arose in the gentile world, we

encountered exasperating difficulties which have cost us the research of a good twenty

years. [We had] to descend from these human and refined natures of ours to those

quite wild and savage natures, which we cannot at all imagine and can apprehend only

with great effort. (Vico, 1744/1948, p. 89)

Just like archeologists, philologist, or ethnographers, we can just try to access the
irreducible otherness of a different civilization’s mode of thought through the
observation of its products: language, iconography, architecture, myths, rituals,
etc. The new science that Vico is then offering us a new form of metaphysics,
understood not as a science of universals, but as a science of how universals are
created, developed, and used in the different civilizations. In his own words:

For metaphysic, directing a history of human ideas from the beginnings of truly

human thinking among the gentiles, has enabled us finally to descend into the

crude minds of the first founders of the gentile nations, all robust sense and vast

imagination. (Vico, 1744/1948, p. 5)
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This axial turn in the study of mind–culture relationship sprung again and flour-
ished during the 19th century until the beginning of 20th-century psychology
(Tateo, 2015).

We cannot deduce pedagogics, aesthetics and practical ethics from

psychology—But we can observe the spontaneous development of the art of educa-

tion, of aesthetic production and of ethical life, and the ideals and points of view

which are revealed in this development may be understood by the help of general

psychological laws.’’ (Höffding, 1905, p. 76)

The psychology in the 19th and beginning of 20th century is full of authors who
gave imagination a primary role among higher psychological functions (for an
overview, see Cornejo, 2015; Høffding, 1904; Pelaprat & Cole, 2011; Tateo,
2015; Valsiner, 2014a; Zittoun & Cerchia, 2013). Inexplicably, it seems to have
been later forgotten for today giving raise again to some interest (Pelaprat &
Cole, 2011; Zittoun & Cerchia, 2013; Zittoun et al., 2013). The unlimited patience
of the reader would probably have been already seriously affected, so I will move
now to a conclusion of this already too long editorial, fully aware that this explor-
ation is just at the beginning.

Conclusion: Towards a psychological imagination

What is the benefit of reading about an Italian author lived about three centuries
ago? Contemporary psychology is obsessed by novelty, to the extent that the
striving for the most recent reference is a must, considering already out-of-date
something published a couple of years ago. Apart from the subtle pleasure of
anticonformism, for what is then worth elaborating on ideas that seem so far
away in time? The focus on the present is useful for understanding the state-
of-the- art and for developing existing concepts, playing the important reflexive
and cumulative functions of research. But is also important to ‘‘overlook of the
discipline’s past and ideas that were considered relevant then—may be helpful for
our construction of new perspectives’’ (Valsiner, 2014a, p. 286). The articles of this
special issue explain to a great extent how imagination is a symbolic function that
connects existing with nonexisting objects, past with future, body with mind, antici-
pation with memory, mind with culture, reproduction with production, ‘‘as-is’’
with ‘‘as-if,’’ promoting with inhibiting. In other words, imagination seems to be
a very complex higher psychological function that deserves more than quick and
prejudicial rationalist or reductionist look. ‘‘Our imagination leads our further
development’’ (Valsiner, 2014a, p. 297).

I propose to overcome the view of imagination as a simple mediator between
mind and reality, a sort of clearing house in which objects from the external world
are prepared to be worked by rationality or potential alternative courses of action
are previewed before they go into effect. I understand imagination as a fundamental
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higher psychological function that is devoted to the manipulation of complex wholes of
iconic and linguistic signs.

In fact, iconicity and absence of iconicity are complementary forms of sense
making. Meaning is elaborated always in linguistic and iconographic forms. One of
Giambattista Vico’s most important arguments was that through imagination, we
build things acting as they were abstractions, and build abstractions acting as they
were real things. Vico argued that the distinctive feature of human nature is the
capability of creating through imagination products of civilization, or life forms
(Simmel, 1918/2010),—namely divinity worship, marriage, and burials—as self-
regulatory systems. The constant production and reproduction of the social
world, classification, and transformation (Boesch, 2008), are made possible
through the complementary and hierarchical movement of abstraction and reifica-
tion as feature of semiotic activity. This is why metaphorical and imaginative
thinking are always present, as in the example of the so-called umbrella revolution
in Hong Kong, during September 2014 (Figure 3).

An individual action (using umbrella as a shield from tear gas) is detached from
immediate experience and becomes a sign of resistance. Then this abstract concept
is reified in return into a creative collective action detached from the original cause
(using umbrella as way of manifesting and writing slogans on top) and it is again
abstracted in a sign of revolution at a higher hierarchical level. At this point some-
thing more emerges, a life form of umbrella revolution (Simmel, 1918/2010) in
which any new individual action of protest and resistance will be necessarily
framed. Once imagination has created a sign that represents the cause of an

Figure 3. Complementary and hierarchical movement of abstraction and reification.
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event or a plan of future action, detaching it from the immediate experience of its
presence, it can be used to self-regulate the behavior in different conditions and can
be communicated to other people in different situations, becoming a hypergener-
alized sign (Valsiner, 2014b).

Therefore, we produce and reproduce signs as an action upon the world in order
to make sense and manage uncertainty outside and inside us through affective
intentionality, expressivity, and creativity (Brinkmann, 2015). In this sense, experi-
encing, imagination, and creativity are closely connected. From fairy tales to reli-
gious iconography or political propaganda, imagination has been used to promote
specific valued behaviors or inhibit despicable ones, as well as dealing with other-
ness by promoting the collective identity and differentiation processes. Human
activity creates universal and abstract representations of life starting from very
situated individual actions. Such institutionalized representations of the world
become traditions, or life forms: the frameworks distanced from the individual,
immediate experience within which the meaning of the experiences itself acquires
sense in return. ‘‘Aspects of that ‘external’ world generated on the basis of firmly
shared ecological-cultural background conditions tend to become objectified and
acquire the status of social realities’’ (Rommetveit, 1992, p. 22). Santa Claus, the
invisible hand of the market, Paradise and Hell, these are all specimen of entities
that we and our fellow humans firmly believe without further ascertaining being
required.

The imaginative process plays a self-regulative function also toward the
ambivalent nature of experience and uncertainty of change during development
(Figure 4).

Let us try a simple thought experiment. Everybody has been confronted with
some relevant choice in life. You can try to remember how your ‘‘cognitive’’ pro-
cess of choosing between alternatives was charged with affective and ethical issues,
fears, desires expectations, pressures, and requirements. Even though you felt to be
made for one direction (e.g., which university, where to go on holiday, should I
accept that job, which school my kids should go, you just name it), it was not easy
to contemplate and compare alternatives. The fact itself of inclining toward one
choice called into existence the opposite choices. Becoming something implies not
becoming something else (a lawyer, an engineer, etc.). Your cultural background
was playing a role in interpreting the situation and making sense of the different
options. The imaginative process is involved as a source of comparison, sugges-
tions, guidance but also resistance and, finally, self-regulation. The feature of the
imaginative semiotic process always elaborates meaning in both linguistic and
iconographic forms. In some specific moment in time, you experienced the ambiva-
lence of experiencing (‘‘I can do (or be) it but won’t do (or be) it’’; ‘‘I cannot do
(or be) it but will do (or be) it’’; ‘‘I cannot do and won’t do it’’; ‘‘I can do it and will
do it’’; ‘‘I cannot do it now but. . .’’; ‘‘I could do it now but . . .’’; ‘‘I could do like
(someone else) but. . .’’; ‘‘I cannot do like (someone else) but. . .’’, etc.). The role of
imaginative process is to produce self-regulatory, continuously and hierarchically
abstracted and reified signs (e.g., God, Jupiter, my parents, responsibility,
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autonomy, etc.) to promote or inhibit change and resistance to change. Therefore,
imagination is a fundamental part of any developmental process.

The difference between the recently proposed views on imagination in cultural
psychology, as gap filling (Pelaprat & Cole, 2011) or as expansion of experience
(Zittoun & Cerchia, 2013), is that in my understanding, imagination is always part
of experiencing as way of semiotic elaboration of meaning in both linguistic and
iconic forms. Therefore, it coincides to symbolic capability.

Time has come for psychology to engage in an extensive multidisciplinary
research program on imagination as fundamental symbolic function. Such a pro-
gram should include the study of imaginative processes in everyday life experien-
cing within specific life forms (e.g. art, architecture, education, kitchen, religion,
etc.). This also implies that a new methodology must be developed in order to grasp
the developmental aspects of imagination and focusing on complex products of
human activity. I hope that this special issue will suggest some of the possible topics
and directions that can be explored in this research domain. All the rest is left to
our imagination.
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Imagination in Vico and
Hobbes: From affective
sensemaking to culture

Tuuli Pern
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Abstract

Giambattista Vico and Thomas Hobbes both are known for the particular emphasis they

put on the workings of imagination in human understanding. Their respective concepts

of imagination are compared in this article, with attention to the sensory basis and

cultural products related to this capability. The connections and contrasts established in

the analysis are contextualized by the notion of affective semiosis. An affective compo-

nent can be traced at the basis of the process of image creation in both authors. The

primary level of human semiotic activity where the most basic differentiation and iden-

tification processes take place must describe not only in terms of sensation but also

affect, imagination, and memory. The expression of these processes on the level of

culture is however understood and valued differently by Vico and Hobbes. Vico sees in

myth and metaphor the necessary elements of imaginative sensemaking, for Hobbes

they take the role of by-products in mind’s struggle toward rationality.

Keywords
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Introduction

The most general aim of this article is to emphasize the role of imagination in
making sense of the world as humans. To do this, I employ the ideas of two authors
for whom imagination was a central notion for describing the human mind long
before the contemporary research into cognitive faculties—Thomas Hobbes and
Giambattista Vico. Among the different Vichian concepts, imagination is certainly
the one that is absolutely central to the contemporary semiotic interpretation of
Vico’s ideas. Danesi (1995a, 1995b, 1996), Haskell (2000), Nuessel (1995), Ponzio
(2006), and Raudla (2008), among others, have all focused on the problem of
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imagination in their treatments of Vico. At the same time, in the field of cultural
psychology, Zittoun and Cerchia (2013, p. 315) have recently made a strong case
for the claim that ‘‘imagination, to be better understood, needs to be considered in
its specificities.’’

Vico is a thinker who argued determinedly for a concept of imagination as a
specific and independent capability that has at least as much to offer as rational
thinking. Nevertheless, Vico is certainly neither the only nor the first scholar to
point out the vital part of imagination in human understanding. Thomas Hobbes
described the workings of the human mind in a way that gave imagination an
exceptionally central role. It can be even claimed that Hobbes reduced the workings
of the human mind completely to sense and imagination (Hatfield, 1998, p. 976).

Hobbes represents a certain extreme in the 17th-century dispute over cognitive
faculties in that he gives to imagination the functions that were at the time more
traditionally ascribed to immaterial intellect (Hatfield, 1998, p. 960). ‘‘For Hobbes,
the mind contains sense, imagination, and the workings of language, and no further
rational faculty, such as the Cartesian immaterial mind that can grasp natures by
clear and distinct perception’’ (Duncan, 2013, para. 2.1). At first glance, the cen-
trality of imagination seems to bring Hobbes and Vico close together. ‘‘There is
much in Hobbes’s view with which Vico could agree, in particular Hobbes’s
emphasis on the closeness to sense of imagination and memory. The difference is
that Vico shifts such terms into a new key. Vico sees sense as itself a form of
thought’’ (Verene, 1991, p. 103). However, according to the interpretation of
Barnouw (1980), Hobbes, too, saw sense as a form of thought, and the
Hobbesian notion of conatus may also be shown to shift the concept of sense in
a new key.

What are Vico’s and Hobbes’s respective understandings of the sensory basis of
imagination? Is there a theoretical congeniality behind the fact that both of them
ascribed such significance to imagination? To what extent do the concepts of
imagination in the works of Vico and Hobbes actually overlap? The discussion
in this article stems from the comparison of ideas originating in the works of Vico
and Hobbes. The notions of the two authors are developed using recent research in
cultural psychology, which enables to explicate their relevance to current semiotic
understanding of meaning creation and shed light on possible avenues of further
investigation.

The first part of the article discusses the level of primary meaning creation
through the notions of sense, feeling, imagination, and memory in the works of
Vico and Hobbes and draws parallels to the concept of affective semiosis developed
in cultural psychology. The discussion in the first half of the article delineates the
consistencies that can be traced in these discourses. The second part of the article
deals with culturally observable products of imaginative sensemaking as under-
stood by Vico and Hobbes. Notwithstanding the compatibility of understanding
notable on the primary level of image formation, the ideas of the two authors show
a significant divergence when discussing the imaginative layer of culture expressed
in myth and metaphor.
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The historical connections between Vico and Hobbes and the possible influ-
ence of Hobbes on Vico’s work have been debated and discussed in a number of
publications.1 However, this article will take a different route of enquiry. The
sequences of events that led Hobbes and Vico to conceptualize imagination the
way they did, do not enter my current argument. I will only discuss the ideas of
Vico and Hobbes related to imagination as they are presented in their respective
publications.

Sense and feeling—The roots of imagination

For both authors, the source of all mental activity, including imagination, is sen-
sory perception (Hobbes, 2008 [1651], p. 9; Vico, 1984 [1744], para. 363, 3742). Vico
states that: ‘‘the human mind does not understand anything of which it has had no
previous impression /. . ./ from the senses’’ (Vico, 1984 [1744], para. 363). ‘‘And
human nature, so far as it is like that of animals, carries with it this property, that
the senses are its sole way of knowing things’’ (Vico, 1984 [1744], para. 374).
Hobbes’s discussion ‘‘Of Man’’ in the first chapter of Leviathan, meanwhile,
begins with assertions concerning the role of sense: ‘‘there is no conception in a
man’s mind, which hath not at first, totally, or by parts, been begotten upon the
organs of sense’’ (Hobbes, 2008 [1651], p. 9). Whatever the nature of imagination
itself is in their respective conceptions, Vico and Hobbes both see sense as its
source.

Although both Vico and Hobbes assert that images retained in the human mind
have sensory origin, only Hobbes is particularly interested in the actual process of
sensory perception. He presents the following description:

The cause of sense, is the external body, or object, which presseth the organ proper to

each sense, either immediately, as in the taste and touch; or mediately, as in seeing,

hearing, and smelling: which pressure, by the mediation of nerves, and other strings,

and membranes of the body, continued inwards to the brain and heart, causeth there a

resistance, or counter-pressure, or endeavour of the heart, to deliver itself: which

endeavour because outward, seemeth to be some matter without. And this seeming,

or fancy, is that which men call sense [. . .]. (Hobbes, 2008 [1651], p. 9)3

The use of terms such as ‘‘pressure,’’ ‘‘counter-pressure,’’ and ‘‘causation’’ may
well give the impression that Hobbes’s account of sense is thoroughly mechanistic,
that the whole sensory process is comparable to the inertia of physical objects. The
entry on Hobbes in the Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy confirms that this
perception is a common one by interpreting the above passage from Leviathan as
follows: ‘‘He tells a causal story about perception, which is largely the story of a
causal chain of motions. /. . ./ the sensation is strongly grounded in, perhaps even
identical with, the internal motions’’ (Duncan, 2013, para. 2.1). The mechanistic
essence of Hobbes’s cognitive psychology has been extensively discussed in the
history of ideas and philosophy, starting with the classical work on the subject,
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‘‘Thomas Hobbes’’ mechanical conception of nature’ by the Danish philosopher
Frithiof Brandt, published in English in 1928.

I wish to draw attention to an interpretation of Hobbes that is quite contrary to
this common view. Barnouw (1980, p. 116) has convincingly argued against the
oversimplification of Hobbes’s account of sensation by pointing out that ‘‘the role
of conatus, or ‘endeavour,’ in the analysis of ‘inner motions’ epitomises the irre-
ducibility of Hobbesian physio-psychology to the terms of analysis of motion of
and in inanimate bodies.’’ So the sensory process Hobbes describes is not at all
void of subjectivity, but is rather endowed with a conative aspect from the start.
‘‘Hobbes has introduced the properly psychological dimension into his account
from the very beginning, in the ‘endeavour of the Heart,’ but he hardly
makes its nature explicit to begin with’’ (Barnouw, 1980, p. 120). Therefore, in
the further discussion, I make use of Barnouw’s interpretation of Hobbes, which
has precisely the aim of making the psychological dimension of Hobbes’s thought
explicit.

The ‘‘endeavour of the Heart’’ is described by Hobbes as ‘‘Appetite, or
Aversion, to or from the object moving’’ (Hobbes, 2008 [1651], p. 36). The subject
is not merely a someone the environment acts upon in the process of sensation,
having sense of something presumes anticipation, the inner endeavour.

The implication of desire (in the open anticipatory form of conation) in the process of

sensation is ultimately what justifies Hobbes’s way of speaking of the object of sense

as the cause of sense. The causality of the object depends on the practical context

defined by the heart’s endeavors, that is, by the sentient’s readiness of appetite and

aversion. (Barnouw, 1980, p. 120)

The endeavour is part of the process of sensation: sensation is enabled by appetite
or aversion that rises in the subject. If there is no endeavour toward the object then
the object does not enter the sensation as a meaningful unit. Barnouw (1980,
p. 129) states that in psychological terms the appetite or aversion present in sen-
sation could be termed ‘‘affective tonality.’’

Affective semiosis

With that move from a seemingly mechanical cognitive process to the consideration
of the sentient’s appetites and aversions, the current discussion has reached one of
the positions of cultural psychology that I wish to delineate in my interpretation of
Vico and Hobbes.

The central thesis of the semiotic perspective in cultural psychology /. . ./ is straight-

forward: human psychological life in its sign-mediated forms is affective in its nature.We

make sense of our relations with the world, and of the world itself, through our

feelings that are themselves culturally organized through the creation and use of

signs. (Valsiner, 2007, p. 301)
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Jaan Valsiner has been the most prominent advocate of acknowledging the role of
affect in human sensemaking in developing his model of affective regulation of the
flow of experience and levels of affective semiosis (Branco & Valsiner, 2010;
Valsiner, 2001, 2007, 2014). This semiotic view of affect has been further developed
and applied in diverse ways. Authors in the field of cultural psychology have con-
sidered the subject of affect in connection to: symbolic resources (Zittoun, 2007);
the analysis of a specific indigenous emotion (Choi, Han, & Kim, 2007);
the ontogenetic development of differentiated and culturally functional emotions
(Holodynski & Friedlmeier, 2012); and Peircean semiotics (Rosa, 2007). In
the context of these varied studies on affective semiosis, Salvatore and Freda
(2011) propose an approach uniquely relevant to the discussion at hand in their
article ‘‘Affect, unconscious and sensemaking. A psychodynamic, semiotic and
dialogic model.’’ Salvatore and Freda are specifically interested in the primary
subconscious level of affective sensemaking and as I will demonstrate below they
have thus put forward an account of affective sensemaking that addresses in psy-
chological terms the very topics Hobbes and Vico discussed in philosophical
language.

Before turning to the further discovery of the Hobbesian ‘‘endeavour of the
Heart,’’ in terms of affective sensemaking, I think a discussion of Vico’s concept
of sense and feeling is in order. Vico’s concept of sense is decidedly affect based.
Setting it up as a context will hopefully help to interpret Hobbes’s account of
sensation in terms of subjective rather than mechanical activity.

Vico’s attention is fully on the ‘‘inner motion’’—to use Hobbes’s term. Vico does
not ask by what means exactly the human being comes to have a sensation of the
external object. Instead, he tries to describe what makes some sensory perceptions
so pervasive that they become retained as images. For Vico (1984 [1744], para.
218), perception involves an emotional component from the very first moment:
‘‘Men at first feel without perceiving, then they perceive with a troubled and
agitated spirit, finally they reflect with a clear mind.’’ Vico (1984 [1744], para.
219) goes on to explain that the former is ‘‘the principle of poetic sentences,4

which are formed by feelings of passion and emotion.’’ Thus, the first instance
of conscious perception is preceded and accompanied by a strong affective com-
ponent. Indeed, emotion, represented by the fear of thunder in Vico’s (1984 [1744],
para. 191, 377, 382) most frequently used example, is the motivation for forming
the first images of the world. Emotion is the catalyst that enables the sensation to
be transformed into an image retained in the memory.

The above-described Vichian understanding relates to the account of affect and
sensemaking presented by Salvatore and Freda (2011). Salvatore and Freda con-
trast their view of affect, the ‘‘bi-logic model,’’ with the classical view where ‘‘there
is the object and then its affective connotation.’’ In their model of affective semi-
osis, ‘‘it is the differentiating hedonic connotation that generates the object as a
mental fact, a source of further semiotic activity’’ (Salvatore & Freda, 2011, p. 126).
The hedonic connotation is the affective state of the subject that enables an envir-
onmental stimulus to enter the semiotic reality of the subject.
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The notion of affect has previously been used in psychological literature on Vico
by Robert E. Haskell. He terms the semiotic act of creating the first image Jove
‘‘affective identification’’: the perception of thunder was identified with Jove, a god
expressing its anger (Haskell, 2000, p. 353). This act of identification constituted
‘‘the primal transmutation of sensory experience into the abstraction of imagery
and language’’ (Haskell, 2000, p. 353). Having conscious images, images that func-
tion as signs in human discourse, is a product of having feelings—the feeling of fear
drove the first men to try to make sense of the thundering sky and they made sense
of it by recognizing it as an animate body that has feelings.

Affect does something more than connoting a given experience; affect gives value of

life to the world. Being affectively activated means producing a kind of vital commit-

ment—it means experiencing the world as something animate, engaging us in a rela-

tionship. (Salvatore & Freda, 2011, p. 126)

Turning back to the exploration of the Hobbesian understanding of sense
and feeling, we will find that in his understanding, affect is perpetually present
in the process of sensation. According to Barnouw, Hobbes actually equates
feelings (e.g., delight, pain, fear, appetite) with sense in the passage: ‘‘as all con-
ceptions we have immediately by the sense, are delight, or pain, or appetite, or fear;
so are all the imaginations after sense’’ (Hobbes, 2013 [1640], p. 29). Barnouw
points out that the emphasis in the sentence should be on the copula ‘‘are,’’ the
identification:

In the forest of Hobbes’s typographical emphases it is easy to overlook what should be

stressed in the passage—the word ‘are’: representations or thoughts of objects are

pleasure or pain, solicitation or provocation. The distinction between sensation and

feeling, like that between feeling and impulse, is more a convenience or convention of

analysis and presentation than a division of real capacities of the mind. (Barnouw,

1980, p. 128)

In the light of Barnouw’s interpretation of Hobbes, the Vichian concept of image
formation is highly compatible with the Hobbesian one. If the fear itself is included
in the identification, and is not just a momentary motivation behind it, the Vichian
model of image creation may be seen in a new perspective. Hobbes as read
by Barnouw gives us a confirmation of the Vichian affective identification of
the thundering sky and Jove. The thought or representation (Jove) is the feeling
(fear of thunder). The relation of identity that established the image of the first
god Jove is a natural result of affective semiosis. The moment of the creation of
Jove can then be described using the following paraphrase of Hobbes: as the con-
ception of thunder, we have immediately by the sense is fear; so is the imagination
of Jove.

The above-mentioned connection to Salvatore and Freda’s (2011, p. 124) under-
standing of affective semiosis can be developed further here, as identity relations
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play a central role in their proposed model. Salvatore and Freda state: ‘‘the uncon-
scious transforms any relation of contiguity—that is the nearness between sign A
and sign B created by the relation R(A;B)—into a relation of identity.’’ They call it
(following the concept’s initial developer Matte Blanco) the ‘‘principle of sym-
metry.’’ Affective semiosis is characterized by the predominance of the principle
of symmetry—it functions mainly through establishing identity between mental
facts.

The establishment of symmetrical relations is homogenizing—if your only abil-
ity was to state that A is B and conversely B is A, then eventually the whole Umwelt
would be collapsed into one significant element that is equal to itself. However, the
human mind does not function according to a sole principle. Salvatore and Freda
(2011, p. 125) stress that the functioning of the mind is bimodal, even when it is in
the mode of affective semiosis and predominantly occupied with forming symmetry
relations, at the same time it maintains ‘‘to some extent the asymmetrical capability
of setting distinctions.’’

One can see the hedonic value sustaining affect as the basic form of

asymmetrisation/. . ./. In other words, the hedonic values can be conceived as the

‘‘antagonist’’ of the unconscious, introducing a quantum of differentiation within

the symmetrical totality. (Salvatore & Freda, 2011, p. 126)

A primordial ability to differentiate is needed to carry out the identification process
that underlies affective semiosis. According to Verene’s interpretation of Vico, the
isness, the understanding of something existing is at the same time the understand-
ing of something being in relation to something else (1995, p. 206). Thus, differen-
tiation emerges with the recognition of the fear of thunder as a separable fact in the
flux of bodily experience. This would be in Salvatore and Freda’s sense the ‘‘differ-
entiating hedonic connotation’’—the primary level of differentiation that allows for
the creation of a mental fact in the first place. And then the identity or symmetry
principle enables the mind to make sense of this distinct state of fear by equating it
to the angry sky—Jove. The immediate identity of sense and feeling emphasized by
Barnouw in the Hobbesian account of perception would then acquire an extra step.
Repeating Hobbes: ‘‘as all conceptions we have immediately by the sense, are
delight, or pain, or appetite, or fear; so are all the imaginations after sense’’
(Hobbes, 2013 [1640], p. 29). Barnouw brings our attention to the identity relation,
but Salvatore and Freda enable us to realize that the establishment of identity is
only possible because of the hedonic differentiation between the affective states:
delight, pain, appetite, fear, etc.

The affective response to environmental stimuli as the primordial form of dif-
ferentiation raises the question of initiative. Is it the environment or the subject
himself that initiates the affective sensemaking process? Here the Hobbesian
account seems to offer an insight that is not readily available in Vico’s treatment
of the matter. In Vico’s (1984 [1744], para. 377) description, the fear of thunder
arose with the first thunder the mankind ever experienced. So the process was
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initiated by the environment, rather than by the humans themselves—the fear was
felt and made sense of because the extraordinary meteorological event demanded
it. Discussing the ‘‘affective tonality’’ (above p. 6) as a constitutive part of Hobbes’s
account of sensation, Barnouw however reaches the conclusion that following
Hobbes’s line of thought sense is inseparable from the sentient’s need to make
sense of the environment.

The ‘pressure’ exerted by the object is more than the physical motion and physio-

logical propagation needed to transport an impression to the external sense organs

and then to the brain (and heart). It is also the sort of contact with the environment

that is determined by the need of the sentient to identify, differentiate, and correlate

aspects of its world. Physical impact and practical import are indistinguishable within

the causal interaction that constitutes sensation. Sense and significance cannot mean-

ingfully be divorced. (Barnouw, 1980, p. 129)

The primordial activity of the human consciousness—making sense of the envir-
onment by forming images (signs)—is inexorably tied to significance. However,
even if forced to do so by the environment, Vico’s archaic man starts to make
sense of the world by identifying the unknown with what is already meaning-
ful—his own bodily being. Thus, also in the Vichian understanding, subjective
meaning precedes the object. Vico states that: ‘‘man in his ignorance makes himself
the rule of the universe, for /. . ./ he has made of himself an entire world’’ (Vico,
1984 [1744], para. 405). Basically, the human being has one tool in coming to terms
with the unknown—himself or herself in his or her bodily being. The affective need
to make sense is fulfilled by forming sign relations that involve the body and the
environment. This process is indeed well described in Salvatore and Freda’s notion
of the bridging function of affective semiosis where ‘‘the body is projected on the
world of meaning, as an object and at the same time a medium of signification.
Affective semiosis is semiosis through as well as of the body’’ (Salvatore & Freda,
2011, p. 134).

Sense, imagination, and memory

For both Vico and Hobbes, the perceiving subject, with its endeavour or body-
based affect, is at the center of this world bestowed with meaning. This primordial
way of making sense of the world is for both authors, although in different respects,
dependent on imagination and memory. The above-described process of affect-
based identification and differentiation that enables human beings to bestow mean-
ing on their experience is closely tied to imagination and memory. The affective
identification opens the way for specifically human semiotic meaning making,
which is at this primal level carried out using imagination. For Vico, imagination
assumes the central role in the primordial organization of experience. Throughout
the New Science, Vico seems to be primarily interested in what the human mind is
able to do with the first images it creates. To describe that, Vico employs a complex

Pern 169



notion of imagination—it is a primordial faculty that also involves in it also
memory and invention:

Imagination however, is nothing but the springing up again of reminiscences, and

ingenuity or invention is nothing but the working over of what is remembered. /. . ./

since the human mind at the time we are considering /. . ./ had not developed its

powers of abstraction by the many abstract terms in which languages now abound,

it exercised all its force in these three excellent faculties which come to it from the

body. (Vico, 1984 [1744], para. 699)

The Vichian imagination, invention, and memory, usually referred to as fantasia,
ingegno, and memoria (according to the Italian terms), form an integrated whole:
‘‘all three appertain to the primary operation of the mind’’ (Vico, 1984 [1744], para.
699). They are three facets of the same faculty, the primordial imagination.
Fantasia is the ability to imitate, ingegno the ability to form connections, and
memoria is the faculty that enables ‘‘the working over’’ of images, i.e., going
back to and reintegrating already formed images and connections in the thought
process (Vico, 1984 [1744], para. 819). The primordial imagination is an extension
of bodily experience, including sensory perception. For Vico the images created
using primordial imagination are in no way inferior to sensory perception. The
image process, although based on the sensory perceptions, or in Vico’s own lan-
guage: coming from the body, has a domain of its own—the primary operation of
the mind.

Hobbes, however, seems to give imagination and memory a secondary position
in relation to sense. Sense and imagination are connected by the term ‘‘fancy’’ in his
discourse: in the second chapter of Leviathan, Hobbes equates fancy with sense
(2008 [1651], p. 9) as well as with imagination (2008 [1651], p. 10). But fancy as
imagination does not seem to have the cognitive power that fancy as sense has. For
Hobbes imagination is a ‘‘decaying sense.’’ The sensory perceptions, that take the
form of images in the human mind, grow weaker and fade. As Hobbes states in his
earlier work, ‘‘The Elements of Law’’:

though the sense be past, the image or conception remaineth /. . ./ And this obscure

conception is that we call PHANTASY or IMAGINATION: imagination being

(to define it) conception remaining, and by little and little decaying from and after

the act of sense. (Hobbes, 2013 [1640], p. 8)

Contrasting the conceptions of Vico and Hobbes, Verene (1991, p. 103) states that
for Vico, ‘‘sense is not passive apprehension which then decays to the point of
imagination as it is absorbed away from its object into a mental image, which then
continues to the stage of a memory.’’ Verene considers the Hobbesian notion of
sense to be passive, and the mental image to be separated, ‘‘absorbed away’’ from
the object of perception. He seems to understand Hobbesian image process as
something essentially linear: sense, imagination, and memory work in a
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predetermined succession, first sense provides the perception, then imagination
forms the image and then memory takes over to maintain the image. In his view,
each faculty functions separately, being responsible for a separate stage of the
process and all the while the image is fading.

Verene’s interpretation of Hobbes may, however, be somewhat restricted.
Hobbes seems to propose an identity between imagination and memory similarly
to Vico:

This decaying sense, when we would express the thing itself, (I mean fancy itself) we

call imagination, as I said before: but when we would express the decay, and signify

that the sense is fading, old, and past, it is called memory. So that imagination and

memory, are but one thing, which for divers considerations hath divers names.

(Hobbes, 2008, p. 12)

Thus, even if imagination and memory may be discussed separately, they still
function as ‘‘one thing’’ in the image process. The claim that the image is separated
or ‘‘absorbed away’’ from the passive sense is also problematic. If Hobbesian sense
is indeed driven by the sentient’s need to make sense of the world, as discussed
above (p. 6), then it is by no means a passive faculty. Also, Hobbes explicitly states
the functional integration of sense and memory:

Wherefore sense, as I here understand it, and which is commonly so called, hath

necessarily some memory adhering to it, by which former and later phantasms

may be compared together, and distinguished from one another. (Hobbes, 1839

[1655], p. 393)

Hobbes announces that sense necessarily involves memory and together they
permit distinguishing and comparing images, which must involve recognition and
identification. Barnouw accordingly states that Hobbes ‘‘has made distinguishing
and comparing intrinsic to sense from the beginning, but without due emphasis’’
(Barnouw, 1980, p. 122). The sense–memory process described by Hobbes ‘‘implies
an awareness of sameness or similarity, and of difference’’ (Barnouw, 1980, p. 122).

That brings us back to the process of identification discussed in the previous
section. The ability to establish sameness, identity relations are essential to the
Vichian understanding of the primordial human mind. Verene describes the for-
mation of the primary identity, which is essential meaning creation, as fixing a
sensation in a continuous flux of sensory experience:

Meaning can be achieved only if a sensation can become a particular that is not

cancelled by the presence of the next sensation. The mind can have something

before it through its power to produce an identity. A sensation is apprehended as

the being of the other sensations in the motion of the flux./. . ./ Through this fixed

point of sensation, or particular, the meaning of the flux can be repeatedly grasped.

(Verene, 1991, p. 82)
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The fixed point of sensation could be understood as the differentiating hedonic
connotation (above p. 4). Verene (1991, p. 82) also states that the ‘‘stability of
meaning within the immediate flux of sensations’’ is possible only because of the
primordial imagination—fantasia. The affect arising from the body provides a
focusing point for further semiotic activity, which is carried out by imagination.

In Vico’s conception, the archaic mind uses imagination to maintain the semi-
otic processes needed to make sense of its experience. Here, the Vichian under-
standing of the workings of fantasia, ingegno, and memoria bears a significant
resemblance to Barnouw’s (1980, p. 123) interpretation of Hobbes: ‘‘Sensation
thus involves, on the one hand, intrinsic reference to memory or ‘a perpetual var-
iety of phantasms’ which enable discrimination and correlation.’’

The process of imagination- and memory-based sensemaking involves the first
level of differentiation. As discussed in the previous section, from the point of view
of affective semiosis the basis for the first differentiations is the differentiating
hedonic connotations. My interpretation of Vico and Hobbes would see imagin-
ation and memory entering into that process as capabilities that enable the subject
to maintain and perpetuate the identification and differentiation over time.

In his interpretation of the above-cited passage by Hobbes (1839 [1655], p. 393),
Cassirer (1985, p. 178) emphasizes having memory as the necessary participant in
sensation points to the perpetual, time-related nature of sense. Salvatore and Freda
clearly see affective semiosis as a process over time: ‘‘the initial proto-differentia-
tions will progressively develop into classes of affective meaning, with the
initial states of the mind being combined and merging with further patterns of
co-occurring stimuli’’ (Salvatore & Freda, 2011, p. 126).

The progressive development and merging with new patterns clearly implies
memory. Without memory, the subject would not be able to maintain its own
identity in the process of meaning creation, and would therefore lose its semiotic
potential (Lotman, 2001, p. 18). Imagination is the active force of sensemaking,
tied to the environment by the affect and kept in contact with its past states by
memory.

Creative imagination in culture

The following discussion takes us to the level of cultural texts, as it focuses on how
the affective–imaginative mode of sensemaking presents itself in culture. At this
plane of culturally observable products of imagination, the significant difference
between the Vichian and Hobbesian concepts of imagination becomes apparent.
Vico develops, in accord with his notion of the affective basis of identification, an
understanding of the primordial organization of the human experience—via the
concept of imaginative universal. The myriad of mythological and metaphorical
constructions observable in the different cultures Vico describes are the manifest-
ations of the imaginative universals. Hobbes, on the other hand, does not observe
any vital value in myth and metaphor, nor does he describe any other specific
domain of imaginative affect-based thinking above the level of the formation of
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sense. Below I will also discuss this crucial difference in relation to the concept of
symbolic resources developed by Tania Zittoun (Zittoun, 2007; Zittoun, Duveen,
Gillespie, Ivinson, & Psaltis, 2003).

For Vico, the first image—Jove, is not merely the start of the semiotic under-
standing of the world at the very primordial level. The processes involved in its
creation enable the subject to start categorizing her experience. These categories
are the imaginative universals, a specific kind of class concepts that could be
understood by the modern mind as metaphors. The Vichian metaphor should
not be understood as a figure of speech, or not even as a purely conceptual unit.
Emerging from the affect-based process described above, it would rather fit with
the understanding of metaphor proposed by Cornejo, Olivares, and Rojas, (2013,
p. 485) who state that ‘‘Metaphor has a variety of implications at many different
levels—for example, intellectual, affective, behavioral, aesthetic, evaluative,
etc.—that cannot be exhaustibly described linguistically.’’ The Vichian metaphor
encompasses more than the linguistic and conceptual level, drawing in the bodily
affect.

Vico’s imaginative universal is a primordial class concept, but not just in the
sense that it is merely an underlying principle of the primitive or poetic logic as
Vico terms it—it has relevance for human knowledge as such (Verene, 1991, pp.
77–78). The creation of imaginative universals or poetic characters as Vico also
calls them is tied to the human ability of invention. The main principles underlying
‘‘the poetic characters that constitute the essence of the fables’’ are, according to
Vico, firstly ‘‘the natural inclination of the vulgar to invent them’’; and secondly,
the fact that ‘‘the first men, the children as it were of the human race, not being able
to form intelligible class-concepts of things, had a natural need to create poetic
characters, that is, imaginative class-concepts or universals’’ (Vico, 1984 [1744],
para. 209).

In Vico’s (1984 [1744], para. 403) conception, the imaginative universals are in
fact the fables or myths—as he explicitly states: ‘‘fables being imaginative class-
concepts.’’ Whereas, ‘‘Every metaphor [. . .] is a fable in brief’’ (1984 [1744], para.
404). A fable, a mythological narrative that consists of the essentially meaningful
images, is a drawn-out mode of the metaphor, the affective identity-based unit of
mental correlation.

Salvatore and Freda (2011, p. 125) term ‘‘the first emerging classes of meaning’’
that are created in affective semiosis, ‘‘bags of symmetry’’—a class or ‘‘bag’’ con-
sists of a set of elements that are seen as identical to each other and at the same time
one element can be seen as identical to the whole class. Vico’s imaginative univer-
sals followed the same principle: ‘‘particulars were elevated into universals’’ (Vico,
1984 [1744], para. 407). Any particular member of a class could be conceived of as
being the universal, through the process of identification.

The creative identification underlying the imaginative universal is a facet of the
unity of fantasia, ingegno, and memoria as a primordial imagination. Imagination is
expressed in mental activity as invention ‘‘when it gives them [things—T.P.] a new
turn or puts them into proper arrangement and relationship’’ (Vico, 1984 [1744],
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para. 819). Ingegno is, therefore, responsible for the ability to form correlations
between images, and as such it also enables a kind of mental dynamic:

‘Ingegno is the power of the subject to move from one act of formation of sense to

others, to create further acts of formation and to have past acts combine and influence

present ones’. (Verene, 1991, p. 105)

Danesi similarly explains the creativity of the Vichian imagination as the ability to
not only form images, or signs as he terms them, but to use them freely, regardless
of their initial context: ‘‘These signs also allow humans to think about their refer-
ents away from their context of occurrence. The fantasia can thus ‘create’ new
realities totally within the confines of mental space’’ (Danesi, 1995a, p. 70). The
creative and combinatory aspect of imagination has a decisively constructive and
thus positive role in the Vichian conception.

The creative imaginative nature and their crucial role in the sensemaking process
gives reason to consider the Vichian poetic characters in relation to the notion of
symbolic resources. Imaginative universals fit the conditions of a cultural element
functioning as a symbolic resource. The conditions described by Zittoun are:

A person must be using a cultural element /. . ./ with some intention, that is, in rela-

tionship to something that is at least partially exterior to that cultural element

(its ‘‘aboutness’’). /. . ./in situations normally not contained by the cultural element,

that is beyond the immediate cultural value or meaning of that cultural element /. . ./

the notion of symbolic resource refers only to the cultural elements that require an

‘‘imaginary’’ experience – the creation of a sphere of experience beyond the here and

now of the socially shared reality. (Zittoun, 2007, p. 344)

In the Vichian model of imaginative thinking, these conditions are fulfilled by the
function of ingegno, that is, to ‘‘give things a new turn’’ and relate them to things
out of the immediate context. In creating the imaginative universals, the archaic
humans used the first acquired images as symbolic resources: they invented new
imaginary relations between images and experiences to organize and understand
the surrounding environment. Thus, the rich world of mythological narratives and
creatures arose from the primary affective and body-based semiotics processes. In
the eyes of Vico, and also current cultural psychology, this kind of imaginative
effort is fully functional. ‘‘Symbolic resources work, because they are connected
into one’s emotional and embodied experience’’ (Zittoun, 2007, p. 351).

Using imagination the wrong way?

At the level of cultural elements, the Vichian understanding of imaginative univer-
sals ties in with the approach of cultural psychology. The stance Hobbes takes
concerning cultural elements formed by imagination, is however somewhat diver-
gent. The discussion in the previous sections of this article has demonstrated a
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significant level of compatibility in the Vichian and Hobbesian understandings of
the identification and differentiation that takes place at the primary level of affect-
ive semiosis. In the light of that, the difference between their respective conceptions
concerning the creativity of imagination is rather dramatic. To begin with, for
Hobbes, the combination of images seems to be much more dependent on the
senses. Hobbes claims that ‘‘as we have no imagination, whereof we have not
formerly had sense, in whole, or in parts; so we have no transition from one
imagination to another, whereof we never had the like before in our senses’’
(Hobbes, 2008 [1651], pp. 15–16). He seems to reason that the human mind is
only able to connect images that have at some time appeared to it in succession.
This linearity seems at first glance to be the only possible form of mental
association:

All fancies are motions within us, relics of those made in the sense: and those

motions that immediately succeeded one another in the sense, continue also together

after sense: insomuch as the former coming again to take place, and be predominant,

the latter followeth, by coherence of the matter moved, in such manner, as

water upon a plane table is drawn which way any one part of it is guided by the

finger./. . ./ there is no certainty what we shall imagine next; only this is certain, it shall

be something that succeeded the same before, at one time or another. (Hobbes, 2008

[1651], p. 16)

Despite this concept of linear and primarily sense-based mental association,
Hobbes also discusses the capacity of the imagination to combine or compound
images somewhat more creatively. He discriminates between ‘‘simple imagination’’
and ‘‘compounded imagination.’’ ‘‘Simple imagination’’ is the ability to imagine a
single object in the way it has previously been sensed, to recall a sensory experience
without modifications (2008 [1651], p. 12). The latter, ‘‘compounded imagination,’’
refers to the capability of combining images or their parts. For example: the com-
bination of the images of a man and a horse results in the imaginative creature
called a centaur:

The other is compounded; as when from the sight of a man at one time, and of a horse

at another, we conceive in our mind a Centaur. So when a man compoundeth the

image of his own person, with the image of the actions of another man; as when a man

imagines himself a Hercules or an Alexander, (which happeneth often to them that are

much taken with reading of romances) it is a compound imagination, and properly

but a fiction of the mind. (Hobbes, 2008 [1651], p. 12)

Compound imagination has some properties in common with the Vichian concept
of imagination as ingegno. Both rely on sensory experience as their basis, both
enable creating new mental entities by creating connections between images. For
Vico, however, these creations of the mind were the very same imaginative
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universals, not just fictions that do not seem to have any part in making sense of the
human experience:5

Poetic monsters and metamorphoses arose from a necessity of this first human nature,

its inability /. . ./ to abstract forms or properties from subjects. By their logic they had

to put subjects together in order to put their forms together, or to destroy a subject in

order to separate its primary form from the contrary form which had been imposed

upon it. (Vico, 1984 [1744], para. 410)

According to Vico, mythological creatures were a necessary means for making
sense of the world: in their inability to abstract features from the objects and
create class-concepts based of the comparison of features, the first men used inven-
tion to integrate the various parts of the objects themselves. This process produced
imaginative universals, and among those also fantastic creatures or monsters. The
two authors give almost diametrically different value to this mechanism of com-
bination. According to Hobbes, taking compound images seriously is a sign of
ignorance. For him, belief in creations of the human mind means inadequacy,
since a human being must be able to discriminate between sense and creative
imagination:

From this ignorance of how to distinguish dreams, and other strong fancies, from

vision and sense, did arise the greatest part of the religion of the Gentiles in time past,

that worshipped satyrs, fawns, nymphs, and the like; and now-a-days the opinion that

rude [common] people have of fairies, ghosts, and goblins, and of the power of

witches./. . ./ But evil men under pretext that God can do any thing, are so bold as

to say any thing when it serves their turn, though they think it untrue; it is the part of a

wise man, to believe them no further, than right reason makes that which they say,

appear credible. (Hobbes, 2008 [1651], pp. 14–15)

For Vico, on the other hand, the Gentiles’ ability to create imaginative universals is
an expression of the primordial human sensemaking. In the Vichian sense, the
fruits of imagination: mythological creatures, metaphors and tropes in general,
are an integral part of the primordial mode of human meaning making. In the
terms of cultural psychology—they are symbolic resources for the archaic humans.
Whereas for Hobbes, using imagination to create tropes is a manifestation of
elaborate thought: a mere accessory to language use.

/. . ./ man delighteth himself either with finding unexpected similitude in things, other-

wise much unlike, in which men place the excellency of FANCY: and from thence

proceed those grateful similies, metaphors, and other tropes, by which both poets and

orators have it in their power to make things please or displease, and shew well or ill to

others, as they like themselves; or else in discerning suddenly dissimilitude in things

that otherwise appear the same. (Hobbes, 2013 [1640], p. 50)
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Ratto (2000, p. 102) seems to elicit from this passage that Hobbes’s ideas of fancy
and invention are close to the Vichian fantasia and ingegno. However, Ratto does
not seem to take into consideration how those capacities described by the respect-
ive authors have rather different functions in relation to human thought and ultim-
ately, culture. Even if both Vico and Hobbes describe how the power of
imagination or fancy enables us to form unexpected similes, the capacity of these
similes is essentially different. For Vico, metaphor is a necessary form of meaning
organization that emerges from the level of affective semiosis. And however strong
Hobbes may have claimed the persuasive power of tropes to be, he never sees them
as crucial for human sensemaking.

According to Hobbes, creative imagination is not instrumental in making
sense of the world; indeed, it is more likely to lead the human mind astray:
‘‘without steadiness, and direction to some end, a great fancy is one kind of
madness/. . ./ Fancy has no place, but only in adorning the style. In orations of
praise, and in invectives, the fancy is predominant; because the design is
not truth’’ (Hobbes, 2008 [1651], p. 46). Verene comments this account as
follows:

‘Hobbes’s view is very close to that of common sense. /. . ./ Fancy, fantasy, and

imagination are often associated in ordinary speech. Such powers, if allowed to

follow their own route from their basis in sense, are thought to produce appearance,

not reality. /. . ./In ordinary discourse, terms such as myth and fable, which are struc-

tures of imagination and memory, function as opposites for truth, as synonyms for

error. A myth is something that is not true’. (Verene, 1991, pp. 102–103)

In contrast, truth is exactly what Vico believes the imaginative universals, the
‘‘fables in brief’’ (Vico, 1984 [1744], para. 404) that the first humans invented out
of necessity, to be all about:

These fables are ideal truths suited to the merit of those of whom the vulgar tell them;

and such falseness to fact as they contain consists simply in failure to give their

subjects their due. So that, if we consider the matter well, poetic truth is metaphysical

truth, and physical truth which is not in conformity with it should be considered false.

(Vico, 1984 [1744], para. 205)

Thus, Vico (1984 [1744], para. 401) sees poetic thought to be always striving toward
the truth.6 In a way, myth, as Vico sees it, is true by definition: ‘‘Mythos came to be
defined for us as vera narratio or ‘true speech’.’’ In the effort to make sense of the
human world for the first time, Vico seems to have maintained, the first men could
do nothing else and nothing better than to invent the imaginative universals. They
used the only symbolic resources available to them. Hobbes approves of invention
only when it is subordinated and guided by the rational search for cause and effect.
The unguided train of thoughts has little value for the mankind, and the same goes
for fictions created by the compound imagination. To bring the comparison of the
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Vichian and Hobbesian concepts of imagination to a close, I will discuss this con-
trast in more detail below.

The value of creative imagination

Tania Zittoun states that: ‘‘Using a symbolic resource requires a form of thinking
that acknowledges emotions, is analogical and metaphorical, and has similarity to
Freud’s dream work’’ (Zittoun, 2007, p. 355)—a form of thinking that is essentially
guided by imagination.

Vico not only sees imagination as the driving force behind the development of
archaic culture, he also states that it is a power that the human mind, no matter
how refined, has to return to every time it needs to express something that is
difficult to convey:

such as the faculties of the human mind, the passions, virtues, vices, sciences and

arts./. . ./ For when we wish to give utterance to our understanding of spiritual

things, we must seek aid from our imagination to explain them and, like painters,

form human images of them. (Vico, 1984 [1744], para. 402)

In Vico’s conception, civilized people also turn to imagination when they need to
convey something that is beyond their already established means of linguistic
expression. At the dawn of the human consciousness and language, creating meta-
phors–imaginative universals was surely a matter of necessity: ‘‘Through the tropes
and other rhetorical and poetic devices the imaginative universal is expanded into
the language of mythological consciousness’’ (Verene, 1991, p. 78). If modern
people need to reach back to imaginative forms of thought only occasionally, for
the first men, poetic characters were the primary expression of their image-based
mode of thought. Imagination as a creative capacity and the specific kind of
thinking it enables is an inextricable part of human thought and culture from
the dawn of human consciousness till today:

Vico warns us throughout the NS [New Science -T. P.] that we must never forget how

our dominant abstract mode of conceptual thinking originated, and that we should

not ignore that we continue to rely on our imagination when our abstract mind fails

us.’ (Danesi, 2000, p. 108)

Accordingly, the notion of symbolic resources has been proposed exactly as a
mechanism that is activated in the moments of rupture in the human life—when
we meet the unknown (Zittoun et al., 2003 p. 416). In contrast to this view, where
imagination becomes crucial at the turning points of human life, Hobbes seems to
favor on all occasions rational conceptual thinking. He sees the creations of the
gentile cultures as superstition that only served in barbarous times as a tool
enabling the first leaders to keep their subjects obedient. It seems that he would
gladly have seen all human thought and behavior guided by rationality from the
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very beginning7 (2008 [1651], pp. 14–15, 75–76; see also Abrams, 1971, pp.
265–266). Ratto (2000, p. 86), in his article ‘‘Vico ed Hobbes: storia di un con-
fronto,’’ tries to show how Hobbes considered pagan religion crucial to the political
development of the society. But reading the Leviathan gives still the impression that
for Hobbes, the imaginative sensemaking capabilities intrinsic to archaic societies
were themselves not exactly the driving force of the development but rather a by-
product of dubious value. Hobbes states that ‘‘there was nothing, which a poet
could introduce as a person in his poem, which they did not make either a god, or a
devil’’ (Hobbes, 2008 [1651], p. 75). He clearly condemns the abundance of
imaginative phenomena in the gentile cultures. It seems he considers using imagin-
ation creatively as a lapse of human thought. The human being, driven by ‘‘the
endeavour of the heart’’ has a need to understand its environment—to differentiate
and correlate the stimuli. At this level, imagination is within its rights to act; but
further on, in forming new relations between the images so formed, the human
mind needs to be guided by rationality. To my mind, in the Hobbesian ideal human
thought would have proceeded as directly as possible from sensory experience to
rational philosophical thought.

Vico’s most explicit statements concerning Hobbes in the New Science relate to
the very same question—the relation between mythological or religious and philo-
sophical thought:

This [providential] principle of institutions8 Thomas Hobbes failed to see among his

own ‘fierce and violent men,’ because he went afield in search of principles and fell

into error with the ‘chance’ of his Epicurus. He thought to enrich Greek philosophy

by adding a great part which it certainly had lacked/. . ./: the study of man in the

whole society of the human race. But the result was as unhappy as the effort was

noble. Nor would Hobbes have conceived this project if the Christian religion had

not given him the inspiration for it. For it demands of all mankind not merely

justice but charity. From this point begins the refutation of the false dictum of

Polybius that if there were philosophers in the world there would be no need of

religions. For without religions no commonwealths can be born, and if there were

no commonwealths in the world there would be no philosophers in it. (Vico, 1984

[1744], para. 179)

Vico condemns Hobbes’s treatment of the Gentiles, the first men: Hobbes fails
to find the principles of rational thought, the aim to seek out relations of
cause and effect in the Gentile religions–civilizations–culture. He makes the
error of all learned men, treating his own refined mind as the measure of
all human knowledge and effort. Vico (1984 [1744], para. 127) terms this the
conceit of the scholars, ‘‘who will have it that what they know is as old as the
world.’’

I see the value assigned to products of imagination in Vico’s and Hobbes’s
works as fundamentally different. Vico acknowledges the kind of imaginative
power the gentiles had as something that we can barely envision. It is something
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that civilized–modern people have become distanced from in the process of
developing abstract thought:

It is /. . ./ beyond our power to enter into the vast imagination of those first men,

whose minds were not in the least abstract, refined, or spiritualised, because they were

entirely immersed in the senses, buffeted by the passions, buried in the body. That is

why we said above [338] that we can scarcely understand, still less imagine, how those

first men thought who founded gentile humanity. (Vico, 1984 [1744], para. 378)

In Hobbes’s eyes, human imagination creates an abundance of phenomena that the
human kind cannot possibly be rid of too soon. There is no special kind of useful
fruitfulness in archaic thought. Using imagination out of its assigned function of
retaining sensory images seems for Hobbes to be nothing but a deviation from
rationality. Imagination does not have an independent value; its faults and virtues
can be exhaustively assessed by applying rationality.

Vico and Hobbes both acknowledge that imaginations allows humans to create
relatively freely an abundance of cultural elements. Vico sees these elements as
symbolic resources, Hobbes, on the other hand, fails to consider them as a neces-
sary part of sensemaking.

Conclusion

I would argue that while Vico provides us with a more far-reaching understanding
of the importance of imagination in human sensemaking, Hobbes’s account of
imagination may serve not only to underline the uniqueness of the Vichian con-
ception but also to complement it in aspects that concern the psychological process
of image creation.

The Hobbesian notion of endeavour as interpreted by Barnouw is the corner-
stone of the deep-rooted compatibility traceable in the way Vico and Hobbes
approach image formation at its most basic level. The role of affect in the forma-
tion of images, in perceiving something as existing and as being in relation to
something, is pivotal for both Hobbes and Vico. This parallel is all the more
valuable since it leads to the notion of significance. A further study into the con-
nection of emotion and significance in the works of Vico and Hobbes may yield
insights for understanding the relation of these phenomena in general.

The Hobbesian unity of sense and memory, which enables the differentiation
and correlation of primary images, provides an important counterpart to the
Vichian concept of primary sensory identity. As Vico hardly discusses this mech-
anism explicitly in his works, tracing a deep conceptual parallel is valuable for
developing a more detailed understanding of it. The notion of affective semiosis
developed in cultural psychology offers a way of integrating this understanding into
answering current research questions in semiotics and psychology.

However, when trying to describe the functioning of this affect-based imagina-
tive mode of sensemaking on the level of culture, the Hobbesian account, in
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contrast to the Vichian one, offers no insights that could be fruitfully developed by
a semiotic approach. The creations of imagination observable at the level of culture
and language, myths, metaphors, fantastic creatures, leave Vico and Hobbes at
odds. Vico sees them as expressions of a specific imaginative mode of thought—in
the terms of cultural psychology: as symbolic resources. Hobbes, approaching the
creations of imagination entirely from the point of view of philosophical reasoning,
seems to be left with no other choice than to discard them as useless. Vico’s is open
to acknowledge a form of making sense of the human experience that is created on
a different basis from the rational logic we are used to. This openness enables him
to see the function of imagination as something more than primary image function
and retention; even something more than the first correlations formed between the
images. Hobbes might have subscribed to all of the functions above, but not to the
Vichian invention that creates imaginative universals. The latter, as the cornerstone
of primordial mentality, language and culture, remains solely Vico’s domain—one
full of potential for understanding the interrelation of culture, mind, and society.
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Notes

1. Benedetto Croce’s and Fausto Nicolini’s ‘‘Bibliografia Vichiana’’ (1947–1948) and
Nicolini’s ‘‘La religiosità di Giambattista Vico’’ (1949) have maintained a substantial

authority in this matter. More recent publications include ‘‘Hobbes: il ‘quinto autore’
di Vico’’ (1988) by Raffaello Franchini; and to my knowledge, the latest: ‘‘The Leviathan
in Naples: Vico’s Response to Hobbes’s Life and Works’’ (2010) by Sergio. For a more

extended bibliography of the topic, see Ratto (2000) and Sergio (2010).
2. References to Vico’s ‘‘New Science’’ are given to numbered text paragraphs rather than

to pages, as it is the common practice in Vico studies.
3. Compare also with Vico (1984 [1744], para. 236): ‘‘The human mind is naturally inclined

by the senses to see itself externally in the body, and only with great difficulty does it
come to attend to itself by means of reflection.’’

4. The term ‘‘sentence’’ does not refer to a syntactic construction here; see Vico, 1984 [1744],

para. 703.
5. Hobbes’s ‘‘compound imagination’’ can be compared the respective account of picture

theorists of the associationist tradition, who according to Nigel J. T. Thomas ‘‘had an

account of how we might imagine things never seen: through the separation and recom-
bination of parts of pictorial images drawn from memory. /. . ./ We can, so the story goes,
imagine a sphinx, for example, by taking the head from some memory image of a woman

and sticking it onto the body from an image of a lion. /. . ./ However, this is hardly
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plausible as the fundamental basis of artistic and scientific creativity’’ (Thomas, 1999, p.
232).

6. See also the discussion on truth and imagination in Donald Phillip Verene, Vico’s Science

of Imagination (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1991), 102–103.
7. ‘‘If this superstitious fear of spirits were taken away, and with it, prognostics from

dreams, false prophecies, and many other things depending thereon, by which, crafty

ambitious persons abuse the simple people, men would be much more fitted than they are
for civil obedience’’ (Hobbes, 2008 [1651], p. 15).

8. Vico (1984 [1744], para. 176) refers to his principle that ‘‘the world of peoples began

everywhere with religion.’’ It is the first among his three principles, see Vico 1984 [1744],
para. 333.
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Abstract

Universals have occupied a central role in philosophy ever since the Socratic quest for

definitions. The need to find concepts both universal and shareable is rooted in the

Western philosophical tradition, in order to capture and control the disorder that

besets human life. In other words, Universals occur as part of a rational attitude by

which to substantiate knowledge and its evaluation. My aim in this paper is to confront

Vico’s discovery of imaginative universals with the classical paradigm of rational thought

that, formed by abstraction from empirical experience, reduces the knowledge to a

rigorous process of inference. Against this barbarism of reflection, what Vico does in his

works is to chart out possible new ways in which science can innovate itself.
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Imagination or the Human Eternal Body in Every Man . . .

Imagination is the Divine Body in Every Man . . .

William Blake1

Introduction

According to a familiar view, a scientist avoids prejudice by using universal con-
cepts in order to capture the essential features of particular phenomena and to
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classify them into objective data. A fundamental element in identifying these uni-
versals will be their independence from everyday objects; using the language of
mathematics, a ‘‘true’’ scientist attempts to define universals as abstract entities,
leading from such mental functions as abstracting, categorizing, and predicating.
As Galileo Galilei has succinctly puts it:

The universe cannot be read until we have learnt the language and become familiar

with the characters in which it is written. It is written in mathematical language, and

the letters are triangles, circles and other geometrical figures, without which means it is

humanly impossible to comprehend a single word. (Galileo, [1623] 1957, p. 171)

According to another familiar view, imagination is a subjective component of the
human mind, rooted in feelings, emotions, in a kind of impetus free from any
rational valuation. However, even this imagination attempts to capture reality
in its truth. An essential account of this can be found in a Charles Baudelaire’s
claim:

Imagination is the queen of faculties. [. . .] Imagination is an almost divine faculty

which perceives immediately and without philosophical method the inner secret rela-

tions of things, the correspondences and analogies. (Baudelaire, [1884] 1964, p. 127)

The dichotomy adumbrated in these two quotations is very popular in the Western
philosophical tradition. The first seems to have received support from the rigor and
the advances of science, while the second has been claimed against the strict rules of
an impersonal scientific progress. So, we could see these quotations in terms of an
historical duality and we could also conclude that their eventual ‘‘reconciliation’’
could not occur without paradoxical results. Is this conclusion acceptable?
Giambattista Vico does not think it is, let us try to see his reasons.

For Vico, the disjunction between the higher functions of human knowledge and
the faculty of imagination, carried on faces a major problem—that is, an intellec-
tual split between the science and the life activities which, in fact, makes knowledge
possible. Within this kind of perspective, traditional theories of science and human
cognition reflect a partiality because those processes that are considered scientific
do not have meaningful relationship with significant areas of human phenomena.
So, what Vico’s thought presents is the need to discover a new way of seeing the
science as whole that is not bought at the expense of narrowing its meaning to a
single set of activities, and that does not misplace the remarkable richness and
complexity of human imagination. According to the pioneering work of Vico,
imagination is the cognitive faculty we need in order to construct our world as
meaningful for ourselves. There is a crucial symmetry between human life and
imagination, because the latter does not simply provide us with occasional
moments of refreshment, but it makes the human condition meaningful. In this
light, the central point for my analysis is to insist on the novelty of Vico’s philoso-
phy by reclaiming both the place of imagination as ‘‘the master key’’ of his
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new science, and the role of such imagination as a method that allows us to rethink
human culture. In this sense, the present paper is intended as both an examination
of Vico’s science of imagination and a proposal to explore its relevance to cultural
psychology.

Before discussing Vico’s intellectual breakthrough, I shall examine the classical
way of looking at Universals as abstract entities, independent of individual people
and their actual life. The aim of this first section is to determine critically how and
why Vico’s discovery of imaginative universals plays a role outside Western philo-
sophical tradition.

Secondly, I consider Vico’s historical context and his rejection of Descartes’
rationalism, which has shaped the modern science. The objective of this second
section is to argue that Vico’s conception of a new science cannot be understood
apart from the intellectual atmosphere of his time, which looks at the forms of
thought such as imagination as potentially dangerous to the individual reason.

Finally, I will take the liberty of suggesting how Vico’s philosophy might look
upon cultural psychology. More specifically, I briefly sketch the third book of his
The New Science, ‘‘The discovery of the true Homer,’’ viewing it as a case study for
researchers in cultural psychology.

The philosophical problem of Universals

We may readily consider Plato’s metaphysics as emblematic of a philosophical
system where the fundamental function of knowledge consists of abstracting the
features of particular objects in order to grasp their highest reality and, therefore,
their true. Especially in his early dialogues, Plato assigns the character of Socrates
with the task of defining various universal concepts that can be scientifically valid
only if they exist independently of the concreteness of experience as it is perceived
and lived. Let us take a quick look at the Euthyphro (Plato 1966). In this dialogue,
Socrates encounters Euthyphro on his way to court. There Socrates inquires about
his interlocutor’s business there and is told that he is prosecuting his father for the
murder of a servant. Socrates expresses his astonishment at the confidence of a man
able to take his own father to court on such a serious charge. But Euthyphro
overlooks this and states that, if both his father and the rest of his relatives believe
that ‘‘it is impious for a son to prosecute his father’’ (Euphr. 4e), his relatives’
attitudes toward piety are, however, plainly wrong (Euphr. 4e). On the contrary,
Euthyphro says he has a clear understanding of what is pious and impious, because
he has an accurate knowledge of their form in itself. Here, Plato uses the term
‘‘idea’’ to signify a nonmaterial concept that transcends time and space (Euphr. 5a–
d). This gives Socrates the opportunity to launch the process that has come to be
known the ‘‘Socratic elenchus,’’ and he makes this philosophical request: ‘‘Tell me
then what this form itself (idea) is, so that I may look upon it, and using it as a
model, say that any action of yours or another’s that is of that kind is pious, and if
it is not that it is not’’ (Euphr. 6e). There are quite a few issues here that deserve
examination; for our present purposes, however, it suffices to note just two things.
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(1) Firstly, the aim of Socrates’ investigation. On the one hand, Socrates intends to
discover universal concepts about how one ought to live; the direction of thought
here is from the concrete to conceptual reason. On the other hand, he wants to test
the person who is answering in order to determine if he is living a philosophical life.
In this light, universal concepts are understood as a kind of instrument capable of
therapeutic attitudes: they do so by determining the abstract conditions under
which human life can be tested. However, this position falls into duality, because
it supposes a speculative process of abstraction of universal contents from experi-
ence, in its both historical and material dimension. (2) Secondly, Socrates’ attempt
seems to detect a tendency toward an austere cognitivism that invokes the authority
of Reason in order to discover universal concepts that exist as abstract models.
More specifically, universal concepts have an epistemic obligation in the philosoph-
ical setting, and they seem at odds with certain aspects of human experience that
would appear to have problematic implications for a serious philosophical reflec-
tion. It is in this spirit that Euthyphro, in order to acquire knowledge of what piety
is as universal concept, makes several attempts. Leaving aside, for purposes of this
paper, that all these attempts to reach a result fail (thus the dialogue culminates in
stalemate). It should be noted, instead, that here the criteria of rational engagement
appear to avoid awkward commerce with mental processes whose role in explain-
ing universal concepts may seem misleading, such as imagination. Let me recall the
metaphor of the line dividing the soul’s cognitive powers at the end of Book VI of
the Republic (Plato 1969, VI, 509d–513e). Plato here explicitly places imagination
(eikasia) below the line. The purpose of education is to move the philosopher
through the various sections of the line, as far as possible from imagination.

Adopting this scheme as a general theory of knowledge, we can say that what has
generally drove philosophers to think or speak in terms of a strict rationality is the
appreciation of its clarity and precision (as in mathematical science) and, therefore,
the refusal of the absurdities and incongruities that can shape our imagination.
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In the Western philosophical tradition, the denial of the idea that human
imagination may have significant implications in our conceptual lives has taken
its lead; this is also true for all sciences aimed at producing universal knowledge.
The call for abstract and necessary concepts has thus proliferated beyond the
boundaries of various philosophical schools: from Plato to Descartes; from Kant
to logical positivism. Anyhow, my recall of Plato’s metaphysics (and his stricture of
imagination due to its nonrational character), is here motivated not so much to
criticize its decisive influence on the course of Western thought. Rather, the main
issue that concerns me is epistemological. We need to focus the process of know-
ledge construction, which happens through an analytical method, in order to
understand how and why Vico gives us another perspective. The point is that for
any theory of human knowing, one needs to explain the rapport between men’s
knowing activities and the usage by which ‘‘true’’ is predicated of these same
activities.

Let us return to Euthyphro’s fatigue with the Socratic elenchus. In order to
arrive at ‘‘the truth value’’ of piety, Euthyphro must not imagine; he must not
invent images that stand three times removed from both true reality and true
knowledge. Rather, he must turn his whole soul away from the psychological
status of imaginations—which can falsify his judgment—and he only needs to
try to find the intelligible concept of piety, by informatively supplying necessary
and sufficient conditions for any action or person to be pious. So, the concept of
piety is conceived as a property common to particular things, in purely logical
terms.

The difficulty Vico sees in this conception of knowledge and truth lies in what
it excludes: if in order to arrive at ‘‘the truth value’’ of universal concepts, one
would have recourse only to an abstract reasoning, the construction of meaning
would not be part of cognitive functions. The process of knowledge do not gen-
erate meaning, but it only abstracts from a multiplicity of particular things those
features or properties that are common to them, in order to classify them into
specific classes. But it follows a split between those processes that are considered
scientific and the human world as a product of meaning-making agents.
According to Vico’s approach, the world in the middle of which we live arises
from interdependencies of human requirements, hence the necessity of intervening
in nature by humanizing it, as well as the necessity of creating accounts of the
human ways of constructing the world as meaningful for ourselves. Thus, the
classical paradigm of rational thought that Vico forcefully opposed, neglects a
fundamental part of what it means both to be human and to manifest our par-
ticular nature shaped by our modes of symbolizations, such as: languages, reli-
gions, arts, kinds of customs, governments, jurisprudence, authority, etc. In short,
we are talking about all those things that are—in Vico’s terms—forms of human
imagination, and that constitutes culture not as separate from nature, but har-
moniously woven into it. As noted above, what Vico calls imagination is the
cognitive faculty we need in order to construct our world as meaningful, and
then livable, for ourselves.
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It should be noted that the original setting for Vico’s use of the notion of
imagination (both through the Latin word imaginatio and the Greek word phantha-
sia) is the humanistic and rhetorical tradition. In this tradition, imagination is the
faculty through which the human mind can take apart and put together different
elements of different things in order to produce new forms or contents. As Vico
notes in his First Inaugural Oration:

The power that fashions the images of things, which is called phanthasia, at the same

time that it originates and produces new forms, reveals and confirms its own divine

origin [. . .] It is this that now differentiates the forms of things, sometimes separating

them, at other times mixing them together. It is phanthasia that makes present to our

eyes lands that are very away, that unites those things that are separated, that

overcomes the inaccessible, that discloses what is hidden and builds a road through

trackless places. And it does all this with unbelievable swiftness! (Vico, [1699] 1993,

pp. 42–43)

Imagination is a kind of divinity in our mind; it gives form to perceptual
experience not by abstraction of a single property from empirical reality, but
by putting together things that appear completely unrelated, in order to fabri-
cate our own experience of the world. So, while in the classical paradigm of
rational thought, this human experience is never acknowledged as scientific
questions—because it remains outside the field of the analytical processes of
science—according to Vico, the discovery of the constructive role of imagin-
ation is the key that allows us to comprehend all human phenomena in terms
of their origins and developments. The original point of knowledge is not
formed by abstraction from empirical reality, but it comes through the accom-
plishment of imaginative acts that give form to perceptual experience and put
the world into human’s terms. What is striking in this perspective is that the
power of imagination is conceived as the original manner of concept formation.
Vico does not deny the importance of human’s capacity of abstracting, cate-
gorizing, and predicating, but he argues that this capacity is tied to the power
of human mind to construct imaginative class of concepts. I will return to this
later. Here I wish to emphasize that such assumption represents an
Archimedean point for a new science that makes the human condition mean-
ingful because it displaces the rationalistic interest in abstract entities with the
interest in origins and processes. Imagination, in fact, is stronger at the begin-
ning, when humans are weak in analytical thought, for example, in children or
in the first men who created order in their experience not abstracting the fea-
tures of particular objects in order to grasp their highest reality—but through
the discovery of similarities and differences in perceptual objects in order to
create universal images. As Donald Phillip Verene has shown, these ‘‘images
are not images of something; they are themselves manifestations of an ori-
ginal power of spirit which gives fundamental form to mind and life’’
(Verene, 1981, p. 33).
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In his properly metaphysics work, De antiquissima Italorum sapientia (On the
Most Ancient Wisdom of the Italians), Vico explains what ‘‘to give form’’ means
and he offers evidence of it through the example of painting.

Divine truth is a solid image like a statue; human truth is a monogram or a surface like

a painting. Just as divine truth is what God sets in order and creates in the act of

knowing it, so human truth is what man puts together and makes in the act of

knowing it. (Vico, [1710] 1988, p. 46)

According to Vico, science is cognition of how something is made; both divine
truth and human truth are made, but in different ways. If God knows the world
because he puts its various elements together when he created it, as in a three-
dimensional sculpture, what humans make are images of the world that, like paint-
ing, are two-dimensional representations of what appears to be. In other terms,
what humans make is their own experience of the external world in and through
their internal products, such as images, memories, passions, sensory perceptions.
We create colors in seeing and flavors in tasting, but these are not that which is but
that which seems us to be. Here, at the intersection of internal and external pro-
cesses, like in Möbius strip, we can locate Vico’s discovery of imaginative universals
that, as he says, ‘‘is the master key of this Science, [which] has cost us the persistent
research of almost all our literary life’’ (Vico, [1744] 1948, § 34).

By fitting together the reasons of science and the forms of human imagination,
Vico suggests a new route for the comprehension and the practice of knowledge as
a concrete process that cannot be separated from its embodiment in the domains of
human experience. This outlook brings Vico to pass beyond the historical duality
between science and imagination, and to present his theory of imaginative univer-
sals as a transformation of the process of concept formation present in the classical
paradigm of rational thought. Particularly, Vico distinguishes two kinds of univer-
sal concept: imaginative universals and intelligible ones. Both are described and
defined as deeds, mental act done by men. But, unlike the intelligible ones, imagina-
tive universals make possible a science of the origins and developments of the
human world as it is fabricate through our own experience of it. As such, these
universals are understood as a process, not as an entity. They make possible a
model of concept formation where imagining is not simply an alteration of ordin-
ary thought, but it is a different process of thinking in which the reference to
concrete human experience is brought together with the need to find concepts
both universal and shareable. This is the epistemological principle that allows
Vico both to overcome the traditional disjunction of reason and imagination and
to occupy some relatively uncharted philosophical territory.

In his Autobiography, Vico speaks about this ‘‘philosophical isolation’’2 and
represents himself as having taken up a position against a philosophical method
that has neglected the remarkable richness and complexity of human imagination.
Therefore, in order to evaluate the deep significance of Vico’s theory of imaginative
universals and its recalls a capacity of mind that has been left behind in Western
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philosophical tradition, it is necessary to consider Vico’s historical context and his
rejection of Descartes’ rationalism.

The special power of the human mind

At the beginning of the 18th century, developments in both metaphysics and the
natural sciences abounded as a result of the Cartesian method. As is known,
Descartes’ aim is, once and for all, to lay a lasting foundation for knowledge; in
order to achieve this, he contends that the standard targets the level of science
arising when knowledge is both clear and distinct.

If, however, I simply refrain from making a judgment in cases where I do not perceive

the truth with sufficient clarity and distinctness, then it is clear that I am behaving

correctly and avoiding error. But if in such cases I either affirm or deny, then I am not

using my free will correctly. (Descartes, [1638–1640] 1984, p. 41)

As it is generally presented to us, Descartes’ method—which Vico called
‘‘geometrical method’’—was rooted in abstraction and verification, the glories of
Modern philosophy. It is trivially true that this method promises knowledge of a
more tangible sort; thanks to it we may well describe and classify the world, enu-
merate its laws and understand its mechanisms. But, as Vico goes on to make clear,
Descartes’ method has a propensity to usurp its proper role and get out of control.
As noted above, for Vico our knowledge of the world is inescapably limited to what
we can understand only in human terms—it is limited to our two-dimensional
representations. Of what meaning the world has outside our all-too-human per-
spective, knowledge is impossible. According to Vico, the modern appetite for
‘‘clear and distinct’’ reasoning on the one hand, and the impossibility of reducing
the human world to sure and indubitable principles on the other, likewise lead to
barbarie della reflessione (barbarism of reflection).3

Against this barbarism of reflection—more inhuman than barbarism of sense of
the first age of ideal eternal history—Vico invests with much philosophical signifi-
cance exactly what Cartesian philosophy rejects: history, eloquence, poetry, and the
human faculties involved in them (memory, sensibility, and imagination). In
De Nostri Temporis Studiorum Ratione (On the Study Methods of Our Time), the
oration presented at the commencement ceremonies of 1708, Vico denounces what
was, according to his interpretation, a selfish philosophy combined with the geo-
metrical method in the education of young people at the time. In Vico’s estimation,
the prevalence of a ‘‘philosophical criticism’’ in educational institutions creates
young adults whose imagination has been neglected, due to an overemphasis on
abstraction at the expense of ingenium.

Our modern advocates of advanced criticism rank the unadulterated essence of

‘‘pure’’, primary truth before, outside, above the gross semblances of physical

bodies. But this study of primal philosophical truths takes place at the same time
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when young minds are too immature to derive benefit from it. Just as old age is

powerful in reason, so is adolescence in imagination. Since imagination has always

been esteemed a most favorable omen of future development, it should in no way be

dulled. [. . .] Youth’s natural inclination [ingenium] to the arts in which imagination or

memory (or a combination of both) is prevalent (such as painting, poetry, oratory,

jurisprudence) should by no means be blunted. (Vico, [1709] 1990, pp. 13–14)

It is very difficult to translate the Latin ingenium into our modern languages. In
De antiquissima Italorum sapientia (On the Most Ancient Wisdom of the Italians),
Vico defines it as ‘‘the faculty that connects disparate and diverse things’’ (Vico,
[1710] 1988, p. 96). A logic of discovery and invention characterizes ingenium; it is a
productive and creative form of knowledge that combines both the art of finding or
inventing arguments and that of judging them.4 Ingenium is also the original
and natural faculty of humans. It is original because it is the native ability
to make connections—for example, children use ingenium in order to achieve
their first knowledge. It is natural because ‘‘Ingenium is synonymous with
nature—Ingenium is the nature peculiar to man’’ (Vico, [1710] 1988, p. 96).
Thanks to it we can see similarities between disparate things and we can produce
images that frame and construct our reality. Ingenium is to us what the power to
create is to God. As God easily begets a world of nature, so we ingeniously make
discoveries thanks to which we invent and create our human world. Within that
perspective, the main issue that concerns Vico can be stated with simplicity: if the
geometrical method is Descartes’ effort to mathematically define the world, Vico
rejects this approach by saying that it can only give a limited view of human world
and human affairs. The development of knowledge does not take place through
rational or inferential thought, but rather through ingenium, this innate human
capacity to grasp similarities or relationships.

By recognizing the central role of ingenium to the cognitive development, Vico
posits a fundamental relation that links ingenium and the faculty of imagining. As
judgment is the eye of intellect, so imagination is the eye of ingenium;5 imagination
is the special power by which ingenium can realize its ability. Human beings develop
their intellectual capacities and make sense of the world around them thanks to
their natural imagination; the processes of abstraction arise only in the successive
phases of cognitive development. A fundamental passage of The New Science
expresses in depth this principle. In this passage, Vico distinguishes two different
metaphysical attitudes, or rather, two different ways to understand, comprehend,
and discern.

As rational metaphysics teaches that man becomes all things by understanding
them (homo intelligendo fit omnia), this imaginative metaphysics shows that man
becomes all things by not understanding them (homo non intelligendo fit omnia);
and perhaps the latter proposition is truer than the former, for when man
understands he extends his mind and takes in the things, but when he does not
understand he makes the things out of himself and becomes them by transforming
himself into them (Vico, [1744] 1948, § 405).
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This passage explains how imagination becomes the fabricator of thought using
what it does not know. According to Vico, imaginative knowledge is the effort of
moving from the unknown, and which creates through the imagination something
known that is concrete and effectively real. On the contrary, rational knowledge is a
process that moves from the known to the unknown, by way of abstraction from
the sensible data. For Vico, the very possibilities of knowledge depend on the
synthesizing power of imagination, because the dynamism involved in the thought
processes cannot be reduced to a critical and reflective capacity. In this light,
imagination is an anthropogenic resource because it emerges from the actual cir-
cumstances in which man live—that is an ignorance of the true nature of things,
due to which he makes himself and his vivacious images the measure of the uni-
verse. What does it mean that ‘‘man becomes all things by not understanding
them?’’ It means that when a man understands, he extends his critical and reflective
mind to comprehend things; but when he does not understand, he makes them out
of himself and, by transforming himself, becomes them. For Vico, this nature of
human thought was well elucidated by Tacitus with a ‘‘noble phrase’’: men no
sooner imagine than they believe—fingunt simul creduntque (Vico, [1744] 1948,
§ 376). This ‘‘eternal property’’ of human mind adverted to by Tacitus is crucial
because it indicates the direction of Vico’s argument. Vico understands all human
making to occur under the power of a productive imagination which frames and
constructs our images of reality. Without imagination, we would not be able to
think reality, because abstraction is an ability that men acquired at the price of
continuous imaginative efforts. If so, the facultas imaginandi, far from being a little
mental capacity, is related to a structure of thought at whose center lies a sense of
the vital, mutually enriching bond between the world and human experience, taken
in its wide sense. More specifically, we can say that imagination arises at the junc-
ture of the world and human experience; it is relational, neither purely objective nor
subjective. This is why Vico insists that the products of imagination must function
as a criterion by which philosophical theories can and must be tested: not only in
relation to our personal lives but also to the historical cultural permutations of
humanity as a whole.

Vico reaches this conclusion by analyzing the modes of proceeding of the first
men, ‘‘children as it were of the growing human race’’ (Vico, [1744] 1948, § 4).
Immersed in their body, at the level of sentiments and sensitivity, the primitive men
were unable to discern what is corporeal and what is mental, what is sensible, and
what is abstract. If our modern mind possesses the capacity of abstraction, the
primitive’s mind could not have it; rather, it is an imaginative visionary mind. For
Vico, primitive human beings followed a logic based on the relations of sensible
similarities; they identified and diversified things in the direct proportion that their
imagination recognized similarities and dissimilarities in them. Thus, the cognitive
development in the first men’s mind was born through a process of thought totally
opposite to the one we are inclined to expect. While our mental operations begin
from sensible data and on it, by abstraction, we build our knowledge, primitive
human beings possess only the sensorial faculties, but not the intellective ones of
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our modern mind. If abstraction is an ability that humanity acquired at the price of
continuous imaginative efforts, then the imaginative metaphysics is truly not about
thought, but about the absence and then the production of thought: homo non
intelligendo fit omnia.

At the present it is difficult to interpret the Latin verb intelligere, but fortunately
Vico provides this in a passage of The New Science.

Now the mind uses the intellect when, from something it senses, it gathers something

which does not fall under the senses; and this is the proper meaning of the Latin verb

intelligere. (Vico, [1744] 1948, § 363)

As Vico says in this passage, intelligere could be interpreted as ‘‘to gather
between,’’ try to guess at abstract patterns or plucking out a concept from a set
of sensible data. This is pretty much what Euthyphro did in order to grasp the
highest reality of the concept of pity. But, thanks to the discovery and analysis of
the primitive mentality, Vico identifies a form of thought that have no speculative
nature and that is constructed on imagination, as well as the ideas that it produces.
In this light, the philosophical novelty of his new science becomes more precise: we
have no reason to think about imagination as a narrow or fixed reproductive
faculty which forms images that beset our rational capacities; we have also no
reason to think about imagination as a kind of messenger between sensation and
reason (as, for instance, Francis Bacon puts in his Advancement of Learning6).
What we call imagination is something of central to human cognition, an indis-
pensable function of the human mind without which we would be scarcely con-
scious of our human life. So, the manifest effort in The New Science is that of
penetrating the logic of imagination (that Vico called ‘‘poetic logic’’) in order to
understand how could the passage from absence to presence of thought happens.

Regarded this way, Vico’s deepest concerns are about the origin and the devel-
opment of thought as a fantastic art, an art that does not convey abstract mean-
ings, but rather images that are true in the way they are felt, experienced, and lived,
charged with emotional and sensible connotations. These images that Vico calls
imaginative universals are his original discovery and the one that is most difficult to
understand. Of course, this should not be that surprising: if these universals were
easy to grasp, then it would be hard to fathom that they constitute an entirely new
science. In order to set the imaginative universals as the backbone of his new
science, Vico inserts in his philosophical system the first scientific myth of the
history of philosophy: the myth of orribili bestioni, animal beings not yet human,
but becoming humans at their ‘‘encounter’’ with Jupiter, the first imaginative
universal.

In this myth, Vico imagines human beings in the state of nature as enormous
beasts (bestioni) with deformed bodies that symbolize the force of the senses and
the penury of the intellect. These are beings that have no abstractive faculty but
only a strong imagination. At this time, in their bestiality, something happened
that deranged their life and represented a point of no return: an unusual event,
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an extraordinary tempest, hit the primordial forests where the bestioni lived. Thus,
when the bestioni—fearful of the great natural events—stopped roaming and
looked for shelter, they raised their heads at the surprising effects of the sky in
tempest and ‘‘they imagined the sky as a great living body, and in this manifest-
ation they called the sky Jupiter, the first god of the so-called greater clans, which
was trying to speak to them through the whistling of his bolts and the crashing of
his thunder’’ (Vico, [1744] 1948, § 377). Jupiter is the first imaginative universal,
produced through the senses and imagination; it is with these faculties (the only
ones that our body can activate), that the human being imposed order on a fun-
damentally disordered nature. For the bestioni, imagination is not a faculty among
the other faculties of the mind, but the only available faculty of their mind.

With the scientific myth of orribili bestioni, Vico sees the history of humanity
moving the first steps in the moment in which the bestioni, the infant of human-
kind, began to imagine and through the imaginative universal of Jupiter catapulted
themselves beyond the state of nature. If so, imagination is the special power of
human mind which is crucial to the ordering and humanizing of the world; in fact,
imagination is the way by which the thought was born in the brutish beings and
made it human beings.

We are now in a position to expand upon an earlier observation: if imaginative
universals become the instrument with which human beings develop their mental
activity, structure their experience by assigning meaning to reality, and conferring a
specific value to their actions, then imagining is an activity essentially in every case
of human learning and understanding, that is so say, in every human experience.
This gives to the context of The New Science the status of an intellectual break-
through that inveighs against the classical tradition, which for centuries has pre-
sented the abstract way of knowing as the sole acceptable view of knowledge.

This contrast is expressed with force and vividness by the two pictures that Vico
chose to include during the printing of the second version of The New Science, in
1730:7 the frontispiece, or Impresa, and the magnificent Dipintura. These two pic-
tures are very useful in order to understand how what Vico proposes is a shocking
reversal of the traditional way of looking at science. Moreover, something is new
because it contrasts with something that is old, and Vico himself provides a visible
proof of this contrast between old and new, opposing the picture called Impresa
(Figure 1) that symbolizes the old science—and the picture called Dipintura
(Figure 2)—that is an allegorical representation of his new science.

The Impresa depicts a female figure seated on a sphere and staring into a mirror;
it also bears the inscription ‘‘IGNOTA LATEBAT’’ whose meaning is ‘‘She Who
Lay Hidden.’’ Many scholars wrote on the meanings and the role of this picture.
For our present purposes, however, it suffices to note just two things. (1) Firstly,
the female figure represents the rationalistic metaphysics, as it is understood in the
classical paradigm of rational thought; in Vico’s terms, we can define it metaphys-
ics intelligendo. (2) Secondly, the female figure is devoted to a solitary act; his eyes
gaze into a mirror to see the reflection of a triangle that symbolizes the divine
knowledge. But, according to Vico, this philosophical reflection remains hidden
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to us because our knowledge is limited to what we can understand only in human
terms. As noted above, in Vico’s perspective, science is cognition of how something
is made, so we can know only what we make. Now, since we have not made the
divine knowledge and his creations, this kind of philosophical reflection remains
hidden to us.

The second picture, the Dipintura, shows the same female figure but in a differ-
ent way. She surmounts a globe representing the world of nature and she appears
as a mediator between the divine eye within a triangle and the world of human
affairs. In contrast to the Impresa, the Dipintura represents a much more sophisti-
cated philosophical reflection that is not dualistic but triadic. In fact, here we find a
new element, a ray of light issuing forth from a divine eye and, passing through the
breast of the female figure, it is finally reflected to a statue of Homer, the first
known poet of Western tradition. Below Homer, we find various instruments and
icons representing the world of civil society. Thus, this Dipintura marks two
important transformations from the previous Impresa. (1) Firstly, it distinguishes
the divine from the world and, within the world, the natural from the human.
(2) Secondly, as the double direction of the ray shows, the framework of these
two separations provides the image of a science that is not a philosophical

Figure 1. Impresa.
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reflection, self-sufficient, engaged in abstractions; rather, it is a science that illu-
minates the human world in a new way. In this light, the statue of Homer consti-
tutes a fundamental element, because it represents the power of imagination as an
active power through which the things of the civil world are first made. Vico
explicitly informs the reader about this novelty.

The ray is reflected from the breast of metaphysic onto the statue of Homer, the
first gentile author who has come down to us. For metaphysic, directing a history
of human ideas from the beginnings of truly human thinking among the gentiles,
has enabled us finally to descend into the crude minds of the first founders of the
gentile nations, all robust sense and vast imagination. They had only the bare
potentiality, and that torpid and stupid, of using the human mind and reason.
For that very reason, the beginnings of poetry, not only different from but contrary
to those which have been hitherto imagined, are found to lie in the beginnings of
poetic wisdom, which have for that same reason been hitherto hidden from us.

Figure 2. Dipintura.
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This poetic wisdom, the knowledge of the theological poets, was unquestionably
the first wisdom of the world for the gentiles. The statue of Homer on a cracked
base signifies the discovery of the true Homer. [. . .] Unknown until now, he has
held hidden from us the true facts of the fabulous period among the nations, and
much more so those of the obscure period which all had despaired of knowing, and
consequently the first true origins of the things of the historic period (Vico, [1744]
1948, § 6).

In this passage, we find the motive of ‘‘poetic wisdom’’ upon which Vico’s sci-
ence and his novelty depends. The theory of ‘‘poetic wisdom’’ is a conception of
how the development of both the mind’s activity and the human (civil) world,
coincided with the beginning of poetry. As noted above, for Vico, the first men
created order in their experience not by abstracting from it, but by inventing
imaginative universals that tied to the power of human mind to give form to
human experience. Within that perspective, the poetry can be conceived not as a
colorful embellishment of our life, but as a product that stems from the mind’s
power of imagination. By poetry, the world first takes on a shape for the human,
and it is because the poetic characters are themselves the conditions of reality for
poetic mind. Vico’s means to suggest that poetry, as a product of imagination,
should be considered as an expression of a species-specific human way of life.
Poetry ritualized everyday activities in such a way that it becomes a ‘‘cultural
tool’’ (Valsiner, 2009) or a ‘‘symbolic resource’’ (Zittoun, 2007), that we can use
for interpreting the lived actuality of human experience.

Here I have just applied to Vico’s theory of poetic wisdom two expressions used
by researchers in cultural psychology. It seems to me that cultural psychology’s
need ‘‘for a new look at the multitude of signs that organize human lives’’
(Valsiner, 2009, p. 11), is very close to Vico’s need of a new science that makes
the human condition meaningful. On my reading, Vico has engaged in the task of
constructing a new science that critically connects the forms of human knowledge
with the forms of cultural and historical development. In order to do this, Vico
starts from the assumptions of human beings as constant meaning constructors so
that speaking about imaginative universals and poetic wisdom means to speak
about what humans are singular at producing.

In moving from this discoveries, I suggest that the main issue that concerns
Vico’s new science can be stated with simplicity: to displace the rationalistic interest
in abstract entities with the interest in origins and processes, and to focus on the
human ways of being and living their lives. Thus, Vico’s arguments touch so many
fields that are currently cultivated in cultural psychology that it is difficult to resist
the temptation to consider his philosophy in the light of this investigation.

The discovery of the True Homer as a case study for
cultural psychology

If it is true that imagination is best read as the special power of human mind; if we
are correct in interpreting Vico’ science of imagination as a science of man regarded
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the ordinary world in which he exists and he creates his culture; if what Vico says
imagination makes are universal products that shape the human experience, then
we have the epistemological basis for viewing the implications of Vico’s thought in
the light of cultural psychology. To do this, I shall examine the third book of
The New Science, which was entitled ‘‘The discovery of the True Home,’’ and
I wish to maintain that one can find in it an interesting case study for researchers
in cultural psychology.

In this book, Vico extends his inquiry from the metaphysical investigation to the
philological debate over the identity of Homer, the authorship of the Iliad and
Odyssey and their historicity. If the subject has its roots in classical antiquity, it has
flourished among Homeric scholars of the 18th centuries. Despite the general
assumption that Homer was only a poet enable to compose the great stories of
the Iliad and Odyssey—and despite the traditional dispute between who suggests
that the tales would have been dictated by Homer to a scribe late in the poet’s life,
and who believes that the histories told in the poems were in fact the composite
result of the storytelling of numerous poets—Vico constructs a different solution
that can be considered as an example of the application of the principles of his new
science. More specifically, Vico was led to discover the fundamental truth that as
the first men expressed their thoughts and so interpreted the world poetically and
not by abstractions; therefore, the societies of the primitive historical times
expressed their worldviews and their ways of life in their tales.

The poetic characters, in which the essence of the fables consists, were born of the

need of a nature incapable of abstracting forms and properties from subjects.

Consequently they must have been the manner of thinking of entire peoples, who

had been placed under this natural necessity in the times of their greatest barbarism.

(Vico, [1744] 1948, § 816)

In this paragraph, what Vico calls ‘‘natural necessity’’ is tied to his theory of the
existential condition of thought, i.e., the contrast between the abstract entities of
intelligible universals with the embodied processes of imaginative universals. As we
have seen in in the previous two sections of this paper, Vico regards the development
of mind’s activity in terms of process that provides a model of concepts formation,
which cannot be pursued apart from our being meaning-making agents. For Vico,
the beginning point of knowledge is not formed by abstraction from empirical real-
ity, but it comes about through the accomplishment of imaginative acts that give
form to perceptual experience and put the world into human’s terms. It must be
borne in mind a famous Vico’s axiom according to which when men are ignorant of
anything, they make themselves the measure of it (Vico, [1744] 1948, § 120), that is to
say that under primitive conditions, of the kind described by Vico, humans are weak
in analytic thought and they possess only an imaginative way of reasoning. On this
model, to say that men make themselves the measure of all things is equivalent to
saying that men make knowledge employing concrete process that cannot be sepa-
rated from its embodiment in the human way of feeling and symbolizing the world.
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In the light of Vico’s philosophy, it must be emphasized not only that human know-
ledge is primarily anthropomorphic, but especially that this knowledge involves the
principles of order that are inherent to the human way of experiencing and making
the world. Epistemologically considered, the heart of Vico’s axiom lies not in the
contents of the knowledge, but in the total and material motions of structuring it, in
order to form universal and shareable concepts. It is in this light that imaginative
universals become the backbone of the science of how human beings make them-
selves civilized. For they can make themselves civilized only by making a civitas, that
is a society or structure of shared institutions and concepts.

As Donald Phillip Verene suggests, ‘‘In Vico’s work thought and society can be
seen as co-determinative structures, wherein a certain type of thought is inconceiv-
able without a certain social structure, and vice versa. The relationship between
social conditions and forms of thought are more structural than causal. It is not
that social conditions cause ideas, nor that thought causes certain social or political
conditions; certain social conditions and certain forms of thought necessarily go
together and arise as co-determinative force of history’’ (Verene, 1981, pp. 72–73).
Actually, Vico’s theory of ‘‘poetic wisdom’’ is based on this general idea: poetic
characters are the form of thought for the first men and the ones that structure their
experience, and then their society.

Taking into account Vico’s ideas about the need of a new science, we are now in
a position to move from the realm of Vico’s discoveries (i.e., imaginative universals,
poetic wisdom), to the evaluation of the investigative program that brought him to
seek a reorientation of the inquiry on human experience and to propound an
alternative method. I think that this method is very close to cultural psychology
efforts.

I am not a specialist in cultural psychology, but I would like to accept Jaan
Valsiner’s invitation. In his book just entitled An Invitation to Cultural Psychology,
Valsiner contrasts the innovation of the methodological realm of psychology
through the lens of culture, with a number of classic assumptions that have
failed to capture the subjectivity of human unique experience.

In fact, that experience has been eliminated from the beginning in the research efforts

in most branches of psychology—in favour of translating the complexities of feeling

and thinking individuals into ‘‘data’’ that are supposed to reflect the psychological

characteristics ‘‘objectively’’. But the whole nature of human experience is subjective

[. . .] We need to come to turns with the uneasy recognition that it is the personally

unique subjectivity that is objective in psychology. At first glance, this verdict looks

like a contradiction in terms—or denial of science. My goal in this book is to dem-

onstrate that it is neither. Rather, the objective nature of human subjectivity opens the

door for charting out a new kind of science—that created general knowledge of the

extremely particular subjective experiences. (Valsiner, 2013, p. 13)

It should be noted that this notion of ‘‘subjectivity’’ is not to be understood in a
solipsistic sense. In discussing the origins of culture as a process, not a entity,

Granatella 201



Valsiner notes that the main focus of cultural psychology, as outlined in his book,
‘‘is the coordinated—not isomorphic—development of personal (subjective) and
social (collective) domains of human experience’’ (Valsiner, 2013, p. 43). Men make
their world, and this world can be understood only when such collective construc-
tion and the subjective meaning-making activity are brought together. So globally
phrased, Valsiner’s claim, ‘‘Culture is within the person, rather than the other way
round’’ (Valsiner, 2013, p. 43), may appear as an axiom, in a very Vico’s sense.
Culture is what we ourselves make, while a science of this culture is what we are
able to construct because such a science explains the processes of self-constitution.
These processes are determined by principles having neither the a-priori character
of abstract entities nor the necessary character of physical laws. Although Valsiner
does not cite Vico, his invitation to think cultural psychology ‘‘in a new key’’
(Valsiner, 2013, p. 31) seems to me in substantial agreement with Vico’s search
of a ‘‘master key’’ (Vico, [1744] 1948, § 34) to open the field of a new science of the
human experience. And it is in this framework that Vico’s search of the true Homer
provides a ‘‘symbolic resource’’ by which to accomplish a science of cultural pro-
cesses. Against the tendency of evaluating the third book of The New Science as a
piece of literary criticism, we can examine it as an illustration of the character of
Vico’s methodology applied to a specific interpretative problem. At the same time,
we can consider this book as an interpretation of Vico’s methodology in the light of
its practical application. The property of considering Vico’s discovery of the true
Homer in this light is confirmed by the same Vico, who specifies the circumstances
that led him to the addition of a third book in the second edition of The New
Science (in 1730).

Now all these things reasoned out by us or related by others concerning Homer and

his poems, without our having intentionally aimed at any such result indeed it had not

even entered into our reflections when readers of the first edition of this New Science

(which was not worked out on the same method as the present), men of acute minds

and excelling in scholarship and learning, suspected that the Homer believed in up to

now was not real. (Vico, [1744] 1948, § 873)

The dissolution of the historical identity of Homer has not been premeditated
by Vico, rather it is deemed by him to follow the principles of his new science.
So, the specific thesis advanced by Vico concerning Homer can be stated with
simplicity:

Homer was an idea or a heroic character of Grecian men insofar as they told their

history in song. (Vico, [1744] 1948, § 873)

In Vico’s view, Homer’s identity is conceptual, Homer is an ‘‘idea’’ and its philo-
sophical relevance is such that Vico feels obligated to reconsider this identity by
examining the society and the cultural practices from which it supposedly results.
Vico’s procedure, then, is to show how the theory of ‘‘imaginative universals’’ and
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‘‘poetic wisdom’’ would offer the methodological framework for the origins of the
Homeric poems, as well as the key to their explanation.

For Vico, the Iliad and the Odyssey in their origin were not mere stories and
fables passed on orally as embellishments of actual events or mythical figures, but
they were ‘‘true and severe narrations’’ (Vico, [1744] 1948, § 814), belonging to the
forms of the cultural life of a particular society. Especially, Homeric poems can be
treated as expression of a way of life common to a whole people. They are precisely
a kind of tribal encyclopedia8 which expresses the social laws, rituals, customs, and
worldview of the society which made them, and which structure its own culture
through them. From these considerations, it follows that the contents of the Iliad
and the Odyssey are ‘‘imaginative class concepts’’ (Vico, [1744] 1948, § 403), prod-
ucts of peoples naturally led to preserve the memories of the orders and laws that
keep them within their societies

Naturally, such histories must have had to have been preserved by memory among the

Communities of Peoples [. . .] up to the time of Homer, and for some time after him,

common script had not yet been discovered [. . .]. In such like state of human lack, the

folk, the which were almost entirely body, and practically not at all reflection, would

all have been vivid sense in sensing particulars, strong imagination in apprehending

them and enlarging them, sharp invention in relating them to their imaginative genera,

and robust memory in holding onto them; the which faculties belong, it is true, to the

mind; but they put down their roots in the body, and take their strength from the

body. Whence it follows that memory is the same as the imagination. (Vico, [1744]

1948, § 819)

The intellectual poverty of the first men led them to create and remind imagina-
tive genera that were projections of their sense–experience, and then the limits of
their conceptual range. We can think about these imaginative projections as a
kind of semiosphere within they lived thanks, and through, their meaning-
making activities. By entering into the imaginations of these first men, Vico
shows the original meanings that myths had beneath their alteration in incred-
ible fables. So, the poetic character that Homer’s poems took is explained by
the fact that, being primitive artifacts, they were the product of a strong
imagination.

It should be noted that Vico’s discovery of the true Homer offers, in addition, a
sketch of the genesis of human culture that, I think, can be interesting for research-
ers in cultural psychology. ‘‘We create culture—and through it—ourselves’’
(Valsiner, 2013, p. 308). On my reading, Vico’s discovery of the true Homer is in
line with this claim that, in turn, is very close to one of the most quoted sentences in
The New Science:

But in the night of thick darkness enveloping the earliest antiquity, so remote from

ourselves, there shines the eternal and never-failing light of a truth beyond all ques-

tion: that the world of civil society has certainly been made by men, and that its
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principles are therefore to be found within the modifications of our own human mind.

(Vico, [1744] 1948, § 331)

Vico’s night of thick darkness is a reminiscent of Dante’s ‘‘dark wood of error,’’ in
which he finds himself at the beginning of his quest in the Divine Comedy, and from
which he perceives the illumination of the truth he seeks. Also Vico places himself
within a search for a truth that leads him to discover a new science.

As I try to explain, Vico’s point is that the traditional ways in which science
creates its knowledge need a constructive overhaul. Its processes are oriented
toward an austere rationality that neglects the most important questions: how
we became human? What does it mean to be human? The position stemming
from the focus on the human meaning-making processes is the key that allows
Vico to answer these questions. But Vico’s objection to the classical paradigm of
rational thought is not only theoretical, but mostly practical. An overconcentration
on abstract knowledge is not a guarantee of science, but rather is the character of a
methodology that, neglecting the richness and the meaning of human phenomena,
causes the fragmentation of intellectual and cultural experience.

Once again, the problem regarding the meaning of human culture carries with it
a review of analytical method and raises new questions. In Vico’s perspective, this
is both the result of philosophical reflection and the task of a new science. But it
would be the specific task of every science of man not conceived as an abstract and
fixed superstructure of a material and transient structure. Any science of man
which fails to take up this challenge, threatens to escalate into an alien form of
knowledge through which whatever barbarism can be accomplished. This alien-
ation arises out of the fact that man ceases to concern himself with questions
that are essential to him.

So, it is in the vast realm of this kind of questions that Vico’s New Science and
cultural psychology intersect their ways of looking at human culture, and it is in
this perspective that we can explore the relevance of Vico’s science of imagination
to cultural psychology.

The present study is inevitably the starting point and not the end point of such
an investigation. Much remains to be done. The approach that I used here is to
consider Vico’s science of imagination in its entirety from a philosophical point
of view, in order to understand it as a method through which forms of knowledge
are seen as connected to forms of human cultural life. But according to this
interpretation, I tried to show that Vico’s theory of imagination can be seen as a
weapon that, mostly in cultural psychology, we can use to hit the glories of an
abstract knowledge that has problematic implication for any understanding of
human life.

It is therefore impossible to assess human affairs by the inflexible standard of abstract

right; we must rather gauge them by the pliant Lesbic rule, which does not conforms

bodies to itself, but adjust itself to their contours. (Vico, [1709] 1990, p. 34)
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Notes

1. Blake’s note in the margins of his copy of Berkeley’s Siris (K. 773).
2. It should be noted that Vico has promoted the portrayal of himself as outside of the

mainstream of modern philosophy. In his Autobiography he writes ‘‘Vico lived in his
native city not only a stranger but quite unknown’’ (Vico, [1725–1731] 1963, p. 134), in
The New Science he claims ‘‘So, for purposes of this inquiry, we must reckon as if there

were no books in the world’’ (Vico, [1744] 1948, § 330).
3. See Vico [1744] 1948, § 1106.
4. In Vico’s lectures of the rhetorical canon, ingenium is linked to the ‘‘topical art’’ that

allows the mind to locate the object of knowledge and to see it in all its aspects (physical

and sensible) and not through the abstract glass of clear and distinct ideas.
5. ‘‘Phantasia ingenii oculus, ut judiciumest oculus intellectus’’ (Vico, [1710] 1988, p. 98).
6. ‘‘The knowledge which respects the faculties of the mind of man is of two kinds—the one

respecting his understanding and reason, and the other his will, appetite, and affection;
where the former produces position or decree, the latter action or execution. It is true that
the imagination is an agent or nuncius in both provinces, both the judicial and the min-

isterial. For sense sends over to imagination before reason have judged, and reason sends
over to imagination before the decree can be acted’’ (Bacon, [1605] 1915, p. 120).

7. Vico’s The New Science was published in three versions: one in 1725, another in 1730, and

the last in 1744. In his Autobiography, Vico refers to the first two as The First New Science
and The Second New Science. Immediately after the appearance of The Second New
Science, Vico began what would become several sets of corrections, meliorations, and
additions that, as he notes in his Autobiography, can be incorporated into a third edition

of his work. Vico died in January 1744, while seeing this edition through the press.
It appeared posthumously in July 1744. This third edition has become known to the
world as Vico’s The New Science.

8. Terms used by E. Havelock (1963, p. 43).
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Article

To become one with the
instrument: The
unfolding of a musical
topography

Pablo Rojas
Institut Marcel Mauss (EHESS/CNRS), Paris, France

Abstract

The present article advances the notion of musical topography to describe the engage-

ment between a practitioner and the musical instrument, emphasizing its developmental

character. From the point of view of semiotic anthropology, it is suggested that the

development of such a practical engagement is guided by expressivity, and that the

instrument appears not only as an extension of the body, but participates in the gen-

eration of a unitary field, where bodily motion, the instrument and the tonal space are

intertwined. The development of lived musical practice draws its force from a situated

tradition that consists of normative, structural and stylistic elements, and of a constel-

lation of genres and values shaped and reshaped by generations of practitioners. Finally,

it is emphasized that the notion of musical topography brings back to musical praxis its

long neglected imaginative dimension.

Keywords

Musical topography, musical skill, physiognomic perception, expression, technical

activity, fantasia, semiotic anthropology

‘‘To leave the hands out of the ‘hearing’ enterprise at the piano is to leave music as a

production unexamined’’ Sudnow (1978, p. 43)

Introduction

As part of establishing an effective relationship with her or his instrument, every
apprentice musician engages in an open-ended exploration that might take from
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months or years to a lifetime. In doing so, the practitioner develops an intuition of
the instrument’s possibilities, which eventually lead to the development and refine-
ment of what I shall call a musical topography. The topography in question builds
upon idiosyncratic gestures and movements embedded in the practical-operational
morphology of the instrument. However, these gestures are not merely determined
by the layout and the mechanical properties of the instrument: they also pertain to
an expressive musical sphere, which forms a distinct auditory spatiality.
Throughout the development of this musical topography, audible forms, effective
gestures and the materiality of the instrument progressively merge into a unified
field.1 Our aim is to explore this field, starting with a description of the engagement
between the practitioner and the instrument, which per se constitutes a qualitatively
rich area of study.

Although the term ‘‘topography’’ might appear as fixed or static to some, such
connotation depends on the time-scale one adopts. Over long extensions of time,
topographies can actually be fluid and dynamic, similarly to one’s effective playing
of a musical instrument, as I will argue. I have adopted this figure of speech from
ethnographer and pianist David Sudnow, who conceives the keyboard as a terrain
to be traversed (Sudnow, 1978). The actual traversing affects both the manner in
which one sees the terrain and the creation of new pathways, modifying the terrain
itself. Thus, the figure of topography presents a tension: on the one hand, topo-
graphies can stabilize over time (I constantly look for stable ground on my instru-
ment). On the other hand, its permanent navigation reorganizes the shape of the
topography itself (the different pathways acquire new and polyvalent uses). As we
will see, this underscores the developmental character of musical topography,
which I will be discussing below.

The notion of musical topography stands in contradiction to an axiomatic per-
spective (that used to be particularly popular in cognitive descriptions of skill)
according to which the knowledge of one’s musical instrument would consist in
a collection of rules that unambiguously define the way it should be operated. The
knowledge of the chain of skills involved in this relationship is not specifiable, in
the sense of being convertible into verbal instructions or descriptions, for the simple
reason that they consist of physiognomic, kinaesthetic and motor gestures that can
only be grasped or felt in experience. As it will hopefully become apparent, this
certainly does not mean that such skills cannot be passed on to others. The know-
ledge in question can obviously be acquired, but only by means of a lived practice,
where verbal and/or written indications seem to play a rather auxiliary role. The
development of such lived practice is characteristically a social process, and, there-
fore, draws its force from a situated tradition. The latter consists of normative,
structural and stylistic elements, and from a constellation of genres and values that
take their shape throughout generations of practitioners. Finally, I suggest that the
deployment of such a practical topography implicates an imaginative process akin
to Giambattista Vico’s notion of fantasia. The notion of musical topography seeks
to contribute to the larger framework of semiotic anthropology (Lassègue,
Rosenthal, & Visetti, 2009), since it describes expressive, meaningful gestures
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within technical bundles that, in turn, partake in the institution of collective values.
At least in the context of the present article, our inquiry has a predominantly
descriptive character, rather than an explanatory or normative one, limiting
myself to better circumscribe the notion of musical topography. Therefore, I will
leave potential input for a theory on musical education, or pedagogical applica-
tions outside of this article’s aims.

The affinities between practitioner and instrument

In his detailed account on becoming a jazz piano player, David Sudnow (1978)
described the development of his relationship with the instrument as composed of
three major phases: from his first encounters with the keyboard, to an active search
for particular sounds, up to his entrance into the realm of jazz proper. Certainly, it
took him several years to accomplish the fluent keyboard manoeuvring he sought.
During this time, he experimented with his own motions and what came out of
them, leading to a more accurate handling of the impact his touch had over sound
quality. The dynamics that secure the relationship between tonal and bodily
motions will lead the upcoming pianist to discover a myriad of effective gestures
or pathways that make up the topography of his instrument. A schematic summary
of Sudnow’s endeavours should provide an overview of the reorganization of kin-
aesthetic and auditory dispositions that takes place in instrumental musical
practice.2

Sudnow characterizes his first six months at the piano by his predominant
investment into the way the keyboard looks. In particular, he noticed that scales
could be understood as visual paths to be traversed. By this time, he approached
the keyboard as a multiplicity of routes that are to be found and followed effect-
ively. These seemingly ‘‘neutral’’ routes soon started to reveal clear contours and
affordances:

‘‘When a scale was learned at first, I consulted the rule and regarded the individual

notes by way of it, finding the arrayed course of keys. In short order a gestalt of the

scale as a whole was detected, and I saw the path itself as a figure against the back-

ground of the terrain. But the scale was detected not merely as a ‘scale to be seen’ but

a ‘scale to be seen and played’, and a starting place was given special status within the

sight. When I regarded the keyboard to find this diminished scale, for example, I

would see the bounded starting point most prominently; looking down from above

it went from F up to the next F, for how I had practiced fingering the scale became

part of the way it was visually appreciated’’ (Sudnow, 1978, p. 21).

It is important to note that these contours initially appear to him primarily as
visual paths that are to be traversed with the fingers. Sight supports the exploration
of the keyboard as a ‘‘terrain’’, enabling him to move from one constellation of
notes to another. At this stage, practice is mostly centred on both scale and chord
recognition. And although the salience of these different paths increased by
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adopting this approach, an inability to manipulate the actual sounds soon became
explicit. Dependence upon sight to move along these paths started to show its
shortcomings: ‘‘After about six months of instruction I had (ð) places to go in a
theory’s terminology on the surface skin of an untouched piano (ð) these wheres
without hows, places you can make ‘music’ with a wooden, soundless, practice
keyboard’’ (Sudnow, 1978, p. 28).

This does not mean that the sight-supported traverse of the keyboard was
unfruitful. The first period of repeatedly going through different pathways rendered
familiar their particular sounds, even though these pathways could not (as yet) be
easily traversed at will. It will be argued that knowing a scale translates into an
increasingly dynamic relationship between recognizable patterns on the keyboard
and one’s own bodily motion. Certain locations in the pathway become more
prominent than others as their functions appear more evident (i.e. the different
degrees of the scale). These ‘‘sensitive points’’ in the topography will guide the
apprentice by providing a relative placement not only in a given pathway, but
also in a constellation of interrelated paths. As the acquaintance with the instru-
ment advances and includes other types of scale, such routes become less fixed,
more contextualized and furthermore, polyvalent.

A second phase brings on what he describes as ‘‘going for the sounds’’: ‘‘I
recognized the pathways’ sounds. They had become quite familiar to me. But it
is one thing to recognize familiar sounds you are making and another to be able to
aim for particular sounds to happen. A different sort of directionality of purpose
and potential for action is involved in each case’’ (Sudnow, 1978, p. 38). Evidently,
it is not as if his previous engagement with the keyboard was devoid of attentive
listening. Nevertheless, his instrumental practice now started giving priority to the
melody’s shape, as part of aiming toward a characteristic ‘‘jazz sound’’. What
motivates practice at this point is aiming for a particular sound quality under
the form of a phrase or a motif. This translates into a further deepening of the
perceptual field, and particularly of auditory participation, where an increasing
unity between motions in the tonal space and bodily motions becomes tangible.
Hence, what started out as a relationship between sight and hand motion now
develops into a further integration that opens novel possibilities.

Once the focus shifts to melody construction, the scale becomes less of a stable
route to be followed, and more of an enabler to go from place to place. It no longer
presents itself as a univocal pathway: on the one hand, because it can accommodate
variations suiting different fingerings (one can also think of the violin or the guitar
neck); on the other hand, since it is driven by melody, such musical practice actu-
ally seeks to escape the scale as a ready-made form in order to play with it. For the
apprentice, what matters is not to find a single ‘‘privileged’’ path, even for a single
scale, but to explore alternative paths.

Although from an outsider’s point of view a scale might be understood as a
succession of fixed places (assigned musical notes) in the instrument’s body (i.e.
keys, or fingerboard positions), Sudnow describes the scale as being gradually
invested with tonal qualities and colorings particular to its physiognomy.
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Although this term originally refers to human faces, the concept of the physio-
gnomic character of perception underscores the qualitative dimension of perceived
forms (Arnheim, 1949; Werner, 1948). Any form, ambience or general configur-
ation in the perceptual field presents itself as an animated tonality or allure, as a
spontaneous manifestation of life. The musical scale thus carries an ambience and a
mood of its own, along with an array of sound possibilities. I will return to this
issue later on in our discussion.3 For the time being, let us note that Sudnow was
already familiar with such ‘‘jazz’’ physiognomies thanks to his constant listening to
recordings and performances. His own practice allowed him to later identify a
particular jazz sound in a host of licks (or small motifs) and short phrases that
exploited distinctive stylistic resources (i.e. chromatic insertions, bebop rhythmic
patterns, underlying chord sequences, etc.).

Such change of disposition toward melody making promptly made him encoun-
ter the challenge of fluent phrasing that jazz players exercised so effectively. This
demanded a motivated looking for ‘‘handful’’ (q.e.: within reach) tonal possibili-
ties, and forced him to abandon the previous logic of pre-set routes, since produ-
cing an actual line entails a kind of ‘‘melodic intentionality’’, providing both a sense
of direction and possibility for accurate repetition:

‘‘Motivated so predominantly toward the rapid course, frustrated in my reproductive

hearing of the recorded piano passages, whatever skills for melodic construction I had

were dormant. The simplest sorts of melody work entailed a manner of soundful

intentionality that had been virtually obliterated as a possibility by the course of

my acquisitions’’ (Sudnow, 1978, pp. 41–42).

During his third year of play, he noticed how ‘‘going for the sounds’’ contrib-
uted to develop such melodic intentionality. A tighter bond between hand and
musical gestures started to sediment more clearly (note that by this point the
sight of the keyboard has become increasingly marginal):

‘‘As I found the next sounds coming up, as I set up into a course of notes, it was not as

if I had learned about the keyboard so that looking down I could tell what a regarded

note would sound like. I do not have that skill, nor do many other musicians. I could

tell what a note would sound like because it was a next sound, because my hand was

so engaged with the keyboard that it was given a setting of sounding places in its own

configurations and potentialities’’ (Sudnow, 1978, p. 45).

This new approach thus entailed a prospective sense of musical motion, which was
equally shaped by the gestural possibilities of the hand’s situation on the keyboard.
However, along with this forward-hearing engagement, discrepancies between sing-
ing and playing soon became apparent. The difficulty was to successfully convey
where he wanted to go with his hands ‘‘singingly’’. It was as if his ‘‘handful’’
anticipation of the melody did not always match the place he wanted to go. This
might seem contradictory since I have just pointed out the progressive bonding
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between hand and musical gestures. Nevertheless, Sudnow’s examples make it clear
that these are different phases of a wider process. This seeming contradiction actu-
ally points to a continuous deepening of musical practice and to the development of
what is usually referred to as the musical ear.

During the third and final phase, an important shift takes place toward what he
describes as ‘‘going for the jazz’’. Briefly put, his mode of playing the piano increas-
ingly becomes undistinguishable from singing:

‘‘ð[I]t occurs after no more than several instants at the keyboard that I find myself

singing. I sing with my fingers. One may sing along with the fingers, one may use the

fingers to blurt out a thought, and one may sing with the fingers. There are specific

differences in ways of being singingly present with the fingers and the terrain to be

identified here’’ (Sudnow, 1978, p. 87, italics are mine).

During this period, a continuity between what could be sung and what could
be played started to emerge. Sounds that formerly emerged from the piano
as an external device (a machine), acquired a tight bond with his own singing
(either out loud or silent). He experienced the sounds of the instrument
as coming directly from him, and thus the piano as an extension of
himself. He compares this phenomenal shift with what happens when one is
sitting in front of the computer keyboard and is able to achieve a synchrony
between what one wants to say at the moment and the actual movement of the
fingers.

‘‘A new sort of hookup between the singing me and these hands was developing, a new

way of being singing with the fingers emerging, as next sounds I would project began

to come under the mutual jurisdiction of the positional array of the hands. I began to

join up in a new partnership with the hands and the sounding terrain, as where we

were going together began to slowly integrate into an altogether new way of doing

singing at the piano’’ (Sudnow, 1978, pp. 95–96).

This allowed him to attain a new sense of fluency, where he was no longer
suddenly cut off from music, even if he was to stand back from it for a moment:
‘‘It was to permit nonstuttering and nontripping disengagements from the terrain
when a saying was not at hand, disengagements that would not make the music
stop but would be silences of the music’’ (Sudnow, 1978, p. 104). In fact, singing is
a privileged, transversal analogy in instrumental practices, particularly concerning
melody and phrasing (i.e.: one listens for a phrase’s ‘‘breaths’’, and makes a melody
sing). It often operates as a recurrent motif, one where the musician listens to the
sounds that come out of the instrument as her or his own voice. Without having to
be a singer, a musician’s relationship with an instrument relies heavily on being (or
not being) a resonating chamber her or himself.

Looking back on his journey, the changes in the way he manoeuvred the piano
had a direct relationship with the spatiality he was faced with, as well as the musical
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possibilities he was able to jump into at any point in the terrain:

‘‘[N]ow I would do jazz sayings that increasingly brought my full ‘vocabular’

resources, my full range of wayful reachings, into the service of that jazz on the

records, into the hands’ ways of pace-ably traversing not from route to route, but

doing singings. And the language of paths and path switching, born of my instructed

introduction to jazz music and deeply intrinsic to the nature of my selectional nego-

tiations for so long thoroughly situated in the image-guided traverse ways of my past,

must be abandoned’’ (Sudnow, 1978, p. 141).

The examples taken from Sudnow’s account emphasize the attainment of fluency in
the use of various tonalities and in the creation of jazz melodies in situ. However,
the execution of a scale (or part of it) always participates in a larger musical context
(it is bound, among other things, to a piece’s harmonic progression and musical
genre). An instrument’s practical topography does not only include the knowledge
of its register, but also that of its dynamic possibilities,4 ways of attack and articu-
lation, timbre and so forth. Sudnow’s story helps us illustrate the process in which a
cohesive participation between tonalities (scales and/or modes) and kinaesthetics is
developed. Even an apparently ‘‘neutral’’ form, such as a musical scale calls for
manipulation within a practical motion.

From an outsider’s point of view, the exploratory restrictions of an instrument
might seem contradictory: for a student who is starting out, a musical scale can
initially seem deprived of expression. Nevertheless, in the context of instrumental
practice, the apparently deceptive neutrality of a musical scale actually reveals an
intimate, yet quite tangible striving for expressive colourings. Musical gestures will
then be less and less manipulation of an external object and more and more direct
action upon musical expressivity. The relationship between music and the instru-
ment stabilizes through an alternation of expressive gestures endowed with both
musical and bodily character. Thus, far from a simple familiarity with the use of an
object, the musical topography of an instrument involves an ensemble of kinaes-
thetic, postural, tactile, motor-perceptual dispositions related to its sonic palette,
colourings, intensities and traditional uses. As I would like to suggest, the notion of
a musical topography goes hand in hand with the idea of a unified field indistinctly
embracing the instrument, the sound and auditory imagination.

The exploratory quality of motion

The exploration of the musical instrument demands finely tuned gestures that differ
from those directed to everyday-life objects or surfaces: ‘‘The keyboard is as many
sorts of places as there are activities to be undertaken with it, a rather different-
looking place to the cleaning lady than to the musician who in the course of play
may see past it into the music with a look that is hardly looking at all’’ (Sudnow,
1978, p. 10). The motor-perceptual dispositions that mature as a result of this
exploration are adapted to the specific materiality of the instrument. For instance,
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the morphology of the violin’s fingerboard demands great precision in the attack of
each note in order to stay in tune, since notes are not (at least initially) noticeable
upon sight. This precision will only develop very slowly by means of countless
repetitions, until the attack of tones stabilizes. Mastering the sound of the violin,
or of any instrument for that matter, requires one to fine-tune one’s own
movements.

This does not mean that learning bodily gestures relies on mere mechanical
repetition. Quite on the contrary, when the kind of motility involved in instrumen-
tal practice turns mechanical, it is soon bound to failure. Richard Sennett (2008, ch.
5) illustrated this by pointing out to some of the shortcomings of the Suzuki
method: exploratory motion is deliberately suppressed in order to prevent the
child from getting frustrated and abandoning the instrument. Unfortunately, as
he argues, the method blocks the development of the effective solidarity between
listening and the traverse of the instrument. The required motility consists in the
discovery of the sensorial qualities that are ingrained in instrumental gestures and
the education of attention that serves as their support (see Ingold, 1996), all of
which often takes a harsh toll on the practitioner.5 Just as the repetition of a heard
musical figure or motif in the context of a piece contributes to its intensification,
attentive repetition of felt bodily motion deepens the knowledge of the instrument
and of the tonal space where these gestures take place. The monitoring of attention
that characterizes the effective acquaintance with an instrument is a constantly
renewed rhythmic cycle rather than one guided by blind repetition. It is an explora-
tive relationship in nature, for one is unable to go back to an original starting
point. Unlike mechanical motion that is unresponsive to context, the instrumen-
talist’s gestures need permanent fine-tuning. A continuous monitoring of attention
is thus a requisite in every musical performance, irrespective of the musician’s
degree of expertise.

In his work ‘‘Vom Sinn der Sinne’’ (1935/1989) (The primary world of senses),
Erwin Straus described the process of movement learning. He stressed that move-
ments are not learned in a mechanical fashion (specifically alluding to the manipu-
lation of musical instruments). Learned movements are not developed in isolation
but are always part of an oriented action. In accordance with Sudnow’s description
of ‘‘going for a sound’’, Straus points out that such learning relies on the articu-
lation of movements rather than on local, independent gestures:

‘‘The one who wishes to learn how to play the violin must be able to listen. By its

acoustic and aesthetic quality, the sound directs both hands’ activity. The sound

determines the degree, direction, speed, shifting and strength of the movements.

Only the student who instantly encounters the possibilities of musical organisation

in all their richness and who at the same time enters the domain of gradual movement

will make any progress’’ (ð) ‘‘To speak of individual movements (in the plural form)

hides the fact that no movement begins on its own. We are never at a movement’s

beginning: its starting point is always the ending point of a previous one. Movements

take place in a stance of transition or change; the problem is stopping. One does not
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learn isolated movements according to the trial an error principle, but rather the

articulation of moving oneself, the movement of the limbs related to visible, audible

and tangible objects in their spatial disposition’’ (Straus, 1935/1989, pp. 408–409, my

translation).

For Straus, the attention of the apprentice musician does not rely on an already
learned conduct, but on the flow of motor actions that make motion fit into a
musical context. It is a kind of dexterity that cannot be attributed to ready-made
structures pre-dating the actual bodily gestures attuned to the instrument’s material
affordances. In a similar vein, Nikolai Bernstein (1996) insisted on the fact that the
secret of motor control resides in the permanent tuning of movement, on its ‘‘sen-
sory corrections’’. In the case of an instrumentalist this tuning relies on the per-
ceptual monitoring of audible movement. The development of such musical
topography must therefore be sought in this dynamic coupling of movements,
where an increasing synergy is generated between the interpreter, her or his instru-
ment and tonal spatiality.6

Such exploratory quality of motion supposes that musical gestures are in a sense
anticipatory. Thus a pre-figuration of what will later constitute a steadier figure in
the perceptual field is already comprised at the outset of a musical gesture (if we
view it as a microgenetic process, see Rosenthal, 2004a). In instrumental practice,
every motif or small phrase latently announces what is to follow, and reciprocally,
every motif is sustained by its forerunners. Anticipation should not be viewed here
as a definite expectation or a ready-made plan, but as continuation of a gesture
motivated by search for cohesion. This is a crucial aspect of the participatory
engagement that underlies musical phenomena. Sudnow gives a rhythmical exam-
ple of such anticipatory movement:

‘‘If I am to play six notes, or seven, three, or twelve, a pacing is established for the

reach, is determined at the outset with a pace set in the opening two, and is internally

modifiable only in an orderly fashion. If the first two notes are set for a six-noted

passage, I may not set out fast and then slow down within the course of a phase

toward a ‘termination time’ and reach destinational coincidence. A course of speeded

movement is undertaken that implies a number of notes to follow and implicates a

manner of forward movement for the hand, a manner of movement that must be

brought to the necessary sort of completion if the gesture is to proceed smoothly,

without faltering or tripping’’ (Sudnow, 1978, p. 114, emphasis in the original).

In this context, anticipation also means that at every moment I am immersed in an
already (partially) circumscribed space that provides a support for subsequent
configurations in the perceptual field. Despite its continuous transformational
character, the configuration of such field supposes an implied coherence (or a
striving toward it). This anticipatory motion belongs to the spontaneous search
for continuity, and outlines a readiness for action that redirects my course of
action/perception.7
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Although there is a clear need for continuity and fluency, as Sudnow noted, it is
the possibility of making mistakes that differentiates exploratory from mechanical
motion. This possibility appears to be a requisite for effective musical practice, in
the same way that ‘‘managing’’ to make the ‘‘right’’ mistakes is an important step
into the sway of the instrument. If the need of exploratory motion is acknowledged
as such, it will become a part of the practitioner’s wilful intent8: ‘‘I began to do
fingering changes with increasing improvisational intent, using ‘wrong fingers’ and
‘struggling fingers’ from the standpoint, for example, of the way a very competent
sight reader at the piano does fingering, and ‘right fingerings’ that often indeed
appear quite bizarre from the classicist’s perspective – right jazz fingerings’’
(Sudnow, 1978, p. 136). And while this case bears on practice in a study setting,
the general aim is to achieve an effective control of mistakes in situ. Klemp et al.
(2008) have thoroughly illustrated and discussed this point in their analysis of
successive takes of Thelonious Monk’s ‘‘In Walked Bud’’ solo. What could have
been considered a faulty note is quickly incorporated into the solo itself and set in
the larger environment of the piece. Whether it is heard as a mistake or not will
depend on the subsequent notes that feed the phrase. Such analysis allows the
authors to point out that a strong distinction between plan and performance
fails to capture the ongoing character of musical praxis. This practice unfolds in
what they called a circuit of mis-takes and repairs. Mistakes are reformulated as
‘‘an apparent deviation from patterns established by previous notes and used in
turn, and in time – just in time – to build a new pattern’’ (Klemp et al., 2008, p. 7)
(mis-takes). Even if the grasp of this exploratory intention may take several years to
become effective, efficient practice does not oppose playing and planning.

An effective exploration of a musical instrument goes hand in hand with holistic
participation. The actual movements of the performer go well beyond those needed
to ‘‘get a sound’’ out of the instrument. The motor participation of the body is wide-
ranging, and is certainly not limited to the movement of the limbs that appear to be
controlling the instrument. These movements take hold of the whole body of the
musical performer. To an ingenuous eye, vocalisations, gesticulations, bouncing, etc.
may appear fancy, and at best unnecessary ‘add-ons’. However, these gesticulations
are an integral part of the participative engagement that drives the interpreter into an
expressive gesture. Rather than putting on a show (although it might be the case),
these ‘‘non functional’’ gestures are motivated by an expressive motion. A drummer
has no real need to blink his eyes, clutch his jaw or make faces; yet these manifest an
intimate negotiation between an expressive thread and bodily motion. The latter is
constantly acting as a backdrop tomusical listening. Becoming aware of this involve-
ment is a crucial part of every musician’s training, since gesticulations sometimes
drive unwanted tensions and dynamics (m.s.) into the piece.

The developmental configuration of skill

The development of musical skill involves the constant possibility of slips and
mistakes, and this differentiates it from any mechanical procedure.
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An improvisatory quality is ingrained in the sought gestures, not the least for lack
of orientation. In fact, an anticipatory pull guides them and allows them to preserve
their exploratory character. The apprentice, on the other hand, must find expres-
sive gestures fitting her or his corporality. One can certainly imitate the gestures of
another performer, but these will need to be adjusted to one’s own bodily morph-
ology to bring forth a dynamic embodied bundle.

Note that in the previous section I remarked the need for fluency that drives the
practitioner forward. At the same time, mistakes need be kept around the corner to
achieve an exploratory quality of motion. But if one is bound to make mistakes and
constantly restart, how is one to achieve fluency and not become stuck? Instead of
considering this to be a paradox of sorts,9 I would like to formulate it as alternating
instances that organize the development of skill. In addition to bodily adjustments
I have mentioned, the development of a skill consists in the appropriation of a tacit
structure.

Michael Polanyi (1958) proposed the principle of dual control of action that
starts from a functional relationship between the focal object of attention and a
‘background’ that serves as a subsidiary pole of attention. Tool use (including
musical instruments) provided a rich source to illustrate this structure: a tool grad-
ually becomes an extension of my own corporality. This kind of phenomenal trans-
formation is a feature of all knowledge that emerges from this organization of
action. More generally, all skilful action (and all perception) has its extensionality
and intentionality. On the one hand, every attentional act implies an awareness of
something (i.e. Brentano, Husserl), but on the other hand, it extends from some-
thing (which may include my own body) to something else, which constitutes its
horizon in the perceptual field. Perception and skilled action are inconceivable
without personal partaking, where the link between the focal and the subsidiary
outline the attentional organization of action and perception (i.e. retinal and tym-
panic stimulation being subsidiary to the perceived object).

The same principle is transposable to musical training, starting with the discov-
ery of the intimate relationship between gesture and sound. Sudnow described how
he worked on a section by trying out different fingerings until he found the one that
fluently adjusted to both his hands and the sought musicality. Yet after a number
of repetitions, a particular fingering would recede into the background, favouring a
phrase’s or a motif’s expressive movement and quality. At this point, he would
arrive at a tacit integration between tonal movement (focal awareness) and finger-
ing (subsidiary awareness). In this way, the structure of dual control contributes to
the cyclical reinforcement of the continuous field in which bodily, instrumental (i.e.
the motion of piano keys, levers and strings), and sound gestures are experienced as
a single, encompassing one.

The importance of the functional relationship between focal and subsidiary
poles of a course of action can be illustrated by its breakdown. Were Sudnow
(or another hypothetical player) to follow the movement of his fingers instead of
the actual musical motion, the functional relationship would be broken, and his
playing would become a mere fiddling exercise deprived of musicality. He would
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even be forced to interrupt his playing, since it is the focal musical thread that keeps
the continuity of the piece, not the isolated sequence of fingering positions on the
keyboard. Nevertheless, it would be enough for him to redirect his attention to the
tonal motion and be re-immersed in musical performance. The tacit integration
would be quickly regained, making the subsidiaries (in this case, the fingering
pattern) recede again into the background.

It is important to note that tacit integration is never definitely set, since it is
always prone to further development and fulfilment. An aspect of the instrumen-
talist’s work consists precisely in playing with this proximal/distal alternation in
order to get a better grasp of the piece’s expressive movement or to discover new
configurations within it.

The concept of tacit integration sheds light on the developmental dimension of a
skill. Practitioners of a given craft can notice that tacit integrations are not trans-
parent, but that it is always possible to recapture them by going back to their
underlying dual structure. For example, an instrumentalist will work on the expres-
sive character of the interpretation of a piece by going back to his bodily gestures.
He will thus be able to establish a stronger dynamical contrast (m.s.) between
different parts of a phrase by changing the way he presses the keys. This gradual
phenomenal transformation will make him act directly on tonal quality rather than
focusing on the keys as such. In turn, this will eventually create a more stable
relationship, which can eventually be re-evaluated. From this point of view,
Polanyi’s dual control of action helps us to conceptualize the instrumentalist’s
achievement.

The principle of dual control described by Polanyi can also be found in many
instrumental sub-practices that I have not mentioned so far. Although a detailed
examination of these would detour us from our main topic, let us take musical
reading as an illustration (even considering the vast array of existing musical nota-
tion formats; i.e. tablature, pneumatic notation, modern staff notation, shoga, etc.).
In her study of traditional Japanese flute music, Kawori Iguchi (2008) found that
musical reading practices do not rely on decoding, but rather on previously con-
stituted tacit integrations, motivated by the field continuity between practitioner,
instrument and tonal spatiality:

‘‘When my (more experienced) fellow students claim to ‘sight-read’ a line of unlearned

shoga and work out its fingerings, it appeared that it was not because they had

acquired a firmer grasp of the logic on which the correspondence between the

shoga [notational] characters and yubitsuke [finger-markings] symbols was made,

but because they had accumulated enough experience to recognize the resemblance

of the new melody to previously learned pieces and lines and were able to deduce how

the melody should go by referring to its title, the overall structure of the piece and the

position of a line within it’’ (Iguchi, 2008, p. 258).

To sum up, the components of skill cannot be made explicit, at least for two
reasons. Firstly, it is impossible to become detached observers of our own action
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without interrupting or distorting it. Secondly, a skill is not logically specifiable by
a set of rules, since it draws on physiognomic motifs, practical concerns and an
oriented extensionality, which can only be grasped in bodily feeling. The formal-
isation of a practical skill’s ‘‘components’’ stands against the global action that it is
supposedly describing.10

Expression as the telos of musical praxis

When Sudnow described his ‘‘going for the sounds’’, and eventually his ‘‘going for
the jazz’’, he introduced a wilful orientation as a requirement for effective musical
practice. In motivated motion, the sounds of the instrument somehow carry a
‘‘demanding character’’ that guides them toward their own completion. Musical
gestures are imbued with idiosyncratic physiognomies, which are rarely perceived
as such. In its physiognomic dimension, the affective tint of musical gestures pro-
vides the motivation for their fulfilment. The perception of music is in this sense
directly expressive; its motions are immediately captured as gloomy, cheerful,
solemn, obscure, light, menacing, jazzy, cool, etc., just as timbres are perceived
as pointy, round, tight, and so forth. It follows that the range of physiognomic
qualifications is potentially as wide-ranging as that of felt nuances. The physio-
gnomic character of perception gives substance to the claim that musical form
extends well beyond the realm of the audible, and, as far as the development of
musical topography is concerned, spins a unitary thread between motility, affect,
listening and imagination. This unitary thread sustains the aforementioned field
continuity, and provides a motivation for the fulfilment of musical gestures.

While exploring the expressive dimension of experience, Rudolph Arnheim
(1949; 1984) described the process of musical learning as the discovery of an expres-
sive theme, namely the discovery of a guiding principle that allows the practitioner
to grasp the qualitative character that should be sought throughout the progress of
a musical piece. Arnheim illustrates this point with a drawing lesson. When
attempting to grasp the model’s physiognomy, ‘‘the student will watch proportions
and directions, but not as geometrical properties in themselves. Rather will these
formal properties be perceived as being functionally dependent upon the primarily
observed expression, and the correctness and incorrectness of each stroke will be
judged on the basis of whether or not it captures the dynamic ‘‘mood’’ of the
subject’’. Additionally, ‘‘ðwhereas the artificial concentration on formal qualities
will leave the student at a loss as to which pattern to select among innumerable and
equally acceptable ones, an expressive theme will serve as a natural guide to forms
that fit the purpose’’ (p. 107, italics are mine). Arnheim suggests that the same
principle is equally applicable to any artistic manifestation, stressing that even
when asking for a description of formal qualities in a piece, listeners spontaneously
draw on its expressive qualities (p. 106).

Although both listeners and performers alike usually enter musical motion
through a local gesture (a motif, sequence, or phrase), the latter appears to
be already meaningfully embedded in the wholeness of the piece.
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The acknowledgement of an expressive theme not only foregoes any differentiation
of significant components, but is also the condition of possibility and the starting
point for such a differentiation. Before identifying individual tones and intervals,
the harmony student follows a cadence’s motion, as she or he is able to grasp (or
not) its colour and texture. To illustrate the expressive role of the gesture in musical
practice, we may ask how can a cadence be ‘‘weak’’, ‘‘strong’’, ‘‘deceptive’’ or even
‘‘evasive’’ based only upon a description of the relationship between the chords and
the tones that compose them? In this case, cadences are named after their implied
gestures.11

Our earlier discussion of Polanyi’s principle of dual control of action sets the
stage to establish a convergence point with Arnheim’s view on the role of expres-
sion. It suggests that bringing attention exclusively to the formal aspects of a piece
confronts one with a variety of potentially inconsistent options so as to miss any
cohesive principle. In contrast, picking an expressive theme naturally conducts the
practitioner into a coherent movement. Polanyi defended the idea that a detach-
ment from what is felt in order to attend to formal (or purely mechanical) parti-
cularities of the task at hand would render the musician’s work impossible.
Actually, music would lose its meaning if it underwent what Polanyi called destruc-
tive analysis: namely, focusing on the formally definable particularities of the score
(or, on the mechanical procedure required to perform the piece) that are as such
devoid of musical meaning. The separation of the focal and subsidiary aspects of
the attentional field into distinct entities would simply dismantle both the exten-
sional principle and the expressive thread of musical gestures.

In accordance with Polanyi’s principles, we can say that the expressive theme or
motif plays the role of recurrent fixation point for the practitioner’s attention. An
expressive thread thus forms the horizon of every functional relationship under-
lying the musician’s playing, the telos that guides her or his action. This horizon
allows for a constant re-launching of the interpretative quest without running the
risk of ‘‘draining’’ the piece or loosing track of its musical north. Even when she or
he seems to have achieved a ‘‘definitive’’ version of a piece, the interpreter can
always do a rerun of it without damaging its freshness and appeal. The expressive
horizon of skill engages the musician in a re-evaluation at each replay.

The acknowledgement of the expressive character of experience highlights the
mutual implication between its perceptual, affective, motivational and axiological
aspects. It is the disregard of expressivity and of aesthetic dispositions that partly
explains the shortcomings of cognitive approaches in dealing with perceptual phe-
nomena and skill development. By promoting a dislocation between the quantita-
tive and qualitative dimensions of perception, theories of cognition have rendered
aesthetic, and particularly musical phenomena unintelligible. In the best case, this
goes accompanied by an overall downplay of aesthetic phenomena; otherwise, we
are faced with a worrying silence concerning the issue (Rosenthal, 2004a). The
mutual implication between quantitative and qualitative aspects of music is vital
to the constitution of the thematic field and to the movement of attention that
reconfigures this field. Expression guides musical skill indistinctly at the level of
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reception and performance, evidencing an immediate mode of participation (pre-
comprehension) in musical gestures.

Intergenerational reconstitution of musical topography

Up to this point, I have mainly focused on a particular dimension of the instru-
ment’s musical topography by describing it as an extensive principle of one’s own
body. I have attempted to describe it as a progressive coupling that takes place
between handling an instrument and its audible potentialities. In melding bodily
and musical gestures, the pursuit of expression is transposed into complementary
juncture points. Sudnow provides an illustration of it when he sings in order to
better capture the required melodic dynamics. However, the notion of musical
topography would be incomplete without the stylistic values that populate musical
praxis, since gestures are effectively expressive insofar as they belong to (or stand
against) a particular tradition. As Lassègue (2012) has argued, a proper account of
technical activity would be incomplete if one were to consider it only in terms of
organ projection. If we are to capture the semiotic dimension of technical activity,
we should acknowledge the sociality of technical gestures from the start. In short,
‘‘in order to take place, a human activity needs social landmarks that must be
recognised as such by those involved in the activity’’ (p. 144). More specifically,
the process through which a practitioner becomes socialized within a particular
tradition should be characterized as one of tuition. However, a full development of
this notion would derail us from our aim, and deserves to be attended in detail.12 I
will limit myself to outline the ways tradition can be involved in the formation of
musical topography.

The aspects of musical topography that have been discussed in terms of motility
should now be casted in its cultural dimension, which operates as a background in
the appropriation of musical skill. The latter does not arise strictly as a private
ability but it engages in reciprocity with public norms: it rests upon a tradition
woven by collective, practical and symbolic motifs, developed by successive gener-
ations. Just as the history of our native language precedes our insertion in it, a
constellation of practices from which a tradition stems is instituted before one’s
effort to join in it. The cultural background of skill is clearly illustrated by Polanyi:

‘‘The structure of knowing, revealed by the limits of specifiability, thus fuses our

subsidiary awareness of the particulars belonging to our subject matter, with the

cultural background of our knowing. To this extent knowing is an indwelling: that

is, a utilization of a framework for unfolding our understanding in accordance with

the indications and standards imposed by the framework’’ (Polanyi, 1961, p. 468).

A ‘‘way of doing’’ is at stake from the very start of a particular practice. Although
individual practice progressively leads to a detachment from the ‘‘vulgate’’, such
process is only achieved in the long term. Familiarity with a domain of practical
knowledge is outlined by quite modest findings that will nevertheless dress the
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practitioner with the corset of a tradition. While such acquaintance will demand the
apprentice’s alignment with the set of practices and stylistic restrictions of such
tradition, it will also guide the mastering of her instrument. Such tradition is
constituted of normative, structural and stylistic elements, as well as of a constel-
lation of genres and values. This goes from the morphology and use of instruments
to the manner one would approach bebop, tango, or a piece by Bach or Stravinsky,
for expressive musical gestures commute with stylistic strands. To grasp the expres-
sivity of a musical form is to indwell in a particular life/art-world.

Although the examples considered so far could appear restricted to the manual
handling of the instrument, they also reveal the works of interpretative normativ-
ity. A drummer can smoothly shift from one particular customary grip to another
as she or he goes through different sections in a piece of music (she also may
alternate between different parts of her or his instrument’s body). Similarly, the
interpretation of a piece from a particular period obeys a set of aesthetic standards,
which are in turn closely bound to a distinctive constellation of gestures. Every
effective movement is affected by the aesthetics of its life/art-world. As she or he
becomes increasingly familiar with different musical genres, the interpreter adapts
her or his corporality to this multiplicity of stylistic demands. Irrespective of the
particular genre she or he is dealing with, her or his ‘‘feel’’ and ‘‘touch’’ will be her
or his own and will be expressive of her or his idiosyncrasies. However, her or his
discovery of each genre will suppose realizing their specific possibilities and restric-
tions, which will work as permanent guidelines:

‘‘[T]hrough repeated work in chord grabbing, an alignment of the field relative to the

body’s distancing potentials begins to take place, and this alignment process varies in

delicacy and need in accordance with the form of the music. The rock-and-roll pian-

ist’s capacities for lookless left-hand reaching differ from the baroque’s specialist’s,

and these both from the stride-style jazz pianist’s. Every musical style as the creation

of human bodies entails correspondingly constituted tactile facilities for its per-

formers’’ (Sudnow, 1978, p. 13)

We can thus characterize the apprenticeship of a musical instrument as the devel-
opment of ‘‘technical bundles’’ (Rosenthal, 2011) by which the practitioner puts
her or his whole body at the service of an expressive musical gesture. ‘‘And since a
technique of the body emanates from collective, practical and symbolic schemes,
each individual must recapture it by re-developing her or his own bundles’’ (p. 32,
my translation). Every skill is thus immersed in a tradition and carries a particular
style to which the practitioner adheres by recapturing these practical and symbolic
gestures and adapting them to her or his own corporality. A musician’s appren-
ticeship is thus guided by norms that determine the gravitational centre of collect-
ive musical practices hic et nunc:

‘‘Every act of personal knowing contributes toward establishing an appropriate stand-

ard of excellence. Athletes or dancers putting forward their best are acting as critical
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experts of their own performances; but whether applying standards to themselves or

not, experts are the acknowledged critics of certain things. And when a person is

acknowledged as an expert, he is believed to know whether such things fulfill the

standard of good specimens of their own kind. Thus the observer’s participation in

the act of knowing leads to a point where observation assumes the functions of an

appraisal by standards which the observer regards as impersonal i.e., generally applic-

able rather than personally idiosyncratic’’ (Polanyi & Prosch, 1975, p. 43).

It is also essential to emphasize that there are different modes of participation
within a tradition. In the case of musical apprenticeship, direct instruction is
hardly the only way to become acquainted with a particular style. Not only because
of the presence of a strong oral tradition in some cases (i.e. gospel, jazz, blues and
other African influenced genres), but also because of modes of indirect, or tacit
participation within a stylistic framework. For Sudnow, the ‘‘jazz sound’’ he came
to produce on his own was prefigured through his listening to recordings, as well as
his attendance to live performances. Valsiner (2008) has drawn attention toward
these tacit modes of participation with ornamentation, where expressive morphol-
ogies that are often considered as marginal exert their power over people in touch
with them precisely because of their tacit action. Rather than being invariably
prescriptive and explicit, tradition can and often does operate as an implicit
regulator.

Thus, although the ensemble of practices mentioned above participates in a cycle
of sedimentation of standards, the norms they institute are not established once
and for all. Just as the potentials for action-perception deployed throughout the
‘‘bonding’’ between the practitioner and her or his instrument, these norms display
different degrees of freedom and in situ fine-tuning (namely, they do not precede the
instrumentalist’s actual praxis). The exercise of musical praxis both emanates from
and contributes to feed a cultural sensorium, a common sensibility. Just as with the
structure of tacit knowledge, the normative aspects of such sensorium operate at
different degrees of salience (implicit/explicit axis).13

Imagination as embedded in musical praxis. A note on
Vico’s fantasia

I hope it became clear by now that the development of a musical topography does
not consist in a mere tag-placement on the instrument’s body, but in the qualifi-
cation of a spatiality that is hardly exhausted in terms of machine manipulation.
Before coming to a close, I would like to add that the constitution of a musical
topography entails an imaginative exercise. I have partly advanced this idea with
the aspects discussed above; namely, the exploratory (anticipatory) quality of
motion, the topography’s expressive telos, and its traditional embedding. With
these aspects in mind, it should become increasingly apparent that imagination
exerts its powers well beyond imagery, encompassing auditory and kinaesthetic
modalities. Such notion of imagination would go hand in hand with an underlying
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intermodal organization of action/perception. Ultimately, this calls for a concept of
imagination consistent with a holistic engagement with practical endeavours.

This holistic, participative engagement that motivates the emergence of poten-
tials for action in the encounter between the practitioner and her instrument goes
along the lines of what Vico called fantasia.14 Granatella (2015), has pointed out
the crucial role fantasia plays in Vico’s pledge for a primacy of imaginative powers
in human indwelling. The fundamental mode of human dwelling in the world is not
the one prescribed by rationality, but rather the one described by the genesis of
myth. In the mythical dimension of experience, things do not present themselves by
means of their ‘thing-like’ properties, but rather in their animated, expressive
modality.

‘‘Now, rational metaphysics teaches that man becomes all things through understand-

ing, homo intelligendo fit omnia. But with perhaps greater truth, this imaginative meta-

physics shows that man becomes all things by not understanding, homo non

intelligendo fit omnia. For when man understands, he extends his mind to comprehend

things; but when he does not understand he makes them out of himself, and by

transforming himself, becomes them’’ (Vico, 1725/1999, §405, p. 160).

Vico’s advocacy for a primacy of imagination in human action, and bringing fan-
tasia back to the fore do not seek to perpetuate a scission between ‘‘rational’’ and
‘‘irrational’’ modes of understanding. Rather, it should stand as an invitation to
fully acknowledge the pervasiveness of expressivity, whether concerning artistic
activity or other forms of human endeavour.

Vico’s fantasia is tightly bound to affect and sentience (Pern, 2015). The par-
ticipatory engagement that permeates all human activity grants this linkage. In the
case of musical topography, this engagement has been dealt with mainly in two
senses. On the one hand, I have stressed how the relationship with the musical
instrument is not built upon its ‘‘thing-like’’ qualities, but rather on the achieve-
ment of field continuity and depth. This brings forth the role of physiognomic
perception and the unfolding of an animated quality that is ingrained in musical-
instrumental gestures. These physiognomic qualities are not deciphered, but felt.
On the other hand, this engagement has been characterized by an anticipatory
quality of motility, which is inseparable from the affective orientation of such
physiognomies. This has been further stressed by presenting Polanyi’s structure
of indwelling, where we are not able to become observers of our own action with-
out distorting it. Once these aspects have been taken into account, the participatory
(imaginative) engagement involved in musical activity can be further elaborated by
looking at the latter’s relationship to myth.

In his study on the sound of the violin, Ernest E Boesch (1993) discussed the
relationship between practitioner and instrument in terms of ontogenesis. In line
with what we have pointed out above, he considers field continuity to be part of
achieving the instrument’s mastery, wherein ‘‘artist and violin form a symbi-
otic whole, the I, so to say, blending into the object, and the object melting into
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the I’’ (p. 13). Perhaps more interestingly, he has argued that ‘‘the sound of the
violin is deeply embedded in cultural myths’’, particularly, the myth of ‘‘pure
sound’’ (p. 12). In order to give in to such holistic engagement, the practitioner
undergoes a process of identification with these myths (an identification which can
certainly resolve into their refusal, or the adoption of other attitudes toward them).
‘‘The violin (ð) is a recalcitrant object and to master it requires profound trans-
formations of the individual’’ (p. 13). Throughout the development of an instru-
ment’s musical topography, qualities of sound and personal qualities develop
alongside one another. In this sense, technical activity is motivated by the pursuit
of inner qualities: ‘‘Purity of sound, purity of heart, purity of body, thus, all belong
to the same myth – although with different connotations’’ (Boesch, 1993). Seen
from a mythical angle, the mastery of the instrument becomes the mastery of
oneself. Although I have mostly dealt with aesthesic qualities of the relationship
with the instrument, this view also bears ethical implications. In Boesch’s example,
the myth of ‘‘pure sound’’ embodies a particular ethos that regulates musical
praxis. This brings us back to our point on musical praxis as a regulator of
standards:

‘‘The young learner will from the very outset be caught between the cultural goal of

purity and the natural propensity (not only of children) for noise and dirt. The violin,

thus, may begin to symbolize not only the resistance of the object world, but also

the conflict between natural penchants and cultural requirements’’ (Boesch, 1993,

pp. 11–12).

Boesch’s study provides a rich illustration of how myth participates in musical
endeavors while providing a unitary cohesion for the aspects relevant to the devel-
opment of musical topography. Additionally, it contributes to substantiate the
thesis that expressivity does not inhabit music as an object of detached contem-
plation (an utilitarian commodity). Our underscoring of praxis is a reminder of the
vital engagement that characterizes the expressivity of a musical instrument, where
detached neutrality has little, if any part to play. Additionally, it aims at putting
activity at the centre of musical endeavors (or any art form, for that matter),
instead of seeing it as a finished ‘‘product’’, where its process of becoming is
often neglected. Put differently, we are interested in the transformational implica-
tions music has in a way of living, rather than in the ensemble of by-products that
musical activity engenders, which surely have an archival value.

In a more epistemological vein, Cassirer has recaptured the spirit of Vico’s
critique in his article ‘‘The perception of things and the perception of expression’’
(1991). Our scientific tradition has been built upon rejection of a mythical world-
view, since the latter is at odds with the ‘‘world of facts’’ that defines the conven-
tional scientific attitude. The perception of expression needs to be (and
consequently has been) obliterated from scientific inquiry. Expressive qualities
and their colourings are then replaced with sensory qualia, as an effort to attain
a quantitative reduction of the former. However, the isolation between ‘‘You’’ and
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‘‘I’’ promoted by this ‘‘world of facts’’ runs into serious problems when it gets
involved with cultural affairs, since these instances no longer appear as separated.
Language, myth and all modes of artistic expression form a single unity (p. 133), a
common sense that is overlooked and lost in this ‘‘world of facts’’ (see also Berlin,
1976, pp. 61ff). Running against this trend, expressivity serves as an invitation to
reclaim a sensorium commune, both in the sense of an intermodal foundation of
perception and in that of a shared social background (koine aisthesis15).

Conclusions

The notion of musical topography presented above seeks to contribute to the
wider-ranging project of semiotic anthropology (Lassègue et al., 2009), where
imagination is understood as an essential part of every semiotic action/perception.
In order to do so, I have attempted to emphasise how instruments take on different
modalities, both in everyday practice and throughout musical training. Namely, we
engage with musical instruments in an array of complementary, co-present dispos-
itions for action within a developmental course. Musical instruments indeed stand
to us as what Gilbert Simondon called a reticulate (1958, see pp. 210ff), a knot of
aesthesic, mythical, practical and traditional open-ended threads. More generally,
the notion of musical topography seeks to describe the engagement with an instru-
ment as an example of our dwelling in practical affairs where, in the words of Tim
Ingold, ‘‘the organism is not limited by the skin’’ (2009, p. 153, emphasis in the
original), rather than it being part of a system where sentience has little, if any
participation. Such notion aims to capture the way in which ‘‘practical and myth-
ical aspects of value and meaning are intertwined and cannot be severed from one
another’’ (Lassègue et al., 2009, p. 155). Hopefully, this will bring us closer to a
richer portrayal of the common origin of the modalities that partake in actual
musical practice and of the developmental processes wherein they become mutually
supportive and heightened. From this perspective, musical instruments can be
regarded not as mere technological artefacts (emphasizing their thing-like, utilitar-
ian qualities), but as reticulates that participate in a larger thread of technical
activity.
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Notes

1. The notion of unitary field, and, more generally, that of field of perception and thematic

field used throughout the text are borrowed from Aron Gurwitsch’s (1964) field theory,
which highlights several intersecting points between phenomenology and Gestalt psych-
ology. Gurwitsch provides an account for the ongoing re-configuration of first-person

action/perception, inspired on the uses of the notion of ‘‘field’’ in the realm of physics.
For a briefer account of this theory and its contemporary uses, the reader may consult
Rosenthal and Visetti (1999).

2. As it often happens with ethnomethodological descriptions, the prose used by Sudnow

plays an important role in adequately conveying the phenomena he portrays. I have
decided to keep several of his quotes intact for this reason. They should not be regarded
as mere addenda, but as a way of preserving his direct experience of phenomenal change.

The same goes for some of the terms I have borrowed from Sudnow’s prose, which
captures the idiosyncrasy of the tasks he is concerned with. Although in other contexts
‘‘handful’’ can mean ‘‘someone difficult to control’’, in this context, Sudnow means

‘‘within the hand’s reach’’ and ‘‘the potential pathways to follow’’. Similarly, ‘‘sing-
ingly’’ points out a mode of playing where playing and singing are brought together
in an encompassing gesture. These terms appear at the juncture point between Sudnow’s

interests as a musician as well as an ethnographer who is trying to convey the depth and
richness of the phenomena he is describing. It is for this reason that I have called upon
his expertise.

3. For a more detailed description of the participation of physiognomic perception in

musical phenomena, see Rojas (2015).
4. This is the first moment in the text where I use the term ‘‘dynamics’’ in its musical sense:

namely, ‘‘the gradations of volume in music, e.g. forte, piano, crescendo, etc’’ (Oxford

Concise Dictionary of Music by (Kennedy & Kennedy, 2007). Unless noted, using
‘‘(m.s.)’’ for ‘‘musical sense’’, the term ‘‘dynamics’’ is used in a broader sense of
‘‘moving’’, ‘‘active’’, or ‘‘involving a developmental process’’, throughout the text.

5. This toll often manifests itself in the performer’s body bending to the demands of
everyday practice, a toll Auguste Rodin captured and transfigured in his ‘‘pianists
hands’’ (Figure 1).

6. For an experimental account of the dynamics of piano strike, the interested reader can
consult Bernstein and Popova (1930/2003).

Figure 1. A Rodin (circa 1880), Main dite de pianiste [Sculpture] � musée Rodin - Paris.

Retrieved on 30 August 2013, from http://www.musee-rodin.fr/
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7. For a fuller perspective on the position of perception as anticipation I am adopting here,
see Rosenthal (2004b).

8. Although our examples so far lean toward jazz performance, one could argue that the

need for mistakes, and more generally for exploratory motion, runs irrespective of an
emphasis on improvised or meticulously scored music. Sennett (2008) has developed a
plea for this case.When discussing his own cello playing he states that he has ‘‘to be willing

to commit error, to play wrong notes, in order to eventually get them right’’ (p. 160).
9. For amore detailed epistemological discussion on the principle of genetic circularity, from

which the process of skill formation presented here is derived, see Rosenthal (1993).

10. It is nonetheless important to stress that Polanyi did not intend to open a gap between
explicit and tacit knowledge. On the contrary, his suggestion is that all knowledge is
grounded on the articulation between the proximal and the distal, an alternation that
makes all subsequent integrations possible. Additionally, Polanyi’s notion of tacit know-

ledge does not suppose two separate types of knowledge, as it is often derived from
subsequent uses of Gilbert Ryle’s distinction between know-that and know-how.

11. This goes beyond a strictly ‘‘linguistic’’ modality of metaphor. For an extended discus-

sion, see Cornejo, Olivares, and Rojas (2013).
12. A notion of tuition should cover an aspect of skill development where practice is per-

manently (re)oriented by one’s involvement with others, whether in direct face-to-face

interaction or by addressing another, whether in present or absent/fictitious form. It
would present the intersubjective dimension of apprenticeship as being directly expres-
sive, while opening the possibility for generalization and the sedimentation of norms. A
publication on this issue is under preparation.

13. For a fuller discussion, the reader may consult Polanyi and Prosch (1975, chapter 12).
14. The unfortunate English translation of Vico’s fantasia into imagination can make things

even more obscure. Our contemporary and past tendency to reduce imagination to

image production, or daydreaming (although both the Latin ‘‘imagination’’ and the
Greek ‘‘fantasia’’ often connote image production) diverts attention from Vico’s
actual aim. In psychology, this goes as far as to reduce imagination to imagery. This

is the reason for my inclination to use Vico’s term fantasia rather than imagination. I
wish to thank David Carré and Carlos Cornejo for pointing this out to me.

15. This notion of koine aisthesis has been schematically introduced in Rojas (2015).
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Abstract

These excellent papers by Pablo Rojas and Mariagrazia Grantella, both in their own very

different ways, begin to bring into view aspects of our social psychological functioning

that Descartes’ mechanical–mathematical world view has occluded, i.e., made rationally

invisible to us. They both emphasize the degree to which we have our being within

already flowing, intra-mingling, strands of both physical and social activities that influ-

ence us more than we can influence them. Rojas’ interest is in our coming to feel so ‘‘at

home,’’ so to speak, in moving around on a piano keyboard, that we can come to relate

to it as we relate to our own vocal tracts in singing—skills that we can develop (but not

easily) by rigorous training. Grantella too, in turning to Vico’s notion that the early

people’s ‘‘were almost entirely body, and practically not at all reflection,’’ makes a similar

point: we need to replace our rationalistic interest in abstract entities with an interest in

origins and processes, and to focus on our human ways of being and of living our lives. My

only point of criticism of these two excellent paper is that I think that they still start too

late in the day.

Keywords

Vico, corporeal imagination, imaginative universals, sensory topics, poetic wisdom

Luca Tateo has asked me to comment on some of the articles in this special issue of
Culture & Psychology on Vico and Imagination. I have chosen just two that I see as
connected with each other: Rojas’s (2015) article on becoming one with one’s own
musical instrument, and Grantella’s (2015) article on imaginative universals and
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human cognition. I have chosen these because, as I see it, at last, a movement is
again beginning (like the one in the late 1960s early 1970s) expressive of our need to
attend to what the Cartesian view of our human reality has excluded. With
Descartes’ (1968) Discours of 1637, thoughtful human beings encountered for the
first time the notion of a strictly mechanical and mathematical universe, and the
idea that they could make themselves ‘‘master and possessors on nature’’ (p. 78) by
the use of such rationalistic methods— and that urge, to try to exert an almost total
control of the conditions of our own lives, has clearly proven almost irresistible.

But as Cassirer (1960) points out, this view of things is ‘‘a terminus ad quem, not
a terminus a quo—an end, not a beginning’’ (p. 103). As such, it leaves us in
ignorance of the fact that, although the world made us, and not we it, we have
no idea of how we have come to develop, not into many different living species, but
into a single living species with so many different ways of being-in-the-world,
with so many different cultures and languages. Neo-Darwinianism has come up
with absolutely nothing by way of an answer to this question of human cultures
(see Ingold & Palsson, 2013, p. 5).

What seems so special about us as human beings, is our still indeterminate,
unfinished nature; the fact that so much of what is of importance to us exists
not only in relation to what else is around it and us but also in our sense that
there is always a something more beyond it. Thus, the nature of our institutions
is, as Vico (1744/1968) puts it, ‘‘nothing more but their coming into being (nasci-
mento) at certain times and in certain guises’’ (para. 147).1 In other words, our
being human does not just happen to us, it is a task that we must turn to afresh in
each new day; nothing in our living worlds is just a mechanical repeat of a
past event. Yet we have, so to speak, inescapably entrapped ourselves within a
whole way of looking at ourselves and our surroundings as consisting only of
‘‘God-created matter,’’ composed of ‘‘different separate parts’’ in motion ‘‘accord-
ing to his established laws’’ (Descartes, 1637/1968, p. 62), i.e., to see everything
always as having had its beginnings in how we see things now.

Indeed, the fact is, this rationalistic view of things—of the world and of our-
selves as consisting only in configurations of self-contained, atomic parts, all
only linked together (if at all) by sets of abstract laws, rules, or principles—is
utterly inadequate to how we in fact live our lives. For we only live as participants
within particular social groups, with their own cultures and language; we owe our
very way of being and surviving in the world to that fact; we are born as it were,
unadapted, adapted only to growing up in this, that, or some other culture as a
result of the flowing, communicative activities within which we are immersed.
Indeed, in being immersed in currents of activity that affect us as much, if not
more, than we can affect them, we can often find movements of feeling occurring
within us which are first undifferentiated as to whether they have their source in
ourselves, in others around us, or in previous generations.

Indeed, as Rojas (MS, p. 3) points out with respect to all our skills: ‘‘Every skill
is thus immersed in a tradition and carries a particular style to which the practi-
tioner adheres by re-appropriating these practical and symbolic gestures and
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adapting them to her or his own corporeality’’; and he goes on to make the most
important remark that: ‘‘A musician’s apprenticeship is thus guided by norms
that determine the gravitational centre of collective musical practices hic et nunc’’
(MS, p. 15)2—as if, as practitioners come to dwell more and more fully within a
practice, they come to possess, as it were, a mental plumb line enabling them to
sense their departures from the ‘‘gravitational requirements’’ of the practice, its
telos. Yet, our currently dominant rationalistic attitudes of mind and habits of
thought prevent us from recognizing this fact as, so to speak, a ‘‘landmark
fact,’’3 as a guiding fact along the way in the achievement of an end. For such
‘‘facts’’ can serve no function at all for us as merely rational problem solvers.

The wholly corporeal imagination of the first peoples

Clearly, however, Grantella and Rojas are having none of this. They both want to
go back to beginnings, to those activities at work in our living, bodily relations,
both with each other and with all the othernesses occurring in our surroundings, to
examine what is involved in our coming to ‘‘understandings’’ of those relations that
matter to us, that have a meaning for us in our conduct of living activities. They
both want to ‘‘get inside,’’ so to speak, those activities in which our sense of
‘‘rightness’’ and ‘‘wrongness,’’ of ‘‘fittingness’’ and ‘‘unfittingness,’’ of ‘‘matching
a sought after ideal’’ or ‘‘not,’’ are at work; their task is to articulate first-person
accounts of what it is like4 to recognize a ‘‘lack’’ in one’s life, and also, what
‘‘trying’’ to alleviate that lack is like. They have recognized that we need before-
the-fact, rather than after-the-fact accounts (Shotter, 2015).

We cannot articulate such accounts in third-person external observer, objective
terms, we can only do it poetically, because our task is not to say what such tryings
look like as patterns out in the world, but what they feel like within the person
trying so to act. We need to get a feel, both for the nature of their distinct initial
motivations, as well as for the possible directions in which they might go to alleviate
the ‘‘lack,’’ the ‘‘something more’’ they feel they need. This is not, and cannot at all
be, a matter of generalities, a matter of simply doing again what was successful the
time before. For such ‘‘lacks,’’ such ‘‘needs’’ are quite specific to a moment in
history. Thus, the task is to do what has never been done before; unique tryings
involving geographical and temporal particularities are at issue; initially, it is a
matter of making use of whatever availabilities happen to exist at particular
times in particular places.

As Rojas (MS, p. 16) points out, this is where Vico’s account of the imaginative
powers of mythic forms of expression can come to play a crucial role. For, almost
paradoxically, Vico (1744/1968)5 claims that his ‘‘imaginative metaphysics shows
that man becomes all things by not understanding, homo non intelligendo fit omnia.
For when man understands, he extends his mind to comprehend things; but when
he does not understand he makes them out of himself, and by transforming himself,
becomes them’’ (para. 405). In other words, when we understand, we merely elab-
orate what we are already familiar with; whereas, when we do not understand, we
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bring into existence new forms of experience, new movements of feeling; and we
give them expression by relating aspects of ourselves to those movements.

And in doing this, we can make a first move away from being creatures of
impulse to creatures of meanings, to sensings of likeness that can be meant and
understood as one-and-the-same in countless different circumstances. For in relat-
ing aspects of our surroundings to aspects of ourselves, we can gain a possibly
useful orientational or relational sense of how yet-unnamed ‘‘things’’ can be (her-
meneutically)6 given a meaning by being placed in functional relation to the rest of
our body as a whole, i.e., we can act in relation to them in ways similar to how we
might act toward as bodily aspect of ourselves. Vico (1744/1968) gave examples of
‘‘head for the top or beginning; the brow and shoulders of a hill; the eyes of needles
and of potatoes; mouth for any opening; . . . of farmers of Latium [saying]
the fields were thirsty . . . and our rustics [speaking] of plants making love’’
(para. 405) and so on.

In fact, it is worth mentioning—as Rojas is in fact exploring a wholly corporeal
achievement on Sudnow’s (1978) part—that Vico (1744/1968) not only sees the
‘‘the master key’’ of his science as lying in the fact that ‘‘the early gentile people,
by a demonstrated necessity of nature, were poets who spoke in poetic characters’’
(para. 34)7 but also that ‘‘they [the first men of the gentile nations] in their robust
ignorance, did it by virtue of a wholly corporeal imagination. And because it was
quite corporeal, they did it with marvellous sublimity, a sublimity such and so great
that it excessively perturbed the very persons who by imagining did the creating, for
they were called ‘poets’, which is Greek for ‘creators’’’ (para. 376). Thus, what
matters to us at this point (in relation to our concern with the origins of human
cultures and language), is not whether what we say about the ‘‘things’’ in question
here is true or not, but with whether all the others around us can anticipate, at least
partially, our actions, and thus coordinate their activities in with ours (and we in
with theirs). For the important fact about poetic (and musical) forms of expression
is that they can work to produce concerted social activities.

Rojas describes the felt importance of such anticipations to us as individuals, in
organizing the sequential flow of our practical activities (like piano playing) very
nicely, in noting that: ‘‘anticipation also means that at every moment I am
immersed in an already (partially) circumscribed space that provides a support
for subsequent configurations in the perceptual field. Despite its continuous trans-
formational character, the structure of such field supposes an implied coherence
(or a striving toward it). This anticipatory motion belongs to the spontaneous
search for continuity, and outlines a readiness for action that redirects my
course of action/perception’’ (MS, p. 9). But as Rojas (MS, p. 12) also makes
clear, to see our expressive and thus communicative activities in this light, is to
give them a central function in our inquiries into the origins of human cultural ways
of being, an orientational role that is completely ignored in Descartes’ rationalistic
approach.

But to go even further, as we come to be more fully ‘‘at one,’’ so to speak, with
the materials and instruments of our practices, with musical instruments, for
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instance, we can become more and more sensitive to the fact that ‘‘musical gestures
are pregnant with an idiosyncratic physiognomy,’’ for in its expressive movements,
music can be perceived as ‘‘gloomy, cheerful, solemn, obscure, light, menacing,
jazzy, cool, etc., just as timbres are perceived as pointy, round, tight, and so
forth’’ (MS, p. 12). A whole set of felt nuances become available to us as practi-
tioners, just as in our utterances and writings. And to go even further still, we can
also begin to sense a lack. As Rojas notes in relation to a difficulty Sudnow encoun-
tered at one stage in his self-development: ‘‘The difficulty was to successfully
convey where he wanted to go with his hands ‘singingly’. It was as if his ‘handful’
anticipation of the melody did not always match the place he wanted to go’’
(MS, p. 6)—where here, of course, as I mentioned above, Sudnow was sensing
that there was a something more worth aiming at in his practice beyond what he
had achieved so far.8

Deeply memorable events as shared ‘‘rootings’’

But in pursuit of this end, we are still not yet quite home and dry. As I see it,
Rojas’s discussion still begins too late in the day, when we are able to exert a fair
degree of deliberate control over our own activities. The experiences we considered
are still too well differentiated. Earlier, as mere creatures of impulse, as Vico (1744/
1968) realized, ‘‘the minds of the first men of the gentile world took things one at a
time, being in this respect little better than the minds of beasts, for which each
new sensation cancels the last one’’ (para. 703)—it must have been as if they are
living in an undifferentiated now. To develop into creatures of meanings, mythically
and poetically, we still need to consider the world’s actions on us. We need an
account of a beginning event so powerful that can it work to arouse, not only
shared feelings in a shared circumstance but also an event giving rise to a spontan-
eously responsive expression by all involved—and furthermore, an event so memor-
able that people can return to it and find it again within themselves, while
discovering also that others all feel the same way.

In his search for such an event, rather than merely hypothesizing, Vico (1744/
1968) pondered on what he calls ‘‘the civil history’’ of the saying ‘‘From Jove
the muse began’’ (para. 391). And in trying to imagine back to its origins, Vico
imagines, as Grantella points out, ‘‘human beings in the state of nature as enor-
mous beasts (bestioni) with deformed bodies that symbolize the force of the senses
and the penury of the intellect’’ (MS, p. 14), who are suddenly subjected to the
powerful event of thunder.

As we have seen above, in their earliest beginnings, such beings expressed their
understandings of their experiences not only corporeally but also, remarkably,
poetically: In fleeing in fear to their caves to shelter from the thunder, the fear
they experienced, according to Vico, was not just any old generalized fear but, as
we might now say, it was a fear with an intentionality to it, a fear of something.

Although thunder is frightening, as it does not call for any immediate practical
response to it, after a while, they could have adapted to it. But they did not. Their
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corporeally expressed fear seemed, poetically, to be a fear of something beyond the
thunder. Taking the ancient saying that the muse began from Jove seriously, Vico
suggested that fear of thunder could indeed be a paradigm for the first ‘‘sensory
topic’’ (para. 495),9 the first fixed reference point that people can find again within
themselves and know that others feel the same way too.

What the ‘‘inner mechanisms’’ might be making such a realization possible, was
not Vico’s concern here; his concern was with our human ways of being and of
making sense of things, and with how these ways can shape and organize our
subsequent actions and developments. Thus he says, often ‘‘when men are ignorant
of the natural causes producing things, . . . they attribute their own nature to them’’
(para. 180). And in this instance, they attribute their fear to the anger of a being like
themselves but much more powerful; later, he continues: ‘‘Thus it was fear which
created gods in the world; not fear awakened in men by other men, but fear
awakened in men by themselves’’ (para. 382)—a fear expressed in the character
of people’s bodily activities together in shared circumstances. A ‘‘sensory topic’’ is
thus established among them, a common feeling in relation to a common circum-
stance, which is expressed by them acting in the same way in the same
circumstance.

I have spent some time on this issue as it seems to me that Grantella still moves too
rapidly to suggest that Vico’s very important notion of imaginative universals is the
‘‘master key’’ of his new science. As I see it, solely corporeal activities precede their
emergence, and we still do not understand sufficiently what, so to speak, our bodies do
for us, without our having to acquire such capacities and capabilities by our own
deliberate efforts. But to ‘‘enter into’’ such strange and still undifferentiated worlds
of continuously flowing activities, we really do need extreme kinds of imaginative
efforts. So although, as Grantella suggests, the issue with Vico’s new science, is ‘‘to
displace the rationalistic interest in abstract entities with the interest in origins and
processes, and to focus on the human ways of being and living their lives’’ (MS, p.
18)—a program I fully support—prior to a focus on imaginative universals, we need to
try to focus on the even earlier conditions making their emergence possible.

Finally, in this section, I would like to focus for a moment on Grantella’s dis-
cussion of Vico’s notion of ingenium, and on what he has to say about how the
third book of Vico’s new science, Discovery of the True Homer, as an exemplifica-
tion of how Vico’s ‘‘poetic wisdom’’ can be applied in our coming to an under-
standing of what is involved in our creating cultures, each with their own particular
common sense (sensus communis), among ourselves.

As Grantella points out, ‘‘in De antiquissima Italorum sapientia (On the Most
Ancient Wisdom of the Italians) Vico defines it as ‘the faculty that connects dispar-
ate and diverse things’ (Vico 1710/1988, p. 96)’’ (MS, p. 10), and he goes on to
remark that it is a ‘‘native ability [of human beings] to make connections’’ (MS, p.
8). However, he introduces ingenium by suggesting that it is very difficult to trans-
late it into our modern languages. This may be so, but it is not difficult, it seems to
me, to see in it clear similarities to some of our more modern notions, in particular,
what we call hermeneutics.
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The process involved here is well known: It begins with one’s immersion within a
particular to-be-understood whole in its full individuality—known globally to be of
a certain kind (if a text, as a novel, poem, textbook, etc.)—and it then proceeds to
specify or articulate, in a back-and-forth movement, an order adapted to the undis-
torted accommodation of a sequence of fragmentary events as one moves around
within that original mystifying whole. What each part is, is understood by it now
having a part to play, a function, a ‘‘place’’ within the larger order ‘‘created’’ to
accommodate it. And as Grantella emphasizes, to repeat, this seems to be ‘‘an
innate human capacity to grasp similarities or relationships’’ (p. 11). Recognizing
that it is an innate capacity of our bodies to do this, is of the utmost importance.

No wonder that Vico said of this discovery that it ‘‘has cost us the persistent
research of almost all our literary life, because with our civilized natures we mod-
erns cannot at all imagine and can understand only by great toil the poetic nature
of these first men’’ (para. 34). For clearly, it is the prior existence of this capacity,
that in fact makes all our reflective inquiries possible that—in our obsession with
only conducting our thought within single, systematic orders of connectedness—is
totally ignored in all of them. For seemingly, paradoxically, it works to combine
what at first seems to be disparate fragments of expressive movements out in the
world to create within us meaningful wholes, organized expressive movements of
feeling within us. As Gadamer (2000) puts it: ‘‘We accept the fact that the subject
presents different aspects of itself at different times or from different standpoints.
We accept the fact that these, aspects do not simply cancel one another out as
research proceeds, but are like mutually exclusive conditions that exist by them-
selves and combine only in us’’ (p. 284); and all this just happens within us, without
any deliberate efforts on our part causing it to happen.

The creative nature of this hermeneutical process is pervasive. As Grantella notes
(MS, p. 22), Vico (1744/1968) is quite clear that the early peoples, ‘‘which were
almost entirely body, and practically not at all reflection, would all have been vivid
sensation in perceiving particulars, strong imagination in apprehending them and
enlarging them, sharp invention in relating them to their imaginative genera, and
robust memory in retaining them. It is true that these faculties appertain to the
mind, but they have their roots in the body and draw strength from it. Hence
memory is the same as the imagination. . .’’ (para. 819). And clearly, it is in
‘‘mulling over,’’ as it were, one’s memory of such ‘‘striking’’ events as thunder,
that one comes to organize what at first was merely a particular bewildering event,
into an event with its own particular character or physiognomy.

The just happening nature of this hermeneutical-like process within us is crucial.
Originating within us as a result of ingenium, or as sensory topics—or as I am now
suggesting, as particular hermeneutical unities—they provide the ‘‘rootings,’’ the
‘‘anchor points,’’ the ‘‘dynamic stabilities,’’ to which members of a social group can
return to, time and again, in organizing other of their experiences in relation to
them. While Descartes’ rationalistic methods work in terms of axioms, a set of self-
evident truths as starting points for our reasoning within one or another
well-defined logical framework, Vico’s concern is more primary. For as we saw
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above, such stabilities can function as shared ‘‘rootings’’ in people’s efforts at
organizing their social lives together; until they can relate to each other in an
organized fashion, such forms of reasoning would lack all currency.

Conclusion: The importance of our embodied
‘‘background’’ understandings

Thus, to bring this too short a commentary on these two fascinating article to an
end, I want to briefly explore how certain shared understandings, which may or
may not be true, can nonetheless play such an important role in our further human
development? What seems to be crucial, is that they give rise, not only to a shared
structure of anticipations but also to a shared set of ‘‘rootings,’’ ‘‘anchor points,’’
‘‘loci,’’ or ‘‘topics–topoi’’ in relation to which all in a social group can sense both
‘‘where’’ they might be ‘‘placed’’ at any one moment in a joint enterprise, as well as
‘‘where next’’ they might go. They can also seem, it seems, to give rise ‘‘standards,’’
to ‘‘ideals,’’ to a gravitational (Rojas) sense a ‘‘rightness’’ in the doing of some-
thing—for as always unfinished beings, the more we become practised in a par-
ticular activity, the more we can sense that there is ‘‘a still more’’ to be attained if
we are to ‘‘get it right.’’10

Thus, what both Rojas and Grantella succeed in doing in their accounts, is to
show the importance of Vico’s notion of phanthasia and imaginative universals;
without the ‘‘more’’ continually sought by our forebears, from the earliest times,
up to and still in the present moment, we would still be worldly beings of impulse
immersed in a still undifferentiated ‘‘now,’’ rather than human beings living in
meaningful human worlds very largely of our own devising. But what I think
both miss in their accounts, as I have already indicated, is the much needed meta-
phor of a spontaneously occurring hermeneutical-like processes, creating within us,
not generalities, but different, particular, imaginative universals—a process enabling
us to sense similarities and likenesses, as well as differences, in our efforts at trying
to make sense of events occurring to us.

In connecting disparate and diverse things, such particular unities, as Grantella
points out, are quite unlike the abstract concepts formulated in terms of a multi-
plicity of particular things whose features or properties are, in general, common to
a whole set of different circumstances (MS, p. 6). They are each particular unities
formed from a collection of, in fact, unmerged particularities, within which the
particularities are interlinked with each other without losing their particularity.11

To the extent that they consist in people’s expressions, within a particular circum-
stance, they are organized into a unique structure of particular feelings of antici-
pation, which can in fact guide us in our uttering of meaningful talk in relation to
that circumstance. As Rojas puts it, in an intermediate phase of Sudnow’s
development, as he played, he realized he possessed ‘‘a prospective sense of musical
motion’’ (MS, p. 6), Sudnow exerted ‘‘a forward-hearing engagement’’ (MS, p.
6)—a sensing that I would like to compare with what we can all sense as at
work within us as we make the effort to sequence our words in our speakings.
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Such particular unities—universal in the sense of being used, here, there, and
everywhere to characterize likenesses, similarities, and differences, as well as also
being open to our being able to ‘‘partialed out’’ facets of them to serve particular
purposes in particular contexts—clearly form the ‘‘background’’ to all our more
deliberate, socially intelligible activities. Thus, just as we acquire them spontan-
eously and unconsciously, all unawares, in our continual involvements and engage-
ments with all the others and othernesses around us, so they also become available
to us for making sense of events occurring to us in the same way. And it is no
wonder, of course, that we can call upon them in this way in making sense of our
surroundings, because that is just where they came from in the first place. They
provide a common sense [a sensus communis] enabling us, as members of a social
group, to coordinate our activities in with each other. As Vico (1744/1968) puts it:
‘‘Common sense is judgement without reflection, shared by an entire class, an entire
people, an entire nation, or the entire human race’’ (para. 142).

What Rojas and Grantella show us, then, is that in trying to bring aspects of
Vico’s work to light in the context of a cultural psychology at this moment in
history, in an after-the-fact vocabulary—in which we expect words to have the
same meaning now as they did at some much earlier time—cannot be done.
Such talk misleads us, not only into trying to explore the past as if people then
were mentally as we are now, only less technologically developed, but also into
treating the present and the future as merely a repetition of the past. Whereas, if it
really is the case that each circumstance we meet is unique, then we need, as Vico
did, to do the labourious, before-the-fact imaginative work required to think our-
selves into what it is like to experience living in a still largely undifferentiated,
flowing, wholistic environment in which everything, every ‘‘thing,’’ comes into
being (nascimento) in different circumstances, in its own particular way. In other
words, although after-the-fact of its occurrence, we might name it as this or that
‘‘thing,’’ its meaning for us in our practice as it is coming into being is quite unique.

Finally, what they also show us is that, although we cannot possibly conduct our
inquiries in terms of the abstract generalities demanded by current, rationalistic
Cartesian methods of thought and investigation, this does not leave us bereft of felt
‘‘rootings,’’ of felt ‘‘landmark events,’’ of felt ‘‘plumb-lines’’ of use to us in the
‘‘gravitational field’’ of a practice—all felt with, as James (1890/1950) puts it, ‘‘an
acutely discriminative sense’’ (p. 253). So although, as Rojas points out, the
‘‘physiognomic qualities [of such experiences] are not deciphered, but felt’’ (MS,
p. 17), this does not mean that they cannot be specified and expressed poetically (in
many different media) in terms of likenesses and similarities, along with differences
and comparisons. Thus, Vico (1709/1990),12 as Grantella (MS, p. 24) states, points
out what we must do: We must not simply fit our unique experiences into one or
another preexisting category, but adjust our expression of them by attempting in
our speech and writing to fit the unfolding temporal contours of our utterances fit
the temporal contours of our experiences as they come into being—with the aim of
enabling recipients of texts and talk, to get oriented, to ‘‘get a sense’’ of a circum-
stance of concern both to them and to us. Our coming to work like this within the
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realms of a cultural psychology is not at all easy, it requires the renunciation of
much that we have held dear, and the undertaking of some very strange imagina-
tive work. But we cannot, surely, for much longer, leave these early, creative,
corporeal processes discovered by Vico, ignored and unstudied.
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Notes

1. See also para. 346, in which Vico outlines the task of his new science as that of describ-
ing ‘‘the origins of institutions, divine and human . . . [to] reach those first beginnings
beyond which it is vain curiosity to demand others earlier.’’

2. In short, ‘‘in order to take place, a human activity needs social landmarks that must be
recognised as such by those involved in the activity’’ (op cit, p. 144) (MS, p. 14).

3. The function of a ‘‘landmark fact’’ is in helping us to ‘‘know where we are’’ within a

particular ‘‘landscape of possible places to go’’ in our conduct of a particular practice.
They are only of importance to us, of course, if we accept that we face not one, but two
major difficulties in our lives: Difficulties that we can formulate as problems, which need

solving by the application of rational methods; and difficulties of orientation or ways of
relating, to do with knowing our ‘‘way about’’ (no. 123) and how to ‘‘go on’’ (no. 154)
within a practice (Wittgenstein, 1953).

4. See Nagel (1974): ‘‘ . . . fundamentally an organism has conscious mental states if and
only if there is something that it is like to be that organism . . . ’’ (p. 436).

5. Both Rojas and Grantella use different translations or editions of Vico’s Scienza Nuova
from myself; I have the 1968 edition.

6. I will have more to say about hermeneutical matters in a moment.
7. Grantella jumps straightaway to staying that it was ‘‘Vico’s discovery of Imaginative

Universals’’ (MS, p. 8) that was the master key; but as we shall see, to get from the first

people’s corporeal poetics expressed in their bodily activities to their later linguistic poetic
expressions, a few further steps are required.

8. As Todes (2001) puts it: ‘‘ . . .we begin as a creature of need rather than desire. A need,

unlike a desire, is originally given as a pure restlessness; as the consciousness of one’s
undirected activity. It begins with the sense of . . . an indeterminate lack of something-or-
other, but nothing-in-particular . . . It begins with a sense of loss of something one has
never had . . .Now the whole sense of our exploration and discovery of the world is

prompted by the sense of having been initially lost in the world’’ (pp. 176–177).
9. ‘‘The first founders of humanity applied themselves to a sensory topics, by which they

brought together those properties or qualities or relations of individuals and species

which were so to speak concrete, and from these created their poetic genera’’ (para. 495).
10. Experientially, as we come to ‘‘dwell in’’ a practice, we find something like an inner

compass, a hinge, a ‘‘something’’ that ‘‘stands fast’’ within it that gives a shared direc-

tion, against which each movement can be ‘‘measured’’ as to whether it is giving some
satisfaction or not, in relation to an overall goal. As Wittgenstein (1969) remarks: ‘‘I do
not explicitly learn the propositions that stand fast for me. I can discover them subse-

quently like the axis around which a body rotates. This axis is not fixed in the sense that
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anything holds it fast, but the movement around it determines its immobility’’ (no. 152).
Whether these orientational ‘‘landmarks’’ are wholly appropriate or not, is something
that can be investigated later.

11. They are not a mixture, an amalgam, a blending, or an averaging; indeed, in being ‘‘the
power that fashions the images of things . . . at the same time that it originates and
produces new forms . . . it is this that differentiates the forms of things, sometimes

separating them, at other times mixing them together’’ (Vico, 1699/1993, pp. 42–43).
While focusing on one facet of such a whole, we also seem able to move forward or back
to become aware of others, or even sideways, to see its ‘‘placement’’ as a unity within a

larger landscape of other such unities.
12. Aristotle (1955) was clearly Vico’s teacher here; in his Nicomachean Ethics, he argued

against generalities in the exercise of equity in the law: ‘‘This is why equity, although
just, and better than a kind of justice, is not better than absolute justice . . . the

essential nature of equity . . . is a rectification of law in so far as law is defective
on account of its generality . . .An irregular object has a rule of irregular shape, like
the leaden rule of Lesbian architecture: just as this rule is not rigid but is adapted to

the shape of the stone, so the ordinance is framed to fit the circumstances’’
(Aristotle, 1955, p. 200).
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Abstract

Based on the contributions of Pern, Granatella, and Rojas, I shall develop three Vichian

aspects found in the three papers under the headings affective intentionality, expres-

sivity, and creativity, which, I find, should all be treated as central aspects of mental life as

studied by cultural psychologists.

Keywords
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Mariagrazia Granatella (2015), Tuuli Pern (2015), and Pablo Rojas (2015) have
done us a great service in articulating various aspects of the philosophy of
Giambattista Vico that will be useful for human and social scientists in general
and cultural psychologists in particular. In this commentary, I will highlight a
number of significant points from the three papers and try to develop them into
a framework for cultural psychology. My commentary will thus not be an exercise
in Vico exegesis or scholarship—the three papers do that much more eloquently
than I am capable of—but, in line with the theme of this special issue, to cultivate
the ideas articulated further by using my imagination.

As a reader of books and papers in cultural psychology and related fields, I
rarely find expositions of Vico’s philosophy or even references to his work. This is
strange, because Vico was one of the first thinkers in the Western tradition to
systematically emphasize and develop the idea that history is a human product
(and that humans are historical products); an idea that has been foundational for
much work in cultural historical psychology and social constructionism in recent
decades. When I was a student and studied philosophy and psychology at the
university, I heard of only one aspect of Vico’s work, the so-called verum-factum
principle, which states that we know what we make. Humans can only be said fully
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to know something if they know how they came to make it into what it is. The
principle was formulated in opposition to the philosophy of René Descartes,
according to whom the criterion of truth is that an idea appears as clear and
distinct in the mind of an observer. Truth, in the Cartesian tradition, is thus con-
nected to vision; we know that something is true when we are confronted with it
visually (literally or metaphorically), which is an idea that forms part of what has
been called ‘‘an epistemology of the eye,’’ deeply ingrained in Western science and
philosophy (Brinkmann & Tanggaard, 2010). For Vico, however, truth does not
spring from observation or ‘‘seeing,’’ but from creation and invention. This has
been called ‘‘an epistemology of the hand,’’ connecting knowledge to doing and
making, which found its most forceful expression in American pragmatism. For
Vico, we can thus obtain truths about what we make (e.g. history, culture, etc.), but
not about what we simply observe. Knowing and doing are connected, and from
this follows the intriguing idea that it is human rather than natural science that has
the potentials of giving us true knowledge. For the human world of cultural mean-
ings is created by us.

Unsurprisingly, modern constructivists have referred to Vico on this point, and
one of the few psychologists to have used his ideas systematically is John Shotter
(1993). Shotter quotes with approval Vico’s critique of the natural sciences as a
model for all inquiry: ‘‘in expending so much effort on the natural sciences, we
neglect ethics, and in particular that part which deals with the nature of the human
mind, its passions, and how they are related to civil life and eloquence’’ (Vico, 1982,
p. 41). Vico attacked what he called ‘‘the new geometric methods’’ of the Cartesians
(Shotter, 1993, p. 150), because these methods (what many would refer to as ‘‘posi-
tivist’’ in later times) glossed over the practical and ethical dimensions of human
life and the knowledge we may obtain about it. Human life is based on a practical
common sense (sensus communis), i.e. on socially shared identities of feeling created
in the flow of activities between people (p. 54). A paradigm situation of common
sense, Shotter explains, is when everybody runs to take shelter from thunder, and
the embodied response to the sound gives a shared sense to the shared circum-
stance. Historically, for Vico, the imaginative universal in this case is Jove
(or Jupiter), ‘‘the image of a giant speaking giant words’’ (p. 54) that gives
shared significance to the experienced situation. Again, and contrary to ‘‘the epis-
temology of the eye,’’ this has not to do with ‘‘seeing’’ in common, but rather with
feeling and acting in common, as Shotter makes clear (p. 55).

After these initial comments, I shall develop three Vichian aspects found in the
three papers under the headings affective intentionality, expressivity, and creativity,
which, I find, should all be treated as central aspects of mental life as studied by
cultural psychologists.

The affective intentionality of mental life

In her comparative reading of Vico and Thomas Hobbes, Tuuli Pern (2015)
highlights the role of imagination in sensemaking. According to Pern, both
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Vico and Hobbes approach imagination as having a sensory basis, and, for Vico,
sense itself is a form of thought. Pern generalizes this idea to all mental activity and
says that sensory perception is the source of all mental life. This is well known in
the case of Hobbes, who, as an empiricist of sorts, believed that all our ideas are
derived from sensation, but the idea is present in Vico in its own way. For Vico
argued that feelings precede perceptions, which again precede reflections. At the
bottom (if this is a useful metaphor) of mental life lies affectivity. Importantly, this
is not, however, a brute and blunt form of affectivity, but rather one that bestows
the world with meaning. A body-based affect is what enables objects and situations
to appear as meaningful for experiencing human beings. This idea was also devel-
oped by pragmatist psychologists such as John Dewey, and, in recent years, by
people like Mark Johnson (2007). Like Vico, Johnson is also interested in the role
played by metaphors in mental life, and Pern refers to Vico’s characterization of
metaphors as ‘‘fables in brief.’’ A metaphor is thus a way that meanings are
organized based on affective semiosis. Pern quotes Salvatore and Freda saying
that affective semiosis operates through as well as of the body. As Johnson also
argues, there is a bodily basis of metaphors and thus of meanings. We imagine
through and with our bodies, because metaphors are grounded in embodied experi-
ence. It means that imagination ‘‘is the active force of sensemaking, tied to the
environment by the affect and kept in contact with the past states by memory’’
(Pern, 2015, p. 172).

The first aspect to single out—going back to Vico but with important conse-
quences for cultural psychology—is thus that mental life is grounded not in passive,
intellectual observation of the world (to which affect is added as in Descartes’
philosophy), but rather in affective sensemaking, out of which more reflective
ways of relating to the world may grow. If (cultural) psychology should take this
Vichian starting point seriously, it would have to begin its investigations of mental
life with ‘‘affective intentionality,’’ recognizing that things are meaningful because
they matter to people, and they matter because we are literally affected by them.
Human beings, from this perspective are not disembodied, reflecting intellects
(like in the model favored by many cognitive scientists over the past decades),
but flesh-and-blood creatures, who primarily know the world through feeling,
properly conceived, i.e. feelings not as mechanical reactions, but rather as sense-
making processes. If so, we must discard stimulus-response models of mental life
and instead posit a view of human beings as actively (and affectively) making sense
of the world, and, in the process, creating what we might think of as ‘‘stimuli,’’
something that was also long emphasized by Dewey (see the famous article on the
reflex arc, Dewey, 1896).

The expressivity of mental life

The next term that I will focus on is expressivity, which is a term in genetics, but
here I use it to refer to the idea that mental life is not based on some inner mental
representations, but instead lives in the ways in which it is expressed—bodily,
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verbally, and by all kinds of other mediators. In his study of the engagement
between a musical practitioner and her instrument, Pablo Rojas (2015) directs
our attention to the idea of practical topography—an orientation to the ‘‘land-
scape’’ (or perhaps ‘‘taskscape’’ to borrow a term from Tim Ingold, 1993, referring
to the pattern of dwelling activities) afforded by the practical contexts in which we
live. In the case of music making, the practical topography is built upon the ges-
tures and movements afforded by the instrument, as Rojas makes clear, and it goes
hand-in-hand with the idea of a continuous field between instrument, sound, and
auditory imagination. Playing an instrument is clearly an expressive process, and it
may serve as a paradigm for numerous kinds of human activity. Ultimately, mental
life is not based on rule-following, but rather on embodied skills, as also Hubert
Dreyfus has argued for decades now in his phenomenology of skills acquisition,
with particular inspiration from Heidegger (Dreyfus, 1991). Rojas writes that the
development of a skill is grounded in the appropriation of a tacit structure where
tools become an extension of one’s own corporality. When a novice is taught to
play an instrument, for example, the learner will initially learn rules and proced-
ures, and these can even be written down explicitly in a book. But once the learner
becomes more skilled, the practice of playing can no longer be expressed as explicit
rules, and this is particularly evident (for obvious reasons) when considering
improvisational playing, e.g. in jazz. The melodic structure is here created as the
musicians go along, playing together, and although they have learned techniques
and scales beforehand, these are transformed from fixed routes into invitations
afforded by the music in a temporal process: ‘‘The scale becomes less of a stable
route to be followed, and more of an enabler to go from place to place,’’ says Rojas
(2015, p. 210), and he continues with the observation that whether some note in a
solo is heard as a mistake or not, for example, will depend on the subsequent notes
that feed the phrase. Nothing simply is a mistake—considered in and of itself—but
can appear to be so—or the opposite—depending on the order of music unfolded
around it. Good musicians, perhaps, are able to make what could have been mis-
takes into creative potentials in the melodic structure. Generalizing this point to
mental life as such, we can say that something never simply is this or that thought,
emotion, or action, for it all depends on the order unfolded around it. We must give
up all forms of essentialism concerning mental life and see it as embedded in social,
practical, and temporal contexts.

Rojas ends his phenomenology of musical practice by arguing in Vichian mode
that the constitution of a practical topography entails an imaginative exercise. We
orient ourselves in the world in general—and not just when playing a musical
instrument—by way of imagination. Through imagination things present them-
selves ‘‘in their animated, expressive modality,’’ as Rojas (2015, p. 224) says.
Thus, the affective sensemaking that Pern thematized in her paper must be seen
as always already expressive; there is an expressive character of experience, and this
can be seen as a second very important point for (cultural) psychology. It was also
made by Ludwig Wittgenstein, for example when he tried to demonstrate that
language (e.g. ‘‘I am in pain’’) does not represent an inner, psychological reality,
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but rather is an expression of the phenomenon it is concerned with (Wittgenstein,
1953). Thus, saying ‘‘I am in pain’’ is, on Wittgenstein’s analysis equivalent to
saying ‘‘ouch!,’’ and it ‘‘represents’’ the pain just as little as the ‘‘ouch!’’ does
(namely not at all). And so it is with many (perhaps most) dimensions of mental
life—it is deeply expressive (rather than representative), but although its expressiv-
ity is normally meaningful, its meaning cannot in most cases be described in terms
of rules or mechanical procedures. Like when playing improvisational jazz, we
make up the script of mental life as we go along. This does not happen in a void
or out of the blue, for there are of course rich repertoires (i.e. historical traditions)
of scales, techniques, harmonies, etc. to invoke, but the point is that these do not
determine their own application (just as Wittgenstein would insist that no rule
dictates its own application). Returning to Vico, Rojas argues that ‘‘expressivity
serves as an invitation to reclaim a sensorium commune’’ (2014, p. 17)—an affective
togetherness that is clearly evident in collective musicking (to borrow a term from
Small, 1998).

The creativity of mental life

So far, we have seen that the analyses of Pern and Rojas (on my reading) invite us
to think of mental life in terms of affective intentionality and expressivity. This is
quite different from the standard psychological picture, according to which the
mind (as some ‘‘inner thing’’) is conceived as a representational device, i.e. as
some kind of cognitive apparatus operating according to certain rules. On the
standard account, as favored by many cognitive scientists, it seems that we have
bodies and sociocultural life only by accident, whereas we in fact have mental life
(as we actually know it) only because we have bodies and sociocultural life. On the
Vichian account, it turns out that imagination is the faculty we use to construct a
meaningful world, as Granatella (2015, p. 190) emphasizes, and thereby a founda-
tional psychological process. Imagination is not some psychological icing on a
cognitive cake, but rather like the flour that goes into baking a cake (mental life)
in the first place. Granatella shows how this goes counter to a foundational idea in
Western philosophy inaugurated by Plato, who placed imagination at the bottom
of the epistemological hierarchy, furthest away from proper knowledge (2014, p. 5).
We must thus ‘‘pass beyond the historical duality between science and imagin-
ation’’ (p. 8), and the Vichian notion of ‘‘imaginative universal’’ is crucial in this
regard, pointing toward a felt, lived, and experienced meaningful reality.
Granatella links this idea with cultural psychology and its emphasis on the fact
that culture is what we ourselves make (p. 20). A science of culture in this sense is of
course itself cultural, explaining the process of self-constitution. Granatella quotes
with approval Valsiner, who says that ‘‘We create culture and—through it—our-
selves’’ (p. 22). Vico argued similarly that the world of civil society has been made
by us, which is why its principles are to be found ‘‘within the modifications of our
own human mind’’ (p. 22).
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In the spirit of Vico (I hope), I would like to end with a bit of metaphorical
thinking, building on the imagery of humans creating culture—and thereby them-
selves. An important word here is ‘‘create.’’ If the ability to create is fundamental
for mental life in this way, then how should this kind of creativity be understood?
What does it mean that humans ‘‘create culture’’ (and themselves)? With reference
to Lewis Mumford (1961), Zygmunt Bauman has argued that there are two rad-
ically different ways of conceiving of creating the new (Bauman, 2004). The first
way is captured by the metaphor of mining. When mining, the new ‘‘cannot be
born unless something is discarded, thrown away or destroyed’’ (p. 21). One finds
the pure metals by removing what is around them, and this process does not change
the metals in any way. It only purifies by discarding what is not needed. Bauman
refers to the famous answer given by Michelangelo when he was asked how he
obtained the beauty of his sculptures: ‘‘Simple,’’ Michelangelo replied, ‘‘You just
take a slab of marble and cut out all the superfluous bits’’ (p. 21). This statement
from the great Renaissance artist can be seen to capture the mentality of the
modern world that followed (at least on Bauman’s reading): Creation is related
to destruction and waste.

This is wholly unlike the other metaphor of creation and creativity articulated
by Mumford and Bauman, which is farming. Unlike mining, agriculture is a pro-
cess in which humans cultivate nature in order to obtain in benefits, and this cannot
simply be done by discarding or removing elements. It is done by attending to the
land in a cyclical process of fertilizing, harvesting, etc. If mining is purely inter-
actional (the human subject interacts with the metals), farming is transactional in
the sense that subject and object are co-constitutive and mutually dependent, both
changing (themselves and the other) in the transactional process. The farmer sur-
vives by consuming the products of agriculture, which grow the way they do
because of the activities of the farmer and so on. . ..

To farming and mining we may add a third metaphor of creativity, which comes
easily to mind in our times: Designing. When designing—especially when a design
process in architecture is abstracted from concrete materials and done through
computers—we think of creativity as a purely intellectual exercise. The designer
has ‘‘something in mind’’ and designs it (and it may subsequently be produced and
consumed). Designing emphasizes the cognitive capacity of the subject to freely
create.

The three metaphors each emphasize an aspect of the creative process in par-
ticular, and express different views of the relation of human beings to their worlds
in general. With reference to Dewey, the three views can be called self-action
(designing), inter-action (mining), and trans-action (farming), respectively (see my
analysis in Brinkmann, 2013). They also more or less correspond to the different
philosophies of constructivism (the powers of the self-enclosed mind to design real-
ity), realism (the essence of things are ‘‘out there’’ and can be mined with relevant
methods), and what we may term mutualism (subject and object, knowing and the
known, each make each other up; see Still & Good, 1998, who discuss the ontology
of mutualism).
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The first view (designing) focuses on what is ‘‘inside’’ the subject (e.g. an idea)
and which is then realized more or less unidirectionally while the second (mining)
approaches subject and object—creater and world—as separate, yet interacting,
entities. In my view, both of these capture only moments in the life process,
which, as a whole, must be characterized as transactional (cf. farming). As Vico
and the cultural psychologists rightly claim, we create culture and are created by
culture—or, to go back to the metaphor expressing the transactional viewpoint, we
‘‘farm’’ culture (build it, use it, live on it, tend to it), which simultaneously support
our lives as resources that enable us to think, feel, and act. As a fundamental
feature of mental life, creativity thus never happens ‘‘out of the blue,’’ but
always in a transactional process, and I believe that this is something Vico
would accept, and definitely something that should inform the kind of cultural
psychology that we need to imagine. We have plenty of psychologies built upon
the metaphors of designing and mining, and it is now time to turn to farming and
respect the mutualism of mental life and world, however difficult this is after
centuries of misguided philosophical thinking. Perhaps Vico would be one
author to turn to for a more adequate view of imagination, culture, and mental life.
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From Vico to the
sociocultural imagination

Tania Zittoun
University of Neuchâtel, Switzerland

Abstract

The papers by Mariagrazia Granatella (2015), Tuuli Pern (2015) and Pablo Rojas (2015),

invited by Tateo (2015) engage in a dialogue with the texts of Giambattisto Vico, a

philosopher from the 18th century. In this commentary, focusing on imagination, I first

follow the authors’ effort to show the compatibility between Vico’s ideas and current

cultural psychology; I then highlight two issues of particular interest emerging from this

dialogue.

Keywords

Vico, imagination, music, body, semiotic mediation

Still nowadays, the Americans call God anything that goes beyond their limited

intelligence.

(Vico, 1725/1993b, p. 131, m.t.)

The papers by Granatella (2015), Pern (2015) and Rojas (2015), invited by Tateo
(2015) engage in a dialogue with us in an unusual way. Written by young scholars
versed in philosophy and semiotics rather than strictly psychology, they propose
their original readings of the texts of Giambattisto Vico, a relatively obscure author
from the 18th century, so as to emphasize his possible contributions to cultural
psychology.

As sociocultural psychologist interested in imagination, I will highlight some of
the points raised by our three authors, amplify them in the light of my reading of
Vico (of which I am, as Brinkmann, 2015, not a scholar myself), and show how not
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only they prefigure some powerful ideas of current psychology, but how they shed
light on ignored routes.

On reading philosophy

As a matter of introduction, I would first to reflect on what it means, as current
cultural psychologists, to ‘‘go back to Vico’’, and on how our three authors have
addressed the task.

Entering in dialogue with authors of the past has many different goals and
reasons. There is certainly a historiographical call, that of understanding how
our current modernity came about, and also to account for authors of the past.
Sometimes, there is also the secret hope of researchers to find forgotten treasures
along the way . . .One main motivation for such exploration is to give justice to
intuitions, models and explanations developed by authors in the past, which have
been forgotten, ignored or forbidden, when they actually could help us to progress
and integrate our fragmentary knowledge (Valsiner, 2012). This is how I under-
stand the attempt made here.

The three papers interrogate Vico’s text in different manner, but all engage in a
real dialogue. Granatella (2015) addresses Vico’s work from a historical stance and
shows its originality and evolution. This genetic perspective culminates in the inter-
esting comparison of two pictures chosen as book covers by the author a few years
apart, revealing the radical transformation of his worldview. Pern (2015) puts
Hobbes and Vico in dialogue, and progressively specifies each of their perspectives,
especially in what regards sense making. Lastly, Rojas (2015) starts to explore the
experience of learning to play music through musicians’ accounts before coming
back to Vico’s propositions. Hence, Vico seems to be an inspiring and stimulating
thinking partner.

Giambattisto Vico’s philosophy highlights some dynamics which, from todays’
perspective, seem to be at the heart of cultural psychology. How these ideas were
transmitted through the history of thought, if they were, or how they came about in
different historical-cultural context, are questions far beyond my reach. Here,
I simply wish to emphasize some of the meetings between Vico and cultural psych-
ology identified by the authors. I then wish to say how, on these points, cultural
psychology might actually learn, or at least, give some more attention to certain
issues raised by such dialogues.

Cultural psychology reading Vico: A development theory
of imagination

Obviously, Vico has a strong theory of imagination as central human capacity,
as the three papers emphasize. Imagination is strongly anchored in, if not moved
by affects, and participates to the dynamic of sense making of experiences
and the world. Imagination, in that sense, partakes to semiotic elaboration
(Pern, 2015).
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As many authors of his time, Vico proposes a theory of mind – his, in various
versions, is based on a distinction between three capacities: memory, imagination
(or fantasy) and ingegno, the capacity ‘‘to connect disparate and diverse things’’
(Granatella, 2015), a synthetic capacity which appears as a form of smartness. Yet,
one of the originality of Vico is his developmental stance – his analyses always take
a temporal perspective, as he is looking for how things come about. This develop-
mental-historical stance on imagination can be observed at three scales or levels of
analysis.

At an ontogenetic level, based on his own autobiographic memories and his
observation of children, Vico has a hypothesis about the role of imagination in
human development. Hence, observing the strength of children’s memory, Vico
suggests that they should learn languages from an early age. Yet, because their
reasoning abilities are still weak, they should be shown examples that can touch
them through their rich and vivid imagination. For this reason ‘‘one must bring
children to study history to children, both the real one and the fabulous one’’ (Vico,
2004, p. 77–78, m.t from French). Reading literature, poetry, or appreciating the
Arts, all support imagination, itself the basis of further elaboration. If Vico has a
theory of the progressive importance of other capacities over imagination, he is
actually one of the rare authors of his time (not to say ours) to encourage people to
cultivate children’s imagination per se, through the use of cultural resources.

At a microgenetic level, Pern retraces Vico’s depiction of the emergence of sense
– ‘‘men at first feel without perceiving, then they perceive with a troubles and
agitated sprit, finally they reflect with a clear mind’’ (Vico, 1984/1744, para.218,
quoted in Pern (2015, p. 166). This, as the author underlines, is very close to
contemporary depiction of semiotic mediation and progressive distanciation in
semiotic approaches to mind (Abbey, 2007; Green, 1999; Salvatore & Zittoun,
2011; Wagoner, Chaudhary, & Hviid, 2014). Rojas (2015), who expands Vico’s
idea of imagination within the embodied practice of music playing, goes further in
this microgenetic depiction. Here, it is the whole trajectory going from an expres-
sive intention, through embodied experience, the exploration of a practical-sound
topography, being guided by it, to creating a musical gestalt which guides further
action, that appears as it unfolds.

At a sociogenetic level, Granatella and Pern (2015) recall Vico’s mythological,
yet convincing demonstration of the role of imagination in the evolution of socie-
ties. At the dawn of history, humans were afraid of the noises and mysteries of
nature; they invented stories of Gods that were expressing their wrath and so they
made sense of the Universe. Myths and legends then become people’s companions,
making their world graspable and containing their emotions. The point is not the
accuracy of historical explanations, but the explanatory power of the idea. Vico’s
point comes back to see complex cultural elements, or even more, cultural systems,
as produced by human experience, put so to say outside of them, and then used by
them to regulate individual and collective life. This point, which has been elegantly
phrased as ‘‘I create you to control me’’ (Valsiner, 1999), can be seen as key in the
mutual construction of culture and human beings.1
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Hence, on these three points, Vico can be read as an author who had the power-
ful intuition of the cultural making of man, and of the role of humans in the
constitution of culture, through a model of thinking and action deeply articulated
to a conception of an historical affective semiosphere. Imagination – as the process
of imagining – appears as one of the possible articulation between the unique
person and society. Humans grow up with a need to make sense to the world
and nourish their affective lives, which they can only do through imagination.
To feed and give substance to imagination, they find cultural elements and semiotic
systems produced by previous generation of humans having to deal with similar
people and crystallised into durable myths, legends and pieces of art; and so they
end up, thanks to the work of imagination, participating to and transforming
culture. Hence, Vico becomes an ally to defend the importance of imagination as
sociocultural process (Pelaprat & Cole, 2011; Valsiner, 2014; Vygotsky, 1994;
Zittoun & Gillespie, 2015; Zittoun et al., 2013).

Expanding cultural psychology

But can we actually learn from reading Vico today? Are there intuitions and ideas
which are worth promoting, and that do not already have better versions in current
thought? One indirect answer to this is that the freshness of Vico appears in the
eyes and words of his young commenters. And so I wish to turn to two points
brought forward by the authors of this special issue and that deserve more atten-
tion in cultural psychology.

First, there has been over the past years a growing attention in cultural psych-
ology for human experience of art. Finding inspiration in the work of Dewey
(1934) and Vygotsky (1971), cultural psychology explores the interaction of the
spectator or audience with literature, music and the arts. Cultural artefacts are seen
as very specific dispositive of guided experience (Benson, 2001; Boesch, 1991;
Klempe, 2009; Kuhn, 2013; Tateo, 2014; Zittoun, 2006, 2013; Zittoun &
Gillespie, 2014). But what about the activity of producing art? Creativity research
has recently addressed this question (Brinkmann, 2015; Csikszentmihalyi, 1997;
Glăveanu & Gillespie, 2014; Lock, 2011; Tanggaard, 2014, 2015). But, as
Vygotsky suggested, imagination is the psychological process involved in creativity
– ‘‘imagination, as the basis of all creative activity, is an important component of
absolutely all aspects of cultural life, enabling artistic, scientific, and technical
creation alike’’ (Vygotsky, 2004, p. 9–10). Creativity, in contrast, always involves
a form of social evaluation of a process or a product (to be said ‘creative’)
(Glăveanu, Gillespie, & Valsiner, 2015). For this reason, the exploration proposed
by Rojas (2015) is powerfully new. Avoiding any normative stance, it describes the
slow process of domesticating an instrument, and turning a relation to a material
object and the gestures that it affords into a series of embedded semiotic system – a
formal mastery of scales, a progressive construction-internalisation of an idiosyn-
cratic tone-language, until a ‘‘tacit integration’’ allowing an exploratory-improvi-
sational process. This exploration, drawing on phenomenological accounts as well
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as on a diversity of philosophical and technical sources, actually offers a notable
contribution to cultural psychology. In effect, beyond the shores of verbal lan-
guage, which usually constitutes the zone of comfort of authors, Rojas proposes
an analysis of an embodied, multimodal, intentional activity, producing and pro-
duced through musical yet meaningful gestalts.

Rojas also suggests that this dynamic process can be seen as a form of embodied
imagination, a convincing proposition. Even more, one might suggest that activities
such as music playing, painting, or also, aikido practice (Gfeller, 2015) demand the
mastery of complex embodied language involving a form of affective topography;
all of them, to be perfected, demand imagination, which is also the condition of
expertise – the display and recreation of these embodied semiotic forms in new
forms. In addition, these embodied imagining may also have, as multimodal activ-
ity, a more mental counterpart, as musician’s report shows (Diep, 2011).

Second, with the development of a critical stance in current psychology, the
moral nature of the discipline appears more clearly, and with it, the ethical impli-
cations of any research or theoretical act (Brinkmann, 2010). As researchers, some
forms of knowledge imply a social responsibility – that of making clear or public, if
not actively promoting, certain ideas or forms of actions. On that line, it is inter-
esting to come back to Granatella’s reading of Vico and her emphasis on the notion
of ‘‘barbarism of reflection’’. As mentioned above, Vico’s theory of mind was based
on a certain idea of the development of children and people; together with it, he
actually had an educational theory. He thus writes that certain educational tech-
niques make the mistake to impose to young minds essentially geometry and math-
ematics. Doing so, he argues, education fails to nourish children’s expressive and
affective needs, and the sort of sensual, affective and imaginative experience on the
basis of which intelligence can be nourished and exerted. As a consequence, their
intelligence dries out and becomes empty. This is thus the germ of the ‘‘barbarism
of reflection’’ – a non-relational, non-experiential rationality (Granatella, 2015).
Also inspired by Vico, Marková (2013) has developed a reflexion on the role of
‘dialogical imagination’ – a rich capacity to think as experiencing human in relation
to others, which she contrasts to a form of monological administrative rationality.
This form of des-humanised reasoning, she suggests, can be seen as much in totali-
tarian states than in the extremely mechanised institutional forms produced by our
liberal economy. The ‘‘barbarism of reflection’’ resembles the same monological,
cold rationality. Through such analysis, one ethical concern emerges: imagination
appears as the condition of our very humanity, residing in our capacity to acknow-
ledge, respect and promote the Other in its singularity, as much as the richness of
the products of experience of Others, that is, culture.

On imagining with Vico

Reading an author of the past, like Vico, demands to plunge in a strange Universe.
In his way of writing and constructing arguments, in his choice of words
and images, Vico departs from more known and accepted thinkers of his time.
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Yet imagining with Vico, retracing his exploration of ancient times, human bes-
tiones and pyramids, following him in his childhood memories, standing his long
contradictions, self-justifications, and needs for recognition, one is invited to
explore a complex and luxuriant world (Vico, 1993a, 1993b, 2004). And hence,
with the kind guidance of Pern, Rojas and Granatella, one cannot come back
totally untouched from such an exploration. As I tried to show, it indeed raises
fundamental questions about the development of ethical human beings, about our
educational systems, as well as about embodied imagination. Altogether, they call
for a reassessment of imagination in human development and the evolution of
societies (Zittoun & Gillespie, 2015).
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Note

1. It was also a very dangerous point to make, for it has brought many of their authors to
lose their community if not their life (hence Spinoza was excommunicated for offering

such a reading of the Deuteronomy in his political-theological treatise).
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Human development in the lifecourse. Melodies of living. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge
University Press.

Author biography

Tania Zittoun is Professor at the Institute of psychology and education at the
University of Neuchâtel, Switzerland, and an Associate Editor of Culture &
Psychology. A developmental psychologist, she is currently studying imagination
as core process in human life and society. Her recent publications include Human
development in the lifecourse: Melodies of living (Cambridge University Press, 2013)
with Jaan Valsiner, Dankert Vedeler, Joao Salgado, Miguel Gonçalves and Dieter
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Abstract

Although Enactivism and cultural anthropology share many core principles, a satisfac-

tory Enactivist approach to culture has not yet been articulated. While the Enactivist

embraces the cultural anthropologist’s skepticism with respect to a pregiven world

described through objective truths, one of its stumbling blocks has been its difficulty

in accounting for the normative background of interpersonal interaction, or what

Wolfgang Wagner has referred to as ‘‘Social Representations.’’ This article argues

that in order for the Enactivist to provide the conceptual tools necessary for this

analysis, she must make use of what Varela and others refer to as ‘‘third-order unities.’’

The same principles that the Enactivist uses to explain the emergent properties of cells

and organisms—autopiesis and identity-production—must be applied at the level of a

society in order to understand how cultural meanings emerge and how they influence

individual behavior. By applying these concepts at the supra-individual level, we get a

more lucid picture of the fundamental features of an Enactivist account of culture, and

can better understand the fundamental principles that Enactivism claims underlie all

living systems both simple and complex.

Keywords

Enactivism, culture, identity, social representations, shared meanings

Introduction

Enactivism as an approach to cultural anthropology has yet to find its footing.
There are clear principles that both Enactivism and cultural anthropology share,
including the view that the world does not exist as a ‘‘pregiven’’ entity; that there is
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no clean distinction between subject and object; and that there is no such thing
as objective truth. At the same time, many scholars feel that Enactivism fails to
provide the conceptual tools necessary to understand the cultural representations
that exist outside of the mind of the individual, at least insofar as these represen-
tations are taken to exist independent of particular interactions between
individuals.

This paper argues that an understanding of Enactivist’s approach to culture
rooted in ‘‘third-order’’ entities is both faithful to key texts and opens up a
number of new conceptual vistas to the Enactivist that have been closed off by
prior interpretations. To start, the paper outlines the ways in which Enactivism and
cultural anthropology can be seen to agree and conflict, with particular attention
given to Wolfgang Wagner’s Social Representation Theory. Wagner’s view of
social representations is the focus of this paper both because of its influence in
the field and because of previous commentary on the supposed incompatibility of
his view with Enactivism (Chryssides et al., 2009). It is this commentary that, this
paper argues, has closed off important vistas to the Enactivist in terms of
approaching culture and social meaning. In addition, although the paper focuses
on social representations theory in order to clarify alternative interpretations, it
is worth noting that the analysis is also of great use in applying Enactivist thinking
to other fields such as discourse analysis and sociolinguistics (see, e.g. Graham &
McKenna, 2000).

To follow, the article explains the central critique of previous articulations of the
Enactivist approach to culture, which center around the approach’s perceived
inability to account for what Wagner calls ‘‘holomorphisms,’’ or the shared under-
standings that guide the concerted actions of members of a social group. Wagner
describes the holomorphic nature of social representations as arising as a result of
social, public discourses and everyday encounters, with such representations
constituting social objects and institutions that both describe the actions of
actors and guide interactive behavior in order to maintain and reproduce social
conditions (Wagner, 2005). Prior articulations of the Enactivist approach to culture
have taken issue with this concept of ‘‘holomorphisms,’’ and in particular the
supposition that these understandings constitute social objects and institutions
that exist outside the minds of individuals.

The article then suggests that prior argumentation with respect to the incom-
patibility of Enactivism and Social Representation Theory stems from focusing
too heavily on Maturana’s later writings. By focusing on Varela and Maturana’s
co-authored papers that preceded Maturana’s independent analysis, we see that
the Enactivist’s analysis of autopiesis and ‘‘third-order unities’’ is applicable to
our understanding of culture. Just as the ‘individual organism’ results from the
interaction of cells and organs, Varela and Maturana suggest that societies
emerge from interactions of individuals. Through recognizing a society as a fun-
damentally distinct phenomenological domain from that of the individual, we are
able to see how an Enactivist theory of culture can account for shared social
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meaning. At the same time, we will gain a better understanding of the common
principles that Enactivists maintain unite all systems of life, from the most basic
to the most complex.

One immediate objection to keep in mind is that, although these two theories may
use the same terms, this does not necessarily mean that these terms have the same
meaning in each theory. To address this objection, specific, precise examples are
offered from theorists on both sides to illustrate their intended meaning. At times,
the paper argues, the usage of similar terms illustrates a deeper agreement; other times,
the same usage actually illustrates a deeper cleavage. Thus, it is these concrete instan-
tiations of what are often broad concepts that allow the reader can gain a nuanced
appreciation of how these theories overlap and, just as importantly, how they differ.

Social representations and Enactivism

Before exploring the tensions between Enactivism and cultural anthropology, it is
worth comparing their fundamental principles. These core congruencies and
incongruences help us to better understand Enactivism’s approach to living systems
and motivate the exploration of the ways in which holomorphisms can also fit
under the same rubric.

Wolfgang Wagner’s Social Representation Theory presents an edifying compari-
son for Enactivism, both because of the influence of his approach and the contrasts
that have been drawn between the two. Wagner et al. (1999) contrast their Social
Representation Theory with social cognition theory in general in light of what he
takes to be the latter’s

juxtaposing the subject and the object, its reliance on a correspondence theory of truth

which supposedly allows to determine a cognition’s validity by comparing it with its

object, its claim to universality of its findings, and its failure to truly take the social

and cultural foundations of cognition into account.

Although further argumentation will be necessary to establish Enactivism’s explan-
ation of the social and cultural foundations of cognition, there are edifying over-
laps in its approach to the first three of these tenets.

In its analysis, Social Representation Theorists draw no clear distinction
between the subject and objects. For instance, on the topic of an individual’s rela-
tion to his or her cultural identity, Wagner and others write that

constructing one’s cultural identity is a situated process of meaning making where

personal life history and the representations of others meet. This process goes beyond

the personal decision of ‘‘being British’’ or ‘‘being foreign’’ or any other easy dichot-

omy; rather, it is an ongoing process that involves a multitude of representations an

individual might hold in various everyday interactions. (Howarth, Wolfgang,

Magnusson, & Sammut, 2014, p. 83)
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There are no clean categories such as ‘‘Britishness’’ or ‘‘foreigness’’; instead, these
concepts involve many interrelated ideas that take on different meanings at differ-
ent times in different contexts for different individuals. As such, there is no static,
fixed ‘‘object’’ of one’s ‘‘cultural identity,’’ or of one’s ‘‘identity’’ in any sense.
‘‘Rather than impose essentializing constructions of culture and identity on our
research participants,’’ Wagner insists, ‘‘it is vital that we explore how such con-
cepts are understood, debated, and dynamically practiced in everyday scenarios’’
(Howarth et al., 2014, p. 82, emphasis added).

The lack of duality between subject and object is also central to Enactivist
thinking, albeit on the biophysical level, as it views the ‘objects’ of our thinking
as essentially an extension of our minds. Francisco Varela and other Enactivists
take much of their inspiration in this regard from the work of Merleau-Ponty, who
they quote as saying that ‘‘Perception is not a science of the world. . .it is the
background from which all acts stand out. . .The world is inseparable from the
subject. . .and the subject is inseparable from the world, but from a world which
the subject itself specifies (Varela, Thompson, & Rosch, 1991, pp. 3–4).’’ Along
similar lines, Varela et al. invoke Merleau-Ponty’s analysis that ‘‘the properties of
the object and the intentions of the subject. . .are not only intermingled; they also
constitute a new whole’’ (p. 174). To illustrate this non-duality, Merleau-Ponty
compares an organism interacting with its environment to a keyboard ‘‘which
moves itself in such a way as to offer – and according to variable rhythms –
such or such of its keys to the in itself monotonous action of an external
hammer’’ (Varela et al., 1991, p. 174).

The fact that Enactivist analysis applies to the biophysical level, while the social
representation theorist speaks of the cultural is important, for it is this exact gap
that scholars have tried to bridge (see, e.g. Verheggen & Baerveldt, 2007, 2012).
Although Maturana later went on to write extensively on culture, and in particular
language, his early work with Varela that was foundational to the Enactivist
approach dealt primarily with the biophysics of cells’, organs’, and organisms’
interactions with their environments. However, the manner in which an organism
processes its environment from a biophysical standpoint may share certain
characteristics with how it processes its environment from a standpoint of ‘‘mean-
ing’’; in fact, as will be seen through this article, this is the exact argument that the
Enactivist makes.

In addition to arguing for the essential codependence of subject and object,
Social Representation Theory rejects a theory of truth in which cognitions’ validity
are determined by ‘‘comparing’’ them to their objects. For instance, when discuss-
ing the veil as a multi-faceted and nuanced experience for women in the Middle
East, Wagner takes as a starting point ‘‘that the veil is a lived, situated, social
experience and can be a means of asserting identity and even resistance.’’
(Wagner, Sen, Permanadeli, & Howarth, 2012, p. 523) There is no reified veil
that is external to an individual’s minds that her experiences of it can be compared
to. As such, when thinking about whether adherence to traditional ways is simply
‘‘false consciousness,’’ Wagner points out that ‘‘the decision of what is ‘false’ and
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what is ‘correct’ consciousness cannot be imposed from the outside position of the
researcher or by Western politicians; this is a political decision for those
concerned’’ (Wagner et al., 2012, p. 527).

Enactivism also rejects the correspondence theorist’s belief that the validity of
cognition can be determined by ‘‘comparing it with its object.’’ In fact, one of the
driving forces behind Enactivism is the explicit rejection of the philosophical ten-
dency to view the mind as a mirror of nature. Specifically, Varela et al. describe
three tenets of the philosophical view that Enactivism stands in contrast to as
follows:

(1) the world is a pregiven; (2) our cognition is of this world – even if only to a partial

extent, and (3) the way in which we cognize the pregiven world is to represent its

features and then act on the basis of these representations. (1999, p. 135)

In moving away from this picture, just as they eschew the difference between
subject and object, Varela et al. tell us we must ‘‘move away from the idea of
the world as independent and extrinsic to the idea of a world as inseparable
from the structure of [the brain’s] process of self-modification’’ (p. 139). Thus,
individual cognition is not to be compared with an external world in order to
determine its objective validity, but instead our ‘‘capacities for understanding. . .are
the structures by which we exist in the manner of having a world’’ (pp. 149–150).

Social Representation Theorists and Enactivists also make no claim to the ‘‘uni-
versality’’ of their findings. An interesting illustration of this principle is seen in
each approach’s analysis of color. In the context of the rise of Hindu fundamen-
talism, or Hindutva, Wagner and Sen write of how colors ‘‘began to be endowed
with different sociopolitical significance.’’ The significance of the color saffron has
its origins in the Vedic ages

when it was associated with fire (Agni) worship and it was customary for sages to

carry fire when they moved from one ashram to another. This is conjectured to be why

the safe symbol of the saffron flag was created, which are seen atop most Sikh and

Hindu temples. (Sen &Wagner, 2009, pp. 313–314)

However, over time, the Hindutva movement transformed the meaning as it appro-
priated the color for its own uses. ‘‘Instead of being a symbol of piety,’’ they write,
saffron became ‘‘symbolic of Hindu revivalism. . .in contemporary India, saffron
has become a social representation of Hindutva to the extent that if anyone wears
saffron coloured apparel, he or she is teased as having become a part of the
Hindutva brigade.’’ Thus, far from being a static entity with generalizable mean-
ings across individuals and societies, we see how the color saffron has can, over
time, taken ‘‘on a different connotation and been effectively instrumentalized’’ (Sen
& Wagner, 2009, p. 314).

Similar themes are seen in Varela et al.’s analysis of color perception (Varela
et al., 1991, pp. 157–171), again from the biophysical perspective. Color, they
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argue, is far from being a universal feature of the world: it is not the case that ‘‘if
some area looks whiter than another, it [is] because more light is reflected from
the area,’’ or ‘‘if some area looks green, it [is] because the area reflects predomin-
antly middle-wave light’’ (p. 160). In fact, there is simply ‘‘no one-to-one relation-
ships between light flux at various wavelengths and the colors we perceive areas to
have’’ (p. 160). Thus, they conclude, color is similar to our other conceptual
categories in that they ‘‘are not to be found in some pregiven world that is inde-
pendent of our perceptual and cognitive capacities. . .they depend upon our bio-
logical and cultural history’’ (p. 171). Here again, the Enactivist would point to the
similarities between its analysis of the biophysics of culture perception and the
social creation of color’s meaning as suggesting that the underlying principles at
work were the same.

Though it remains to be argued that Enactivism has the conceptual tools to
adequately address shared social meaning, it is clear that it shares many core
assumptions with a cultural anthropologist such as Wagner. First, subject and
object are seen as intrinsically intertwined. What’s more, not only is there no dis-
tinction between she who is cognizing and the object of her cognition, but there is
not even a question of ‘‘correspondence’’ because the brain itself is what creates
and is entangled in the production (or ‘‘enaction’’) of that world. Lastly, there is no
talk of universality of individual or societal meaning, because, says the Enactivist,
the cognitive operations required to generate cognitive categories are fundamen-
tally of two kinds, ‘‘one is universal for our species and the other is culture specific’’
(Varela et al., 1991, p. 170). It is to the Enactivist’s analysis of culture-specific
cognitions that we now turn.

Consensual domains and social interactions

Before arguing that a satisfactory Enactivist account of culture must utilize the
lens of third-order unities, it is worth briefly exploring how others
have approached the issue and where they have fallen short. Prior efforts to
articulate the Enactivist approach to social cognition and culture have done so
primarily through the lens of ‘‘consensual domains’’ that are created by indi-
vidual organisms. Varela and other Enactivist scholars define consensual
domains as ‘‘enacted by systems in a history of mutually triggered structural
changes’’ (Verheggen & Baerveldt, 2007, p. 17), where ‘systems’ in this context
refer to individual organisms or human beings. Specifically, writes De Jaegher
et al., social interaction is ‘‘two or more autonomous agents co-regulating their
coupling with the effect that their autonomy is not destroyed and their rela-
tional dynamics acquire an autonomy of their own’’ (De Jaegher, Di Paolo, &
Gallagher, 2010, p. 1). The key features of these interactions between individuals
are that they trigger structural changes in each other, which can take place
through language and behavior imitation, while the autonomy and identity of
each individual persists throughout. The social realities that are created by these
consensual domains lead to the
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consensual coordination of action. . .which results in structural changes in each of the

interacting systems, while at the same time the organization or identity of those sys-

tems is maintained (Baerveldt & Verheggen, 1999, p. 197).

Importantly, in the view of De Jaegher and Di Paolo, these social reactions are
‘typically fleeting’, and the emergent autonomous process is only ‘temporary’. (De
Jaegher & Di Paolo, 2007, p. 492). Although this view of social cognition can
account for many interesting phenomena (De Jaegher et al., 2010; McGann, De
Jaegher, & Di Paolo, 2013), one topic that it fails to encompass is culture.1 This gap
is well articulated by Chryssides et al. in their argument that Enactivism and Social
Representation Theory are fundamentally incompatible. In short, they argue that
while consensual domains can account for ‘‘consensuality,’’ or ‘‘the observable
‘surface’ agreement in discussion,’’ they cannot account for ‘‘sharedness,’’ or the
‘‘background assumptions or ‘worldview’ that is shared among participants in a
social interaction’’ (Chryssides et al., 2009, p. 88). In other words, consensual
domains cannot account for social representations, which constitute a ‘‘dynamic
system of beliefs, metaphors, images and narratives, which. . .acquire near material
reality in the discourse and interaction of the people sharing them (Sen and
Wagner, 2005, p. 2.2).’’ These representations—conceptualized as situated systems
of meaning and knowledge, and varied products of communicative efforts in con-
crete cultural contexts and public spaces (Jovchelovitch, 2007)—gain power
through their mutuality in a society, not through any given individual or social
interaction. As Sen and Wagner write, ‘‘the sharedness of historical representations
ensures that the distributed and individual motivational power emanated by social
emotions easily converges toward mass action (Sen and Wagner, 2005, p. 2.4).’’

Enactivists are challenged in explaining these background assumptions because they
have previously attempted to embed social meaning either in the minds of individuals
or in the ‘‘fleeting’’ interactions between them, while social representation theories
maintain that ‘‘social psychological phenomena and processes can only be properly
understood if they are seen as being embedded in historical, cultural and macro social
conditions’’ (Wagner et al., 1999). This has led many to believe that Enactivism is as
incompatible with social representation theory as other theories of social cognition
because of its supposed ‘‘methodological individualism,’’ since—to Wagner—social
representations do not exist ‘‘within minds,’’ but ‘‘across minds, resembling a canopy
being woven by people’s concerted talk and actions’’ (Wagner et al., 1999).

In order for Enactivism to successfully account for meaning and norms that
exist outside the mind of the individual or the context of a fleeting interaction, we
must more closely examine what Varela and his colleagues write with respect to
higher-level metacellular unities, or third-order unities.

Third-order unities

Varela articulates the Enactivist’s basic approach to supra-individual level meaning
in the following passage:
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Why do emergent selves, virtual identities, pop up all over the place, creating worlds,

whether at the mind/body level, the cellular level, or the transorganism level? This

phenomenon is something so productive that it doesn’t cease creating entirely new

realms: life, mind, and societies. Yet these emergent selves are based on processes so

shifty, so ungrounded, that we have an apparent paradox between the solidity of what

appears to show up and its groundlessness (Varela, 1996, p. 209).

In this passage, we see Varela clearly state that our understanding of societal
meaning is to be found, not at the individual level, but at the ‘‘transorganism’’
level. In fact, he goes so far as to say that the level of the society is an ‘‘entirely new
realm’’ from that of the individual mind. Thus, while some aspects of social inter-
actions may be deciphered through the lens of one-to-one interactions, a fuller
picture that includes culture must reckon with a distinct level of analysis.
However, in order to fully understand the Enactivist’s approach to culture, we
must first gain a basic understanding of its account of living systems.2

To the Enactivist, a living system is any closed system that maintains its internal
organization—which the Enactivist considers the system’s identity—over time.
Specifically, what defines living systems in the Enactivist’s view is their capacity
to ‘‘maintain their identity in spite of the fluctuations which affect them’’ (Rudrauf,
Lutz, Cosmelli, Lachaux, & Van Quyen, 2003, p. 25). At root, this process of
identity maintenance can be described as a ‘‘process. . .of ‘being autonomous’.’’
(Rudrauf et al., 2003, p. 25). When it consistently produces and maintains its
own identity, it appears to observers as a ‘‘system whole,’’ a ‘‘total, closed, com-
plete, full, stable, self-contained system’’ (Rudrauf et al., 2003, p. 25). These living
systems do change over time, of course, but underneath these ‘‘continuous struc-
tural changes’’ there is an ‘‘organizational invariance’’ (Rudrauf et al., 2003, p. 25).
Thus living systems, whether they are cells, organs, individuals or societies, strive to
maintain their internal organization in the face of environmental processes pos-
sessing the potential to disrupt them.

When a living system loses its identity, and its internal organization is altered
and/or its boundary with the external world breaks down, it ceases to exist as a
unity. A living system’s identity ‘‘emerges and persists within the bounded system
through a continuous and circular or recurrent process,’’ in which ‘‘specific organ-
izational relations. . .are continuously regenerating through the internal production
of their substratum components. . .in the correct functional, dynamical and spatial
distribution’’ (Rudrauf et al., 2003, p. 25). A core feature of a living system is a
‘‘minimal distinction between an interior and an exterior,’’ which can guarantee
‘‘the continuous dynamical, mechanic generation of the stable ‘internal coherence’
of an autonomous system’’ (Rudrauf et al., 2003, p. 27). Without this boundary, be
it a cell membrane or the skin on our bodies, the dynamic interactions of the
component parts cease, and the unique features of the living system evaporate.

The key feature of the Enactivist idea of a living system is that it maintains its
internal organization over time, and this central process of ‘‘self-production’’ of
identity is called ‘‘autopiesis’’ (Rudrauf et al., 2003, p. 26). A living system
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‘‘continuously produces itself through the production of its own components in the
topological distribution that the ongoing global process constrains, and that
the components require to maintain the relations that define them (p. 27).’’ In
this way, the cell maintains and regenerates its component parts, and the individual
her organs (at least as long as she maintains her individuality) and, as fleshed out
below, a society reinforces certain characteristic behavioral and linguistic norms
among individuals. It is this interaction between an organization and its environ-
ment is what the Enactivist refers to as ‘‘structural coupling.’’ To the Enactivist, we
cannot speak of an entities’ identity without also speaking of its surroundings, for
its identity is formed in relation to its environment. Self-production, or autopiesis,
is a contextually bound activity; the ‘‘organizational closure’’ of an entity, within
its boundaries, thus ‘‘specifies the domain of interaction of the system with its
surroundings, conditioning its possible ways of coupling with the environment’’
(p. 28).

To the Enactivist, a system’s identity is the delicate balance and interdependence
of functions of the organelles that constitute a cell, the tissues that constitute
organs, and the systems of organs that constitute a body. The dynamic interaction
of these component parts maintain and support each other in a specific relation,
and determine how the entity on the whole will respond and react to, and
be coupled with, its environment. On these various levels of living systems, the
intricate and dynamic interactions of component parts lead to emergent proper-
ties—from the coordination of a living cell to the coordination of a human soci-
ety—that the component parts alone lack, and that define the entity’s ‘‘attitudes’’
and ‘‘behaviors’’ in its environment (p. 30).

While Varela and Maturana’s joint writings—which formed the foundation of
Enactivism—focus on the multi-faceted concept of autopiesis, it is also relevant to
note that in his later work, Maturana shifted his focus almost primarily to language
(Baerveldt & Verheggen, 2012, p. 13). His later writings also shifted from discussing
language in the context of the biology of cognition into more of a discussion of its
social role, and it is this later work that Baerveldt and Verheggen base their articu-
lation of the Enactivist approach to culture (Baerveldt & Verheggen, 2012, p. 13).
In contrast, the articulation of an Enactivist approach to culture contained in this
article builds primarily on Maturana’s earlier work with Varela, and as such also
does not centrally feature Maturana’s view of the predominant role of emotion
(and in particular intimacy) in giving rise to our humanity (Maturana & Verden-
Zoller, 1996).

It is with these principles in mind that Varela and Maturana write that both
organisms and societies can be described as ‘‘metasystems’’ that consist of ‘‘aggre-
gates of autonomous unities that can be cellular or metacellular’’ (Maturana &
Varela, 1984, p. 198). Although the degree of dependency of the cellular compo-
nents of an organism is significantly higher than the degree of dependency of indi-
vidual organisms on human (or other animal) societies, human societies
also maintain their internal ‘‘coherence and harmony’’ due to the ‘‘ongoing
social learning which their own social (linguistic) operation defines’’
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(Maturana & Varela, 1984, p. 199) As such, in Maturana and Varela’s view, human
social systems are ‘‘metasystems of components with maximum autonomy, i.e.,
components with many dimensions of independent existence’’ (Maturana &
Varela, 1984, p. 198).

The independence of individual humans notwithstanding, third-order entities—-
just like second order entities—‘‘generate a particular internal phenomenology,
namely, one in which the individual ontogenies of all the participating organisms
occur fundamentally as part of the network of co-ontogenies that they bring about in
constituting third-order unities.’’ (Maturana & Varela, 1984, p. 193) Maturana and
Varela illustrate this point by discussing the case of social insects such as termites,
as well as the case of wolves (Maturana & Varela, 1984, pp. 184–190). Wolves, they
write, are capable of forming a wolf pack by ‘‘by adopting different postures
(showing their teeth, dropping their ears, wagging their tails)’’ that ‘‘is capable
of following, harassing, and killing a large moose, a feat that could not be achieved
by a single individual (Maturana & Varela, 1984, p. 190)’’ In this way, ‘‘this inter-
action enables them to generate a new realm of phenomena that isolated individ-
uals cannot generate’’ (Maturana & Varela, 1984, p. 190).

With these core principles in mind, we can now discuss the core characteristics of
human social life, or as the Enactivist would put it, ‘‘life in third-order couplings’’
(Maturana & Varela, 1984, p. 189).

The Enactivist account of culture

From the Tree of Knowledge (1984) and Varela and Maturana’s other writings, one
can glean four key features of the Enactivist approach to culture, which each bear
close resemblance to that of the Social Representation Theorist.

1. Social and cultural meanings are not located in the mind of the individual, but
instead are enacted at the interface of interactions.

In The Embodied Mind, Varela et al. ask speculatively:

Where is the locus of cultural knowledge such as folktales, names for fishes, jokes – is

it in the mind of the individual? In the rules of society? In cultural artifacts? How can

we account for the variation found across time and across informants? Great leverage

for anthropological theory might be obtained by considering the knowledge to be

found in the interface between mind, society, and culture rather than in one or even

in all of them. (Varela et al., 1991, pp. 178–179)

Varela applies a similar analysis in discussing the emergent property of our sense of
self, which also cannot be located in the individual. He writes

My sense of self exists because it gives me an interface with the world. I’m ‘‘me’’ for

interactions, but my ‘‘I’’ doesn’t substantially exist, in the sense that it can’t be
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localized anywhere. . .it’s nowhere – it’s distributed in the underlying network. (Varela,

1996, p. 215)

He also applies this level of analysis to the cell and the foundations of life itself,
saying,

In the case of autopiesis, you can’t say that life — the condition of being self-produ-

ced—is in this molecule, or in the DNA, or in the cellular membrane, or in the protein.

Life is in the configuration and in the dynamical pattern, which is what embodies it as

an emergent property (p. 216).

This idea is similar to Wagner’s belief that ‘‘perception and thought always occur in
the context of action in everyday life’’ (Wagner, 2007, p. 9). Instead of meaning
existing in some isolated, static realm, he claims that ‘‘knowledge and representa-
tions are bound to social contexts, that is to groups and their life-worlds and to
situations and events occurring in these worlds, that demand specific forms of
thinking and talking.’’ (Wagner, 2007, p. 18). This ‘‘boundedness’’ and context-
dependency of meaning is especially important to keep in mind because, as we will
see later, another source of potential tension between Enactivism and Social
Representation Theory is the ontological status of such representations.

From these passages and others it is clear that what Varela, as well as Wagner,
see as ‘emergent properties’ in living systems—whether it be the meaning of social
gestures, our sense of self, or the presence of life within a cell—are not static within
those systems, but dynamic properties of interactions.

2. A society is created by individual people or animals, while at the same time
acting as a constraint on the behavior of the individual.

As outlined above, the ‘‘identity’’ of a system—whether a cell, organism, or
society—consists of the organization, activities and relations of its component
parts. For a human society, a third-order unity, its ‘‘internal coherence’’ is mech-
anistically generated by the individuals within that society, and when those indi-
viduals fail to maintain that stability, the distinction between interior and exterior
collapses, the metasystem is no longer closed, and the society ceases to produce its
identity, or in other words, ceases to exist.

Although the human social system ‘‘amplifies the individual creativity of its
components,’’ it also places constraints upon them like any other unity must in
order to maintain internal coherence and identity. On the one extreme, Varela and
Maturana discuss the example of Spartan society, which they consider an
‘‘impaired human social system’’ because it ‘‘depersonalized’’ its components by
strictly enforcing ‘‘mechanisms of stabilization in all the behavioral dimensions’’ of
its members (Maturana & Varela, 1984, p. 199). In less drastic examples, however,
where individuals have more autonomy, they are still limited by ‘‘cultural behav-
ior,’’ which is defined as the ‘‘‘transgenerational stability of behavioral patterns
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ontogenically acquired in the communicative dynamics of a social environment’’
(Maturana & Varela, 1984, p. 201). These behaviors ‘‘give a certain continuity to
the history of a group, beyond the particular history of the participating individuals’’
(Maturana & Varela, 1984, p. 201). As such, the unique interactions and relations
between group members is essential to a group’s identity, and a society will only be
preserved insofar as its cultural behaviors and language persist over time.

Wagner and other Social Representation Theorists make similar points in dis-
cussing individual effects on societal meanings and vice versa. ‘‘Everyday thinking
and acting is always situated in a social setting,’’ Wagner writes

It is the persons present, the temporal and local frame of the situation, and the task at

hand that determine the expectations of the people as to what action may be required.

This multitude of possible combinations and situation constraints constitutes the

arena of everyday knowledge, thinking and acting. (Wagner, 2007, p. 9)

In this way, the people present are part of what determines the expectations on
others, and these form part of the constraints on those individuals themselves.
Along similar lines, Wagner writes that the collective character of endowing mean-
ing on social objects and events ‘‘makes them a prime illustration of how repre-
sentational systems come into being and are transformed by concerted action and
interaction. . .collective co-action is the source of the force that representational
systems exert in societies’’ (Holtz & Wagner, 2009, p. 302). It is our collective
action that helps bring representational systems into being, and these systems
then exert their power on the collectives themselves.

3. Human society is rooted in language.

Varela and Maturana see language as a ‘‘condition sine qua non for the
experience of what we call mind’’ (Maturana & Varela, 1984, p. 231), and as
such it’s not surprising that they see human societies as dependent upon it. On
one level, language is essential to the preservation of our sense of self. ‘‘In the
network of linguistic interactions in which we move,’’ they write, ‘‘we maintain an
ongoing descriptive recursion which we call the ‘I’. It enables us to conserve our
linguistic operational coherence and our adaptation in the domain of language’’
(Maturana & Varela, 1984, p. 231). Beyond the individual level, the linguistic
domains that individual humans generate are ‘‘central to the operation of a
human social system’’ (Maturana & Varela, 1984, p. 199).

The role of language in maintaining the identity of a society is further elaborated
upon when they write,

The living system, at every level, is organized to generate internal regularities. The

same occurs in social coupling through language in the network of conversations

which language generates and which, through their closure, constitute the unity of a

particular human society. (Maturana & Varela, 1984, p. 232)
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In probably their most evocative statement of language’s role in creating human
society, and in particular the individual’s experience of society, they write, ‘‘we exist
in language, the domains of discourse that we generate become part of our domain
of existence and constitute part of the environment in which we conserve identity
and adaptation’’ (Maturana & Varela, 1984, p. 234). Although insects and wolves
generate groups without language, human society is uniquely determined and
shaped through our linguistic domain.

Social Representation theory is also fundamentally rooted in the communica-
tion practices of individuals. As Jodelet writes,

The interactive production of social representations and their linguistic nature has

led to a focus on the discursive basis of their formation, properties and effects on the

construction of social reality, daily life practices, everyday common sense, personal

and community identity. (Jodelet, 2008, p. 424)

Thus, in the Social Representation Theorist’s view, our understanding of our social
reality and everyday lives is essentially based on language and discourse. This has
led Wagner to describe the theory as primarily ‘‘focusing on the needs and com-
munication behaviors of ‘normal’ people’’ (Wagner, 2007, p. 19).

At the same time, one point of tension between the Social Representation
Theorist and the Enactivist may concern the ontological status of these represen-
tations. Specifically, while the Social Representation Theorist may come to think of
our shared ideas as a somewhat independent conceptual schemata that an individ-
ual interacts with, the Enactivist will always insist that our shared meanings are
rooted in our sensitive, perceptual, ‘‘in-moving’’ bodies, and are enacted at the
interface of interactions. This point emerges quite cleanly from the Enactivist’s
biophysical focus: the same interactions that give rise to the cell and the respiratory
system, from a ‘‘third-order’’ view, are the ones that give rise to our shared mean-
ings and communicative practices. When looked at in isolation, these systems of
meaning may seem self-sustaining and distinct from the individuals in a given
society; however, to the Enactivist, the meanings that emerge from our language
are simply the clearest, most visible manifestation of the continuous, contingent,
perpetually in-motion process of autopiesis and identity-making.

This point is well articulated by Di Paolo and De Jaegher in their discussion of
how the role that social interaction can play in cognition is ‘‘more than context-
ual.’’ They write, ‘‘interaction dynamics are not data to be decoded and stored by
information-processing mechanisms. Rather, the dynamical processes of inter-
action are complex and can themselves enable socio-cognitive performance or
even be a constitutive part of it (De Jaegher et al., 2010).’’ They then go on to
articulate their ‘‘Interactive Brain Hypothesis’’ which proposes that ‘‘social inter-
action processes play enabling and constitutive roles in the development and in the
ongoing operation of brain mechanisms involved in social cognition, whether the
person is engaged in an interactive situation or not,’’ as ‘‘the neural mechanisms
involved in social understanding acquire and sustain their current functionality
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thanks to past and present engagements in social interaction’’ (De Paolo & De
Jaegher, 2012). In this way, even outside of interactions, social meanings are con-
tinuously constructed and enacted by the individual over time, in the Enactivist
view, and do not form some type of ‘‘disembodied context’’ with which the indi-
vidual interacts.

4. Although society does not have a ‘‘purpose,’’ as a unity it is oriented toward the
reproduction of itself in the face of perturbations and other societies.

The very definition of a living system is one that continually produces itself, or
maintains its identity and autonomy over time. As Varela’s student David
Reudrauf puts it,

identity is always identity in time, and exists in relation to an environment with

perturbations that must be compensated for. This process of recurrent stabilization,

involving internal circular processes with matter and energy flux, as at the core of the

dynamical persistence of the autonomy and wholeness of the system (Rudrauf et al.,

2003, p. 28).

Thus, just as a cell responds to its environment in such a way as to continue its
functioning as an autonomous unit, and an individual acts to maintain its identity
as a stable organism, a society can be expected to behave in such a way that
reproduces itself and maintains its linguistic forms and cultural behaviors in the
face of environmental stimuli and other societies.

Interestingly, it is just these environmental perturbations that Wagner’s social
representation theory is meant to describe. As he puts it, ‘‘a social representation
emerges whenever a group’s identity is threatened and when communicating the
novel subverts social rules’’ (Wagner et al., 1999). A group’s identity is often
challenged because it is ‘‘neither isolated from natural forces nor from other
social groups’’ (Wagner et al., 1999). As such, ‘‘both natural events and other
groups exert an influence either by suddenly disrupting the familiar course of prac-
tice or by initiating slow but nevertheless inevitable changes in the group’s natural
and social environment’’ (Wagner et al., 1999). As a result, ‘‘the world and life of a
group or society changes ever so slightly whenever a new representation takes over
its function as an explicatory and epistemic device’’ (Sen and Wagner, 2005, p. 2.2).

One illustrative example discussed by Wagner is that of Germany’s National
Democratic Party (NPD), an extremely right wing and racist political organization.
Shortly before the 2006 world soccer championships, a large-scale campaign
entitled ‘‘You are Germany’’ featured Gerald Asamoah, whose parents are of
Ghanaian origin. This horrified and revolted the NPD since, as Wagner put it,
‘‘the possibility of Blacks being equally worthy and talented members of German
society challenges the racists’ traditional ways of understanding human nature. . .
the achievements and prominence of Germans of African origin pose a cognitive
threat to the neo-Nazis’’ (Holtz & Wagner, 2009, p. 421). Faced with this
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challenging and unsettling evidence, NPD members are forced to react aggressively
and delegitimize him ‘‘as a person lacking backbone. . .a kind of mercenary within
the German soccer team,’’ while at the same time ignoring the fact that he has
‘‘lived in Germany since his childhood’’ and ‘‘considers himself a patriotic fully
fledged German (Holtz & Wagner, 2009, p. 421).’’

In these situations, for better and for worse, both Varela and Wagner would
agree that the cultural and linguistic behaviors seen in societies that are confronted
with other groups or their environments will be oriented toward the maintenance of
the relationships and order that define the society itself.

Conclusion

Enactivism shares many core principles with cultural anthropology, including the
lack of distinction between subject and object and the disbelief in an objective
world as a pregiven entity. At the same time, one of the primary challenges to
an Enactivist theory of culture has been how to account for ‘‘holomorphisms,’’ or
shared social representations. Although Enactivists have conducted immensely
interesting and important research on cellular and organismal phenomena, they
have had less success in accounting for and explaining the normative background
of interpersonal relationships and the effects of culture, and at least part of this
limitation has been conceptual in nature.

This article has argued that Enactivism does provide the necessary conceptual
tools to analyze and understand culture: through the lens of ‘‘third-order unities,’’
which constitute a distinct phenomenological level from the individual organism.
From this supra-individual view, we see that the same Enactivist ideas about
autopiesis and identity-production that apply to the cellular and organismal level
of analysis also apply to the societal level. The identity of cells, organisms and
societies is constituted by the relations of their components, and these unities con-
stantly function in such a manner as to preserve their closure and their ‘‘selves.’’ With
this conceptual grounding, we not only see how Enactivism can account for shared
cultural representations, but we also obtain a clearer picture of the key principles of
an Enactivist account of culture, including how societal meanings are generated, how
humans create and are constrained by the meanings they create, and the essential role
of language in the process. As Enactivism rapidly progresses as a coherent account of
individual and cellular interactions, we are thus better positioned to explore how and
where these insights apply at the level of societies. In doing so, we will become more
aware of the extent to which fundamental principles can unify these seemingly dis-
parate levels of analysis, which is one of the core motivations of Francisco Varela
and his colleague’s groundbreaking work.
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Notes

1. For a differing view, see Verheggen and Baerveldt (2007, 2012).

2. For a more in-depth discussion of the features of the Enactivist framework, from its
account of cells to neurophenomenology, see Rudrauf et al. (2003).
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Abstract

Previous discursive research on ethnic identity has suggested the complex and multi-

faceted nature of accomplishing membership in an ethnic group. In this paper, we

explore how ethnic identity claims may be used as a resource in accounting for

behavior seen as open to the group, namely a planned migration to one’s ancestral

homeland. A discursive psychological approach is used to analyze focus group data

with potential ethnic return migrants, specifically, adults with Finnish roots who intend

to migrate to Finland. Ethnic identity was accomplished in subtle ways by drawing on

one’s roots and a familiarity with Finnish culture, as well as by accomplishing a pref-

erence for Finland. Working up Finnish ethnic identity in these ways allowed partici-

pants to account for the planned migration, which was typically constructed as a

natural, inevitable and/or long- and highly-desired action. The findings highlight the

importance of considering the social action of ethnic identity talk, particularly in light

of previous studies that have found ethnic return migrants’ pre-migration ethnic

identities to be pronounced.

Keywords

Discourse, ethnic identity, accounting, preference, pre-migration, ethnic return

migration, Finland, migrants

Discursive psychologists (e.g. Edwards & Potter, 1992; Wiggins & Potter, 2007)
point to the multi-faceted, flexible and contradictory nature of social interaction,
which has often been ignored by traditional or mainstream psychological literature.
The main focus of this approach is on how actions and/or meanings are constructed
in, and through, text and talk (Nikander, 2008). AsWiggins and Potter (2007) assert,
the interest in discourse stems from seeing people as social and relational, rather
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than the result of mental processes within. Descriptions of the world are performa-
tive, in that ‘they offer one construction rather than another, produced in sequential
and rhetorical contexts, where the specifics matter for the actions being done’
(Edwards & Potter, 2005: 243). This is what discursive psychologists call
the action orientation of talk; that is, the social action such as justifying, blaming
or complimenting, we accomplish (often indirectly) in text and talk. From this
approach, the ways in which people describe the world are not taken to
reflect their inner thoughts but are instead seen as a dynamic and intricate exer-
cise, which is done and redone according to specific interactional goals and
demands.

Previous discursive research suggests that ethnic identity talk is employed repeat-
edly by ethnicminoritymembers in various social contexts, using a rangeof discursive
tools. Merino and Tileagă (2011) see ethnic identity as descriptions that are actively
and flexibly constructed as part of a specific interactional structure. In this vein, they
are not set but rather can be accomplished in interaction in different ways by making
claim to socially recognized aspects of groupmembership. Further, asVerkuyten and
de Wolf (2002) assert, ethnic self-definitions are not necessarily obvious but often
must be explained in interaction. They found three ways of accounting for one’s
ethnic identity (or lack of) in talk, each with different levels of determinism: being,
where biological criteria are emphasized (e.g. I look a certain fixed way); feeling,
where one’s ‘inner’ sense of self is made relevant (e.g. I feel like a member of the
group); and doing, where an attribute defined as typical of the group is claimed (e.g.
I speak the language). Similarly, Varjonen, Arnold, and Jasinskaja-Lahti (2013)
found three repertoires to explain one’s belonging to ethnic and national groups.
The biological repertoire used blood, roots, and genes—and particularly positive
characteristics of the group passed down through generations—while the socializa-
tion repertoire built on cultural influence and learned behavior usually during one’s
formative years, and the repertoire of intergroup relations constructed one’s group
belonging as a matter decided by majority group members.

According to Potter and Wetherell (1987), ‘‘one powerful resource used in every-
day reasoning is the idea of the category-boundedness of activity. People conven-
tionally make inferences from categories to the activities of incumbents and,
conversely, from activities to the category membership of actors’’ (p. 132).
A hearer can, in other words, infer a category for themselves when certain kinds
of characteristics are made available; for instance, describing a woman as wearing a
short skirt as well as pulling up her skirt when looking at a man can be heard as
depicting her character and motives as flirtatious without explicitly stating she is a
flirt (Edwards & Potter, 2005). In the same way, ethnic categories do not always
emerge in interaction explicitly; rather, they can be implied and understood by
merely drawing on socially recognized, category-specific abilities such as speaking
a language (Hansen, 2005). Categories can also remain invisible through common-
sense understanding. As Whitehead and Lerner (2009) found, for example, expli-
citly describing individuals as black can highlight the implicit understanding of
people as white, unless otherwise stated.
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Identifying as an ethnic group member often also involves authenticity, which
can be worked up in talk by using relevant social comparison groups or switching
languages to display intricate knowledge of group-specific characteristics (Sala,
Dandy, & Rapley, 2010). Taking on an accent, for example, can also be used to
resist certain identities and construct oneself (or others) as a member of one group
over another (Alim, Lee, & Carris, 2011). When various identity claims are pos-
sible, one or more position(s) may be privileged depending on the immediate inter-
actional and broader societal context (e.g. Ali & Sonn, 2010; Bélanger &
Verkuyten, 2010; Malhi et al., 2009; Varjonen, Arnold, & Jasinskaja-Lahti,
2013). However, established ethnic affiliation is not final, in that other interpret-
ations can threaten and undo it. Grancea (2010) found in his study of interethnic
complaints that, despite the heavily ethnicized frame and just prior displays of
ethnic affiliation, non-ethnic interpretations are sometimes brought forward
when recipients deem ethnicity to be irrelevant, and these other interpretations
can threaten and sometimes undo the previously accomplished ethnic solidarity.
This again points to the situated and unfixed nature of group belonging when we
consider it as a discursive accomplishment.

The ways in which people self-categorize matter not only because this process is
an essential part of day-to-day social life, but also because of what this work can
accomplish. Research drawing on Sacks’s (1992) work on membership categoriza-
tion has found, for instance, ethnic categorizations may be used as a resource to
accomplish particular tasks, such as making a proposal, in interaction that others
cannot (Hansen, 2005). Categories offer certain entitlements, in that a particular
category of people may be treated as knowledgeable (Potter, 1996). Being ascribed
a certain identity in interaction can also disqualify speakers from making particular
claims (Antaki & Horowitz, 2000). In the same vein, categories are inference-rich,
in that they are associated with particular activities or actions (Widdicombe, 1998).
Thus, the categorization work done in talk has implications not only for who a
speaker is understood to be but also the kinds of claims and actions open to them
in interaction as (non-)members of a group.

In this study, rather than being concerned with how people perceive themselves
or who they ‘really’ are, we focus on the social action of identity talk among
potential ethnic return migrants; that is, what ethnic identity talk can achieve in
interaction. We argue that taking this kind of approach particularly in certain
contexts—such as that of the current study which will next be discussed—can
help shed light on why ethnic identity is often found to be so pronounced
among ethnic return migrants, namely, that it can be a useful resource in account-
ing for a planned migration to one’s ethnic homeland.

Context and aims

Ethnic, or sometimes called ancestral, return migration has been defined as the
‘return’ of second- and later-generation descendants to their countries of ancestral
origin after living outside their ethnic homelands for generations (Tsuda, 2009).
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At the heart of this phenomenon is a connection and identification, real or ima-
gined, with the destination country already before the migration. For instance,
Christou (2006a, 2006b) found that Greek-American migrants to Greece held idea-
lized, essentialist conceptions of what the country was and what life there would be.
Tsuda’s (2003) anthropological study found that in Brazil, Japanese-Brazilians
identified as and were considered ‘Japanese’; however, after their migration to
Japan, they were seen as culturally ‘Brazilian’. Further, Wessendorf (2007) suggests
that second-generation Italian migrants raised in Switzerland were able to con-
struct Italy as their real ‘homeland’, a place to which they felt a pull through
positive memories of visiting Italy and transnational practices; however, the reality
of life after moving was ‘shocking and uprooting’ (p. 1098).

Social psychological studies on ethnic identity in the context of return migration
have also recently recognized the pre-migration period as a distinct and important
phase of the (re)migration process. These studies have consistently suggested that
ethnic identity and a sense belonging to one’s ethnic homeland before the migration
are pronounced before one moves (e.g. Jasinskaja-Lahti, Mähönen, & Liebkind,
2012; Mähönen & Jasinskaja-Lahti, 2012; Tartakovsky, 2009). However, the dis-
cursive functions of ethnic identity claims in this context have not been explored.
Indeed, even at the general level, as Hansen (2005) as well as Merino and Tileagă
(2011) assert, what is missing in research is how ethnicity is discursively constructed
in social interaction and to which interactional purposes it is used. To our best
knowledge, there is only one study in the context of ethnic return migration that
partly touches upon this issue, namely, Varjonen et al. (2013) study of how identity
is constructed by ethnic migrants from Russia to Finland before and after migra-
tion. Even though their focus was not on the social action of ethnic identity talk,
the researchers noticed that reducing Finnish identity to a matter of genes may help
ethnic return migrants justify their migration as well as their positive expectations
of life after the move. The current study builds on this premise and seeks to shed
light on the social action of ethnic identity, specifically, how working up ethnic
identity may be used as a resource to explain or justify ethnic migrants’ intended
migration. Thus, this study contributes several lines of research, including 1) the
study of how ethnic identity can be used as a resource in talk, 2) how self-initiated
ethnic return migrants legitimize their migration, and 3) more generally, the pre-
migration phase of the migration process.

Methodology

Data and participants

Part of a larger qualitative research study on ethnic return migrants in Finland, the
data presented in this paper consists of two audio-recorded focus groups held with
adults attending a paid, voluntary language and culture course. This privately-
offered course is intended for people with Finnish roots and their spouses/family
members who intend to migrate to Finland. Participants came to Helsinki from
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abroad (e.g. North America, Australia, Sweden and other EU countries) for the
two-week course. Students were invited in advance by email to participate in the
focus group held at the course venue to share their views on Finnish society a
moving to Finland. All participants had Finnish roots through their parent(s) or
grandparent(s), were born and raised abroad, and intended to move to Finland.
The focus groups were held, and subsequently analyzed, in English, which was the
working language of the course as determined by the organizers. The first focus
group had seven participants (18–49 years old) and the recording lasted 1 h and
19min, while the second had six participants (18–29 years old) and lasted 1 h and
7min. A semi-structured question guide was used to guide the discussion, but
participants were encouraged to speak freely and ask each other questions. The
focus groups started by everyone introducing themselves, after which the moder-
ator asked how participants had decided to move to Finland. Other questions
included, for example, do you have any hopes or expectations of living in
Finland? What does it mean to you to be Finnish? In the extracts, each participant
is identified by a randomly assigned letter, while the first author is identified as
MOD, that is, moderator.

Analytical approach

This paper uses principles of discursive social psychology (e.g. Antaki, Billig,
Edwards, & Potter, 2003; Wiggins & Potter, 2007) as a guiding methodological
and analytical framework. The first step of the current analysis was done by care-
fully reading through the transcripts and selecting all passages where accounts for
the migration were offered by participants. The second stage of analysis was more
in depth and looked at how participants constructed the intended migration in their
accounts to make sense of and to justify this action and, since ethnic identity was
made relevant in various ways, how these were accomplished particularly in rela-
tion to Finnishness. Thus, the analysis presented in this paper is centered on how
participants account for their migration and, more specifically, how Finnish ethnic
identity is used as a resource in these accounts.

It is acknowledged that the data corpus of this paper is relatively small-scale.
However, following other recent discursive studies using small- or large-scale inter-
view or focus group data (e.g. Goodman & Burke, 2011; Sala et al., 2010), the
analysis does not capture all ways in which potential ethnic migrants to Finland, or
elsewhere, may account for their migration, nor do these findings ‘represent’ this
unique group of migrants. However, given the challenges in accessing migrants
during the pre-migration period, the data presented is extremely valuable in that
it allows an exploration of how individuals may use ethnic identity to account for a
specific action—a subject that will likely be a relevant discussion topic in day-to-
day life during the moving and settling period.

The study may also be criticized for its use of non-naturalistic data. Discursive
psychologists have been moving away from using interviews and focus groups,
due to various problems they see with the researcher-elicited nature of such data
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(see e.g. Potter & Hepburn, 2012). Naturally, the questions and other statements put
forward by the moderator during the course of the sessions played a role in the
interaction. This is not seen as a shortcoming but rather a natural aspect of this kind
of data. To address the role of the researcher in the data collection and analysis, we
have followed the view of the interview—or in this case, focus group—as a joint
construction (e.g. De Fina, 2011; Modan & Shuman, 2011).

Analysis

The planned ‘return’ migration to Finland was mainly accounted for in the data by
working up Finnish identity. This is not to say that other explanations were not
given—indeed there were many reasons (e.g. studying, girlfriend or, in one case,
seeking better opportunities more generally)—but rather that identity-related
accounts were frequently offered during the discussion. Participants as well as
the moderator referred to the group’s Finnishness in various ways, directly (e.g.
‘my Finnish side’, ’I’m one hundred per cent Finn by blood’) and often indirectly
by building a deep inner sense of Finnishness through calls to roots and familiarity
as well as by constructing a preference for Finland. The current analysis focuses on
the latter indirect cases, shedding light on the sometimes subtle ways in which
ethnic identity talk was used in migration accounts.

Extract 1 occurs after talk about being (partly/fully) Finnish and the value of
this identity. Here, Finnish ethnic identity is simultaneously worked up as some-
thing internal and pre-existing, as well as something to be developed.

Extract One

Mod: So (..) I asked you about how you made the decision to move here but I didn’t

ask you heh actually heh heh (.) when (..) has it something- has it been something that

has come up recently for you (..) or

(3s)

O: I think I’ve always (.) kind of considered it (.) just to even go back for a summer (..)

to kind of get back to (..) and learn more about my (.) roots but (..) now that I’m (.)

And every time I visit it gets stronger but now I’m here and really kind of (..) living

here for a little bit and getting a real taste for what it would be like (.) to be able to (.)

you know travel (.) and having to speak it on a regular basis that (.) it’s really getting

stronger and I (.) can (.) really visualize myself here in the future (. . .) for a longer

period of time

Mod: but it’s always been something that you’ve thought about?

O: yeah con- (.) just considered you know never really (..) you know (.) made a certain

(.) deadline or but I always thought I would (.) come back

Following the moderator’s question about when participants decided to move to
Finland, O constructs the move to Finland as something she has ‘always’ con-
sidered or wanted to do, creating a sense of length and permanence of this
desire. This kind of construction is inherently tied to who the speakers ‘are’ or
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which identity, namely Finnish identity, they work up in this particular situation.
Verkuyten and de Wolf (2002) found that people can account for their ethnic
minority group membership, for example, by ‘being’ biologically ethnic and
‘doing’ aspects of one’s ethnic culture, such as speaking the language. While
the category of Finnish is not explicitly stated here, it is clear that the speaker
is constructing and explaining a deeply imbedded sense of Finnishness. This is in
line with the return to Finland and Finnish culture stressed by repeating ‘go
back’ to Finland, ‘get back to’ my roots, ‘come back’. Such formulations
assume a pre-existing connection, since a person cannot return to something
that is unknown. At the same time, distance is mobilized by stating she would
‘learn more about my roots’ by being in Finland. The implication, however, is
that the speaker would simply be developing—rather than establishing—her
Finnishness.

Notably, the moderator offers the possibility that the decision to migrate was
made some time ago in her initial question (by stating ‘or’ at the end of the
question) and, later, picks up O’s description of the migration and asks if ‘it’s
always been something’ she has thought about. O’s account then can be seen in
light of this, in particular that ‘it’, assumably her desire to migrate to Finland,
grows stronger every time she visits the country. In this vein, the speakers
together construct the move as being long-held but also as a strong yearning
that grows. Further, while O explains that she has not made a concrete plans to
move, she is able to still work up a sense that she will migrate through emphasiz-
ing her long-standing intention to do so.

The speaker also attends to the reasonability of the migration by emphasizing that
during the current course/trip to Finland, she is ‘getting a real taste for what it would
be like’ through being there at the time of the discussion. By repeating ‘here’, P
appears to have first-hand knowledge of what it means to be in the country. Such
calls to place function as a rhetorical and ideological resource (Dixon & Durheim,
2000) by working up a sense of belonging to the country, as well as a naturalness of
being there (Taylor, 2010). Overall, participants most often constructed their planned
migration as a natural, inevitable or pre-destined event, and a deep-seeded, life-long
desire, working up a sense of destiny or fulfilment rooted in their ethnic belonging.

While there were many instances in the data of ethnic self-descriptions as seen in
the excerpt above, it was also very common for speakers to work up a preference for
Finland, often in relation to their home country. Extract 2 follows talk about the
positive attributes of Finland, which was given in response to the moderator’s question
ofwhen participantsmade the decision tomove to the country, thus followingExtract 1.
As in the previous example, N begins her turn by stating that it, that is moving to
Finland, has long-been (‘always’) been a thought.Using vivid details, such as the seventh
grade, the teacher’s subject, that bring forward a sense of certainty about thememory,N
begins a narrative sequence which very effectively constructs a long-lasting preference
for Finland. The relevance of this work lies in how it is used to differentiate the speaker
from the teacher. In the narrative when the teacher states that the USA is the best
country in the world and asks students if anyone knows of a better country, N suggests
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Finland. While there are no explicit references to N being Finnish or the teacher being
American, the claims of which country is best work up these categories in the telling.
Indeed, if we dismiss the categories of Finnish and American as being irrelevant, the
story does not make much sense; it is through the implication of who would make these
kinds of claims that we understand that the speakers belong to these groups.

Extract Two

N: I guess it’s always been like a thought (..) I mean (.) ‘cause I remember (..) I was in

(..) seventh grade (.) and my health teacher was talking about ohhh America’s the best

country in the world does anybody know any country better (..) and I said Finland

Mod: heh

N: he looked at me and he’s like noo (..) and I was just like- oh he asked me why and

I just was like (..) uhh I like shrunk in my seat ‘cause I didn’t know what to say but

I- (.) it goes back to the governmental structure definitely

Further, according to Holt (2000), reported speech allows tellers to convey
accuracy of the story while also providing an assessment of the claim. The differ-
ence between N and the teacher—not only in opinion but also how this reflects who
they are—is reinforced by using the teacher’s voice to disagree with N’s assertion,
placing them in opposition. While the speaker concludes the narrative by explain-
ing again in vivid terms she did not know how to reply to the teacher, she offers an
explanation that Finland being a better country ‘comes back to governmental
structure, definitely.’ This not only implies that are there objective reasons why
Finland is a better country, but it also demonstrates at least now, as an adult, N is
able to articulate why Finland is better. Calling on tangible, out-there knowledge
(Potter, 1996) works here to construct the speaker as someone who has a true and
well-founded belief that Finland is the better country.

Extract Three

V: uh for me (.) because it’s on the opposite side of the world almost completely (..)

there’s some intrigue that it’s (.) really different and something really different from

what I’m used to (..) um (..) obviously I grew up with a lot of Finnish (.) customs (.)

Christmas (..) food things like that (ð) hearing the language my mum speaks um and

(..) I’ve always wanted to learn I don’t know how to speak another language but I

always thought that if I were to learn to speak one other language it would be (.)

Finnish and just coming here and just really seeing it properly for the first time (..) just

(.) uh I’ve just kind of fallen in love with it.

Another example can be found in Extract 3, where a preference for Finland is
mobilized by calling on the country’s newness as well as familiarity. The extract
follows the first reply to the moderator’s question of why participants wanted to
move to Finland, in which the previous speaker stated her Finnish background and
emphasized a love of Finland and the Finnish language, and a sense of tiredness of
her home country. In this piece, V constructs physical distance between her home
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country and Finland, implying a more essential difference through claiming its
intrigue. At the same time she works up a sense of familiarity and comfort with
aspects of Finnish culture through customs and language, orienting towards the
preceding response of a deep love and appreciation of the country.

It seems it is not enough to explain that Finland would be an interesting place;
rather the speaker must explain her own interest in moving to the country through
her own connections. Membership of an ethnic group can be established by claim-
ing possession of an attribute defined as typical of the group (Varjonen et al.,
2013). In this case, V’s claims of doing cultural activities or at least being exposed
to the language work towards showing how she ‘does’ aspects of Finnish culture,
following Verkuyten and de Wolf’s (2002) accounts. However, the authenticity of
her Finnishness is made relevant. As Sala, Dandy, and Rapley (2011) assert, lan-
guage plays an integral role in demonstrating one’s authenticity as an ethnic group
member. There is interesting discursive work here in that, although V acknow-
ledges she cannot speak Finnish, she is able to convey—not a one-off, random
desire—but a naturalness to the idea that she could know the language. She con-
tinues to construct her preference for Finland in the last sentence, when V states
that she has ‘fallen in love’ with the country. Moreover, as in Extract 2, V orients to
the reasonability of the action. In addition to claiming familiarity with customs, she
also claims that she is ‘seeing it properly for the first time’, V implies that she has a
true—and not unfounded or biased—love of Finland, which can be seen as a fur-
ther justification for the migration.

Discussion and conclusions

Discursive psychologists argue that people do not possess innate or set identities,
but rather identities need to be worked up and established in talk (Merino &
Tileagă, 2011). However, little research has looked at how ethnicity is used as a
resource in social interaction (Hansen, 2005; Merino & Tileagă, 2011). In this
study, we were particularly interested in the social action of ethnic identity;
namely, we have explored how it can be used as a resource to explain or justify
a planned ‘return’ migration to one’s ethnic homeland.

In our data, Finnish ethnic identity was not a take-for-granted fact but rather
was something that had to be worked up and explained throughout the discussions.
This is in line with previous discursive research on the construction of ethnic
minority identity that suggests the multiplicity, complexity and situated nature of
claiming membership in a particular minority group (Merino & Tileagă, 2011; Sala
et al., 2010). While in some cases participants in our focus groups as well as the
moderator explicitly referred to being Finnish, much of the identity work was more
subtle. In our analysis, calls to roots and cultural habits (which have been used to
explain one’s belonging in an ethnic group, see e.g. Varjonen et al., 2013;
Verkuyten & de Wolf, 2002), as well as working up a preference for Finland
were used as means of constructing Finnish identity and, further, of accounting
for the intended migration.

284 Culture & Psychology 21(2)



In the current analysis, we demonstrated in detail how speakers worked up a
deep, inner sense of Finnishness while also making an undeniable aspect of one-
self—one’s roots—relevant. As Varjonen et al. (2013) posit in their discursive
study, biologically-based constructions of ethnic identity could be useful in legit-
imizing ethnic return migration. Indeed, such constructions of ethnic identity coin-
cide very well with formulations of the migration as natural, long-desired and/or
pre-destined, as it was commonly described in our data (see, in particular, Extracts
1 and 2). In their study, Verkuyten and de Wolf (2002) suggested that biological
accounts of ethnic identity were beyond discussion or personal responsibility. Such
constructions are difficult to deny or reject, thus, more deterministic versions of
ethnic identity could be strong resources when explaining one’s move to his or her
ethnic homeland as a matter of inevitability or destiny—as opposed to one of
individual choice. Bamberg, De Fina, and Schiffrin (2011) made a similar point:
constructing identity using repertoires that result in low agency can work up pos-
itions with less influence and responsibility. This is an interesting finding consider-
ing the individuals in our study who, unlike those moving from less developed to
more developed countries or through a specific migration program such as in
Varjonen et al.’s (2013) study, have themselves initiated the move to Finland.

Another, perhaps more indirect, way of mobilizing Finnish identity in the
accounts was by working up a preference for Finland. Key here was a long-lasting
or natural love of the country. In our data, accomplishing a preference for Finland
was predicated on who would, or could, make such claims. As seen particularly in
Extract 2, it could not only be used as a clear means of self-categorizing as a Finn
but also drawing fundamental difference between oneself and others. Preference
may also be a feature of how migrants in general (can) talk about the destination
society. For example, in their study among asylum seekers and refugees, Kirkwood,
McKinlay, and McVittie (2013) found that constructions of countries of origin as
dangerous, and of host society as relatively problem-free, can work to legitimize
and justify one’s place in the new country. According to Dixon and Durrheim
(2000), constructions of place and place-identity perform social actions including
building a sense of belonging. In this sense, constructing Finland as a preferable
place implies it is open to the speaker, where he or she can or does belong—even
before the migration has occurred. Certainly this function also fits our findings, so,
it seems that preference talk has at least two functions. First, it has implications on
who the speaker is understood to be and, thus, is a means of working up ethnic
identity; secondly, it works to legitimize one’s (future) belonging to the new society.
This function of preference talk has not been explicitly explored in the discursive
research on ethnic identity.

It is worth noting that participants were asked to explain why they planned to
move to Finland to the moderator as well to the other potential migrants present in
the session. Certainly, the questions posed and responses offered made certain
accounts more or less possible. The study context also plays a role; participants
were recruited from a course specifically for people with Finnish roots intending to
move to Finland, so in some ways it is not surprising that ethnic identity, in various
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forms, was a useful resource in accounting for the planned migration. Nonetheless,
there was discursive work to address the reasonability of the move. We saw this
accomplished in part through the working up preference of Finland over other
places, as well as by calling on what Potter (1996) out-there-ness, that is, ‘objective’
characteristics of the country, which were typically put into positive terms. The
treatment of the topic overall, though, suggests that the reasonability of the migra-
tion is not evident but rather, seeing as the move is voluntary, it requires further
justification.

The discussion to this point has dealt with our study’s contribution to the
literature on the social action of ethnic identity, that is, how it can be worked up
and used a resource in interaction. Our study also adds to the literature on ethnic
return migration, particularly to the recent line of research concerning the
importance of ethnic identity during the pre-migration period, as well as why
there often seems to be disappointment in the post-migration period (e.g.
Christou, 2006a, 2006b; Jasinskaja-Lahti et al., 2012; Mähönen & Jasinskaja-
Lahti, 2012; Tartakovsky, 2009; Wessendorf, 2007)). While we take a discursive
approach, which emphasizes the flexible nature of talk in any given situation
according to local demands—and thus we do not seek to make broader general-
izations—it may be that some previous research results can be explained by the
social action of identity claims. That is, claims of high identification with one’s
ethnic group in interviews or surveys may not simply be a reflection of how these
migrants ‘really’ feel but rather (also) a means of justifying the migration itself.
Thus, future research conducted from more traditional socio-cognitive
approaches should take into account the social functions of ethnic identity
claims in this context when attempting to study the role of identification over
the course of the migration process.
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Appendix

Transcription conventions

(.) is the slightest pause
(..) is roughly half a second
(. . .) is around one second
(2) Longer times are indicated to the nearest second
¼ is used to indicate where people talk immediately after one another
[Square brackets] and spacing are used to indicate overlapping speech
underlining means a word is stressed
?: refers to an unidentifiable speaker
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NOMOTHETIC SCIENCE AND IDIOGRAPHIC HISTORY IN TWENTIETH-CENTURY
AMERICANIST ANTHROPOLOGY

R. LEE LYMAN AND MICHAEL J. O’BRIEN

For over a century, Americanist anthropologists have argued about whether their disci-
pline is a historical one or a scientific one. Proponents of anthropology as history have
claimed that the lineages of human cultures are made up of unique events that cannot be
generalized into laws. If no laws can be drawn, then anthropology cannot be a science.
Proponents of anthropology as science have claimed that there indeed are laws that gov-
ern humans and their behaviors and cultures, and these laws can be discovered.
Interestingly, both sides have the same narrow view of what science is. The same sorts of
debates over science and history were played out in evolutionary biology over a half-cen-
tury ago, and what emerged was the view that that discipline and its sister discipline, pa-
leontology, were both history and science—hence the term “historical sciences.”
Anthropology and its sister discipline, archaeology, have only recently begun to realize
that they too are historical sciences. © 2004 Wiley Periodicals, Inc.

In 1989, Stephen Jay Gould (p. 51) observed, “Science has been slow to admit the dif-
ferent explanatory world of history into its domain—and our interpretations have been im-
poverished by this omission. Science has also tended to denigrate history ... by regarding any
invocation of contingency as less elegant or less meaningful than explanations based directly
on timeless ‘laws of nature.’” During the twentieth century, anthropologists trained in North
America—what we term Americanist anthropologists, including archaeologists—have argued
with some regularity about whether their discipline is a historical one or a scientific one
(Boas, 1936; Kroeber, 1935; Trigger, 1973; Watson, 1973a). The disagreement typically be-
gins with a consideration of the differences between history and science. Rather than defin-
ing each in terms of its necessary and sufficient conditions, most discussants characterize sci-
ence as generalizing and involving laws and characterize history as particularistic and having
no laws. Depending on the personal whim of the author—whether or not he or she believes in
the existence of laws that govern humans and their behaviors—anthropology is then declared
to be either science or history. Two terms—“nomothetic” and “idiographic” often crop up in
these discussions. “Nomothetic” was coined in 1894 by German philosopher Wilhelm
Windelband to signify “those disciplines seeking to formulate general laws” (Carneiro, 2000,
p. 149). In the same context he also coined “idiographic” to signify the ontology that events
are “unique and specific, and therefore ungeneralizable” (Carneiro, 2000, p. 149).

We are Americanist archaeologists with deep interests in (1) the history of our discipline
and (2) the adaptation of Darwinian evolutionary theory to archaeological problems. We were
trained in the late 1960s and 1970s, during the rise of an archaeological paradigm known as
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processual archaeology. Processual archaeologists proclaimed themselves to be scientific and
to be replacing a preceding paradigm in archaeology known as culture history (e.g., Binford,
1968; Flannery, 1967). Our take on the history of Americanist archaeology (e.g., Lyman &
O’Brien, 2003a; Lyman, O’Brien, & Dunnell, 1997) leads us to explore a single aspect of the
polemic attending the emergence of processual archaeology. That polemic involved high-
lighting the contrast between idiographic history and nomothetic science in an effort to jus-
tify the claim that processual archaeology had scientific and therefore loftier (nomothetic) an-
alytical goals than its predecessor, (idiographic) culture history. In this article, we explore the
history of the contrast as discussed by select twentieth-century anthropologists who had a
major intellectual influence on the architects of processual archaeology.

To provide an analytical context for the rhetoric of the processual archaeologists, we first
consider the field of evolutionary biology, where there has been considerable discussion over
the past half-century as to whether it is a historical or a scientific discipline. Our brief con-
sideration allows us to distinguish between two ontological viewpoints—a distinction that is
critical to understanding how and why disciplines such as evolutionary biology and anthro-
pology can simultaneously be historical and scientific. Some of the views of Franz Boas—ar-
guably the founder of American anthropology—around the turn of the twentieth century serve
as an introduction to our discussion of the views of subsequent anthropologists on what they
took to be the differences between history and science. We focus on A. L. Kroeber, a student
of Boas’s who was the leading anthropologist in the country between 1930 and 1950, and
Leslie A. White, whose ideas strongly influenced the architects of processual archaeology.
Next, we consider what some Americanist archaeologists thought about science and history
as the processual archaeology of the 1960s and 1970s was emerging. We conclude with a brief
discussion of anthropology as a historical science that is theoretically informed.

EVOLUTIONARY BIOLOGY AS HISTORICAL SCIENCE

Evolutionary biology and its sister discipline, paleontology, are historical pursuits be-
cause, at a minimum, they trace stability and change within organisms over spans of time. In
arguing that paleontology (and by extension biology) was not only historical but scientific as
well, George Gaylord Simpson drew an important distinction between what he termed “im-
manence” and “configuration”: 

The unchanging properties of matter and energy and the likewise unchanging processes
and principles arising therefrom are immanent in the material universe. They are non-
historical, even though they occur and act in the course of history. The actual state of the
universe or any part of it at a given time, its configuration, is not immanent and is con-
stantly changing. It is contingent ... or configurational.... History may be defined as con-
figurational change through time, i.e., a sequence of real, individual, but interrelated
events. (Simpson, 1963a, pp. 24–25)

What Simpson was getting at is this: Various chemical and physical processes are im-
manent and thus produce predictable outcomes, but the particular spatiotemporal and geo-
logical contexts in which they are active produce unique, unpredictable configurations. The
critical adjectives here are particular and unique: “Configurations are the unique expression
of particular combinations of immanent processes in operation in more or less unique se-
quences at particular intensities on particular phenomena” (Wolverton & Lyman, 2000, p.
234). Each biological organism is the result of immanent processes such as genetic transmis-
sion and ontogenetic development of the phenotype, but it is also the result of its genetic lin-
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eage’s “history, the configurational sequence by which [the organism] arose” (Simpson,
1963a, p. 27). Genetic mutation will occur—it is immanent—but which gene will mutate is
unpredictable, as is the form the mutation will take and whether the selective environment in
which it occurs will be favorable or not. These are all configurational properties.

Richard Watson (1966, p. 173), a philosopher of geology, found Simpson’s argument
to be a “false thesis.” In Watson’s view, the root of the problem resided in Simpson’s con-
fusion of a particular historical event such as a chemical reaction or an erosional event with
a “type” of event such as a kind of chemical reaction or the process of erosion: “[T]ypes
are abstractions and as such [are] part of our conceptual equipment, but as types [they are]
not part of the actual world of events.... [P]articular events have specific coordinates in
time and space, and as such are part of the actual world.... Types of events obviously nei-
ther occur nor recur, and particular events as such obviously cannot recur” (Watson, 1966,
p. 175). Watson was correct on this point: There is a world of difference between kinds,
which are ideational units (Dunnell, 1986; Lyman & O’Brien, 2002; O’Brien & Lyman,
2002a), and the individual things placed in them. Those “things,” regardless of whether they
are objects or events, are empirical units. Thus erosion is an ideational unit, and a particu-
lar erosional event is an empirical unit. David Hull made the same distinction using the
terms “individuals” and “classes”: 

A unique event is one that happens to be one of a kind. A necessarily unique event is de-
fined in terms that preclude any other instance of this event. The usual way of defining
an event so that it is necessarily unique is by specifying particular spatiotemporal coor-
dinates for it. No two objects can occupy the same place at the same time.... [S]cientific
laws cannot refer to specific individuals, only to classes of individuals. (1974, pp. 47–48)

Watson (1966, p. 177) argued that sciences are amenable to laboratory experimentation
and “concern subject matters ideally adjusted to investigation by man.” This possibility exists
because sciences such as chemistry use general types. In contrast, history cannot do experi-
ments in a lab because it employs very specific types. Laws can be written, but only if the
specifics of a particular event are included in the law. The “doctrine of uniformitarianism im-
plies only that the basic laws remain the same, and leaves open the possibility that given dif-
ferent values for the variables in those laws, [things] can change” (Watson, 1966, p. 181). In
Watson’s view, laws with the values of their included variables unspecified underpin science,
whereas laws with their values tightly specified underpin history. Therefore, Simpson’s dis-
tinction between immanence and configuration and the distinction between history and sci-
ence are unnecessary and false.

Simpson (1970) was not impressed with Watson’s comments. History was important to
Simpson, and to ignore its particularities was inconceivable. In Simpson’s view, Watson erred
because he failed to realize that laws concern immanence whereas history concerns configu-
ration. Watson (1966, p. 178) had argued that the evolution of Homo sapiens was a unique
historical event only if we “deny the possibility of a similar evolution” at another time or
place. Surely, Watson contended, there are laws that, if written in specific terms, would allow
us to predict such an evolutionary event. Simpson (1970, p. 87) responded that certainly there
are laws that govern such things as mutation and selection, but “it is surely obvious that those
laws do not explain the actual [appearance and] structure of the [creature]. Those are the in-
terests of the historical scientist, and the needed explanation is historical,” or configurational,
rather than immanent.

Several decades after the Simpson–Watson exchange, Marc Ereshefsky (1992) exam-
ined evolutionary biology specifically to identify if and how science and history differ. He

NOMOTHETIC SCIENCE AND IDIOGRAPHIC HISTORY 79



found that in the case of evolutionism, which he took to be both a historical and a scientific
discipline, they do not differ in the sense that both depend on “‘laws,’ ‘generalizations’ or
whatever,” including what are labeled theories (Ereshefsky, 1992, p. 86). As Elliott Sober
(1993, p. 15) later put it, historical scientists use laws, theories, and generalizations “only as
a means” of figuring out history, whereas nomothetic disciplines have as a “goal ... to infer
general laws; descriptions of particular objects are relevant only as a means.” Thus, in this
respect Watson and Simpson were talking past one another because each envisioned a dis-
tinct goal for, in this case, geology and evolutionary biology. On the one hand, Simpson
clearly held history to be the more important, with laws, generalizations, and theories—all
of which fall under immanence—being used in the service of writing history. Watson, on the
other hand, held law generation to be paramount: “Simpson is wrong to say that geologists
should not look for laws” (Watson, 1969, p. 488). This is not at all what Simpson (1963a)
said; it is abundantly clear that he was well aware of the value of laws to geologists:
“Science, truly to be such, must center not on descriptions and names but on principles—
that is, generalizations, theories, relationships, interconnections, explanations about and
among the facts” (Simpson, 1963b, p. 82).

The modern theory of biological evolution provides a suite of statements about law-like
processes or mechanisms that produce history. The processes include genetic transmission,
which results in spatiotemporal continuity manifest as both formal and hereditary continuity;
mutation, selection, and drift manifest variously as lack of formal continuity; and conver-
gence and parallelism, which produce formal similarity without hereditary continuity. A phy-
logeny is the historical product of these processes; evolutionary theory “characterizes the [his-
torical evolutionary] process[es]” (Hull, 1974, p. 50). Evolutionary biologists seek to find a
level of generality that allows them to write laws of evolution that are sufficiently specific to
permit inferences. If the laws are too precise, they become so particularistic as to not be gen-
eralities; if they are too general, they grant few insights into history. 

Ereshefsky (1992, p. 85) noted that historically unique evolutionary events among bio-
logical phenomena can be made to recur analytically if they are “described” in the same way.
We would say that they can be made to recur analytically if they are classified as members of
the same kind of phenomena (Lyman & O’Brien, 2002; O’Brien & Lyman, 2002a).
Ereshefsky (1992, pp. 90, 91) found that the difference between biological evolution and other
sciences is in the “transmission” of (genetic) information “with great fidelity” from ancestral
to descendant generations, which forms a unique “spatiotemporal connection” between suc-
ceeding generations. This provides a unique, historical explanation for the similarity of bio-
logical phenomena because “no such explanation is available for the similarities found among
the units of physics and chemistry” (Ereshefsky, 1992, p. 91). This contrast has been variously
labeled the difference between population thinking and typological thinking (Mayr, 1959) and
the ontological difference between essentialism and materialism (Dunnell, 1982; Lewontin,
1974a; Sober, 1980). 

Aristotle sought the underlying essence—the essential characteristics—of phenomena,
an ontology known today as essentialism (Sober, 1980). It influenced all classifications until
Charles Darwin proposed an alternative, today termed materialism (Lewontin, 1974a).
Darwin focused on the uniqueness of phenomena and thus, although the basic form of indi-
viduals within a set of similar phenomena can be captured by, say, a statistical average or type
definition, such measures of central tendency are abstractions and in no sense real.
Essentialism holds that types are real and fixed and that variation between particular phe-
nomena within a kind has no analytical importance. Thus essentialism is advantageous when
we want to formulate laws about how kinds of things interact. Those things and their interac-
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tions, regardless of their positions in time and space, will always be the same because the es-
sential properties of the things are the same.

Most interestingly in this context, Ereshefsky (1992, pp. 91, 92) argued that the unique-
ness of information transmission between entities and the resulting spatio-temporal connec-
tion between them sets biological evolution apart from geology as a historical science, and, in
fact, “the only science which parallels evolutionary theory in these respects is human history.”
That is, the cultural transmission of information from one individual to another forms a spa-
tio-temporal connection among hominids. That information can change (just as a gene pool
does) over time. A connection via transmission, whether genetic or cultural, can be termed
“heritable continuity” (O’Brien & Lyman, 1999, 2000, 2002b). How such continuity is ef-
fected in turn dictates the processes and variables that mediate the continuity—that is, cul-
tural transmission and genetic transmission are not the same and demand different models
(e.g., Boyd & Richerson, 1985). It ultimately is the mediation of heritable continuity and its
resultant empirical expression that gives evolution, regardless of the phenomena evolving, its
characteristic of historical contingency (Beatty, 1995). 

This characteristic has led to discussion by philosophers (e.g., Brandon, 1997; Cooper,
1996) about whether there are in fact biological laws, the intention being to determine if evo-
lutionary theory in particular is scientific. Further, because evolutionary biology rests on very
specific kinds of methods and cannot predict the future, the status of the discipline as scien-
tific has often been questioned, prompting various individuals to argue that the discipline is
in fact a science but that it is a different kind of science than the archetypical, law-based
physics and chemistry (e.g., Cooper, 2002; Gould, 1986, 1989; Lewontin, 1974a; Moore,
2002). We agree with these arguments and note that predictive capabilities are lost in evolu-
tionary biology because the lack of correlation between mutations and selective environ-
ments—both of which themselves are unpredictable—demands that organisms “tinker”
(Jacob, 1977) with what is available. This leads to a broad range of adequate solutions rather
than to a limited range of optimal (and thus closely predictable) ones (Gans, 1993). This in
turn gives the particular historical details of connected lineages of organisms—both the
processes and the organisms themselves—their unpredictable (although historically contin-
gent) character, just as it does any spatio-temporally connected set of phenomena that are
causally interrelated. These are the general explanatory principles, if not “laws with specific
details,” that allow us to explain the historical past but do not allow us to predict the future
(Scriven, 1959). But even retrodiction can be imperfect for the simple reason that it rests on
accurate construction of chronology and accurate reconstruction of history.

Robert O’Hara (1988) presented a clear statement of the distinction between a temporal
sequence and history. He labeled the former a “chronicle” (1988, p. 144) and described it as
a chronological order of descriptions of events without any “causal statements, explanations,
or interpretations.” In contrast, what he called a “history” is the same as a chronicle except
that it includes “statements about causal connections, explanations, or interpretations.” Thus
a chronicle would read simply as event A happened before B, and B was followed by C. A his-
tory would say something like A happened and caused B to happen, and B in turn caused C
to occur. In O’Hara’s view, historical explanations are statements about why chronicles are the
way they are. In our view, when we produce historical explanations, we are doing science. 

But a chronicle may be incorrect and lead to incorrect history. Conversely, even if a
chronicle is correct, the history may be incorrect. As a result, O’Hara (1988, pp. 149–150)
distinguished between “how possibly” and “how actually” explanations, characterizing the
first as statements regarding “how a change may have taken place” and the latter as how a
change “did take place.” His point was that the former are acceptable in retrodictive histori-
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cal disciplines such as evolutionary biology because they are testable in light of new evidence.
Thus, Robert Brandon (1990) argued that “how possibly” explanations are quite valuable to
theory-rich historical sciences such as Darwinian evolution. When a “how possibly” explana-
tion accounts for numerous observations and provides an empirically and logically coherent
explanation, it attains the status of a “how actually” explanation yet remains testable. Brandon
acknowledged that we may never know when we have truly attained the latter, although “no
one can fairly describe [a theoretically informed ‘how possibly’ explanation] as merely an
imaginative bit of story telling” (Brandon, 1990, p. 183). Importantly, even what might be
thought of as historical experiments (e.g., Hammel, 1979) produce explanations of the “how
possibly” sort.

The fact that historical explanations are testable is another indication that historians can
do science. The tests do not, however, take place in laboratories. Historical methods are dif-
ferent from those of the archetypical sciences, particularly those dependent on experiments
whose conditions can be manipulated and controlled. Experimental sciences test the predic-
tions (implications) of hypotheses by exploring suspected cause–effect relations. A laboratory
setting allows contingencies to be controlled, which safeguards against type I (rejection of a
true hypothesis as false) and type II (acceptance of a false hypothesis as true) errors. In con-
trast, because history studies the past, its methods focus on effect–cause relations. That is, the
data of historical disciplines are traces (effects) of past causes (Cooper, 2002; Gould, 1986;
Moore, 2002). Multiple causes may be hypothesized, but the one that accounts for the most
effects and the most kinds of effects tends to be the favored explanation (Cleland, 2002). Thus
effect A’ may suggest a cause, A; a historical scientist then searches for effects A’’, A’’’, and
so on as tests of the validity of A as the cause. Prediction is not possible, but retrodictive ex-
planation of past events is possible.

In summary, historical science as practiced in biology and paleontology encompasses a
theory of change resting on a materialist ontology; on mechanisms of change such as genetic
transmission, differential replication, and mutation; on units of analysis such as species,
genes, and lineages; and on empirical implications. In the following sections we show that one
or more of these elements is missing from almost all discussions of history and science of-
fered by Americanist anthropologists.

Boasian Views

The distinction between history and science may reside in Aristotelian logic (Bock,
1952), but in North American anthropology, the distinction grew to the form that concerns us
here during the fourth quarter of the nineteenth century. Beginning in about 1880, a favored
view of historians was that scientific history “consisted of a search for facts alone, with no
laws or generalizations”—a strong allegiance to “objectivity” was the hallmark of science
(Holt, 1940, pp. 357–358). This meant that one took no preconceived notions into historical
research. Instead, “the facts, thus scientifically established without benefit of hypothesis or of
generalization, would ‘speak for themselves’” (Holt, 1940, p. 358). This view of scientific
history “dominated scholars both in Europe and in America” from about 1880 until the 1930s
(Holt, 1940, p. 358). Such a description fits the work of anthropologist Franz Boas.

Originally trained in Germany as a geographer at the same time that Windelband was
working, Boas brought a particular view of the sciences to anthropology. Whereas the natu-
ral sciences were deductive, generalizing, and law-based, the human sciences focused on the
mind and were particularistic and inductive (Lewis, 2001; Stocking, 1965). Boas was well
aware of Windelband’s distinction between nomothetic and idiographic disciplines. In an
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early paper, Boas (1887) evaluated geography in terms of the distinction between particu-
laristic disciplines and generalizing ones capable of generating laws. He originally thought
laws of cultural evolution might eventually be written (Boas, 1896), but near the end of his
career he had grave doubts about such a possibility, writing that “cultural phenomena are of
such complexity that it seems to me doubtful whether valid cultural laws can be found”
(Boas, 1932, p. 612). In his latter view, anthropology must be “a historical science, one of
the sciences the interest of which centers in the attempt to understand the individual phe-
nomena rather than in the establishment of general laws” and even if the latter could be es-
tablished they would be “of little help to a real understanding” (Boas, 1932, p. 612). Thus he
held that anthropology was (and should be) primarily particularistic (Buettner-Janusch,
1957; Kroeber, 1956; Wax, 1956). If it had a generalizing aspect to it at all, it was in terms
of identifying a commonality across the mentalistic underpinnings of individual cultures—
the Enlightenment notion that became known as psychic unity (see Shore, 1996, for review).
Not surprisingly, then, Boas (1904, p. 514) drew a distinction within anthropology between
what he called “two distinct methods of research and aims of investigation: the one, the his-
torical method, which endeavors to reconstruct the actual history of mankind; the other, the
generalizing method, which attempts to establish the laws of its development.” He noted that
what early in the development of anthropology began as the historical method eventually “in-
terpreted” individual cultures in terms of what was perceived as “a change from the less
valuable to the more valuable,” with “the present serving as the standard for comparison”
(Boas, 1904, p. 515). Thus late nineteenth-century anthropology took on what Boas (1904,
p. 515) called “an ill-conceived teleological tinge.” That is, the development of the social sci-
ences at the hands of Edward Burnett Tylor, Lewis Henry Morgan, Herbert Spencer, and oth-
ers was geared toward building a kind of study of humans that was distinct from history.
Social scientists sought generalizations whereas historians kept their focus on the unique, the
particular, and the specific (Bock, 1952).

In Boas’s (1904) view, the historical paradigm of the late nineteenth century was con-
verted into the generalizing method at the hands of the social scientists. Now, particular his-
torical events were important only in their service to the search for general laws and as ex-
emplars of those laws. One result of this conversion that Boas could not accept was that “the
regularity in the processes [products would be an equally good word] of evolution became the
center of attraction even before the processes of evolution had been observed and understood”
(Boas, 1904, p. 516). Under the generalizing method, regularity was manifest as “one type of
evolution from a primitive form to the highest civilization” that was “applicable to the whole
of mankind” (Boas, 1904, p. 516). This was not only Boas’s view:

The emerging social science disciplines of the nineteenth century were dominated by the
conviction that a search for regularity in human affairs must go behind events in the ex-
periences of peoples and find the forms, forces, or functional requirements that deter-
mined events and made things happen as they did.... The point of departure of nineteenth
century anthropologists and sociologists alike was the rejection of the data and proce-
dures of traditional historians, or at least the drawing of a careful distinction between his-
torical and “scientific” investigation. (Bock, 1952, pp. 489–490)

Those subscribing to the notion of universal cultural evolution did not need to know the
particularistic historical processes and events behind the development of any particular cul-
ture because the psychic unity of mankind was assumed to have directed how each culture re-
sponded to a necessity. As Boas (1896, p. 903) remarked, “the sameness of ethnological phe-
nomena found in diverse regions [was taken as] proof that the human mind obeys the same
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laws everywhere.” Boas (1896, p. 903) did not accept this generalization and noted in the next
sentence that “if different historical developments could lead to the same results ... then this
generalization would not be tenable.” That is, a test of universal evolution could be made with
particularistic historical data, and as Boas argued throughout his career, virtually every test
showed the generalization to be untenable.

The fact that culture was transmitted over time and across space provided the warrant for
the test implications and “induced investigators to trace the distribution and history of cus-
toms and beliefs with care so as to ascertain empirically whether they are spontaneous cre-
ations or whether they are borrowed and adapted” (Boas, 1904, p. 522). The research program
that became known as “historical ethnology” (Goldenweiser, 1925) or “historical particular-
ism” (Harris, 1968) emerged from Boas’s teachings. Boas eventually abandoned the particu-
laristic historical ethnology he spawned in favor of a more psychological anthropology, but,
with few exceptions, his students and others sought to develop it into a robust research pro-
gram. Historical ethnologists took on virtually any competitor, as Robert Lowie (1912, 1918)
did against the vestiges of universal cultural evolutionism and Alexander Goldenweiser
(1916; see also Boas, 1911) did against diffusionism. Although there were problems with the
basic method of historical ethnology (Radin, 1933), anthropologists continued to try to work
out the history of the particular culture(s) they studied and to improve various analytical tech-
niques (e.g., Clements, Schenck, & Brown, 1926; Steward, 1929).

Writing at the close of the Boasian period, Clyde Kluckhohn (1939, 1940) argued that
anthropology could certainly be historical—all it had to do was to continue doing what it had
been doing throughout much of the twentieth century—but if it were to be scientific history,
anthropology had to develop its own explicit explanatory theory. Two anthropologists who
dominated much of the anthropology of the early and middle twentieth century argued about
this at some length—an argument not simply about how to make anthropology scientific but
about whether such a thing was even possible. The fallout from that debate between A.L.
Kroeber and Leslie White would set much of the course of anthropology throughout the twen-
tieth century.

ANTHROPOLOGY AFTER BOAS

Kroeber, an early student of Boas’s at Columbia, wrote that the “methodological re-
quirements of history” include “continuity (with context as corollary) and uniqueness”
(Kroeber, 1935, p. 542). He viewed uniqueness as a necessary characteristic of history be-
cause historians—whether historians per se or anthropologists doing historical ethnology—
practice “an extreme caution of generalizations savoring of the universal” (Kroeber, 1935, p.
544). This was a direct link to Boas’s (1896, 1904) earlier-stated dichotomy between particu-
laristic history and generalizing science. Kroeber (1935) argued that science is an experi-
mental discipline that takes place in the laboratory and seeks universal processes that typi-
cally are reduced to “physico-chemical explanations.” In contrast, Kroeber (1935, p. 546)
believed that the “historical approach” might also call on those same universal processes, but,
“given the nature of things,” it cannot similarly reduce explanations of “the field of human
societies” to physico-chemical processes. The following year Kroeber (1936/1952a, p. 69)
identified what he termed the “essential qualities of the genuine scientific approach.” It was
a means to understand how the world works; it was empirical; and it classified empirical phe-
nomena in order to build abstract concepts, laws, and the like. Experimentation is not, in
Kroeber’s view, a “fundamental characteristic” (p. 69) of science; the “end-results [of science]
are timeless and spaceless formulations, in the sense that they are independent of specific or

84 R. LEE LYMAN AND MICHAEL J. O’BRIEN



particular time and place” (p. 70). History, on the other hand, retains the spatio-temporal co-
ordinates of its subject phenomena and although it “conceptualizes, it does not wholly ab-
stract” (p. 71). Establishment of chronology is “not the fundamental feature of the historic ap-
proach” but rather the “reconstructing” of phenomena or events “into significant conceptual
relations and groupings” (p. 71). The last in turn reveals, inductively, the processes and causes
of historical change and can eventually lead to generalizations. Thus not only is history nomo-
thetic but history and science are two sides of the same coin (Kroeber, 1952b).

But history is also idiographic, as Kroeber well knew, and he attempted to synthesize the
particulars and to produce generalizations based on patterns, although he admitted he had lit-
tle success and had found no “true law in the [cultural] phenomena dealt with” (Kroeber,
1944, p. 81). One who agreed with Kroeber’s self-evaluation was Leslie White (1946), an-
other leading American ethnologist of the period. The two men differed considerably on the
matters of history, science, and evolution. For example, in contrast to Kroeber, White held that
history and science were separate and distinct and had minimal overlap. Both Kroeber and
White viewed cultural change as involving transmission and heritable continuity and referred
to the history of a culture as a continuum. Further, they agreed that events varied formally and
each occupied a particular position in time and space. But White and Kroeber viewed history
and evolution differently. The manner in which the form of an event and its spatio-temporal
coordinates are analytically interrelated were the criteria by which White distinguished be-
tween history and evolution. White (1938, p. 375) noted that “events are related to each other
spatially, and we may deal with [them] in terms of spatial, or formal, relationships, ignoring
the aspect time” (see also White, 1945, p. 222). A form of event could be “repetitive” (White,
1945, p. 229), meaning that events could be classified as members of a type based on shared
formal features and despite each one occupying a unique time–space position. In White’s
(1945, p. 222) view, history concerns “non-repetitive” events and deals with events strictly “in
terms of their temporal relationships alone. Each event is unique. The one thing that history
never does is repeat itself ” (White, 1938, p. 374). Thus, the “temporal process [is] a chrono-
logical sequence of unique events, the study of which is history” (White, 1945, p. 222).

Whereas the “historic process is merely temporal, the evolutionary process is formal as
well: it is a temporal-sequence-of-forms” (White, 1938, p. 379). The evolutionary process in-
volves “new forms grow[ing] out of preceding forms” (White, 1938, p. 380; see also White,
1945, p. 224). Although “the historic process and the evolutionist process are alike in that
both involve temporal sequences[, they differ] in that the historic process deals with events
determined by specific time and space coordinates, in short with unique [empirical] events,
whereas the evolutionist process is concerned with classes [types] of events independent of
specific time and place” (White, 1945, p. 230). Recall Richard Watson’s (1966) comments
cited earlier.

Kroeber could not understand White’s distinction between history and evolution because
to Kroeber, history and evolution were one and the same (see also Bidney, 1946). For Kroeber
(1935, p. 545), “the distinctive feature of the historical approach in any field [is] not the deal-
ing with time sequences ... but an endeavor at descriptive integration.” Integration signifies an
effort to identify cultural “processes” or mechanisms prompting stability and change over time
(Kroeber, 1935, p. 546). In Kroeber’s (1935, p. 567) view, good historians “concern themselves
with finding patterns and putting them into their actual relations essentially on the phenome-
nal level.” Kroeber viewed historical research as tracing diachronic or synchronic relations be-
tween phenomena. The former consisted of determining sequences of events or elucidating an
event’s historical context; the latter involved determining the interrelationships of phenomena
at one point in time and in anthropology involved placing a phenomenon in its cultural con-
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text. In Kroeber’s view, science studies processes whereas history studies patterns; in anthro-
pology, a cultural pattern is the metaphorical glue—“those arrangements or systems of inter-
nal relationship which give to any culture its coherence or plan”—that holds a set of cultural
traits together, making them more than a “mere accumulation of random bits” (Kroeber, 1948,
p. 311). Relative to the “inorganic exact sciences,” the historical sciences demand a “funda-
mentally and qualitatively different type of interpretation” (Kroeber, 1935, p. 545). History in-
volves “interpretation” and is “concerned with functional relations” (Kroeber, 1946, p. 3).
Further, “real history is nothing but an interpretation by means of description in terms of con-
text” (1946, p. 4), and “historical validation per se is achieved in terms of accord or fit with
increasingly larger context” (1946, p. 11). The term “context” signifies the spatio-temporal co-
ordinates of an event and the spatio-temporal and functional or causal relations between events. 

Kroeber (1946, p. 11) noted that the varied contexts of events prevent “the historical ap-
proach as such from ever attaining to ‘laws,’ to general theory, to exactness of measurable
findings, and to genuine verifiability, as by experiment.” The contexts give “historical find-
ings their quality of uniqueness, their individuation,” although through close study, one can
“recognize patterns” across historical phenomena (Kroeber, 1946, p. 11). Kroeber (1946, p.
11) contrasted history with science as follows: “Science ... abandons most of what history
holds on to: position in the space–time continuum [and] singularity of quality. [It seeks] quan-
titative instead of qualitative precision. By systematic analytic dissolution of the concrete-
nesses of phenomena, it achieves generalization, repetitive constants, verification.” To
Kroeber, classification of phenomena as to type omits uniqueness and reveals pattern.

In advocating science (rendered as cultural evolution) over history, White was express-
ing his displeasure with Boasian historical particularism, especially the Boasian view that cul-
tures were so variable and free as to take a virtually infinite number of forms. To the contrary,
White thought one could write laws about how cultures work and change over time, and thus
that anthropology could be scientific (Hatch, 1973). Kenneth Bock (1952) showed that
White’s view of history was the traditional one of historians—that the unique events of his-
tory cannot be generalized, although similar ones might be placed in a category and dealt with
intuitively. Events classified as to type would in turn reveal a historical problem and prompt
comparisons among the members of a kind in order to identify—typically by way of induc-
tion—commonalities and causes (Teggart, 1942). A parallel procedure in twentieth-century
anthropology was referred to as the comparative, or cross-cultural, approach. As George
Murdock (1957, pp. 249, 250) noted, a “science of human behavior” cannot depend on “cul-
ture-bound generalizations” but instead demands generalizations that have been cross-cultur-
ally tested and verified. Murdock was explicit about the difference between particularistic his-
tory and the scientific value of multiple instances of a kind of phenomena:

The events which produce cultural change ... are invariably historical, i.e. specific with
respect to time and place. Events occurring at different places and times may resemble
one another, however, and exert parallel influences upon different cultures. It is thus pos-
sible to view changes in culture either in relation to their spatial and temporal setting or
in relation to comparable events wherever and whenever they have occurred. The former
or “historical” approach answers such questions as what? when? and where? The latter
or “scientific” approach, by illuminating the processes by which change occurs, answers
the question how? Both approaches are valid and completely complementary. (Murdock,
1956, p. 250)

Fifteen years after the debate between White and Kroeber, both commented again on the
issue of whether history was a science or not. White (1959a, p. 114) reiterated that classifi-
cation is critical to the science of evolution and that history focuses on particulars and there-
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fore does not classify particularistic events into kinds. As a result, history cannot be scientific,
and although evolution takes place over time, evolutionism is not historical but rather scien-
tific precisely because it classifies events as to kind. Kroeber’s (1960) point was that Darwin’s
theory of biological evolution had brought to historical inquiry a means of being scientific
(see also Kroeber, 1957, 1958/1963). He noted that the Linnaean taxonomic system provided
Darwin with data that he could contemplate and eventually explain with his theory.
Anthropologists, in Kroeber’s (1960, p. 14) view, “do not yet clearly recognize the funda-
mental value of the humble but indispensable task of classifying—that is, structuring—our
body of knowledge.” The Linnaean taxonomic system was not built with any theory of evo-
lution in mind (see discussion in Lyman & O’Brien, 2003a; O’Brien & Lyman, 2003). Darwin
supplied that, in the process showing why the Linnaean system had the structure that it did
(Padian, 1999). The active interplay of constructing classifications and building theory to ac-
count for kinds of phenomena has long been acknowledged in evolutionary biology (e.g.,
Hull, 1970; Lewontin, 1974b) but was hardly mentioned in Americanist anthropology and ar-
chaeology during the twentieth century (see Dunnell, 1986, for an exception, and discussions
in Lyman & O’Brien, 2002, and O’Brien & Lyman, 2002a).

Boas had in fact remarked early on that the “development of ethnology is largely due to
the general recognition of the principle of biological evolution. It is a common feature of all
forms of evolutionary theory that every living being is considered as the result of an histori-
cal development. ... The development of ethnology is largely due to the adoption of the evo-
lutionary standpoint, because it impressed the conviction upon us that no event in the life of
a people passes without leaving its effect upon later generations” (Boas 1888/1940, p. 633).
Kroeber (1957, 1960, 1958/1963) may have taken his inspiration for using biological evolu-
tion as exemplifying historical science from this statement. He clearly thought that sufficient
particularistic data were now available in anthropology to begin generalizing, to “recognize
repetitive regularities” that “themselves point to laws” (Kroeber, 1957, p. 286). Classification
(Kroeber, 1960) was the means to recognizing the regularities. Processual archaeologists
seem to have overlooked these key points.

IDIOGRAPHIC AND NOMOTHETIC ARCHAEOLOGY POLEMIC

Americanist archaeologist Walter Taylor (1948, p. 30) stated that historical disciplines
are “non-experimental” and “deal with actual, non-repeating, unique, rather than ‘laboratory’
events.” In Taylor’s view, historians follow four analytical steps: (1) define a problem; (2) col-
lect, analyze, and criticize data; (3) place the data in chronological sequence; and (4) integrate
and synthesize the data such that interrelations among the phenomena in the temporal series
are established. This sounds like Kroeber in the sense of searching for patterns and causal
processes if not general laws. Taylor’s clarion call ushered in a period typically held up as the
time when Americanist archaeology shifted from being a discipline concerned with descrip-
tive, idiographic history to being a nomothetic science. A primary example of this is found in
Gordon Willey and Philip Phillips’s (1958, pp. 5, 6) description of what they termed “proces-
sual interpretation” as “an attempt to discover regularities in the relationships given by the
methods of culture-historical integration” and their claim that such interpretations, when
based on discovered regularities, comprised causal explanations.

A year later, Joseph Caldwell (1959, p. 304) indicated that the “new archeology in
America is tending to be more concerned with culture process and less concerned with the
descriptive content of prehistoric cultures. There are now two kinds of problems, historical
and general.” The former was concerned with “the identification of cultures” and the latter
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with “the identification of culture processes” (Caldwell, 1959, p. 304). Caldwell (1959, p.
306) advocated the multilinear cultural evolutionism of Julian Steward (1955) as the model
that would eventually allow archaeologists to “discover the workings of a finite number of
general cultural processes.” A few years earlier, Betty Meggers (1955, p. 116) had examined
“those sciences we consider to be models of the scientific approach” in order to determine if
archaeology fell into the category. She noted that sciences have laws—both universal and
probabilistic—as did anthropology and archaeology at the time, as seen in the cultural evolu-
tionism of White (1949) and Steward (1955). Further, archaeology and anthropology used in-
terpretive principles such as environmental determinism and diffusion to explain cultural phe-
nomena. These principles had been based on generalizations derived from observed patterns,
just as in the model sciences. Thus, Meggers argued, the suggestion was false that humans
were too individualistic in their behaviors and/or that social behavior was too complex to sub-
sume under law-like principles. Without using the words, Meggers summarized the then-per-
ceived differences between nomothetic science and idiographic history and argued that ar-
chaeology was the former.

Meggers was not taking an isolated path in declaring archaeology scientific;
Americanists had long thought of what they did to be science (Lyman et al., 1997), although
until about 1950 what was thought of as scientific archaeology largely involved the construc-
tion, testing, and refinement of cultural chronologies. Beginning in the late 1940s, succes-
sively more archaeologists sought to explain those chronologies as well (Lyman & O’Brien,
2001). That is, there were two recognizable goals to archaeological research—chronicle and
history, to use O’Hara’s (1988) terms. This, in our view, is what made archaeology scien-
tific—the point made by Caldwell (1959) when he used the term “new archaeology.” But
there were those archaeologists who would scoff at the idea that any archaeology done prior
to 1962 could be classified as being scientific. That was the year that Lewis Binford, a stu-
dent of White’s, wrote an article titled “Archaeology as Anthropology” (Binford, 1962) in
which he emphasized the “need for developing a ‘scientific’ (usually as opposed to a ‘histor-
ical’) archaeology” (Bayard, 1969, p. 376).

Binford and his followers, of which there were many, became known as the real “new ar-
chaeologists,” also known as “processualists” because of their goal of understanding culture
process. Their goal was nothing short of making archaeology scientific, but they had a nar-
row view of science. Patty Jo Watson (1973a, p. 48) pointed out that “science is not delimited
by use of computers, test tubes, Pearson’s r, calipers, or lab coats,” but she and other proces-
sualists adopted a particular method of logic based on physics and chemistry, believing that
this would make their discipline a science (Dunnell, 1982). Citing philosopher Carl Hempel
(1942/1965), Binford (1968) argued that the discipline should seek to build laws of cultural
processes. His call was picked up by John Fritz and Fred Plog (1970), who exposed archae-
ologists to the details of Hempel’s deductive-nomological (D-N) model of science. Their ef-
fort was almost immediately followed by Patty Jo Watson, Steven LeBlanc, and Charles
Redman’s (1971) book-length treatise on the D-N model. Their efforts brought to the surface
yet again the debate of whether archaeology, traditionally a historical discipline, could ever
be scientific (Morgan, 1973, 1974; Watson, LeBlanc, & Redman, 1974). Watson, LeBlanc,
and Redman (1971, p. 167) agreed with Bruce Trigger (1970, p. 27), who characterized “tra-
ditional”—that is, pre-Binfordian—archaeology as “particularizing” and “essentially descrip-
tive” (following Taylor, 1948; White, 1945), whereas the then-emerging processual archaeol-
ogy advocated by Binford, Fritz, and Plog, and Watson, LeBlanc, and Redman was, according
to Trigger (1970, p. 28), “concerned with the formulation of general rules [read laws] of cul-
tural behavior.” Trigger (1970, p. 30) pointed out that “history” has as its aim the explanation
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of “individual situations in all their complexity rather than the formulation of general laws for
indefinitely repeatable events and processes. That is what is meant by saying that history is
idiographic, the social sciences nomothetic.” The social sciences are nomothetic because they
seek to identify recurring variables and the relations among them.

Many of these same arguments were repeated a few years later. Watson (1973b, p. 113)
noted that some archaeologists distinguished “between archeology as history and archeology
as science.” She argued that whereas Trigger (1970) indicated that archaeology could be both,
he emphasized the former at the expense of the latter. Watson clearly favored science over his-
tory. She pointed out that “both nomothetically and particularistically oriented studies are
necessary to advancing [archaeological] knowledge” and that “the empirical data of the arche-
ological record can be treated in an explicitly scientific manner by both nomotheticists and
particularists” (Watson, 1973b, pp. 121, 122). Apparently this involves the derivation of laws
from multiple empirical cases and the use of those laws to explain additional empirical cases.
This was Simpson’s (1963a, 1970) position. But the tone of her discussion made it clear that
Watson, like her husband Richard, preferred the scientific, nomothetic version of archaeology
rather than the historical, idiographic version. She in fact indicated elsewhere (Watson, 1973a,
p. 51) that in order to provide explanations, we must, following the D-N model, have a “cor-
pus of accepted archaeological laws.” Because such a corpus was then unavailable, archaeol-
ogists should focus their efforts on building those laws.

Trigger (1973, p. 95) echoed Watson’s position that “both idiographic, or particulariz-
ing (i.e., historical), and nomothetic, or generalizing, disciplines are vital components of a
scientific study of human behavior.” He made the important point that “chronology and de-
scription are basic to both nomothetic and idiographic explanation, but, by themselves, they
do not constitute history. The goals of historical research are as explanatory as the goals of
the nomothetic social sciences” (Trigger, 1973, p. 97). He also stated that many historians
and philosophers of science would agree that “if historical explanation means to explain his-
torical data, [then] special techniques are required that lie outside the normally accepted log-
ical structure of covering law theory” (Trigger, 1973, p. 99), or the D-N model. In the place
of covering laws, one uses “generalizations” to account for what is typically the incomplete
historical data associated with the phenomena of interest (Trigger, 1973, p. 99). This sounds
to us much like Watson’s (1973b, p. 117) suggested use of a “law or lawlike generaliza-
tion”—defined as a statement of “a relationship between two or more variables or sets of
variables”—to explain phenomena.

Trigger (1973, p. 102) recognized the value of theory to scientific explanation but
pointed out that the cultural evolutionism of White (1949, 1959b) and Steward (1955) was
“overly general and trivial” given that historians are more interested in the unique features
of events that recur than in the features shared by members of a type of event. This is so, in
Trigger’s (1973, p. 103) view, because “the complexity of the variables involved in concrete
sociocultural relationships explains the often claimed uniqueness of historical events.”
Explanation in a nomothetic vein is attained by “concentrating on the features that classes of
events have in common” (Trigger, 1973, p. 103). This largely echoed Simpson’s (1970) re-
sponse to Richard Watson (1966). Trigger (1973, p. 108) did two things to make his case for
the scientific nature of historical explanation. First, he noted that such explanations are of
the “how possibly” sort (Trigger, 1973, p. 107). Second, he pointed out that historical ex-
planations can be tested with “new archeological evidence” (Trigger, 1973, p. 108). These
two characteristics are precisely those used by O’Hara (1988) and Brandon (1990) to de-
scribe historical explanations provided by evolutionary biologists (Cooper, 2002; Gould,
1986, 1989; Moore, 2002).
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Trigger and Watson accepted that archaeology could be both history and science, yet nei-
ther acknowledged Kroeber’s early statements to this effect. Douglas Bamforth and Albert
Spaulding (1982) later reiterated that archaeology in fact was both. In their view, science and
history consist of “empirical inquiry,” which they characterized as involving “publicly ascer-
tainable evidence [as] the method of testing hypotheses and theories” (Bamforth & Spaulding,
1982, p. 183). That is, history and science are not necessarily mutually exclusive. To distin-
guish history from science is “meaningless” because both involve building explanations on
the basis of “explicit or implicit covering generalizations because there is no other way to ex-
plain empirical data” (Bamforth & Spaulding, 1982, p. 191).

Robert Dunnell (1982) introduced to Americanist archaeology the distinction between
the ontologies of essentialism and materialism, but he did not reference Simpson (1963a,
1970), despite the fact that paleontology is closely related to archaeology (O’Brien & Lyman,
2000, 2002b). Dunnell, like Bamforth and Spaulding, highlighted the role of theory in ar-
chaeological explanation, but he was virtually the only archaeologist until the early 1990s to
note the interrelations of theory, units, and laws in science: “Theory in the sense of explicit
units and laws governing their interactions universally is the hallmark of science” (Dunnell,
1982, p. 5). He pointed out that “theory is a substitute, explicitly compounded and expressly
limited in applicability, for indigenous, covert rules and units used in understanding” and also
that “because of the constraints placed by theory on asking questions, making observations,
and assembling linking statements, empirical conclusions are linked into internally coherent
bodies of knowledge” (p. 6). Further, the units must be “measurable,” else “definitive empir-
ical testing is not possible” (p. 7).

Many Americanist archaeologists working today will argue that they have a wealth of
theory by which the archaeological record can be explained, and that they are doing science
(Spencer, 1997, and selected references therein). Not everyone agrees with this assessment,
but not because of any perceived difference between history and science. Rather, now the dif-
ference of opinion has its roots in the different perceptions of what, exactly, comprises a ma-
terialist (configurational) ontology and whether or not such an ontology is necessary for ar-
chaeology to be a historical science (O’Brien & Lyman, 2000).

IDIOGRAPHIC AND NOMOTHETIC ARCHAEOLOGY EXAMPLES

According to processual archaeologists, culture historians believed they had arrived at an
explanation when they could build a chronology of prehistoric events. Binford (1968, p. 268), for
example, described an explanation offered by culture historians as involving an “argument which
proposes a cause and effect relationship between events when the only justification for such a
proposal is the sequential nature of the events cited.” He argued that this failure of “historical ex-
planation” resulted from the absence of general laws regarding the “relationships between two or
more variables” (Binford, 1968, p. 270). Laws in turn were to be built by “observation, hypothe-
sis formulation and testing [because this] is what constitutes the scientific method” (p. 270). To
illustrate his point, Binford (1968) critiqued a culture-historical explanation for the collapse of
the 1,100-year old Mayan civilization that involved invasion of Mayan territory by some uniden-
tified people. Binford’s points were several, including that invasions may not precipitate a col-
lapse of indigenous society, and that such collapse may occur for some reason other than inva-
sion. In his view and that of other processualists, general laws regarding cultural dynamics had
to be written in order for archaeology to explain such events scientifically.

Examples of possible cultural laws were discussed by proponents of processual archae-
ology. Based on analyses of archaeological materials performed by others, Watson et al.
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(1971, p. 39) suggested the following “hypothetical general law”: “If the formal characteris-
tics of [prehistoric pueblo] rooms are the same or closely similar to those in [modern] pueb-
los, the functional characteristics are also the same or closely similar.” Watson et al. originally
named a particular prehistoric pueblo and stated that the law when so worded “is of limited
scope because of the specificity of the circumstances” (p. 39). Commentators expressed skep-
ticism that this statement was a law (Renfrew, 1973; Schuyler, 1973). We have reworded the
original from a particular prehistoric pueblo to include all prehistoric pueblos to underscore
the fact that this is merely a statement of analogy of a sort typically used in Americanist ar-
chaeology (Wolverton & Lyman, 2000). Strangely, Watson et al. (1971) seem to implicitly
recognize that their hypothetical law is a statement of analogy that they would not accord the
status of a universal cultural law.

The supposed law of pueblo-room function does not literally concern culture processes,
the alleged subject of interest of all processual archaeologists. Culture processes were orig-
inally defined by the chief architect of processual archaeology as “the dynamic relationships
(causes and effects) operative among the components of a [cultural] system or between sys-
tematic components [of a culture] and the environment [in which the culture resides]”
(Binford, 1968, p. 269). What Watson et al.’s law seems to suggest is that the spatial distri-
bution of human behaviors and activities (causes) results in artifacts with different functions
being differentially distributed across space (effects). To us, this seems to exemplify what
processual archaeologist Kent Flannery (1973, p. 51) claimed had been labeled “by some
[unnamed] critics [as] ‘Mickey Mouse laws.’” Further, the pueblo-room law does not con-
cern another major subject of interest to processual archaeologists, namely, the causes (and
processes) and effects of cultural change. 

Processualists proposed and employed a possible law concerning cultural change in
their seminal substantive studies (various chapters in Binford & Binford, 1968). This law
can be stated basically as follows: As cultural-transmission networks within a society are
disrupted and infiltrated by individuals originally external to the society, then nonfunc-
tional (stylistic) phenomena will become more heterogeneous, change more rapidly, or
both (Binford, 1963). Of course, whether this is truly a cultural law or not is questionable,
as noted by one commentator on a particular version of this alleged law (Schuyler, 1973).
The point to make here, however, is that many processualists believed that they could test
such proposed laws of cultural processes and dynamics using archaeological data (e.g.,
Watson et al., 1971, p. 53). As noted by several commentators (e.g., Morgan, 1973, p.
270), this was incorrect because the test concerned the matching of effects created when
the causes were invisible (prehistoric) with effects created when the causes were visible
(modern). Equifinality, which “simply stated ... means that any final state may be reached
from different initial conditions and in different ways” (Lamberg-Karlovsky, 1970, p. 112)
was a serious problem. It is beyond our scope here to delve into this topic deeply, but we
note that an eventual result was that processual archaeologists turned from the writing of
laws of cultural dynamics as the hallmark of the scientific status of their discipline to the
hallmark that their analytical and interpretive results be testable. That they might have
originally adopted the wrong model of science as a guide to redesigning archaeology was
pointed out almost from the get-go (Clarke, 1972). It should be clear that we think they
would have been better advised to rewrite anthropological theory in archaeological terms,
just as paleontology rewrote neo-Darwinian evolutionary theory in fossiliferous terms.
Instead, as we have argued here, in their effort to make their discipline “explicitly scien-
tific” (Watson et al., 1971), processual archaeologists attempted to write laws of culture
process in terms of existing cultures.
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DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

The nature of anthropology as a scholarly discipline is such that individual anthropolo-
gists regularly felt compelled in the twentieth century to argue that the discipline is a science
when it focuses on historical questions. Few of these discussions provide explicit definitions
of science, history, or historical science, although authors might occasionally list some of the
characteristics of each. More frequently, they simply apply the descriptors nomothetic (gen-
eralizing) to science and idiographic (particularistic) to history. One noteworthy exception to
these general patterns is provided by David Aberle (1987, p. 356):

The historical sciences are historical because they deal with entities and groups of enti-
ties that have traceable continuity over time, but that also change. They are scientific be-
cause they have methods for choosing among competing hypotheses about the nature
and order of changes in the phenomena under study and methods as well for choosing
among competing hypotheses that attempt to explain those changes. The first of these
analyses is the process of historical reconstruction. In this approach there is no antithe-
sis between history and science, or between history and evolution. The methods and
goals of historical science are scientific; its products range from particular histories to
tests of general propositions.

In his synopsis of the methods of culture history, linguist Joseph Greenberg (1968, p.
449) outlined the methods used by Darwin and subsequent evolutionists interested in history:
“[T]he general strategy of the historical enterprise is based on the circumstance that the same
event may leave multiple traces, each of which provides independent evidence for the fact.”
Further, “a process is ... a class of similar changes” (Greenberg, 1968, p. 449). In Greenberg’s
(1968, p. 451) view, archaeology is a historical science because it reasons “from trace as ef-
fect to historical cause,” where traces are artifacts. Cultural processes—the subject of most
interest to nomothetic archaeologists—were characterized as the historical processes of cul-
tural change by Murdock (1956), who listed the processes of innovation (including invention,
cultural borrowing, and what he called “tentation”), social acceptance, selective elimination,
and integration (see also Barnett, 1940; Herskovits, 1945; Steward, 1953). These are only
proximate causes because one can readily ask, even after identifying the specific process that
applies in a particular case, why a cultural trait was invented, why it did or did not diffuse, why
it was or was not accepted, eliminated, or integrated (Lyman & O’Brien, 2003b). Theory pro-
vides hypothetical reasons, in the form of ultimate causes, and these have testable implica-
tions. From this perspective, the issue becomes not whether anthropology is science or his-
tory, but rather what the explanatory theory is.

Robert Carneiro (2000, p. 216) recently observed that “Nothing inherent in the totality
of events constituting history renders them unsuitable to serve as raw material for a science
of culture. After all, the phenomena of every science come to us not only as particular and
unique, but also as intricately bound up with each other. Yet all the factors at work are care-
fully sorted out and categorized by the scientist, and laws are derived for their individual be-
haviors.” Carneiro (2000, p. 218) identified a critical stumbling block to scientific history
when he noted that to a “traditional historian, an event is always concrete and particular; it
happened once and will never recur. As such, it is to be described and explained in terms of
the unique constellation of circumstances that preceded and surrounded it, that gave it its dis-
tinctiveness and individuality.” The key, he pointed out, is to dissolve individual, singular
events “in the universal solvent of general types and classes” (Carneiro, 2000, p. 219). We
agree but add the qualification that unit construction, testing, and revision must take place si-
multaneously with the building, testing, and revision of explanatory theory. Carneiro (2000)
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prefers the essentialist evolutionary models of Leslie White and Julian Steward. We prefer the
materialist evolutionary theory of Darwin (O’Brien & Lyman, 2000, 2002b). 

We find the distinction between history and science when both are cast in terms of evo-
lution (irrespective of the version) to be false unless history is defined narrowly as simple
chronology—what came before what. Although there are epistemological differences between
the two, science is not inherently superior to history (Cleland, 2002). In Americanist anthro-
pology, the distinction between history and science can be traced back to Boas’s (1896, 1904)
discarding of the universal cultural evolutionism of Tylor and Morgan. Although Boas per-
ceived history to be scientific, various of his students and critics worried about the distinction
because of the view that science is nomothetic and law-based whereas human history is con-
tingent on free will and accident. The distinction carried over into the archaeology of the
1960s and 1970s. The processualists assured themselves that what they were doing was sci-
entific as opposed to simply historical, never realizing that one did not preclude the other. It
was not until the 1990s that the discipline began to take seriously the integration of history
into science—a development that we chronicle elsewhere (O’Brien & Lyman, 2000).
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T. R. Shultz

Constructivism/Constructionism:

Methodology

What makes a particular research method ‘con-
structivist’ or ‘social constructionist’ in orientation? In
a sense, the answer lies less in the method or technique
itself than in the philosophy with which the technique
is used. For example, an interview can be conducted to
count the number of positive self-statements in the
interviewee’s verbal output, or to classify him or her
according to some extant diagnostic system. However
different these aims might be from one another, both
could be considered to express traditional research
goals associated with applying or creating universally
‘true’ or valid categories for human experience. In
contrast, other interviews might be conducted to tease
out a network of personal meanings unique to a
particular respondent, to reveal his or her shifting
reliance upon different narratives over the course of
therapy, or to raise questions about the apparent
coherence of a particular line of political discourse.
Such interview methods might well be constructivist,
as they focus on distinctive patterns or processes of

constructing (or deconstructing) meanings in a given
personal or social context, without the presumption of
universality that attends traditional knowledge claims
in psychological science.

More specifically, a research method might be
classified as constructivist or social constructionist to
the extent that it (a) elucidates ‘local’ as opposed to
‘universal’ meanings and practices, (b) focuses upon
provisional rather than ‘essential’ patterns of meaning
construction, (c) considers knowledge to be the pro-
duction of social and personal processes of meaning-
making, and (d) is more concerned with the viability or
pragmatic utility of its application than with its
validity per se. This emphasis on local, provisional,
and pragmatic assessment of (inter)personal meanings
can be illustrated by a closer consideration of three
core techniques associated with a constructivist or
social constructionist approach, each of which en-
compasses many different variations. These include
repertory grid technique, analysis of narrative pro-
cesses in spoken or written ‘text,’ and discourse
analysis.

1. Repertory Grid Technique

Developed within personal construct theory, the rep-
ertory grid technique represents a widely used method
for studying personal and interpersonal systems of
meaning. Because of their flexibility, repertory grids
(or repgrids) have been used in literally thousands of
studies of a broad variety of topics, ranging from
children’s understandings of physical science prin-
ciples and consumer preferences to formal structures
of self-reflection within cognitive science and the
mutual validation of belief systems between friends.
However, their most consistent area of application has
probably been in the clinical domain, where grids have
been used to assess the meaning systems of clients in
psychotherapy, and how these change over the course
of treatment. The ‘reptest’ was initially designed by
George Kelly, the author of personal construct psy-
chology, as a means of assessing the content and
structure of an individual’s repertory of role con-
structs—theunique systemof interconnectedmeanings
that define his or her perceived relationships to others.

In its simplest form, the reptest requires the resp-
ondent to compare and contrast successive sets of
three significant people (e.g., my mother, my father,
and myself), and formulate some important way in
which two of the figures are alike, and different from
the third. For example, if prompted with the above
triad, a person might respond, ‘Well, my father and I
are very self-reliant, whereas my mother is very
dependent on others.’ This basic dimension, self-
reliant �s. dependent, would then be considered one of
the significant themes or constructs that the person
uses to organize, interpret, and approach the social
world, and to define his or her role in it. By presenting
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the respondentwith a large number of triads of varying
‘elements’ (e.g., a previous romantic partner, best
friend, a disliked person, one’s ideal self), the reptest
elicits a broad sampling of the personal constructs that
constitute the person’s outlook on life and perceived
alternatives. These constructs can then be interpreted
impressionistically, used as the basis for further
interviewing of the respondent, or coded using any of
a number of reliable systems of content analysis,
conducted either manually or using available com-
puter programs.

Although the analysis of construct content is often
revealing, most contemporary users prefer to extend
the method beyond the simple elicitation of constructs
by prompting the respondent subsequently to rate or
rank each of the elements (e.g., people) on the resulting
construct dimensions. For example, a respondent
might generate a set of 15 constructs, on which 10
important elements (e.g., my mother, father, self,
partner) could be rated, yielding a matrix of 150
specific ratings that would then be amenable to a wide
range of analyses. Although the repgrid was originally
devised as an interview-based or paper-and-pencil
measure, most contemporary users rely on any of a
number of computer programs for their elicitation and
analysis, such as the popular WebGrid III program
available via the Internet.

Although analysis of the grid can focus on simple
element ratings (e.g., observing that the respondent
views herself as self-reliant, hard-working, emotionally
controlled, etc. on a sample of her personal constructs),
it is typically more helpful to conduct a comprehensive
analysis of the grid to discern larger patterns. This
might involve correlating and factor analyzing the
matrix of ratings to see at a glance which constructs
‘go together’ for the respondent (e.g., self-reliance is
associated with being psychologically healthy, whereas
dependence implies weakness), or to learn what people
are most and least alike in the respondent’s view.
These linkages among constructs often suggest why
people remain ‘stuck’ in symptomatic patterns, as
when a client resists reconstruing himself as happy
instead of depressed, because the former is associated
with being superficial as opposed to deep. Similarly,
patterns of identification among elements in a grid can
be clinically informative, with some of these (e.g.,
degree of correlation between actual self and ideal
self) providing useful indices of progress in psycho-
therapy.

At the most general level, grids can be useful for
identifying how ‘tightly’ or ‘loosely’ a given person’s
meaning system is organized, as revealed, for example,
by the average degree of correlation among the
constructs that comprise it. Like most constructivist
methods, repgrids focus on personal or local (e.g.,
family) systems of meaning, with no assumption that
these generalize to other people. Moreover, repgrids
measure construct systems at a particular moment in
time, demonstrating meaningful sensitivity to vari-

ation across education and psychotherapy, rather than
presuming to reflect invariant psychological essences.
Finally, most users of repertory grids consider the
ultimate hallmark of their value to be the degree to
which they prompt relevant insights for the res-
pondents who complete them, although some inves-
tigators have also demonstrated their validity and
reliability in more conventional terms. Assessment
methods having some affinity to the grid technique
include the laddering technique, which elicits the
higher-order value implications of the respondent’s
constructs of behaviors and social roles, and the self-
confrontation method, which evaluates an individual’s
sense of agency and communion with others through
an analysis of important life events. A common feature
of these methods is their focus on personal structure,
viewingmeaning in systemic terms that can be depicted
visually to enhance its comprehension and discussion
by research participants.

2. Narrati�e Analysis

Narrative psychology considers thinking processes to
be guided by the structures and elements of which
stories are composed. Instead of viewing logic as the
guiding force behind information processing and
meaning making, narrative psychologists view people
as organizing life events into plot structures and
creating themes that give them significance. This
model of organization can be classified as con-
structivist due to the agentic, creative processes in-
volved in the formation of narratives.

Individuals create stories to help them comprehend
and communicate their experiences and interactions in
the world. Narratives are generated through the use of
language, common scripts, and symbols derived from
different cultures and traditions, and therefore are
necessarily context dependent. Stories produced are
seen as reflecting truths unique to their individual
authors and contexts and as rooted within distinctive
lived histories.

The narrative perspective has become popular only
over the last 20 years, but has grown rapidly into a
movement in psychology, partly due to its broad
relevance across cognitive, developmental, and clinical
areas of research. In the cognitive domain, investi-
gators have demonstrated that people inherently
organize ambiguous experiences using story schemas,
and have studied the way that narrative formation
structures memory as well as perception of events.
Developmental researchers have traced the emergence
of children’s story-telling competencies, and their
progressive shift toward accounting for the perspective
of listener vs. narrator. In the domain of psycho-
therapy, researchers have developed methods for
mapping the topical and thematic shifts that charac-
terize client accounts of their experience, relating these
to good and poor outcome. The Narrati�e Process
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Coding and System illustrates the use of constructivist
methods to identify and characterize narratives from
transcribed psychotherapy sessions.

First, an investigator using the system segments the
session dialogue into topic units that are identified
through shifts in protagonists and themes. For in-
stance, a client may begin a session discussing a
conflict she is having with a colleague and then shift to
examining a marital issue. The identification of topic
segments can allow researchers to consider how
themes are maintained or changed through discussion
and how the interpersonal psychotherapeutic process
can act to facilitate narrative development. Second,
the researcher codes these topic segments into one of
three narrative processes. External narrative sequences
are dominated by event description. The recounting of
the steps entailed in registering for university would be
an example of this narrative sequence type. Internal
narrative sequences focus upon emotional and ex-
periential states. For instance, a portrayal of the
different feelings present on the first day of classes
would exemplify this narrative process. Finally, re-
flexive narrative sequences entail analysis and in-
terpretation of events and internal reactions in order
to understand their significance. An exploration of the
meaning of attaining a higher education would be
classified as reflexive. Within different psychotherapy
orientations, research has suggested specific patterns
of narrative process associated with positive outcome.
For instance, a shift between internal and reflexive
exploration has been associated with successful hu-
manistic psychotherapy.

Like other methods, whether or not the narrative
process coding system is ‘constructivist’ depends on
the epistemic intent that guides its use. For example,
the system can be used within an objective, exper-
imental model of science to compare the distribution
of narrative sequences within different transcripts.
Within such a model, results can be tabulated and
statistical arguments for generalization of findings can
be developed that aspire toward more universal
implications. Although useful in some respects, such
an application departs from the emphasis on indi-
viduality that characterizes most constructivist re-
search. Alternately, this narrative tool can be used in a
discovery-oriented framework, and themes identified
that represent local, provisional truths. For instance,
dominant narrative themes could be identified within
the discourse of women with eating disorders on the
topics of food and body image, and these themes could
be explored in relation to the lives of these individual
women and their social contexts.

Other narrative coding methods include the iden-
tification of core conflictual relationship themes implicit
in client accounts of problems with other people, and
the coding of interviews to establish the degree to
which the narrator experiences him or herself as an
origin or pawn in connection with important events. In
each case, the epistemic framework within which

findings are presented and interpreted will dictate
whether or not a method is being used in a con-
structivist spirit.

3. Discourse Analysis

Whereas constructivist methods tend to focus on the
meaning-making efforts of individuals, families, and
small groups, social constructionist methods shift
attention to the broader systems of ‘languaging’ that
characterize public speech, disciplinary discourse, or
cultural contexts. Even when applied to individual
language users, such methods tend to have a critical
thrust, such as when careful ‘deconstructive listening’
is used to bring to light the hidden assumptions that
constrain a speaker’s view of what positions are
permissible for self or others. Social constructionist
methods are in this sense more radical than con-
structivist methods, attempting to uproot oppressive
and marginalizing forms of thinking and speaking that
have dehumanizing consequences.

An example of social constructionist methods is
provided by discourse analysis, the critical evaluation
of social ‘texts’ to reveal their concealed constraints
and contradictions. For example, analyses of pub-
lished debates in the South African parliament in the
early 1980s have elucidated the shared assumptions
about the superiority of whites held by both liberal
and conservative MPs. Likewise, feminist discourse of
the 1970s has been ‘deconstructed’ to expose the ways
in which ‘butch}femme’ lesbians were marginalized to
support a politic that advocated lesbian androgyny.
Interestingly, discourse analysts have been especially
active in undermining traditional assumptions in
psychology, such as the largely unexamined con-
victions that people ideally function as rational ‘selves’
and that psychotherapy involves a move toward
greater ‘reality contact.’ As a method, discourse
analysis appears to be more an art than a science,
borrowing from deconstructive and critical literary
theory in order to understand and resist ‘dominant
narratives’ that limit the terms of debate or the
permissible range of human variation that is con-
sidered ‘normal.’ It is therefore sometimes used by
psychotherapists concerned with helping clients free
themselves from the oppressive narratives of their
lives, and recover a sense of themselves as the authors
of their experience. Related social constructionist
methods include the analysis of rhetoric, the tropes or
moves used to advance a persuasive argument, and
textual analysis, which reveals the way in which
authors skillfully position themselves and others
within the moral discourse of an account, so as to
present themselves to best advantage.

In summary, constructivist and social construct-
ionist methods in psychology are multifaceted in form
and diverse in application, but tend to express a shared
commitment to revealing the structure of personal and
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collective meanings and the processes by which they
are constructed. Given their convergence with post-
modern trends in the human sciences, it is likely that
their influence will continue to grow in the future.

See also: Constructivist Psychotherapies; History of
Science: Constructivist Perspectives; Linguistic Turn
and Discourse Analysis in History; Narrative, Socio-
logy of; Narratives and Accounts, in the Social and
Behavioral Sciences
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Constructivism in Cognitive Psychology

Constructivist thinking and reasoning have played a
major role in psychology for several years; for
example, in William James’ ‘pragmatic method’ as
well as in Barlett’s ‘construction of remembering.’ In
modern cognitive psychology constructivist principles
and concepts are the basic elements of research,
especially in the fields of learning, language and
memory. Rumelhart (1980) analyses cognition as an
interpretation process controlled by cognitive
schemes. Johnson et al. (1999) examines the con-
struction of mental models for ‘extensional reasoning’
of ‘naive individuals.’ Constructivist principles and
concepts are also relevant for scientific knowledge
because ‘knowledge of all kinds, including scientific
knowledge, is a construction of the human mind’
(Scarr 1985, p. 499). The concept that all knowledge

and thinking is a result of construction is certainly
the core assumption of all versions of scientific
constructivism.

1. What does Constructi�ism Mean?

Constructivist approaches refer to an epistemological
position in which knowledge is regarded as con-
structed. These approaches concentrate on the analysis
of single processes or functions. Constructivist ap-
proaches present themselves through a remarkable
spectrum in psychology. Therefore, our understanding
of constructivism as a unifying principle is ques-
tionable. Instead we prefer to distinguish varieties of
constructivist reasoning in psychology (and philo-
sophy), which share at least the first two of the follow-
ing characteristics: they analyse the ability of indi-
viduals to act and to demonstrate self-control, partly
with the consequence of taking distal variables like
genetic variation into special consideration (Scarr
1985, p. 510). They are based on the assumption that
knowledge is the result of constructive processes; and
the consequence of this for the analysis of person-
situation-interaction is that these are constructed on
the basis of experiences, i.e., the same context is seen
and applied differently.

Finally, interventions and instructions will be
viewed here in relation to individually-constructed
experiences and their applicability and fit. These three
characteristics are core features of constructivist
reasoning. The following representation of con-
structivist perspectives in psychology refers to the
consideration of these features and not only to the fact
that the author calls himself a constructivist. This
manner of thinking is legitimate because on the one
hand there are numerous authors who do not call
themselves constructivists but are closely associated
with this perspective. On the other hand, there are
considerable differences between various constructiv-
ist approaches, especially between radical construc-
tivism and social constructivism as well as between
constructivist approaches to learning and knowledge
acquisition.

Radical constructivism—which views realism in
science as inadequate and assumes an informational
closeness of cognitive systems (Maturana & Varela
1987)—plays a subsidiary role in psychology, even
though it is postulated as the prototype of constructiv-
ist perspectives. Radical constructivists like Maturana
or Varela always question the possibility of objectivity
and truth because only information which is viable
and serves to support the system is, according to them,
processed. Truth, objectivity and knowledge are thus
constructed. Radical constructivism focuses on epis-
temology and studies the relationship between know-
ledge and the world, rejecting realism and any form of
ontology.

A second version of constructivism is named ‘con-
structionism’ or ‘social constructionism’. This version
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A few years back, a brilliant student from China began to 

work with me on questions of social psychology and rea

soning. One day early in our acquaintance, he said, "You 

know, the difference between you and me is that I think 

the world is a circle, and you think it's a line." Unfazed by 

what must have been a startled expression on my face, he 

expounded on that theme. "The Chinese believe in con

stant change, but with things always moving back to some 

prior state. They pay attention to a wide range of events; 

they search for relationships between things; and they 

think you can't understand the part without understand

ing the whole. Westerners live in a simpler, more deter

ministic world; they focus on salient objects or people 

instead of the larger picture; and they think they can con

trol events because they know the rules that govern the 

behavior of objects." 

I was skeptical but intrigued. I had been a lifelong uni-

versalist concerning the nature of human thought. March

ing in step with the long Western line, from the British 

empiricist philosophers such as Hume, Locke, and Mill to 

modern-day cognitive scientists, I believed that all human 
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groups perceive and reason in the same way. The shared 

assumptions of this tradition can be summarized with a 

few principles. 

• Everyone has the same basic cognitive processes. 

Maori herders, IKung hunter-gatherers, and dot

com entrepreneurs all rely on the same tools for 

perception, memory, causal analysis, categoriza

tion, and inference. 

• When people in one culture differ from those in 

another in their beliefs, it can't be because they 

have different cognitive processes, but because 

they are exposed to different aspects of the 

world, or because they have been taught differ

ent things. 

• "Higher order" processes of reasoning rest on the 

formal rules of logic: for example, the prohibition 

against contradiction—a proposition can't be 

both true and false. 

• Reasoning is separate from what is reasoned 

about. The same process can be used to think 

about utterly different things and a given thing 

can be reasoned about using any number of dif

ferent procedures. 

A dozen years before meeting my student I had coau-

thored with Lee Ross a book with a title that made my 

sympathies clear—Human Inference. Not Western infer

ence (and certainly not American college student infer

ence!), but human inference. The book characterized what 

I took to be the inferential rules that people everywhere 
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use to understand the world, including some rules that I 

believed were flawed and capable of producing erroneous 

judgments. 

On the other hand, shortly before I met my new Chi

nese student, I had just completed a series of studies 

examining whether people's reasoning could be improved 

by teaching them new rules for thinking. Given my 

assumptions about universality and hard wiring, I had ini

tially assumed the work would show that it is difficult, if 

not impossible, to change the patterns of reasoning I had 

been studying—even with immersion in long courses of 

study in fields such as statistics and economics. But to my 

surprise, I found substantial training effects. For example, 

people who have taken a few statistics courses avoid lots 

of errors in daily life: They're more likely to see that the 

"sophomore slump" in baseball could be due to statistical 

regression to the mean rather than to some mystical curse, 

and more likely to realize that an interview should be 

regarded as a small sample of a person's behavior and, 

therefore, that a wise hiring decision should be based on 

the larger sample of information in the application folder. 

Economists, it turns out, think differently about all sorts of 

things than the rest of us do—from deciding whether to 

remain at a boring movie to reasoning about foreign pol

icy Moreover, I found it was possible to train people in 

brief sessions and change not only their thinking habits, 

but their actual behavior when we tested them surrepti

tiously outside the laboratory. 

So I was willing to give the student—whose name is 

Kaiping Peng and who now teaches at the University of 

California at Berkeley—an attentive hearing. If it's possi-
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ble to produce marked changes in the way adults think, it 

certainly seemed possible that indoctrination into distinc

tive habits of thought from birth could result in very large 

cultural differences in habits of thought. 

I began reading comparative literature on the nature 

of thought by philosophers, historians, and anthropolo

gists—both Eastern and Western—and found that Peng 

had been a faithful reporter. Whereas psychologists have 

assumed universality, many scholars in other fields believe 

that Westerners (primarily Europeans, Americans, and citi

zens of the British Commonwealth) and East Asians (prin

cipally the people of China, Korea, and Japan) have 

maintained very different systems of thought for thou

sands of years. Moreover, these scholars are in substantial 

agreement about the nature of these differences. For 

example, most who have addressed the question hold that 

European thought rests on the assumption that the behav

ior of objects—physical, animal, and human—can be 

understood in terms of straightforward rules. Westerners 

have a strong interest in categorization, which helps them 

to know what rules to apply to the objects in question, 

and formal logic plays a role in problem solving. East 

Asians, in contrast, attend to objects in their broad con

text. The world seems more complex to Asians than to 

Westerners, and understanding events always requires con

sideration of a host of factors that operate in relation to 

one another in no simple, deterministic way. Formal logic 

plays little role in problem solving. In fact, the person who 

is too concerned with logic may be considered immature. 

As a psychologist, I found these assertions to be revolu

tionary in their implications. If the scholars in the humani-
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ties and other social sciences were right, then the cognitive 

scientists were wrong: Human cognition is not everywhere 

the same. Without putting it in so many words, the human

ities and social science scholars were making extremely 

important claims about the nature of thought. First, that 

members of different cultures differ in their "metaphysics," 

or fundamental beliefs about the nature of the world. Sec

ond, that the characteristic thought processes of different 

groups differ greatly. Third, that the thought processes are 

of a piece with beliefs about the nature of the world: Peo

ple use the cognitive tools that seem to make sense—given 

the sense they make of the world. 

Just as remarkably, the social structures and sense of 

self that are characteristic of Easterners and Westerners 

seem to fit hand in glove with their respective belief sys

tems and cognitive processes. The collective or interde

pendent nature of Asian society is consistent with Asians' 

broad, contextual view of the world and their belief that 

events are highly complex and determined by many fac

tors. The individualistic or independent nature of Western 

society seems consistent with the Western focus on partic

ular objects in isolation from their context and with West

erners' belief that they can know the rules governing 

objects and therefore can control the objects' behavior. 

If people really do differ profoundly in their systems 

of thought—their worldviews and cognitive processes— 

then differences in people's attitudes and beliefs, and even 

their values and preferences, might not be a matter merely 

of different inputs and teachings, but rather an inevitable 

consequence of using different tools to understand the 

world. And if that's true, then efforts to improve interna-
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tional understanding may be less likely to pay off than one 

might hope. 

My student's chance comment, together with my 

interest in cultural psychology and the resulting reading 

program he had encouraged, launched me on a new course 

of research. I began a series of comparative studies, work

ing with students at the University of Michigan and even

tually with colleagues at Beijing University, Kyoto 

University, Seoul National University, and the Chinese 

Institute of Psychology. The research shows that there are 

indeed dramatic differences in the nature of Asian and 

European thought processes. The evidence lends support 

to the claims of nonpsychologist scholars and extends 

those claims to many surprising new mental phenomena. 

In addition, surveys and observational research document 

differences in social practices that dovetail with the differ

ences in habits of thought. The new research has provided 

us, as prior evidence could not, with enough information 

so that we can build a theory about the nature of these 

differences, including how they might have come about, 

what their implications are for perceiving and reasoning in 

everyday life, and how they affect relations between peo

ple from different cultures. 

The research allows us to answer many questions 

about social relations and thought that have long puzzled 

educators, historians, psychologists, and philosophers of 

science. Neither common stereotypical views about East-

West differences nor the more sophisticated views of 

scholars can answer these questions or deal with the new 

findings. The puzzles and new observations range across 

many different domains. For example: 
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Science and Mathematics Why would the ancient 

Chinese have excelled at algebra and arithmetic 

but not geometry, which was the forte of the 

Greeks? Why do modern Asians excel at math 

and science but produce less in the way of revolu

tionary science than Westerners? 

Attention and Perception Why are East Asians better 

able to see relationships among events than West

erners are? Why do East Asians find it relatively 

difficult to disentangle an object from its sur

roundings? 

Causal Inference Why are Westerners so likely to 

overlook the influence of context on the behavior 

of objects and even of people? Why are Eastern

ers more susceptible to the "hindsight bias," which 

allows them to believe that they "knew it all 

along"? 

Organization of Knowledge Why do Western infants 

learn nouns at a much more rapid rate than verbs, 

whereas Eastern infants learn verbs at a more 

rapid rate than nouns? Why do East Asians group 

objects and events based on how they relate to 

one another, whereas Westerners are more likely 

to rely on categories? 

Reasoning Why are Westerners more likely to apply 

formal logic when reasoning about everyday 

events, and why does their insistence on logic 

sometimes cause them to make errors? Why are 

Easterners so willing to entertain apparently con

tradictory propositions and how can this some

times be helpful in getting at the truth? 
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Where to look for the causes of such vastly different 

systems of thought? Do they lie in biology? Language? 

Economics? Social systems? What keeps them going 

today? Social practices? Education? Inertia? And where 

are we headed with the differences? Will they still be here 

fifty or five hundred years from now? 

My research has led me to the conviction that two 

utterly different approaches to the world have maintained 

themselves for thousands of years. These approaches 

include profoundly different social relations, views about 

the nature of the world, and characteristic thought 

processes. Each of these orientations—the Western and 

the Eastern—is a self-reinforcing, homeostatic system. The 

social practices promote the worldviews; the worldviews 

dictate the appropriate thought processes; and the 

thought processes both justify the worldviews and support 

the social practices. Understanding these homeostatic sys

tems has implications for grasping the fundamental nature 

of the mind, for beliefs about how we ought ideally to rea

son, and for appropriate educational strategies for differ

ent peoples. 

Perhaps most important of all, the book has implica

tions for how East and West can get along better through 

mutual understanding of mental differences. Many people 

in Eastern countries believe with some justice that the 

past five hundred years of Western military, political, and 

economic dominance have made the West intellectually 

and morally arrogant. This book will have achieved its 

purpose for Western readers if it causes them to consider 

the possibility that another valid approach to thinking 

about the world exists and that it can serve as a mirror 
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with which to examine and critique their own beliefs and 

habits of mind. The book will have served its purpose for 

Asian readers if it encourages them to consider the com

plementary possibility—though the need is perhaps less 

urgent for them because most Eastern intellectuals are 

already familiar to a considerable degree with Western 

ways of thinking. 

To establish the contention that very different systems 

of perception and thought exist—and have existed for 

thousands of years—I draw on historical and philosophical 

evidence, as well as modern social science research, includ

ing ethnographies, surveys, and laboratory research. In 

chapter 1, Aristotle and Confucius are presented as exam

ples of two different systems of thought. Undoubtedly 

those philosophers also served to entrench habits of 

thought that were already characteristic of their societies, 

but chapters 2 and 3 are intended to show that the social-

practice differences found in modern societies would tend 

to sustain or even to create those different patterns even if 

they had not been present in ancient times. The heart of 

the book is contained in chapters 4 to 7. They present evi

dence that fundamental beliefs about the nature of the 

world, as well as the ways of perceiving it and reasoning 

about it, differ dramatically among modern peoples. The 

evidence is based in good part on laboratory research that 

I have conducted with students and colleagues using a 

variety of tests to examine how people perceive, remem

ber, and think. Chapter 8 spells out some of the implica

tions for psychology, philosophy, and society of the deep 

differences in systems of thought we have discovered. The 

epilogue speculates about where we are headed—toward 
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convergence or toward continued or even intensified sepa

ration. 

To set the stage a bit for the research that follows: 

When I speak of East Asia I mean China and the countries 

that were heavily influenced by its culture, most notably 

Japan and Korea. (I will sometimes abbreviate "East Asian" 

to "Easterner" and sometimes to "Asian.") When I speak of 

Westerners I mean people of European culture. When I 

speak of European Americans I mean blacks and whites 

and Hispanics—anyone but people of Asian descent. This 

somewhat odd usage can be justified by the fact that 

everyone born and raised in America is exposed to similar, 

though of course not by any means identical, cultural 

influences. This is true of Asian Americans too, obviously, 

but in some of the research discussed they are examined 

as a separate group because we would expect them to be 

more similar to Asians than we would expect other Amer

icans to be—and in fact this is what we find. 

Finally, I wish to apologize in advance to those people 

who will be upset to see billions of people labeled with 

the single term "East Asian" and treated as if they are iden

tical. I do not mean to suggest that they are even close to 

being identical. The cultures and subcultures of the East 

differ as dramatically from one another as do those of the 

West. But the broad-brush term "East Asian" can be justi

fied. In a host of social and political ways the cultures in 

that region are, in some general respects, similar to one 

another and different from Western countries. This will 

not satisfy some people who are highly knowledgeable 

about the East, but I ask them to bear with me. Some gen

eralizations are justified despite the myriad differences. An 
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analogy can be drawn to the study of language groups. 

Indo-European languages differ from one another in 

countless ways, and East Asian languages differ at least as 

much. Nevertheless, generalizations about the differences 

between Indo-European languages and East Asian lan

guages taken as a group are possible and meaningful. And, 

as will be seen, some of those high-level generalizations 

are remarkably similar to some of the differences in per

ceptual and thought processes examined in this book. 
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T H E S Y L L O G I S M A N D 

T H E T A O 

M o r e than a billion people in the world today claim 

intellectual inheritance from ancient Greece. More than 

two billion are the heirs of ancient Chinese traditions of 

thought. The philosophies and achievements of the 

Greeks and Chinese of 2,500 years ago were remarkably 

different, as were the social structures and conceptions of 

themselves. And, as I hope to show in this chapter, the 

intellectual aspects of each society make sense in light of 

their social characteristics. 

T H E A N C I E N T GREEKS A N D A G E N C Y 

There is an ancient theater at Epidaurus in Greece that 

holds fourteen thousand people. Built into a hillside, the 
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theater has a spectacular view of mountains and pine trees. 

Its acoustics are such that it is possible to hear a piece of 

paper being crumpled on the stage from any location in the 

theater. Greeks of the classical period, from the sixth to the 

third century B.C., traveled for long periods under difficult 

conditions to attend plays and poetry readings at Epidaurus 

from dawn till dusk for several days in a row. 

To us today, people's love of the theater and their will

ingness to endure some hardship to indulge it may not 

seem terribly odd. But among the great civilizations of the 

day, including Persia, India, and the Middle East, as well as 

China, it is possible to imagine only the Greeks feeling 

free enough, being confident enough in their ability to 

control their own lives, to go on a long journey for the sole 

purpose of aesthetic enjoyment. The Greeks' contempo

raries lived in more or less autocratic societies in which 

the king's will was law and to defy it was to court death. It 

would not have been in a ruler's interest to allow his sub

jects to wander about the countryside even if his subjects' 

ties to the land and the routines of agriculture had allowed 

them to imagine going on a long journey for purposes of 

recreation. 

Equally astonishing, even to us today, is that the entire 

Greek nation laid down its tools—including its arms if 

city-states were at war with one another—to participate 

in the Olympics as athletes or audience. 

The Greeks, more than any other ancient peoples, and 

in fact more than most people on the planet today, had a 

remarkable sense of personal agency—the sense that they 

were in charge of their own lives and free to act as they 

chose. One definition of happiness for the Greeks was that 
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it consisted of being able to exercise their powers in pur

suit of excellence in a life free from constraints. 

A strong sense of individual identity accompanied the 

Greek sense of personal agency. Whether it is the Greeks 

or the Hebrews who invented individualism is a matter of 

some controversy, but there is no doubt that the Greeks 

viewed themselves as unique individuals, with distinctive 

attributes and goals. This would have been true at least by 

the time of Homer in the eighth or ninth century B.C. 

Both gods and humans in the Odyssey and the Iliad have 

personalities that are fully formed and individuated. More

over, the differences among individuals were of substantial 

interest to Greek philosophers. 

The Greek sense of agency fueled a tradition of debate. 

Homer makes it clear that a man is defined almost as much 

by his ability to debate as by his prowess as a warrior. A 

commoner could challenge even a king and not only live to 

tell the tale, but occasionally sway an audience to his side. 

Debates occurred in the marketplace, the political assem

bly, and even in military settings. Uniquely among ancient 

civilizations, great matters of state, as well as the most ordi

nary questions, were often decided by public, rhetorical 

combat rather than by authoritarian fiat. Tyrannies were 

not common in Greece and, when they arose, were fre

quently replaced by oligarchies or, beginning in the fifth 

century B.C., by democracies. The constitutions of some 

cities had mechanisms to prevent officials from becoming 

tyrants. For example, the city of Drerus on Crete prohib

ited a man from holding the office of kosmos (magistrate) 

until ten years had gone by since the last time he held the 

office. 
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As striking as the Greeks' freedom and individuality is 

their sense of curiosity about the world. Aristotle thought 

that curiosity was the uniquely defining property of 

human beings. St. Luke said of the Athenians of a later 

era: "They spend their time in nothing else but to tell or to 

hear some new thing." The Greeks, far more than their 

contemporaries, speculated about the nature of the world 

they found themselves in and created models of it. They 

constructed these models by categorizing objects and 

events and generating rules about them that were suffi

ciently precise for systematic description and explanation. 

This characterized their advances in—some have said 

invention of—the fields of physics, astronomy, axiomatic 

geometry, formal logic, rational philosophy, natural history, 

and ethnography. (The word "ethnocentric" is of Greek 

origin. The term resulted from the Greeks' recognition 

that their belief that their way of life was superior to that 

of the Persians might be based on mere prejudice. They 

decided it was not.) 

Whereas many great contemporary civilizations, as 

well as the earlier Mesopotamian and Egyptian and the 

later Mayan civilizations, made systematic observations in 

all scientific domains, only the Greeks attempted to 

explain their observations in terms of underlying princi

ples. Exploring these principles was a source of pleasure 

for the Greeks. Our word "school" comes from the Greek 

schole, meaning "leisure." Leisure meant for the Greeks, 

among other things, the freedom to pursue knowledge. 

The merchants of Athens were happy to send their sons to 

school so that they could indulge their curiosity. 
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T H E A N C I E N T C H I N E S E A N D H A R M O N Y 

While a special occasion for the ancient Greek might 

mean attendance at plays and poetry readings, a special 

occasion for the Chinese of the same period would be an 

opportunity to visit with friends and family. There was a 

practice called chuan men, literally "make doors a chain." 

Visits, which were intended to show respect for the hosts, 

were especially common during the major holidays. Those 

who were visited early were perceived as more important 

than those who were visited later. 

The Chinese counterpart to Greek agency was har

mony. Every Chinese was first and foremost a member of a 

collective, or rather of several collectives—the clan, the 

village, and especially the family. The individual was not, 

as for the Greeks, an encapsulated unit who maintained a 

unique identity across social settings. Instead, as philoso

pher Henry Rosemont has w r i t t e n : " . . . For the early Con

fucians, there can be no me in isolation, to be considered 

abstractly: I am the totality of roles I live in relation to 

specific others . . . Taken collectively, they weave, for each 

of us, a unique pattern of personal identity, such that if 

some of my roles change, the others will of necessity 

change also, literally making me a different person." 

The Chinese were concerned less with issues of con

trol of others or the environment than with self-control, so 

as to minimize friction with others in the family and vil

lage and to make it easier to obey the requirements of the 

state, administered by magistrates. The ideal of happiness 

was not, as for the Greeks, a life allowing the free exercise 

of distinctive talents, but the satisfactions of a plain coun-
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try life shared within a harmonious social network. 

Whereas Greek vases and wine goblets show pictures of 

battles, athletic contests, and bacchanalian parties, ancient 

Chinese scrolls and porcelains depict scenes of family 

activities and rural pleasures. 

The Chinese would not have felt themselves to be the 

helpless pawns of superiors and family members. On the 

contrary, there would have been a sense of collective 

agency. The chief moral system of China—Confucianism 

—was essentially an elaboration of the obligations that 

obtained between emperor and subject, parent and child, 

husband and wife, older brother and younger brother, and 

between friend and friend. Chinese society made the indi

vidual feel very much a part of a large, complex, and 

generally benign social organism where clear mutual oblig

ations served as a guide to ethical conduct. Carrying out 

prescribed roles—in an organized, hierarchical system— 

was the essence of Chinese daily life. There was no coun

terpart to the Greek sense of personal liberty. Individual 

rights in China were one's "share" of the rights of the com

munity as a whole, not a license to do as one pleased. 

Within the social group, any form of confrontation, 

such as debate, was discouraged. Though there was a time, 

called the period of the "hundred schools" of 600 to 

200 B.C., during which polite debate occurred, at least 

among philosophers, anything resembling public disagree

ment was discouraged. As the British philosopher of sci

ence Geoffrey Lloyd has written, "In philosophy, in 

medicine, and elsewhere there is criticism of other points 

of view . . . [but] the Chinese generally conceded far more 
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readily than did the Greeks, that other opinions had some

thing to be said for them . . ." 

Their monophonic music reflected the Chinese con

cern with unity. Singers would all sing the same melody 

and musical instruments played the same notes at the 

same time. Not surprisingly, it was the Greeks who 

invented polyphonic music, where different instruments, 

and different voices, take different parts. 

Chinese social harmony should not be confused with 

conformity. On the contrary, Confucius praised the desire 

of the gentleman to harmonize and distinguished it from 

the petty person's need for conformity. The Zuozhuan, a 

classic Confucian text, makes the distinction in a met

aphor about cooking. A good cook blends the flavors and 

creates something harmonious and delicious. No flavor is 

completely submerged, and the savory taste is due to the 

blended but distinctive contributions of each flavor. 

The Chinese approach to understanding the natural 

world was as different from that of the Greeks as their 

understanding of themselves. Early in their study of the 

heavens, the Chinese believed that cosmic events such as 

comets and eclipses could predict important occurrences 

on earth, such as the birth of conquerors. But when they 

discovered the regularities in these events, so far from 

building models of them, they lost interest in them. 

The lack of wonder among the Chinese is especially 

remarkable in light of the fact that Chinese civilization far 

outdistanced Greek civilization technologically. The Chi

nese have been credited with the original or independent 

invention of irrigation systems, ink, porcelain, the mag-
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netic compass, stirrups, the wheelbarrow, deep drilling, the 

Pascal triangle, pound locks on canals, fore-and-aft sailing, 

watertight compartments, the sternpost rudder, the pad

dle-wheel boat, quantitative cartography, immunization 

techniques, astronomical observations of novae, seismo

graphs, and acoustics. Many of these technological 

achievements were in place at a time when Greece had 

virtually none. 

But, as philosopher Hajime Nakamura notes, the Chi

nese advances reflected a genius for practicality, not a pen

chant for scientific theory and investigation. And as 

philosopher and sinologist Donald Munro has written, "In 

Confucianism there was no thought of knowing that did 

not entail some consequence for action." 

E S S E N C E O R E V A N E S C E N C E ? 

P H I L O S O P H Y IN G R E E C E A N D C H I N A 

The philosophies of Greece and China reflected their dis

tinctive social practices. The Greeks were concerned with 

understanding the fundamental nature of the world, 

though in ways that were different in different eras. The 

philosophers of Ionia (including western Turkey, Sicily, and 

southern Italy) of the sixth century B .C. were thoroughly 

empirical in orientation, building their theories on a base 

of sense observation. But the fifth century saw a move 

toward abstraction and distrust of the senses. Plato 

thought that ideas—the forms—had a genuine reality and 

that the world could be understood through logical 
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approaches to their meaning, without reference to the 

world of the senses. If the senses seemed to contradict 

conclusions reached from first principles and logic, it was 

the senses that had to be ignored. 

Though Aristotle did not grant reality to the forms, he 

thought of attributes as having a reality distinct from their 

concrete embodiments in objects. For him it was meaning

ful to speak not just of a solid object, but of attributes in 

the abstract—solidity, whiteness, etc.—and to have theo

ries about these abstractions. The central, basic, sine qua 

non properties of an object constituted its "essence," which 

was unchanging by definition, since if the essence of an 

object changed it was no longer the object but something 

else. The properties of an object that could change with

out changing the object's essence were "accidental" prop

erties. For example, the author is sadly lacking in musical 

talent, but if he suddenly were to have musical talent, you 

would still think he was the same person. Musical talent, 

then, is an accidental property, and change in it does not 

constitute change in the person's essence. Greek philoso

phy thus differed greatly from Chinese in that it was 

deeply concerned with the question of which properties 

made an object what it was, and which were alterable 

without changing the nature of the object. 

The Greek language itself encouraged a focus on 

attributes and on turning attributes into abstractions. As in 

other Indo-European languages, every adjective can be 

granted noun status by adding the English equivalent of 

"ness" as a suffix: "white" becomes "whiteness"; "kind" 

becomes "kindness." A routine habit of Greek philosophers 

was to analyze the attributes of an object—person, place, 
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thing, or animal—and categorize the object on the basis of 

its abstracted attributes. They would then attempt to 

understand the object's nature, and the cause of its 

actions, on the basis of rules governing the categories. So 

the attributes of a comet would be noted and the object 

would then be categorized at various levels of abstrac

tion—this comet, a comet, a heavenly body, a moving 

object. Rules at various levels of abstraction would be gen

erated as hypotheses and the behavior of the comet 

explained in terms of rules that seemed to work at a given 

level of abstraction. 

But still more basic to Greek philosophy is its back

ground scheme, which regarded the object in isolation as 

the proper focus of attention and analysis. Most Greeks 

regarded matter as particulate and separate—formed into 

discrete objects—just as humans were seen as separate 

from one another and construed as distinct wholes. Once 

the object is taken as the starting point, then many things 

follow automatically: The attributes of the object are 

salient; the attributes become the basis of categorization 

of the object; the categories become the basis of rule con

struction; and events are then understood as the result of 

objects behaving in accordance with rules. By "objects" I 

mean both nonhuman and human objects, but in fact the 

nature of the physical world was of great concern to 

Greek philosophers. Human relations and ethical conduct 

were important to the Greeks but did not have the con

suming interest that they did for the Chinese. 

A peculiar but important aspect of Greek philosophy 

is the notion that the world is fundamentally static and 

unchanging. To be sure, the sixth-century philosopher 
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Heraclitus and other early philosophers were concerned 

with change. ("A man never steps in the same river twice 

because the man is different and the river is different.") 

But by the fifth century, change was out and stability was 

in. Parmenides "proved," in a few easy steps, that change 

was impossible: To say of a thing that it does not exist is a 

contradiction. Nonbeing is self-contradictory and so non-

being can't exist. If nonbeing can't exist, then nothing can 

change because, if thing 1 were to change to thing 2, then 

thing 1 would not be! Parmenides created an option for 

Greek philosophers: They could trust either logic or their 

senses. From Plato on, they often went with logic. 

Zeno, the pupil of Parmenides, established in a similar 

way that motion was impossible. He did this in two 

demonstrations. One is his famous demonstration with the 

arrow. In order for an arrow to reach a target, it first has to 

go halfway toward the target, then halfway between that 

and the target, and then halfway between that and the tar

get, etc. But of course half of a half of a half . . . still leaves 

the arrow short of the target. Ergo, visual evidence to the 

contrary notwithstanding, movement can't occur. The 

other "proof" was even simpler. Either a thing is in its 

place or it is not. If it is in its place, then it cannot move. It 

is impossible for a thing not to be in its place; therefore 

nothing moves. As communications theorist Robert Logan 

has written, the Greeks "became slaves to the linear, 

either-or orientation of their logic." 

Not all Greek philosophers were logic-choppers out to 

prove change impossible, but there is a static quality even 

to the reasoning of Aristotle. He believed, for example, 

that all celestial bodies were immutable, perfect spheres 
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and though motion occurs and events happen, the 

essences of things do not change. Moreover, Aristotle's 

physics is highly linear. Changes in rate of motion, let 

alone cyclical motion, play little role in Aristotle's physics. 

(It is partly for this reason that Aristotle's physics was so 

remarkably misguided. Gordon Kane, a physicist friend of 

mine, has identified a large number of physical proposi

tions in Aristotle's writings. He maintains that the great 

majority of them are wrong. This is especially puzzling 

because Aristotle's Ionian predecessors got many of them 

right.) 

The Chinese orientation toward life was shaped by the 

blending of three different philosophies: Taoism, Confu

cianism, and, much later, Buddhism. Each philosophy 

emphasized harmony and largely discouraged abstract 

speculation. 

There is an ancient Chinese story, still known to most 

East Asians today, about an old farmer whose only horse 

ran away. Knowing that the horse was the mainstay of his 

livelihood, his neighbors came to commiserate with him. 

"Who knows what's bad or good?" said the old man, refus

ing their sympathy. And indeed, a few days later his horse 

returned, bringing with it a wild horse. The old man's 

friends came to congratulate him. Rejecting their congrat

ulations, the old man said, "Who knows what's bad or 

good?" And, as it happened, a few days later when the old 

man's son was attempting to ride the wild horse, he was 

thrown from it and his leg was broken. The friends came 

to express their sadness about the son's misfortune. "Who 

knows what's bad or good?" said the old man. A few 
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weeks passed, and the army came to the village to con

script all the able-bodied men to fight a war against the 

neighboring province, but the old man's son was not fit to 

serve and was spared. 

The story, which goes on as long as the patience of the 

audience permits, expresses a fundamental of the Eastern 

stance toward life. The world is constantly changing and is 

full of contradictions. To understand and appreciate one 

state of affairs requires the existence of its opposite; what 

seems to be true now may be the opposite of what it 

seems to be (cf. Communist-era Premier Chou En-lai's 

response when asked whether he thought the conse

quences of the French Revolution had been beneficial: "It's 

too early to tell"). 

The sign of the Tao. 

Yin (the feminine and dark and passive) alternates 

with yang (the masculine and light and active). Indeed yin 

and yang only exist because of each other, and when the 

world is in a yin state, this is a sure sign that it is about to 

be in a yang state. The sign of the Tao, which means "the 
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Way" to exist with nature and with one's fellow humans, 

consists of two forces in the form of a white and a black 

swirl. But the black swirl contains a white dot and the 

white swirl contains a black dot. And "the truest yang is 

the yang that is in the yin." The principle of yin-yang is the 

expression of the relationship that exists between oppos

ing but interpenetrating forces that may complete one 

another, make each comprehensible, or create the condi

tions for altering one into the other. 

From the I Ching: " . . . For misery, happiness is leaning 

against it; for happiness, misery is hiding in it. Who knows 

whether it is misery or happiness? There is no certainty. 

The righteous suddenly becomes the vicious, the good 

suddenly becomes the bad" (I Ching, xxx). 

From the Tao Te Ching: "The heavy is the root of the 

light . . . The unmoved is the source of all movement" 

(Chapter 26). 

Returning—moving in endless cycles—is the basic 

pattern of movement of the Tao. 

To shrink something 

You need to expand it first 

To weaken something 

You need to strengthen it first 

To abolish something 

You need to flourish it first 

To take something 

You need to give it first (Tao Te Ching, Chapter 36) 

Aside from Taoism's teachings about opposition, con

tradiction, change, and cycles, it stood for a deep apprecia-
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tion of nature, the rural life, and simplicity. It was the reli

gion of wonder, magic, and fancy, and it gave meaning to 

the universe through its account of the links between 

nature and human affairs. 

Taoism is the source of much of the philosophy 

behind the healing arts of China. Physiology was 

explained on a symbolic level by the yin-yang principle 

and by the Five Elements (earth, fire, water, metal, and 

wood), which also provided the explanations behind 

magic, incantations, and aphrodisiacs. The ubiquitous word 

was ch'i, meaning variously "breath," "air," or "spirit." 

Confucius, who lived from 551 to 479 B.C., was less a 

religious leader than an ethical philosopher. His concern 

was with the proper relations among people, which in his 

system were hierarchical and strictly spelled out. Each 

member of each of the important relationship pairs (hus

band-wife, etc.) had clear obligations toward the other. 

Confucianism has been called the religion of common 

sense. Its adherents are urged to uphold the Doctrine of 

the Golden Mean—to be excessive in nothing and to 

assume that between two propositions, and between two 

contending individuals, there is truth on both sides. But in 

reality, Confucianism, like Taoism, is less concerned with 

finding the truth than with finding the Tao—the Way—to 

live in the world. 

Confucianism stresses economic well-being and edu

cation. The individual works not for self-benefits but for 

the entire family. Indeed, the concept of self-advancement, 

as opposed to family advancement, is foreign to cultures 

that are steeped in the Confucian orientation. A promising 

young man was expected to study for the government 
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examinations with the hope of becoming a magistrate. If 

he did, his whole family benefited economically from his 

position. Unlike most of the world until very modern 

times, there was substantial social and economic mobility 

in China. Everyone who lived long enough would see fam

ilies rise far higher than their origins and others sink far 

lower. Perhaps partly for this reason, Confucians have 

always believed, far more than the intellectual descendants 

of Aristotle, in the malleability of human nature. 

Confucianism blended smoothly with Taoism. In par

ticular, the deep appreciation of the contradictions and 

changes in human life, and the need to see things whole, 

that are integral to the notion of a yin-yang universe are 

also part of Confucian philosophy. But the dominant 

themes of nature and the rural life are much more asso

ciated with Taoism than with Confucianism, and the 

importance of the family and educational and economic 

advancement are more integral to Confucianism. These 

thematic differences are reflected in paintings on porce

lains and scrolls. Characteristic Tao-inspired themes would 

include a picture of a fisherman, a woodcutter, or a lone 

individual sitting under trees. Confucian-inspired themes 

would center on the family, with pictures of many people 

of different ages engaging in shared activities. Different 

individuals in ancient China, and for that matter in con

temporary China, would likely emphasize one of the ori

entations more than the other. This might depend in part 

on station in life. There is an adage holding that every Chi

nese is a Confucianist when he is successful and a Taoist 

when he is a failure. 

Buddhism came to China from India hundreds of years 
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after the classical period we are discussing. The Chinese 

readily absorbed congenial aspects of Buddhism, including 

what had been missing in Chinese philosophy, notably an 

epistemology, or theory of knowledge. All three orienta

tions shared concerns about harmony, holism, and the 

mutual influence of everything on almost everything else. 

These orientations help explain why Chinese philosophy 

not only lacked a conception of individual rights but, it 

sometimes seems (at least after Buddhism began to exert 

an influence), an acknowledgment of individual minds. A 

twelfth-century neo-Confucian wrote, "The universe is my 

mind and my mind is the universe. Sages appeared tens of 

thousands of generations ago. They shared this mind; they 

shared this principle. Sages will appear tens of thousands of 

generations to come. They will share this mind; they will 

share this principle." 

The holism common to the three orientations sug

gested that every event is related to every other event. A 

key idea is the notion of resonance. If you pluck a string on 

an instrument, you produce a resonance in another string. 

Man, heaven, and earth create resonances in each other. If 

the emperor does something wrong, it throws the universe 

out of kilter. 

The concern with abstraction characteristic of ancient 

Greek philosophy has no counterpart in Chinese philoso

phy. Chinese philosophers quite explicitly favored the 

most concrete sense impressions in understanding the 

world. In fact, the Chinese language itself is remarkably 

concrete. There is no word for "size," for example. If you 

want to fit someone for shoes, you ask them for the "big-
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small" of their feet. There is no suffix equivalent to "ness" 

in Chinese. So there is no "whiteness"—only the white of 

the swan and the white of the snow. The Chinese are dis

inclined to use precisely defined terms or categories in any 

arena, but instead use expressive, metaphoric language. 

In Chinese literary criticism there are different 

methods of writing called "the method of watch

ing a fire across the river" (detachment of style), 

"the method of dragonflies skimming across the 

water surface" (lightness of touch), "the method of 

painting a dragon and dotting its eyes" (bringing 

out the salient points). 

For the Chinese, the background scheme for the 

nature of the world was that it was a mass of substances 

rather than a collection of discrete objects. Looking at a 

piece of wood, the Chinese philosopher saw a seamless 

whole composed of a single substance, or perhaps of inter

penetrating substances of several kinds. The Greek 

philosopher would have seen an object composed of parti

cles. Whether the world was composed of atoms or of con

tinuous substances was debated in Greece, but the issue 

never arose in China. It was continuous substances, period. 

Philosopher of science Joseph Needham has observed: 

"Their universe was a continuous medium or matrix 

within which interactions of things took place, not by the 

clash of atoms, but by radiating influences." 

So the philosophies of China and Greece were as dif

ferent as their respective social life and self-conceptions. 
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And the philosophical differences are reflective of the 

social ones, in several respects. 

Greeks were independent and engaged in verbal con

tention and debate in an effort to discover what people 

took to be the truth. They thought of themselves as indi

viduals with distinctive properties, as units separate from 

others within the society, and in control of their own des

tinies. Similarly, Greek philosophy started from the indi

vidual object—the person, the atom, the house—as the 

unit of analysis and it dealt with properties of the object. 

The world was in principle simple and knowable: All one 

had to do was to understand what an object's distinctive 

attributes were so as to identify its relevant categories and 

then apply the pertinent rule to the categories. 

Chinese social life was interdependent and it was not 

liberty but harmony that was the watchword—the har

mony of humans and nature for the Taoists and the har

mony of humans with other humans for the Confucians. 

Similarly, the Way, and not the discovery of truth, was the 

goal of philosophy. Thought that gave no guidance to 

action was fruitless. The world was complicated, events 

were interrelated, and objects (and people) were con

nected "not as pieces of pie, but as ropes in a net." The 

Chinese philosopher would see a family with interrelated 

members where the Greek saw a collection of persons 

with attributes that were independent of any connections 

with others. Complexity and interrelation meant for the 

Chinese that an attempt to understand the object without 

appreciation of its context was doomed. Under the best of 

circumstances, control of outcomes was difficult. 
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Science and mathematics, as we'll see next, were fully 

consistent with both social behavior and philosophical 

outlook. 

C O N T R A D I C T I O N O R C O N N E C T I O N ? 

S C I E N C E A N D M A T H E M A T I C S IN G R E E C E A N D C H I N A 

The greatest of all Greek scientific discoveries was the dis

covery—or rather, as philosopher Geoffrey Lloyd put it, 

the invention—of nature itself. The Greeks defined nature 

as the universe minus human beings and their culture. 

Although this seems to us to be the most obvious sort of 

distinction, no other civilization came upon it. A plausible 

account of how the Greeks happened to invent nature is 

that they came to make a distinction between the exter

nal, objective world and the internal, subjective one. And 

this distinction came about because the Greeks, unlike 

everyone else, had a clear understanding of subjectivity 

arising from the tradition of debate. It makes no sense for 

you to try to persuade me of something unless you believe 

that there is a reality out there that you apprehend better 

than I do. You may be able to coerce me into doing what 

you want and even into saying that I believe what you do. 

But you will not persuade me until I believe that your 

subjective interpretation of some state of affairs is superior 

to mine. 

So, in effect, objectivity arose from subjectivity—the 

recognition that two minds could have different represen

tations of the world and that the world has an existence 
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independent of either representation. This recognition was 

probably aided for the Greeks because, due to their posi

tion as a trading center, they regularly encountered people 

with utterly different notions about the world. In contrast, 

Chinese culture was unified early on and it would have 

been relatively rare to encounter people having radically 

different metaphysical and religious views. 

The Greeks' discovery of nature made possible the 

invention of science. China's failure to develop science can 

be attributed in part to lack of curiosity, but the absence 

of a concept of nature would have blocked the develop

ment of science in any case. As philosopher Yu-lan Fung 

observes, "Why" questions are hard to ask if there is no 

clear recognition that there are mental concepts that 

somehow correspond to aspects of nature, but which are 

not identical to them. 

The Greeks' focus on the salient object and its attri

butes led to their failure to understand the fundamental 

nature of causality. Aristotle explained that a stone falling 

through the air is due to the stone having the property of 

"gravity." But of course a piece of wood tossed into water 

floats instead of sinking. This phenomenon Aristotle 

explained as being due to the wood having the property of 

"levity"! In both cases the focus is exclusively on the 

object, with no attention paid to the possibility that some 

force outside the object might be relevant. But the Chi

nese saw the world as consisting of continuously interact

ing substances, so their attempts to understand it caused 

them to be oriented toward the complexities of the entire 

"field," that is, the context or environment as a whole. The 

notion that events always occur in a field of forces would 
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have been completely intuitive to the Chinese. The Chi

nese therefore had a kind of recognition of the principle of 

"action at a distance" two thousand years before Galileo 

articulated it. They had knowledge of magnetism and 

acoustic resonance, for example, and believed it was the 

movement of the moon that caused the tides, a fact that 

eluded even Galileo. 

In the desert of western China are buried bodies of tall, 

red-haired people, astonishingly well preserved, of Cau

casian appearance. They found their way to that part of 

the world some thousands of years ago. Aside from the 

way they look, they are different from the peoples who 

lived in the area in another interesting respect. Many of 

them show clear signs of having been operated on surgi

cally. In all of Chinese history, surgery has been a great 

rarity. 

The reluctance of the Chinese to perform surgery is 

completely understandable in light of their views about 

harmony and relationships. Health was dependent on the 

balance of forces in the body and the relationships 

between its parts. And there were, and are for many East 

Asians today, relationships between every part of the body 

and almost every other part. To get a feel for this vast web 

of interconnections, look at a modern acupuncturist's view 

of the relations between the surface of the ear and the 

epidermis and skeleton. An equally complex network 

describes the relations between the ear and each of the 

internal organs. The notion that the removal of a malfunc

tioning or diseased part of the body could be beneficial, 

without attending to its relations to other parts of the 
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body, would have been too simple-minded for the Chinese 

to contemplate. In contrast, surgery has been practiced in 

many different Western societies for thousands of years. 

Representation of epidermis and skeleton on the surface 

of the ear for purposes of acupuncture. 

The Chinese tendency to focus on relationships in a 

complex, interconnected field is exemplified by the prac

tice of feng shui, still continued in the East. When some

one wishes to build a building, it is essential to call in a 

feng shui master. This person takes account of a seemingly 

limitless number of factors such as altitude, prevailing 

wind, orientation toward the compass, proximity to vari

ous bodies of water, and gives advice on where to locate 

the structure. This practice has had no real counterpart in 

the West, but the most modern skyscraper in Hong Kong 

will have had its feng shui workup before being built. 

The Chinese conviction about the fundamental relat-
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edness of all things made it obvious to them that objects 

are altered by context. Thus any attempt to categorize 

objects with precision would not have seemed to be of 

much help in comprehending events. The world was sim

ply too complex and interactive for categories and rules to 

be helpful for understanding objects or controlling them. 

The Chinese were right about the importance of the 

field to an understanding of the behavior of the object and 

they were right about complexity, but their lack of interest 

in categories prevented them from discovering laws that 

really were capable of explaining classes of events. And for 

all that the Greeks tended to oversimplify and to be satis

fied by pseudo-explanations involving nonexistent proper

ties of objects, they correctly understood that it was 

necessary to categorize objects in order to be able to apply 

rules to them. Since rules are useful to the extent that 

they apply to the widest possible array of objects, there 

was a constant "upward press" to generalize to high levels 

of abstraction so that rules would be maximally applica

ble. This drive toward abstraction was sometimes—though 

not always—useful. 

The Greek faith in categories had scientific payoffs, 

immediately as well as later, for their intellectual heirs. 

Only the Greeks made classifications of the natural world 

sufficiently rigorous to permit a move from the sorts of 

folk-biological schemes that other peoples constructed to 

a single classification system that ultimately could result in 

theories with real explanatory power. 

A group of mathematicians associated with Pythagoras is 

said to have thrown a man overboard because it was dis-
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covered that he had revealed the scandal of irrational 

numbers, such as the square root of 2, which just goes on 

and on without a predictable pattern: 1.4142135. . . . 

Whether this story is apocryphal or not, it is certainly the 

case that most Greek mathematicians did not regard irra

tional numbers as real numbers at all. The Greeks lived in 

a world of discrete particles and the continuous and 

unending nature of irrational numbers was so implausible 

that mathematicians could not take them seriously. 

On the other hand, the Greeks were probably pleased 

by how it was they came to know that the square root of 2 

is irrational, namely via a proof from contradiction. One 

posits two whole numbers, n and m, such that the square 

root of 2 = n/m and shows that this leads to a contradiction. 

The Greeks were focused on, you might even say 

obsessed by, the concept of contradiction. If one proposi

tion was seen to be in a contradictory relation with 

another, then one of the propositions had to be rejected. 

The principle of noncontradiction lies at the base of 

propositional logic. The general explanation given for why 

the Greeks, rather than some other people, invented logic, 

is that a society in which debate plays a prominent role 

will begin to recognize which arguments are flawed by 

definition because their structure results in a contradic

tion. The basic rules of logic, including syllogisms, were 

worked out by Aristotle. He is said to have invented logic 

because he was annoyed at hearing bad arguments in the 

political assembly and in the agora! Notice that logical 

analysis is a kind of continuation of the Greek tendency to 

decontextualize. Logic is applied by stripping away the 

meaning of statements and leaving only their formal struc-
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ture intact. This makes it easier to see whether an argu

ment is valid or not. Of course, as modern East Asians are 

fond of pointing out, that sort of decontextualization is 

not without its dangers. Like the ancient Chinese, they 

strive to be reasonable, not rational. The injunction to 

avoid extremes can be as useful a principle as the require

ment to avoid contradictions. 

Chinese philosopher Mo-tzu made serious strides in 

the direction of logical thought in the fifth century B.C., 

but he never formalized his system and logic died an early 

death in China. Except for that brief interlude, the Chi

nese lacked not only logic, but even a principle of contra

diction. India did have a strong logical tradition, but the 

Chinese translations of Indian texts were full of errors and 

misunderstandings. Although the Chinese made substan

tial advances in algebra and arithmetic, they made little 

progress in geometry because proofs rely on formal logic, 

especially the notion of contradiction. (Algebra did not 

become deductive until Descartes. Our educational sys

tem retains the memory trace of their separation by teach

ing algebra and geometry as separate subjects.) 

The Greeks were deeply concerned with foundational 

arguments in mathematics. Other peoples had recipes; 

only the Greeks had derivations. On the other hand, 

Greek logic and foundational concern may have presented 

as many obstacles as opportunities. The Greeks never 

developed the concept of zero, which is required both for 

algebra and for an Arabic-style place number system. Zero 

was considered by the Greeks, but rejected on the grounds 

that it represented a contradiction. Zero equals nonbeing 



T H E S Y L L O G I S M A N D T H E T A O 27 

and nonbeing cannot be! An understanding of zero, as well 

as of infinity and infinitesimals, ultimately had to be 

imported from the East. 

In place of logic, the Chinese developed a type of 

dialecticism. This is not quite the same as the Hegelian 

dialectic in which thesis is followed by antithesis, which is 

resolved by synthesis, and which is "aggressive" in the 

sense that the ultimate goal of reasoning is to resolve con

tradiction. The Chinese dialectic instead uses contradic

tion to understand relations among objects or events, to 

transcend or integrate apparent oppositions, or even to 

embrace clashing but instructive viewpoints. In the Chi

nese intellectual tradition there is no necessary incompati

bility between the belief that A is the case and the belief 

that not-A is the case. On the contrary, in the spirit of the 

Tao or yin-yang principle, A can actually imply that not-A 

is also the case, or at any rate soon will be the case. Dialec

tical thought is in some ways the opposite of logical 

thought. It seeks not to decontextualize but to see things 

in their appropriate contexts: Events do not occur in isola

tion from other events, but are always embedded in a 

meaningful whole in which the elements are constantly 

changing and rearranging themselves. To think about an 

object or event in isolation and apply abstract rules to it is 

to invite extreme and mistaken conclusions. It is the Mid

dle Way that is the goal of reasoning. 

Why should the ancient Greeks and Chinese have 

differed so much in their habits of thought or, at any 

rate, why should this be t rue of the intelligentsia, who 

are the only ancient peoples whose mental life is known 



2 8 T H E G E O G R A P H Y O F T H O U G H T 

to us at all? And why should there be such "resonance" 

between the social forms and self-understandings on 

the one hand and the philosophical assumptions and 

scientific approaches on the other? Answers to these 

questions have implications for understanding the dif

ferences between Eastern and Western thought that 

exist today. 



C H A P T E R 2 

T H E S O C I A L O R I G I N S 

O F M I N D 

I once asked a Chinese philosopher why he thought the 

East and the West had developed such different habits of 

thought. "Because you had Aristotle and we had Confu

cius," he replied. He was joking—mostly. Although Aris

totle and Confucius had enormous impact on the 

intellectual, social, and political histories of the peoples 

who followed, they were less the progenitors of their 

respective cultures than the products. And they couldn't 

have had the impact they did if they hadn't reflected the 

societies they lived in. In fact, a kind of "proof" of this is 

that Greece did have its philosophers, like Heraclitus, who 

were more nearly Eastern in spirit than Western, and 

China had its philosophers, like Mo-tzu, who shared many 

of the concerns of Western philosophers. But despite 

receiving a good deal of attention from contemporaries, 
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the maverick philosophies died on the vine, and it is the 

Aristotelian tradition that continues in the West and the 

Confucian that continues in the East. 

Scholars who have addressed the question of why 

ancient China and Greece differed so much have come up 

with several plausible reasons. 

Greece differed from all contemporary civilizations in 

the development of personal freedom, individuality, and 

objective thought. These qualities seem partly explainable 

by the political system that was unique to Greece, namely 

the city-state and its politics, especially the assembly, in 

which people had to persuade one another by dint of 

rational argument. The city-state was also important 

because it was possible for intellectual rebels to leave one 

location and go to another, thereby maintaining a condi

tion of relatively free inquiry. Indeed, members of the 

intelligentsia who were personae non gratae in a given 

city-state would sometimes be sought out by other city-

states for the prestige they would bring. Socrates' follow

ers begged him to leave Athens and go somewhere else 

rather than allow the death sentence against him to be 

carried out. He would have been welcomed elsewhere and 

there would have been no stomach for pursuit of him by 

his fellow citizens. 

Another factor sometimes invoked to explain Greece's 

uniqueness is that its maritime location made trading a 

lucrative occupation, which meant that there was a sub

stantial mercantile class who could afford to have their 

sons educated. That the merchants would have wished to 

have their sons educated requires explanation in itself, of 

course, especially because, unlike in China, education was 
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not a route to power and wealth. The drive toward educa

tion was apparently the result of curiosity and a belief in 

the value of knowledge for its own sake. The curiosity 

characteristic of the Greeks may in turn be explained in 

part by the location of the Greeks at a crossroads of the 

world. They were constantly encountering novel and per

plexing people, customs, and beliefs. For any Greek living 

near the coasts (and that would have been the great 

majority), encountering people representing other ethnici

ties, religions, and polities would have been common. 

Athens itself would have been rather like the bar in Star 

Wars. 

An obvious consequence of the different practices and 

beliefs swirling around the Greeks would have been the 

necessity of dealing with contradiction. They would have 

been constantly confronting situations where one person 

was asserting that A was the case and another was con

tending that not-A was the case. Contradiction coming 

from the opinions of outsiders, as well as freely expressed 

contradiction among insiders' views in the assembly and 

the marketplace, might have forced the development of 

cognitive procedures, including formal logic, to deal with 

the dissonance. 

In contrast, even today 95 percent of the Chinese pop

ulation belongs to the same Han ethnic group. Nearly all 

of the country's more than fifty minority ethnic groups are 

in the western part of the country. A Chinese person living 

in the rest of the country would rarely have encountered 

anyone having significantly different beliefs or practices. 

The ethnic homogeneity of China seems at least partly 

explicable in terms of the centralized political control. In 
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addition, the face-to-face village life of China would have 

pressed in the direction of harmony and agreed-upon 

norms for behavior. Seeing little difference of opinion, and 

finding disagreement sanctioned from above or from peers 

where it did exist, the Chinese would have had little use 

for procedures to decide which of two propositions was 

correct. Instead, finding means to resolve disagreements 

would have been the goal. Hence, the push to find the 

Middle Way. 

H O M E O S T A T I C S O C I O - C O G N I T I V E SYSTEMS 

At base, all of these explanations rest on one fact: The 

ecologies of ancient Greece and China were drastically 

different—in ways that led to different economic, politi

cal, and social arrangements. The left side of the illustra

tion that follows shows an account of the differences 

between Greek and Chinese thought that makes sense to 

me. It is essentially a distillation of the views of many peo

ple who have tackled the question of the origin of mental

ities. The right side of the illustration is the same account, 

but drawn by a Chinese American student, who told me 

she felt that a circular presentation made more sense than 

my linear one] 
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Schematic model of influences on cognitive processes. 

The account is at base materialistic: That is, it attempts 

to explain cultural facts in terms of physical ones. This 

approach is currently out of fashion in some circles partly 

because it is assumed, mistakenly, that materialistic 

accounts are deterministic. But materialism need not imply 

inevitability—just that, other things equal, physical factors 

can influence to some degree economic factors and conse

quently cultural ones. The account is not at all materialistic 

in one sense: The critical factors influencing habits of mind 

are social and important social facts can be generated and 

sustained by forces that are not economic in nature. 
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Ecology —> Economy and Social Structure The ecology of 

China, consisting as it does primarily of relatively fertile 

plains, low mountains, and navigable rivers, favored agricul

ture and made centralized control of society relatively easy 

Agricultural peoples need to get along with one another— 

not necessarily to like one another (think of the stereotype 

of the crusty New England farmer)—but to live together 

in a reasonably harmonious fashion. This is particularly 

true for rice farming, characteristic of southern China and 

Japan, which requires people to cultivate the land in con

cert with one another. But it is also important wherever 

irrigation is required, as in the Yellow River Valley of north 

China, where the Shang dynasty (from the eighteenth to 

the eleventh century B.C.) and the Chou dynasty (from the 

eleventh century B.C. to 256 B.C.) were based. In addition 

to getting along with one's neighbors, irrigation systems 

require centralized control and ancient China, like all other 

ancient agricultural societies, was ruled by despots. Peasants 

had to get along with their neighbors and were ruled by 

village elders and a regional magistrate who was the repre

sentative of the king (and after the unification of China, of 

the emperor). The ordinary Chinese therefore lived in a 

complicated world of social constraints. 

The ecology of Greece, on the other hand, consisting 

as it does mostly of mountains descending to the sea, 

favored hunting, herding, fishing, and trade (and—let's be 

frank—piracy). These are occupations that require rela

tively little cooperation with others. In fact, with the 

exception of trade, these economic activities do not 

strictly require living in the same stable community with 

other people. Settled agriculture came to Greece almost 
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two thousand years later than to China, and it quickly 

became commercial, as opposed to merely subsistence, in 

many areas. The soil and climate of Greece were congenial 

to wine and olive oil production and, by the sixth century 

B.C., many farmers were more nearly businessmen than 

peasants. The Greeks were therefore able to act on their 

own to a greater extent than were the Chinese. Not feel

ing it necessary to maintain harmony with their fellows at 

any cost, the Greeks were in the habit of arguing with one 

another in the marketplace and debating one another in 

the political assembly. 

Social Structure and Social Practice —> Attention and 

Folk Metaphysics The Chinese had to look outward toward 

their peers and upward toward authorities in the conduct 

of their economic, social, and political lives. Their relations 

with others provided both the chief constraint in their 

lives and the primary source of opportunities. The habit of 

looking toward the social world could have carried over to 

a tendency to look to the field in general; and the need to 

attend to social relations could have extended to an incli

nation to attend to relations of all kinds. As social psychol

ogists Hazel Markus and Shinobu Kitayama put it, "If one 

perceives oneself as embedded within a larger context of 

which one is an interdependent part, it is likely that other 

objects or events will be perceived in a similar way." "Folk 

metaphysics"—beliefs about the nature of the social and 

physical world—would therefore both have been gener

ated by one fact: the Chinese were attending closely to the 

social world. The sense that the self was linked in a net

work of relationships and social obligations might have 

made it natural to view the world in general as continuous 



3 6 T H E G E O G R A P H Y O F T H O U G H T 

and composed of substances rather than discrete and con

sisting of distinct objects. Causality would be seen as being 

located in the field or in the relation between the object 

and the field. Attention to the field would encourage 

recognition of complexity and change, as well as of contra

diction among its many and varied elements. 

But the Greeks had the luxury of attending to objects, 

including other people and their own goals with respect to 

them, without being overly constrained by their relations 

with other people. A Greek could plan a harvest, arrange 

for a relocation of his herd of sheep, or investigate 

whether it would be profitable to sell some new commod

ity, consulting little or not at all with others. This might 

have made it natural for the Greeks to focus on the attri

butes of objects with a view toward categorizing them and 

finding the rules that would allow prediction and control 

of their behavior. Causality would be seen as due to prop

erties of the object or as the result of one's own actions in 

relation to the object. Such a view of causality could have 

encouraged the Greek assumptions of stability and perma

nence as well as an assumption that change in the object 

was under their control. 

So the folk metaphysics of the two societies could 

have arisen directly from the targets of attention: the envi

ronment or field in the case of the Chinese and the object 

in the case of the Greeks. The scientific metaphysics of 

each society would have been just a reflection of the folk 

views. 

Folk Metaphysics —» Tacit Epistemology and Cognitive 

Processes Folk metaphysics can be expected to influence 
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tacit epistemology, or beliefs about how to get new knowl

edge. If the world is a place where relations among objects 

and events are crucial in determining outcomes, then it 

will seem important to be able to observe all the impor

tant elements in the field, to see relations among objects 

and to see the relation between the parts and the whole. 

Processes of attention, perception, and reasoning will 

develop that focus on detecting the important events and 

discerning the complex relationships among them. If, on 

the other hand, the world is a place where the behavior of 

objects is governed by rules and categories, then it should 

seem crucial to be able to isolate the object from its con

text, to infer what categories the object is a member of, 

and to infer how rules apply to those categories. Processes 

would then develop to serve those functions. 

Finally, social practices can influence thinking habits 

directly. Dialectics and logic can both be seen as cognitive 

tools developed to deal with social conflict. We would not 

expect that people whose social existence is based on har

mony would develop a tradition of confrontation or 

debate. On the contrary, when confronted with a conflict 

of views, they might be oriented toward resolving the con

tradiction, transcending it, or finding a "Middle Way"—in 

short, to approach matters dialectically. In contrast, people 

who are free to argue might be expected to develop rules 

for the conduct of debate, including the principle of non

contradiction and formal logic. It is an easy step from logic 

to science, as physicist and historian of science Alan 

Cromer has observed: "Science, in this view, is an exten

sion of rhetoric. It was invented in Greece, and only in 
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Greece, because the Greek institution of the public assem

bly attached great prestige to debating skill. . . . A geomet

ric proof is . . . the ultimate rhetorical form." 

An important implication of this view of the causes of 

Greek and Chinese mental differences is the implied 

homeostasis. So long as economic forces operate to main

tain different social structures, different social practices 

and child training will result in people focusing on differ

ent things in the environment. Focusing on different 

things will produce different understandings about the 

nature of the world. Different worldviews will in turn 

reinforce differential attention and social practices. The 

different worldviews will also prompt differences in per

ception and reasoning processes—which will tend to rein

force worldviews. 

There is no reason to assume that the sequence ending 

in cognitive processes must begin with ecology. There can 

be many different economic reasons that might make 

some societies or groups more attentive to their fellow 

humans and many reasons that could make them more 

attentive to objects and their own goals with respect to 

them. For example, modern businesses and bureaucracies, 

and certainly entrepreneur-run businesses, do not neces

sarily require attention to a wide range of peers and a large 

number of supervisors. Instead, they require people to 

focus on a relatively narrow set of goals and to pursue 

them independently., Performance may actually be better 

if other people are largely ignored rather than attended to 

closely. The sequence need not even begin with econom

ics. There can be many different reasons that could 

prompt attention to other people: for example, member-
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ship in a tightly knit religious community having strict 

rules for conduct. Similarly, many factors could cause peo

ple to focus primarily on objects and their goals with 

respect to them. 

L A T T E R - D A Y S U P P O R T F O R T H E O R I G I N T H E O R Y 

This economic-social account of cognition happens to fit 

with some important historical changes in the West. As 

the West became primarily agricultural in the Middle 

Ages, it became less individualistic. The European peasant 

was probably not much different from the Chinese peas

ant in terms of interdependence or freedom in daily life or 

in a rationalist approach to reasoning. And in terms of 

intellectual and cultural achievement, Europe had become 

a backwater. While Arab emirs discussed Plato and Aris

totle and Chinese magistrates displayed their proficiency 

in all the arts, European nobles sat gnawing joints of beef 

in damp castles. 

Toward the end of the Middle Ages, though, develop

ments in European agriculture (notably the invention of 

the horse collar, which made possible the horse-drawn 

plow) created enough excess wealth that new trading cen

ters, much like the old Greek city-states, appeared. The 

Italian city-states, and later the northern city-states, were 

to a very substantial degree autonomous and for the most 

part not subject to the authority of despots. Many of them 

also had a somewhat democratic, or at least oligarchic, 

character. And of course rebirth of the city-state form with 

its wealthy merchant class was associated with a renais-
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sance of individualism, personal liberty, rationalism, and 

science. By the fifteenth century, Europe had awakened 

from its millennium of torpor and began to rival China in 

almost every domain—philosophy, mathematics, art, and 

technology. 

An event that took place in the early fifteenth century 

is revealing about the differences between Europe and 

China. This was the voyage of the Grand Eunuch, on 

which hundreds of ships (technologically vastly superior 

to the Pinta, the Nina, and the Santa Maria) sailed from 

China to South and Southeast Asia, the Middle East, and 

Western Africa loaded with wealth and wonders. The voy

age achieved its primary goal, which was to convince the 

nations bordering on the Indian Ocean, the Persian Gulf, 

and the Red Sea that China was superior in virtually every 

way to their own societies. But the Chinese were quite 

uninterested in seeing anything that those societies might 

have produced or known about—including even a giraffe 

that their African hosts showed them. The Chinese merely 

contended that the animal was known to them as a qi lin, 

a creature whose appearance was expected at the time of 

important events, such as the birth of a great emperor. 

This lack of curiosity was characteristic of China. The 

inhabitants of the Middle Kingdom (China's name for 

itself, meaning essentially "the center of the world") had 

little interest in the tales brought to them by foreigners. 

Moreover, there has never been a strong interest in knowl

edge for its own sake in China. Even modern Chinese 

philosophers have always been far more interested in the 

pragmatic application of knowledge than with abstract 

theorizing for its own sake. 
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The intellectual advances that characterized Europe at 

an increasing rate from the fifteenth century to the pres

ent seem to me to require more than an ecological or 

geopolitical explanation of the sort offered by some recent 

macrohistories, including Jared Diamond's brilliant Guns, 

Germs, and Steel While it is true that despotism and the 

consequent suppression of opinion and initiative would 

have been easier to carry off on ecological grounds in 

China than in Europe, it seems to me to be a mistake to 

limit accounts of freedom of inquiry and scientific advance 

in Europe to purely physical factors. Well before the fif

teenth century, these values and the mentality that goes 

with them had been implanted in the European mind. 

Martin Luther launched his Ninety-Five Theses against 

the abuses and tyranny of the Church not just because it 

was easy for him to get away with it geographically, but 

because the history of Europe had created a new sort of 

person—one who conceived of individuals as separate 

from the larger community and who thought in terms 

imbued with freedom. Galileo and Newton made their 

discoveries not just because they could not be readily sup

pressed, but because of their curiosity and critical habits of 

mind. 

Now of course the East is drawing on the Western 

stockpile of ideas at an ever-increasing rate. What effect 

these ideas will have on the East, what they will look like 

after being passed through an Eastern filter, and which 

modifications may be adopted by the West can be guessed 

at by looking at differences in the mental habits of con

temporaries. 
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As history, the account I am proposing for why Greece 

and China diverged as they did is speculative. It is never

theless a scientific theory—because it leads to predictions 

that can be tested, and tested moreover in the psychologi

cal laboratory. 

Twentieth-century psychologists have provided evi

dence that economic and social factors can affect percep

tual habits. Herman Witkin and his colleagues showed that 

some people are less likely than others to separate an 

object from its surrounding environment. They called 

their dimension "field dependence"—referring to the 

degree to which perception of an object is influenced by 

the background or environment in which it appears. 

Witkin and his colleagues measured field dependence in a 

variety of ways. One of these was the Rod and Frame Test. 

In this test the participant looks into a long box at the end 

of which is a rod with a frame around it. The rod and 

frame can be tilted independently of each other and the 

participant's task is to indicate when the rod is completely 

vertical. The participant is accounted field dependent to 

the extent that judgments of the rod's vertically are influ

enced by the position of the frame. A second way of test

ing field dependence is to place people in a chair that tilts 

independently of the room in which it's placed. In this 

test, called the Body Adjustment Test, the participant is 

accounted field dependent to the extent that judgments of 

the verticality of the participant's own body are influenced 

by the tilt of the room. A third way, and the easiest to 

work with, is the Embedded Figures Test. In this test, the 

job is to locate a simple figure that is embedded in a much 

more complex figure. The longer it takes people to find 
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the simple figure in its complicated context, the more field 

dependent they are assumed to be. 

An implication of the idea that economic factors can 

affect cognitive habits is that agricultural peoples should 

be more field dependent than people who earn their living 

in ways that rely less on close coordination of their work 

with others, such as hunting animals and gathering plants. 

And in fact this is the case. We might also expect that tra

ditional farming peoples would be more field dependent 

than people living in industrial societies, where personal 

goals can be pursued without close attention to a network 

of social roles and obligations. And this is also the case. In 

fact, hunter-gatherers and people in industrial societies are 

about equally field dependent. 

If the key difference between agricultural peoples on 

the one hand and hunter-gatherers and modern, indepen

dent citizens of modern industrial societies on the other 

has to do with degree of attention to the social world, 

then it would be reasonable to expect that subcultures 

within a given society that differ in degree of social con

straint should differ in degree of field dependence, as well. 

To test this hypothesis, personality psychologist Zachary 

Dershowitz examined the field dependence of Orthodox 

Jewish boys, who, he argued, live in families and social set

tings where role relations are spelled out quite explicitly 

and social constraints are substantial. He compared their 

performance with that of secular Jewish boys, who, he 

maintained, are subject to more lax social controls, and to 

that of Protestant boys, who, he believed, were exposed to 

even looser constraints. As expected, Dershowitz found 

the Orthodox boys to be more field dependent than the 
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secular Jewish boys, who in turn were more field depen

dent than the Protestant boys. 

There is no reason to assume that field dependence 

can only be the result of social constraints imposed from 

the outside. We might expect that interest in other people, 

whatever its origin, would be associated with field depen

dence. And in fact relatively field dependent people like to 

be with other people more than relatively field indepen

dent people do. Field dependent people also have better 

memory for faces and for social words ("visit," "party") 

than relatively field independent people do. And, when 

given their choice, field dependent people like to sit closer 

to others than relatively field independent people do. 

IMPLICATIONS F O R T H O U G H T I N T H E 

M O D E R N W O R L D 

But the implications of the view I am proposing extend far 

beyond the confines of a particular style of perceiving 

objects in relation to the environment. If something like 

my account of the relation between social factors and 

thought processes is correct—and if the social differences 

between East and West today resemble those of ancient 

t imes—then we can make some rather dramatic predic

tions about cognitive differences between contemporary 

East Asians and Westerners. We might expect to find dif

ferences in: 

• Patterns of attention and perception, with East

erners attending more to environments and 
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Westerners attending more to objects, and East

erners being more likely to detect relationships 

among events than Westerners. 

• Basic assumptions about the composition of the 

world, with Easterners seeing substances where 

Westerners see objects. 

• Beliefs about controllability of the environment, 

with Westerners believing in controllability more 

than Easterners. 

• Tacit assumptions about stability vs. change, with 

Westerners seeing stability where Easterners see 

change. 

• Preferred patterns of explanation for events, with 

Westerners focusing on objects and Easterners 

casting a broader net to include the environment. 

• Habits of organizing the world, with Westerners 

preferring categories and Easterners being more 

likely to emphasize relationships. 

• Use of formal logical rules, with Westerners being 

more inclined to use logical rules to understand 

events than Easterners. 

• Application of dialectical approaches, with East

erners being more inclined to seek the Middle 

Way when confronted with apparent contradic

tion and Westerners being more inclined to insist 

on the correctness of one belief vs. another. 

At any rate, these are the expectations about habits of 

mind that follow if it is really the case that Easterners and 

Westerners have fundamentally different ways of seeing 

themselves and the social world. 



L I V I N G T O G E T H E R V S . 

G O I N G I T A L O N E 

M o s t Westerners, or at any rate most Americans, are con

fident that the following generalizations apply to pretty 

much everyone: 

• Each individual has a set of characteristic, dis

tinctive attributes. Moreover, people want to be 

distinctive—different from other individuals in 

important ways. 

• People are largely in control of their own behav

ior; they feel better when they are in situations in 

which choice and personal preference determine 

outcomes. 

• People are oriented toward personal goals of suc

cess and achievement; they find that relation-
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ships and group memberships sometimes get in 

the way of attaining these goals. 

• People strive to feel good about themselves; per

sonal successes and assurances that they have 

positive qualities are important to their sense of 

well-being. 

• People prefer equality in personal relations or, 

when relationships are hierarchical, they prefer a 

superior position. 

• People believe the same rules should apply to 

everyone—individuals should not be singled out 

for special treatment because of their personal 

attributes or connections to important people. 

Justice should be blind. 

There are indeed hundreds of millions of such people, 

but they are to be found primarily in Europe, especially 

northern Europe, and in the present and former nations of 

the British Commonwealth, including the United States. 

The social-psychological characteristics of most of the rest 

of the world's people, especially those of East Asia, tend to 

be different to one degree or another. 

T H E N O N - W E S T E R N SELF 

There is an Asian expression that reflects a cultural preju

dice against individuality: "The peg that stands out is 

pounded down." In general, East Asians are supposed to be 

less concerned with personal goals or self-aggrandizement 

than are Westerners. Group goals and coordinated action 
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are more often the concerns. Maintaining harmonious 

social relations is likely to take precedence over achieving 

personal success. Success is often sought as a group goal 

rather than as a personal badge of merit. Individual dis

tinctiveness is not particularly desirable. For Asians, feeling 

good about themselves is likely to be tied to the sense that 

they are in harmony with the wishes of the groups to 

which they belong and are meeting the group's expecta

tions. Equality of treatment is not assumed nor is it neces

sarily regarded as desirable. 

The rules that apply to relationships in East Asia are 

presumed to be local, particular, and well specified by 

roles rather than universal. An Asian friend told me the 

most remarkable thing about visiting American house

holds is that everyone is always thanking everyone else: 

"Thank you for setting the table"; "Thank you for getting 

the car washed." In her country everyone has clear obliga

tions in a given context and you don't thank people for 

carrying out their obligations. Choice is not a high priority 

for most of the world's people. (An East Asian friend once 

asked me why Americans found it necessary to have a 

choice among forty breakfast cereals in the supermarket.) 

And Asians do not necessarily feel their competence as a 

decision maker is on the line when they do have to make a 

choice. 

Most Americans over a certain age well remember their 

primer, called Dick and Jane. Dick and Jane and their dog, 

Spot, were quite the active individualists. The first page of 

an early edition from the 1930s (the primer was widely 

used until the 1960s) depicts a little boy running across a 
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lawn. The first sentences are "See Dick run. See Dick play. 

See Dick run and play." This would seem the most natural 

sort of basic information to convey about kids—to the 

Western mentality. But the first page of the Chinese 

primer of the same era shows a little boy sitting on the 

shoulders of a bigger boy. "Big brother takes care of little 

brother. Big brother loves little brother. Little brother 

loves big brother." It is not individual action but relation

ships between people that seem important to convey in a 

child's first encounter with the printed word. 

Indeed, the Western-style self is virtually a figment of 

the imagination to the East Asian. As philosopher Hu Shih 

writes, "In the Confucian human-centered philosophy man 

cannot exist alone; all action must be in the form of inter

action between man and man." The person always exists 

within settings—in particular situations where there are 

particular people with whom one has relationships of a 

particular kind—and the notion that there can be attri

butes or actions that are not conditioned on social circum

stances is foreign to the Asian mentality. Anthropologist 

Edward T. Hall introduced the notion of "low-context" vs. 

"high-context" societies to capture differences in self-

understanding. To the Westerner, it makes sense to speak 

of a person as having attributes that are independent of 

circumstances or particular personal relations. This self— 

this bounded, impermeable free agent—can move from 

group to group and setting to setting without significant 

alteration. But for the Easterner (and for many other peo

ples to one degree or another), the person is connected, 

fluid, and conditional. As philosopher Donald Munro put 

it, East Asians understand themselves "in terms of their 
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relation to the whole, such as the family, society, Tao Prin

ciple, or Pure Consciousness." The person participates in a 

set of relationships that make it possible to act and purely 

independent behavior is usually not possible or really even 

desirable. 

Since all action is in concert with others, or at the very 

least affects others, harmony in relationships becomes a 

chief goal of social life. I have presented a schematic illus

tration intended to capture the different types of sense of 

self in relation to in-group, or close circle of friends and 

family; the illustration also conveys relative distance 

between in-group and out-group, or people who are mere 

acquaintances at most. Easterners feel embedded in their 

in-groups and distant from their out-groups. They tend to 

feel they are very similar to in-group members and they 

are much more trusting of them than of out-group mem

bers. Westerners feel relatively detached from their in-

groups and tend not to make as great distinctions between 

in-group and out-group. 

Some linguistic facts illustrate the social-psychological 

gap between East and West. In Chinese there is no word 

for "individualism." The closest one can come is the word 

for "selfishness." The Chinese character jen—benevo

lence—means two men. In Japanese, the word "I"—mean

ing the trans-situational, unconditional, generalized self 

with all its attributes, goals, abilities, and preferences—is 

not often used in conversation. Instead, Japanese has many 

words for "I," depending on audience and context. When a 

Japanese woman gives an official speech, she customarily 

uses Watashi, which is the closest Japanese comes to the 

trans-situational "I." When a man refers to himself in rela-
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Eastern and Western views of the relations among self, 

in-group, and out-group. 

tion to his college chums he might say Boku or Ore. When 

a father talks to his child, he says Otosan (Dad). A young 

girl might refer to herself by her nickname when talking to 

a family member: "Tomo is going to school today." The 

Japanese often call themselves Jibuti, the etymology of 

which leads to a term meaning "my portion." 

In Korean, the sentence "Could you come to dinner?" 

requires different words for "you," which is common in 
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many languages, but also for "dinner," depending on 

whether one was inviting a student or a professor. Such 

practices reflect not mere politeness or self-effacement, 

but rather the Eastern conviction that one is a different 

person when interacting with different people. 

"Tell me about yourself" seems a straightforward 

enough question to ask of someone, but the kind of 

answer you get very much depends on what society you 

ask it in. North Americans will tell you about their per

sonality traits ("friendly, hard-working"), role categories 

("teacher," "I work for a company that makes microchips"), 

and activities ("I go camping a lot"). Americans don't con

dition their self-descriptions much on context. The Chi

nese, Japanese, and Korean self, on the other hand, very 

much depends on context ("I am serious at work"; "I am 

fun-loving with my friends"). A study asking Japanese and 

Americans to describe themselves either in particular con

texts or without specifying a particular kind of situation 

showed that Japanese found it very difficult to describe 

themselves without specifying a particular kind of situa

tion—at work, at home, with friends, etc. Americans, in 

contrast, tended to be stumped when the investigator 

specified a context—"I am what I am." When describing 

themselves, Asians make reference to social roles ("I am 

Joan's friend") to a much greater extent than Americans 

do. Another study found that twice as many Japanese as 

American self-descriptions referred to other people ("I 

cook dinner with my sister"). 

When North Americans are surveyed about their attri

butes and preferences, they characteristically overestimate 
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their distinctiveness. On question after question, North 

Americans report themselves to be more unique than they 

really are, whereas Asians are much less likely to make this 

error. Westerners also prefer uniqueness in the environ

ment and in their possessions. Social psychologists Hee-

jung Kim and Hazel Markus asked Koreans and Americans 

to choose which object in a pictured array of objects they 

preferred. Americans chose the rarest object, whereas 

Koreans chose the most common object. Asked to choose 

a pen as a gift, Americans chose the least common color 

offered and East Asians the most common. 

It's revealing that the word for self-esteem in Japanese 

is serufu esutiimu. There is no indigenous term that cap

tures the concept of feeling good about oneself. Western

ers are more concerned with enhancing themselves in 

their own and others' eyes than are Easterners. Americans 

are much more likely to make spontaneous favorable com

ments about themselves than are Japanese. When self-

appraisal measures are administered to Americans and 

Canadians, it turns out that, like the children of Lake 

Wobegon, they are pretty much all above average. Asians 

rate themselves much lower on most dimensions, not only 

endorsing fewer positive statements but being more likely 

to insist that they have negative qualities. It's not likely 

that the Asian ratings merely reflect a requirement for 

greater modesty than exists for North Americans. Asians 

are in fact under greater compunction to appear modest, 

but the difference in self-ratings exists even when partici

pants think their answers are completely anonymous. 

It isn't that Asians feel badly about their own attri

butes. Rather, there is no strong cultural obligation to feel 
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that they are special or unusually talented. The goal for 

the self in relation to society is not so much to establish 

superiority or uniqueness, but to achieve harmony within 

a network of supportive social relationships and to play 

one's part in achieving collective ends. These goals require 

a certain amount of self-criticism—the opposite of tooting 

one's own horn. If I am to fit in with the group, I must 

root out those aspects of myself that annoy others or make 

their tasks more difficult. In contrast to the Asian practice 

of teaching children to blend harmoniously with others, 

some American children go to schools in which each child 

gets to be a "VIP" for a day. (In my hometown a few years 

ago the school board actually debated whether the chief 

goal of the schools should be to impart knowledge or to 

inculcate self-esteem. I appreciated a cartoon that 

appeared at about the same time showing a door with the 

label "Esteem Room.") 

Japanese schoolchildren are taught how to practice 

self-criticism both in order to improve their relations with 

others and to become more skilled in solving problems. 

This stance of perfectionism through self-criticism contin

ues throughout life. Sushi chefs and math teachers are not 

regarded as coming into their own until they've been at 

their jobs for a decade. Throughout their careers, in fact, 

Japanese teachers are observed and helped by their peers 

to become better at their jobs. Contrast this with the 

American practice of putting teachers' college graduates 

into the classroom after a few months of training and then 

leaving them alone to succeed or not, to the good or ill 

fortune of a generation of students. 

An experiment by Steven Heine and his colleagues cap-
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tures the difference between the Western push to feel good 

about the self and the Asian drive for self-improvement. 

The experimenters asked Canadian and Japanese students 

to take a bogus "creativity" test and then gave the students 

"feedback" indicating that they had done very well or very 

badly. The experimenters then secretly observed how long 

the participants worked on a similar task. The Canadians 

worked longer on the task if they had succeeded; the Japan

ese worked longer if they failed. The Japanese weren't being 

masochistic. They simply saw an opportunity for self-

improvement and took it. The study has intriguing implica

tions for skill development in both the East and West. 

Westerners are likely to get very good at a few things they 

start out doing well to begin with. Easterners seem more 

likely to become Jacks and Jills of all trades. 

I N D E P E N D E N C E vs. I N T E R D E P E N D E N C E 

The broad differentiation between the two types of soci

eties we have been discussing has been a staple notion of 

social science since the nineteenth century. The distinction 

is similar to that made by nineteenth-century German 

social scientists, notably Ferdinand Tonnies, who made a 

useful distinction for comparing cultures, namely between 

a Gemeinschaft (a community based on a shared sense of 

identity) and a Gesellschaft (an institution intended to 

facilitate action to achieve instrumental goals). A Gemein

schaft is based on relationships that exist for their own 

sake and rest on a sense of unity and mutuality: for exam-
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ple ; relationships among family members, church congre

gations, or a network of friends. It is based on sympathy, 

frequent face-to-face interaction, shared experiences, and 

even shared property. A Gesellschaft is based on interac

tions that are mostly a means to an end. It frequently 

involves exchange of goods and labor and is often based 

on bargaining and contracts. Such social systems allow for 

personal gain and competitive advantage. Corporations 

and bureaucracies are examples of Gesellschaften. 

No one thinks a given institution or society is exclu

sively of the Gemeinschaft or Gesellschaft sort. They are 

merely ideal types. But the distinction is of great analytic 

importance for much of modern social science, especially 

for cultural psychology. The Gemeinschaft is often termed 

a "collectivism social system and the Gesellschaft is often 

labeled an "individualist" social system. The terms "interde

pendent" and "independent," proposed by Hazel Markus 

and Shinobu Kitayama, convey similar notions, and these 

are the ones I will normally use. 

Training for independence or interdependence starts 

quite literally in the crib. Whereas it is common for Ameri

can babies to sleep in a bed separate from their parents, or 

even in a separate room, this is rare for East Asian babies— 

and, for that matter, babies pretty much everywhere else. 

Instead, sleeping in the same bed is far more common. The 

differences are intensified in waking life. Adoring adults 

from several generations often surround the Chinese baby 

(even before the one-child policy began producing "little 

emperors"). The Japanese baby is almost always with its 

mother. The close association with mother is a condition 
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that some Japanese apparently would like to continue 

indefinitely. Investigators at the University of Michigan's 

Institute for Social Research recently conducted a study 

requiring a scale comparing the degree to which adult 

Japanese and American respondents want to be with their 

mothers. The task proved very difficult, because the Japan

ese investigators insisted that a reasonable endpoint on the 

scale would be "I want to be with my mother almost all the 

time." The Americans, of course, insisted that this would be 

uproariously funny to American respondents and would 

cause them to cease taking the interview seriously. 

Independence for Western children is often encour

aged in rather explicit ways. Western parents constantly 

require their children to do things on their own and ask 

them to make their own choices. "Would you like to go to 

bed now or would you like to have a snack first?" The 

Asian parent makes the decision for the child on the 

assumption that the parent knows best what is good for 

the child. 

Parents who work to create an independent child 

shouldn't be surprised when the training works so well 

that their children balk at threats to their freedom of 

choice. Social psychologists Sheena Iyengar and Mark Lep-

per asked American, Chinese, and Japanese children aged 

seven to nine to solve anagrams, such as, "What word can 

be made from GREIT?" Some of the children were told to 

work on a particular category of anagrams; other children 

were given a choice about which anagrams to solve; and 

still others were told that the experimenter had spoken to 

the child's mom, who would like the child to work on a 

particular category. The researchers then measured the 
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number of anagrams solved and the time spent working on 

them. The American children showed the highest level of 

motivation—spending more time on the task and solving 

more anagrams—when they were allowed to choose the 

category. The American children showed the least motiva

tion when it was Mom who chose the category, suggesting 

that they felt their autonomy had been encroached upon 

and they had therefore lost some of their intrinsic interest 

in the task. The Asian children showed the highest level of 

motivation when Mom chose the category. 

An emphasis on relationships encourages a concern 

with the feelings of others. When American mothers play 

with their toddlers, they tend to ask questions about 

objects and supply information about them. But when 

Japanese mothers play with their toddlers, their questions 

are more likely to concern feelings. Japanese mothers are 

particularly likely to use feeling-related words when their 

children misbehave: "The farmer feels bad if you did not 

eat everything your mom cooked for you." "The toy is cry

ing because you threw it." "The wall says 'ouch.' " Concen

trating attention on objects, as American parents tend to 

do, helps to prepare children for a world in which they are 

expected to act independently. Focusing on feelings and 

social relations, as Asian parents tend to do, helps children 

to anticipate the reactions of other people with whom 

they will have to coordinate their behavior. 

The consequences of this differential focus on the 

emotional states of others can be seen in adulthood. There 

is evidence that Asians are more accurately aware of the 

feelings and attitudes of others than are Westerners. For 

example, Jeffrey Sanchez-Burks and his colleagues showed 
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to Koreans and Americans evaluations that employers had 

made on rating scales. The Koreans were better able to 

infer from the ratings just what the employers felt about 

their employees than were the Americans, who tended to 

simply take the ratings at face value. This focus on others' 

emotions extends even to perceptions of the animal 

world. Taka Masuda and I showed underwater video 

scenes to Japanese and American students and asked them 

to report what they saw. The Japanese students reported 

"seeing" more feelings and motivations on the part of fish 

than did Americans; for example, "The red fish must be 

angry because its scales were hurt." Similarly, Kaiping Peng 

and Phoebe Ellsworth showed Chinese and American stu

dents animated pictures of fish moving in various patterns 

in relation to one another. For example, a group might 

appear to chase an individual fish or to scoot away when 

the individual fish approached. The investigators asked the 

students what both the individual fish and the groups of 

fish were feeling. The Chinese readily complied with the 

requests. The Americans had difficulty with both tasks and 

were literally baffled when asked to report what the group 

emotions might be. 

The relative degree of sensitivity to others' emotions is 

reflected in tacit assumptions about the nature of commu

nication. Westerners teach their children to communicate 

their ideas clearly and to adopt a "transmitter" orientation, 

that is, the speaker is responsible for uttering sentences 

that can be clearly understood by the hearer—and under

stood, in fact, more or less independently of the context. 

It's the speaker's fault if there is a miscommunication. 

Asians, in contrast, teach their children a "receiver" orien-
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tation, meaning that it is the hearer's responsibility to 

understand what is being said. If a child's loud singing 

annoys an American parent, the parent would be likely 

just to tell the kid to pipe down. No ambiguity there. The 

Asian parent would be more likely to say, "How well you 

sing a song." At first the child might feel pleased, but it 

would likely dawn on the child that something else might 

have been meant and the child would try being quieter or 

not singing at all. 

Westerners—and perhaps especially Americans—are 

apt to find Asians hard to read because Asians are likely to 

assume that their point has been made indirectly and with 

finesse. Meanwhile, the Westerner is in fact very much in 

the dark. Asians, in turn, are apt to find Westerners—per

haps especially Americans—direct to the point of conde

scension or even rudeness. 

There are many ways of parsing the distinction 

between relatively independent and relatively interdepen

dent societies, but in illustrating these it may be helpful to 

focus on four related but somewhat distinct dimensions: 

• Insistence on freedom of individual action vs. a 

preference for collective action. 

• Desire for individual distinctiveness vs. a prefer

ence for blending harmoniously with the group. 

• A preference for egalitarianism and achieved 

status vs. acceptance of hierarchy and ascribed 

status. 

• A belief that the rules governing proper behav

ior should be universal vs. a preference for par

ticularistic approaches that take into account 
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the context and the nature of the relationships 

involved. 

These dimensions are merely correlated with one 

another; and it is possible, for example, for a given society 

to be quite independent in terms of some dimensions and 

much less so in terms of others. Social scientists have 

attempted to measure each of these dimensions, and other 

associated ones, in a variety of ways, including value sur

veys, studies of archived material, and experiments. 

Some of the most interesting survey material comes 

from the study of businesspeople from different cultures. 

Such surveys provide particularly convincing evidence 

because so much is held more or less constant, including 

relative wealth and educational levels. In the classic study 

of this sort, Geert Hofstede provided even more compara

bility than that: All of his participants, who came from 

dozens of different societies, were employees of IBM. He 

found dramatic cultural differences in values even among 

Big Blue employees. 

Similar data have been collected by Charles Hamp

den-Turner and Alfons Trompenaars, who are professors at 

an international business school in Holland. Over a period 

of several years they gave dozens of questions to middle 

managers taking seminars they conduct throughout the 

world. The participants in their seminars—fifteen thou

sand all told—were from the U.S., Canada, Australia, 

Britain, the Netherlands, Sweden, Belgium, Germany, 

France, Italy, Singapore, and Japan (and a small number 

from Spain and Korea, as well). Hampden-Turner and 

Trompenaars presented their students with dilemmas in 
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which independent values were pitted against interdepen

dent values. 

To examine the value of individual distinction vs. har

monious relations with the group, Hampden-Turner and 

Trompenaars asked the managers to indicate which of the 

following types of job they preferred: (a) jobs in which 

personal initiatives are encouraged and individual initia

tives are achieved; versus (b) jobs in which no one is sin

gled out for personal honor, but in which everyone works 

together. 

More than 90 percent of American, Canadian, Aus

tralian, British, Dutch, and Swedish respondents endorsed 

the first choice—the individual freedom alternative—vs. 

fewer than 50 percent of Japanese and Singaporeans. Pref

erences of the Germans, Italians, Belgians, and French 

were intermediate. 

The U.S. is sometimes described as a place where, if 

you claim to amount to much, you should be able to show 

that you change your area code every five years or so. 

(This was before the phone company started changing 

people's area codes without waiting for them to move.) In 

some other countries, the relationship with the corpora

tion where one is employed, and the connection with 

one's colleagues there, are more highly valued than in the 

U.S. and presumed to be more or less permanent. To assess 

this difference among cultures, Hampden-Turner and 

Trompenaars asked their participants to choose between 

the following expectations: If I apply for a job in a com

pany, (a) I will almost certainly work there for the rest of 

my life; or (b) I am almost sure the relationship will have 

a limited duration. 
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More than 90 percent of Americans, Canadians, Aus

tralians, British, and Dutch thought a limited job duration 

was likely. This was true for only about 40 percent of 

Japanese (though it would doubtless be substantially 

higher today after "downsizing" has come even to Japan). 

The French, Germans, Italians, and Belgians were again 

intermediate, though closer to the other Europeans than 

to the Asians. 

To examine the relative value placed on achieved vs. 

ascribed status, Hampden-Turner and Trompenaars asked 

their participants whether or not they shared the follow

ing view: Becoming successful and respected is a matter of 

hard work. It is important for a manager to be older than 

his subordinates. Older people should be more respected 

than younger people. 

More than 60 percent of American, Canadian, Aus

tralian, Swedish, and British respondents rejected the idea 

of status being based in any way on age. About 60 percent 

of Japanese, Korean, and Singapore respondents accepted 

hierarchy based in part on age; French, Italians, Germans, 

and Belgians were again intermediate, though closer to the 

other Europeans than to the Asians. 

Needless to say, there is great potential for conflict 

when people from cultures having different orientations 

must deal with one another. This is particularly true when 

people who value universal rules deal with people who 

think each particular situation should be examined on its 

merits and that different rules might be appropriate for 

different people. Westerners prefer to live by abstract prin

ciples and like to believe these principles are applicable to 

everyone. To set aside universal rules in order to accom-
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modate particular cases seems immoral to the Westerner. 

To insist on the same rules for every case can seem at best 

obtuse and rigid to the Easterner and at worst cruel. Many 

of Hampden-Turner and Trompenaars's questions reveal 

what a marked difference exists among cultures in their 

preference for universally applicable rules vs. special con

sideration of cases based on their distinctive aspects. One 

of their questions deals with how to handle the case of an 

employee whose work for a company though excellent for 

fifteen years, has been unsatisfactory for a year. If there is 

no reason to expect that performance will improve, should 

the employee be (a) dismissed on the grounds that job 

performance should remain the grounds for dismissal, 

regardless of the age of the person and his previous record; 

or (b) is it wrong to disregard the fifteen years the 

employee has been working for the company? One has to 

take into account the company's responsibility for his life. 

More than 75 percent of Americans and Canadians 

felt the employee should be let go. About 20 percent of 

Koreans and Singaporeans agreed with that view. About 

30 percent of Japanese, French, Italians, and Germans 

agreed and about 40 percent of British, Australians, 

Dutch, and Belgians agreed. (Atypically for this question, 

the British and the Australians were closer to the conti

nental Europeans than to the North Americans.) 

As these results show, Westerners' commitment to uni

versally applied rules influences their understanding of the 

nature of agreements between individuals and between 

corporations. By extension, in the Western view, once a 

contract has been agreed to, it is binding—regardless of 

circumstances that might make the arrangement much less 
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attractive to one of the parties than it had been initially. 

But to people from interdependent, high-context cultures, 

changing circumstances dictate alterations of the agree

ment. 

These very different outlooks regularly produce inter

national misunderstandings. The Japanese-Australian 

"sugar contract" case in the mid-1970s provides a particu

larly dramatic example. Japanese sugar refiners contracted 

with Australian suppliers to provide them with sugar over 

a period of five years at the price of $160 per ton. But 

shortly after the contract was signed, the value of sugar on 

the world market dropped dramatically. The Japanese 

thereupon asked for a renegotiation of the contract on the 

grounds that circumstances had changed radically. But to 

the Australians, the agreement was binding, regardless of 

circumstances, and they refused to consider any changes. 

An important business implication of the differences 

that exist between independent and interdependent soci

eties is that advertising needs to be modified for particular 

cultural audiences. Marketing experts Sang-pil Han and 

Sharon Shavitt analyzed American and Korean adver

tisements in popular news magazines and women's 

magazines. They found that American advertisements 

emphasize individual benefits and preferences ("Make 

your way through the crowd"; "Alive with pleasure"), 

whereas Korean advertisements are more likely to empha

size collective ones ("We have a way of bringing people 

closer together"; "Ringing out the news of business friend

ships that really work"). When Han and Shavitt performed 

experiments, showing people different kinds of advertise

ments, they found that the individualist advertisements 
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were more effective with Americans and the collectivist 

ones with Koreans. 

Independence vs. interdependence is of course not an 

either/or matter. Every society—and every individual—is a 

blend of both. It turns out that it is remarkably easy to 

bring one or another orientation to the fore. Psychologists 

Wendi Gardner, Shira Gabriel, and Angela Lee "primed" 

American college students to think either independently or 

interdependently. They did this in two different ways. In 

one experiment, participants were asked to read a story 

about a general who had to choose a warrior to send to the 

king. In an "independent" version, the king had to choose 

the best individual for the job. In an "interdependent" ver

sion the general wanted to make a choice that would bene

fit his family. In another priming method, participants were 

asked to search for words in a paragraph describing a trip 

to a city. The words were either independent in nature 

(e.g., "I," "mine") or interdependent (e.g., "we," "ours"). 

After reading the story or searching for words in the 

paragraph, participants were asked to fill out a value sur

vey that assessed the importance they placed on individu

alist values (such as freedom and living a varied life) and 

collectivist values (such as belongingness and respect for 

elders). They also read a story in which "Lisa" refused to 

give her friend "Amy" directions to an art store because she 

was engrossed in reading a book; they were then asked 

whether Lisa's behavior was inappropriately selfish. Stu

dents who had been exposed to an independence prime 

rated individualist values higher and collectivist values 

lower than did students exposed to an interdependence 
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prime. The independence-primed participants were also 

more forgiving of the book-engrossed Lisa. Gardner and 

her colleagues repeated their study adding Hong Kong stu

dents to their American sample and also added an 

unprimed control condition. American students rated indi

vidualist values higher than collectivist values—unless 

they had been exposed to an interdependence prime. 

Hong Kong students rated collectivist values higher than 

individualist values—unless they had been exposed to an 

independence prime. 

Of course, Easterners are constantly being "primed" 

with interdependence cues and Westerners with indepen

dence cues. This raises the possibility that even if their 

upbringing had not made them inclined in one direction 

or another, the cues that surround them would make peo

ple living in interdependent societies behave in generally 

interdependent ways and those living in independent soci

eties behave in generally independent ways. In fact this is a 

common report of people who live in the "other" culture 

for a while. My favorite example concerns a young Cana

dian psychologist who lived for several years in Japan. He 

then applied for jobs at North American universities. His 

adviser was horrified to discover that his letter began with 

apologies about his unworthiness for the jobs in question. 

Other evidence shows that self-esteem is highly malleable. 

Japanese who live in the West for a while show a notable 

increase in self-esteem, probably because the situations 

they encountered were in general more esteem-enhancing 

than those typical in Japan. The social psychological char

acteristics of people raised in very different cultures are far 

from completely immutable. 



L I V I N G T O G E T H E R V S . G O I N G I T A L O N E 6 9 

V A R I A N T S O F V I E W P O I N T 

The work of Hampden-Turner and Trompenaars makes 

clear that the West is no monolith concerning issues of 

independence vs. interdependence. There are also substan

tial regularities to the differences found in Western coun

tries. In general, the Mediterranean countries plus Belgium 

and Germany are intermediate between the East Asian 

countries on the one hand and the countries most heavily 

influenced by Protestant, Anglo-Saxon culture on the 

other. There is more regularity even than that. Someone 

has said, "The Idea moves west," meaning that the values 

of individuality, freedom, rationality, and universalism 

became progressively more dominant and articulated as 

civilization moved westward from its origins in the Fertile 

Crescent. The Babylonians codified and universalized the 

law. The Israelites emphasized individual distinctiveness. 

The Greeks valued individuality even more and added a 

commitment to personal freedom, the spirit of debate, and 

formal logic. The Romans brought a gift for rational orga

nization and something resembling the Chinese genius for 

technological achievement, and—after a trough lasting 

almost a millennium—their successors, the Italians, redis

covered these values and built on the accomplishments of 

the Greek and Roman eras. The Protestant Reformation, 

beginning in Germany and Switzerland and largely bypass

ing France and Belgium, added individual responsibility 

and a definition of work as a sacred activity. The Reforma

tion also brought a weakened commitment to the family 

and other in-groups coupled with a greater willingness to 

trust out-groups and have dealings with their members. 
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These values were all intensified in the Calvinist subcul

tures of Britain, including the Puritans and Presbyterians, 

whose egalitarian ideology laid the groundwork for the 

government of the United States. (Thomas Jefferson was 

merely paraphrasing the Puritan sympathizer John Locke 

when he wrote, "We hold these truths to be self-evident, 

that all men are created equal . . . with certain inalienable 

rights, that among these are life, liberty . . .") 

The Hampden-Turner and Trompenaars findings for 

social values, as well as those of Hofstede, track this East-

West ideological journey almost exactly. The further to the 

West a given country lies, the greater, in general, that 

country's endorsement of independent values. Moreover, 

these differences among European cultures are reflected in 

their successor subcultures in the United States, a fact 

documented in immigrant cultural histories by scholars 

such as economist Thomas Sowell. I once knew a very dis

tinguished and well-placed social scientist, a crusty Scot

tish-American Presbyterian steeped in Calvinist rectitude. 

He had a son who was also a social scientist and who had 

to struggle from time to time to sustain his career during 

the 1970s, when jobs were scarce in the U.S. My colleague 

would sometimes state proudly that, although it would 

have been easy for him to do so, he had never intervened 

to help his son's situation. The colleague's Anglo-Saxon 

Protestant friends would nod their approval of the justice 

of this stance in the face of the personal pain they knew 

the colleague had experienced. His Jewish and Catholic 

colleagues, with their more Continental values, would 

stare in shocked disbelief at his lack of family feeling. At a 

level slightly more scientific than this anecdote: We gener-
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ally find that it is the white Protestants among the Ameri

can participants in our studies who show the most "West

ern" patterns of behavior and that Catholics and minority 

group members, including African Americans and Hispan-

ics, are shifted somewhat toward Eastern patterns. 

There are also major differences among Eastern cultures in 

all sorts of important social behavior and values, some of 

which are related to independence versus interdepen

dence. 

I was in China in 1982 at the tail end of the Cultural 

Revolution. The country seemed extremely exotic—in 

both its traditional aspects and its Communist-imposed 

aspects. (This was well before a Starbucks was installed in 

the Forbidden City!) The first Western play to be per

formed in Beijing since the revolution was mounted while 

I was there. It was Arthur Miller's Death of a Salesman. 

The choice seemed very strange. I regarded the play as 

being not merely highly Western in character but dis

tinctly American. Its central figure is a salesman, "a man 

way out there in the blue riding on a smile and a 

shoeshine." To my astonishment, the play was a tremen

dous success. But Arthur Miller, who had come to China 

to collaborate on production of the play, provided a satis

factory reason for its reception. "The play is about family," 

he said, "and the Chinese invented family." He might have 

added that the play is also about face, or the need to have 

the respect of the community, and the Chinese also 

invented face. 

The Japanese have perhaps as much concern with face 

as do the Chinese, but probably less involvement with the 
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immediate family and more commitment to the corpora

tion. There are other marked differences between the 

Japanese and Chinese. The sociologist Robert Bellah, the 

philosopher Hajime Nakamura, the psychologist Dora 

Dien, and the social philosopher Lin Yutang, among many 

others, have detailed some of these differences. Though 

social constraints are in general greater on both Chinese 

and Japanese than on Westerners, the constraints come 

primarily from authorities in the case of the Chinese and 

chiefly from peers in the case of the Japanese. Control in 

Chinese classrooms, for example, is achieved by the 

teacher, but by classmates in Japan. Dora Dien has written 

that the "Chinese emphasize particular dyadic [two-

person] relationships while retaining their individuality, 

whereas the Japanese tend to submerge themselves in the 

group." Though both Chinese and Japanese are required to 

conform to move smoothly through their daily lives, the 

Chinese are said to chafe under the requirements and the 

Japanese actually to enjoy them. The Japanese are held to 

share with the Germans and the Dutch a need for order in 

all spheres of their lives; the Chinese share with Mediter

raneans a more relaxed approach to life. 

It is sometimes argued that one particular type of 

social relationship is unique to the Japanese. This is amae, 

2L concept discussed at length by the Japanese psychoana

lyst Takeo Doi. Amae describes a relationship in which an 

inferior, a child or employee, for example, is allowed to 

engage in inappropriate behavior—to ask for an expensive 

toy or to request a promotion at a time not justified by 

company policy—as an expression of confidence that the 

relationship is sufficiently close that the superior will be 
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indulgent. Amae facilitates the relationship, enhancing 

trust between the two parties and cementing bonds, 

though these results come at some cost to the autonomy 

of the inferior. 

The very real differences among Eastern cultures and 

among Western cultures, however, shouldn't blind us to 

the fact that the East and West are in general quite differ

ent from each other with respect to a great many centrally 

important values and social-psychological attributes. 

AWASE A N D ERABI 

S T Y L E S OF C O N F L I C T A N D N E G O T I A T I O N 

Debate is almost as uncommon in modern Asia as in 

ancient China. In fact, the whole rhetoric of argumenta

tion that is second nature to Westerners is largely absent in 

Asia. North Americans begin to express opinions and jus

tify them as early as the show-and-tell sessions of nursery 

school ("This is my robot; he's fun to play with be

cause . . ."). In contrast, there is not much argumentation 

or trafficking in opinions in Asian life. A Japanese friend 

has told me that the concept of a "lively discussion" does 

not exist in Japan—because of the risk to group harmony. 

It is this fact that likely undermined an attempt he once 

made to have an American-style dinner party in Japan, 

inviting only Japanese guests who expressed a fondness for 

the institution—from the martinis through the steak to 

the apple pie. The effort fell flat for want of opinions and 

people willing to defend them. 
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The absence of a tradition of debate has particularly 

dramatic implications for the conduct of political life. Very 

recently, South Korea installed its first democratic govern

ment. Prior to that, it had been illegal to discuss North 

Korea. Westerners find this hard to comprehend, inasmuch 

as South Korea has performed one of the world's most 

impressive economic miracles of the past 40 years and 

North Korea is a failed state in every respect. But, due to 

the absence of a tradition of debate, Koreans have no faith 

that correct ideas will win in the marketplace of ideas, and 

previous governments "protected" their citizens by pre

venting discussion of Communist ideas and North Korean 

practices. 

The tradition of debate goes hand in hand with a cer

tain style of rhetoric in the law and in science. The 

rhetoric of scientific papers consists of an overview of the 

ideas to be considered, a description of the relevant basic 

theories, a specific hypothesis, a statement of the methods 

and justification of them, a presentation of the evidence 

produced by the methods, an argument as to why the evi

dence supports the hypothesis, a refutation of possible 

counterarguments, a reference back to the basic theory, 

and a comment on the larger territory of which the article 

is a part. For Americans, this rhetoric is constructed bit by 

bit from nursery school through college. By the time they 

are graduate students, it is second nature. But for the most 

part, the rhetoric is new to the Asian student and learning 

it can be a slow and painful process. It is not uncommon 

for American science professors to be impressed by their 

hard-working, highly selected Asian students and then to 

be disappointed by their first major paper—not because 
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of their incomplete command of English, but because of 

their lack of mastery of the rhetoric common in the pro

fessor's field. In my experience, it is also not uncommon 

for professors to fail to recognize that it is the lack of the 

Western rhetoric style they are objecting to, rather than 

some deeper lack of comprehension of the enterprise 

they're engaged in. 

The combative, rhetorical form is also absent from 

Asian law. In Asia the law does not consist, as it does in 

the West for the most part, of a contest between oppo

nents. More typically, the disputants take their case to a 

middleman whose goal is not fairness but animosity reduc

tion—by seeking a Middle Way through the claims of the 

opponents. There is no attempt to derive a resolution to a 

legal conflict from a universal principle. On the contrary, 

Asians are likely to consider justice in the abstract, by-the-

book Western sense to be rigid and unfeeling. 

Negotiation also has a different character in the high-

context societies of the East than in the low-context soci

eties of the West. Political scientist Mushakoji Kinhide 

characterizes the Western erabi (active, agentic) style as 

being grounded in the belief that "man can freely manipu

late his environment for his own purposes. This view 

implies a behavioral sequence whereby a person sets his 

objective, develops a plan designed to reach that objective, 

and then acts to change the environment in accordance 

with that plan." To a person having such a style, there's not 

much point in concentrating on relationships. It's the 

results that count. Proposals and decisions tend to be of 

the either/or variety because the Westerner knows what 

he wants and has a clear idea what it is appropriate to give 
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and to take in order to have an acceptable deal. Negotia

tions should be short and to the point, so as not to waste 

time reaching the goal. 

The Japanese awase (harmonious, fitting-in) style, 

"rejects the idea that man can manipulate the environ

ment and assumes instead that he adjusts himself to it." 

Negotiations are not thought of as "ballistic," one-shot 

efforts never to be revisited, and relationships are pre

sumed to be long-term. Either/or choices are avoided. 

There is a belief that "short-term wisdom may be long-

term folly." A Japanese negotiator may yield more in nego

tiations for a first deal than a similarly placed Westerner 

might, expecting that this will lay the groundwork for 

future trust and cooperation. Issues are presumed to be 

complex, subjective, and intertwined, unlike the simplic

ity, objectivity, and "fragmentability" that the American 

with the erabi style assumes. 

So there are very dramatic social-psychological differences 

between East Asians as a group and people of European 

culture as a group. East Asians live in an interdependent 

world in which the self is part of a larger whole; Western

ers live in a world in which the self is a unitary free agent. 

Easterners value success and achievement in good part 

because they reflect well on the groups they belong to; 

Westerners value these things because they are badges of 

personal merit. Easterners value fitting in and engage in 

self-criticism to make sure that they do so; Westerners 

value individuality and strive to make themselves look 

good. Easterners are highly attuned to the feelings of oth

ers and strive for interpersonal harmony; Westerners are 
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more concerned with knowing themselves and are pre

pared to sacrifice harmony for fairness. Easterners are 

accepting of hierarchy and group control; Westerners are 

more likely to prefer equality and scope for personal 

action. Asians avoid controversy and debate; Westerners 

have faith in the rhetoric of argumentation in arenas from 

the law to politics to science. 

None of these generalizations apply to all members of 

their respective groups, of course. Every society has indi

viduals who more nearly resemble those of other, quite 

different societies than they do those of their own society; 

and every individual within a given society moves quite a 

bit between the independent and interdependent poles 

over the course of a lifetime—over the course of a day, in 

fact. But the variations between and within societies, as 

well as within individuals, should not blind us to the fact 

that there are very real differences, substantial on the aver

age, between East Asians and people of European culture. 

As nearly as we can tell, these social differences are 

much the same as the differences that characterized the 

ancient Chinese and Greeks. And if it was the social cir

cumstances that produced the cognitive differences 

between ancient Chinese and Greeks, then we might 

expect to find cognitive differences between modern East 

Asians and Westerners that map onto the differences 

between the ancient Chinese and Greeks. 
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E Y E S I N B A C K O F Y O U R 

H E A D " O R " K E E P Y O U R 

E Y E O N T H E B A L L " ? 

f people really do see the world in terms dictated by their 

social existence, then we might expect modern East Asians 

to have the same sort of holistic worldviews as ancient 

Chinese thinkers did, and we might expect modern people 

of European culture to exhibit the same sorts of analytic 

approaches that were characteristic of ancient Greek 

thinkers. Moreover, the different social realities might pro

duce very different patterns of literally seeing the world. 

People who live in a world in which external forces are 

the important ones could be expected to pay close atten

tion to the environment. People who live in a world in 

which personal agency produces results might focus pri

marily on objects that they can manipulate to serve their 

own goals. 
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H O L I S M vs. A N A L Y S I S 

I was sitting on a plane bound from northern California 

recently when I heard the voice of a man—a European 

American—asking questions of his two-and-a-half-year-

old son. 

Dad: "What shape is the balloon?" No answer. "It's 

round, Jason." 

Dad: "This is a pair of socks. Are they short or long?" 

Little boy: "Short." 

Dad: "That's right, short." 

Dad: "This is a pair of pants. Are they . . . ?" 

Little boy: "Short." 

Dad: "No, Jason, they're long." 

Though this exchange may seem to Westerners to be 

an unexceptional quiz, by Asian standards it is quite 

unusual. The father's questions consisted of directing his 

son's attention to objects and asking about their proper

ties. Whereas this might seem to Westerners to be the 

most natural way to orient a child's attention, it's not to 

Easterners, and the reasons for this have profound implica

tions for cultural differences in perception and cognition. 

The ancient Chinese philosophers saw the world as 

consisting of continuous substances and the ancient Greek 

philosophers tended to see the world as being composed 

of discrete objects or separate atoms. A piece of wood to 

the Chinese would have been a seamless, uniform mate

rial; to the Greeks it would have been seen as composed of 

particles. A novel item, such as a seashell, might have been 
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seen as a substance by the Chinese and as an object by the 

Greeks. Remarkably, there is evidence that modern Asians 

also tend to see the world as consisting of continuous sub

stances, whereas modern Westerners are more prone to see 

objects. 

Cognitive psychologists Mutsumi Imae and Dedre 

Gentner showed objects composed of particular sub

stances to Japanese and Americans of various ages from 

less than two to adulthood and described them in ways 

that were neutral with respect to whether each was an 

object or a substance. For example, they might show a 

pyramid made of cork and ask the participants to "look at 

this 'dax.' " Then they showed the participants two trays, 

one of which had something on it of the same shape as the 

object presented but which was made of a different sub

stance (for example, a pyramid made of white plastic) and 

one of which had the same substance in a different shape 

(for example, pieces of cork). The investigators then asked 

their participants to point to the tray that had their "dax" 

on it. 

Americans were much more likely to choose the same 

shape as the "dax" than were the Japanese, indicating that 

the Americans were coding what they saw as an object. 

The Japanese were more likely to choose the same mate

rial as the "dax," indicating that they were coding what 

they saw as a substance. The differences between Ameri

cans and Japanese were very large. On average, across the 

many trials with different displays, more than two thirds 

of four-year-old American children chose another object as 

the "dax," whereas fewer than a third of Japanese four-

year-old children did. The differences were equally large 
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for adults. Even two-year-olds differed. American infants 

were somewhat more likely to choose the object than 

were the Japanese infants. 

Taken at face value, the Imai and Gentner results indi

cate that Westerners and Asians literally see different 

worlds. Like ancient Greek philosophers, modern Western

ers see a world of objects—discrete and unconnected 

things. Like ancient Chinese philosophers, modern Asians 

are inclined to see a world of substances—continuous 

masses of matter. The Westerner sees an abstract statue 

where the Asian sees a piece of marble; the Westerner sees 

a wall where the Asian sees concrete. There is much other 

evidence—of a historical, anecdotal, and systematic scien

tific nature—indicating that Westerners have an analytic 

view focusing on salient objects and their attributes, 

whereas Easterners have a holistic view focusing on conti

nuities in substances and relationships in the environment. 

In the turn-of-the-century midwestern neighborhood 

where I live in Ann Arbor, Michigan, many of the homes 

are attractive workers' cottages with white clapboard sid

ing and gabled roofs. The homes were shipped by the 

Sears Roebuck Company and unloaded at the railroad sta

tion before being brought up the hill by horse carts to be 

put together like a puzzle from numbered pieces. Not too 

long after, Henry Ford, whose motor car company was and 

is located about forty miles from my town, invented the 

assembly line. Auto part "atoms" were put together by 

workers performing a repetitive, identical set of actions 

over and over again at a fixed station in the line. Iron ore 

came in one end of the River Rouge plant in Dearborn, 

Michigan, and, after being smelted and manufactured into 
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simple parts and put together by workers performing sim

ple operations, came out as a Model A Ford on the other. 

Beginning in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth 

century, the West, and especially America, began to atom

ize, that is to say, modularize the worlds of manufacture 

and commerce. The production of everything from mus

kets to furniture was broken down into the most standard

ized parts possible and the simplest replicable actions. 

Each implement, each component, each action of the 

worker was analyzed and made maximally efficient. 

Objects that had taken craftsmen months to create could 

now be produced in a matter of hours. Time itself became 

a modular entity: three minutes for bolting on the carbu

retor, two and a half for installing spark plugs. 

Starting around the late nineteenth century, retail stores 

became modular "chains." It was possible to go into a Sears 

and, a half century or so later, a McDonald's, anywhere in 

the country—and eventually the world—and see the same 

rows of merchandise, or the same booths and burgers, in 

any of them. (One of my favorite New Yorker cartoons 

depicts two older American ladies asking a hotel doorman, 

"Is this the Geneva Sheraton or the Brussels Sheraton?") 

The atomistic attitude of Westerners extends to their 

understanding of the nature of social institutions. In their 

survey of the values of middle managers, Hampden-Turner 

and Trompenaars asked whether their respondents 

thought of a company as a system to organize tasks or as 

an organism coordinating people working together: 

(a) A company is a system designed to perform 

functions and tasks in an efficient way. People 
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are hired to fulfill these functions with the help 

of machines and other equipment. They are 

paid for the tasks they perform, 

(b) A company is a group of people working 

together. The people have social relations with 

other people and with the organization. The 

functioning is dependent on these relations. 

About 75 percent of Americans chose the first defini

tion, more than 50 percent of Canadians, Australians, 

British, Dutch, and Swedes chose that definition, and about 

a third of Japanese and Singaporese chose it. Germans, 

French, and Italians as a group were intermediate between 

the Asians and the people of British and northern Euro

pean culture. Thus for the Westerners, especially the Amer

icans and the other people of primarily northern European 

culture, a company is an atomistic, modular place where 

people perform their distinctive functions. For the Eastern

ers, and to a lesser extent the eastern and southern Euro

peans, a company is an organism where the social relations 

are an integral part of what holds things together. 

The holism of the ancient Chinese extended to a sense 

of the unity of human existence with natural and even 

supernatural occurrences. What happened on earth res

onated with events in nature and in heaven. The same is 

true of East Asians today. Both Taoism, still influential in 

China and elsewhere in East Asia, and Shintoism, still 

important in Japan, retain strong elements of animism: 

animals, plants, natural objects, and even human-made 

artifacts have spirits. Advertisements that emphasize 
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nature have far more success in Asia than in the West. The 

Nissan corporation discovered this fact, to its chagrin, 

when it opened its advertising campaign for the Infiniti 

luxury car in the U.S. not with pictures of its automobile 

but with scenes of nature—often several expensive pages 

of nature scenes in a row—with just the name of the car 

at the end of the sequence. The campaign was a noted 

flop. ("Although," quipped one American advertising 

industry wag, "sales of rocks and trees are way up.") 

Just as the social attitudes and values of continental 

Europe are intermediate between East Asian and Anglo-

American ones, the intellectual history of the Continent is 

more holistic than that of America and the Common

wealth. The big-picture ideas are much rarer in Anglo-

America than on the Continent. During the many decades 

that Anglo-American philosophers concerned themselves 

with atomistic, so-called ordinary language analysis, Euro

pean philosophers were inventing phenomenology, existen

tialism, structuralism, poststructuralism, and postmodernism. 

The largest systems of political, economic, and social 

thought arise primarily from the Continent. Marxism is a 

German product; sociology was invented by the French

man Auguste Comte and raised to its highest level of 

achievement by the German Max Weber. In psychology, it 

is also the continentals who dominate the big-picture theo

ries: the Austrian Freud and the Swiss Piaget are perhaps 

the most influential psychologists of the twentieth century. 

In my own subfield of social psychology, two Germans, 

Kurt Lewin and Fritz Heider, have contributed by far the 

broadest and most comprehensive theories. And the school 



8 6 T H E G E O G R A P H Y O F T H O U G H T 

of psychology that I find myself belatedly belonging to is 

the historical-cultural one established by the Russian psy

chologists Lev Vygotsky and Alexander Luria. 

It's not just that Anglo-American scholars don't tend 

to create broad-ranging theories; they can seem positively 

allergic to them. B. F. Skinner, America's chief candidate 

for the psychology pantheon, was not merely a reduction

ist of the extreme atomic school, he actually believed the

ories of any sort were inappropriate—too general and too 

removed from the unshakable facts. Students in my gradu

ate school cohort who toyed with large ideas were likely 

to be accused by their peers of engaging in "night-school 

metaphysics." Even Anglo-American social scientists who 

are sympathetic to theories don't tend to like the big ones. 

My sociology teacher in graduate school was Robert Mer-

ton, who praised "theories of the middle range" as being 

the right level to aim for. (To his dismay, this was once 

translated by an Italian scholar, perhaps tongue in cheek, 

as "theories of the average level.") 

P E R C E I V I N G T H E W O R L D 

If East Asians must coordinate their behavior with others 

and adjust to situations, we would expect them to attend 

more closely to other people's attitudes and behaviors 

than do Westerners. In fact we have evidence that East 

Asians do pay more attention to the social world than do 

Westerners. Li-jun Ji, Norbert Schwarz, and I found evi

dence that Beijing University students have more knowl

edge about the attitudes and behaviors of their peers than 
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do University of Michigan students. A research team from 

our labs at Michigan headed by Trey Hedden and Denise 

Park, and by Qicheng Jing at the Chinese Institute of 

Psychology, examined how memory for words would 

be affected by the type of pictorial background they 

appeared on. Chinese and American college students and 

elderly people were asked to look at a large number of 

words. Some words were presented on a "social" back

ground consisting of pictures of people, some on a back

ground consisting of "nonsocial" objects such as flowers, 

and some on no background at all. After seeing the set of 

pictures, participants reported all the words they could 

recall. There was no difference between Chinese and 

Americans in recall of words initially presented on non-

social backgrounds or on no background, but Chinese par

ticipants recalled more words that had been presented on 

social backgrounds than did American participants. Mem

ory for the pictures of people apparently served as a 

retrieval cue for the words emblazoned on them, indicating 

that the Chinese had paid more attention to the social 

cues than the Americans. 

There is good reason to believe that Westerners and 

Asians literally experience the world in very different 

ways. Westerners are the protagonists of their autobio

graphical novels; Asians are merely cast members in 

movies touching on their existences. Developmental psy

chologists Jessica Han, Michelle Leichtman, and Qi Wang 

asked four- and six-year-old American and Chinese chil

dren to report on daily events, such as the things they 

did at bedtime the night before or how they spent their 

last birthday. They found three remarkable things. First, 
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although all children made more references to themselves 

than to others, the proportion of self-references was more 

than three times higher for American children than for 

Chinese children. Second, the Chinese children provided 

many small details about events and described them in a 

brief, matter-of-fact fashion. American children talked in a 

more leisurely way about many fewer events that were of 

personal interest to them. Third, American children made 

twice as many references to their own internal states, such 

as preferences and emotions, as did the Chinese children. 

In short, for American kids: "Well, enough about you; let's 

talk about me." 

That Asians have a more holistic view of events, taking 

into perspective the orientation of other people, is also 

indicated by a study by social psychologists Dov Cohen 

and Alex Gunz. They asked North American students 

(mostly Canadian) and Asian students (a potpourri of stu

dents from Hong Kong, China, Taiwan, Korea, and various 

South and Southeast Asian countries) to recall specific 

instances of ten different situations in which they were 

the center of attention: for example, "being embarrassed." 

North Americans were more likely than Asians to repro

duce the scene from their original point of view, looking 

outward. Asians were more likely to imagine the scene as 

an observer might, describing it from a third-person per

spective. 

It should be noted that for the studies described in 

this section, and for all studies conducted by our research 

teams in which some participants were tested in English 

and some in another language, we used the method of 

"back-translation" to ensure comparability. Materials were 
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composed in language A and translated into language B. 

A native speaker of language B then translated the materi

als back into language A. If the native speaker of language 

A judged that the original and the back-translated version 

were identical in meaning, the materials were used as con

structed. If not, the procedure was repeated. 

My new Japanese student, Taka Masuda, was six feet two 

inches tall and weighed 220 pounds. He was a football 

player (yes, football—it's the third most popular sport in 

Japan). Needless to say, he was excited about going to his 

first Big Ten football game shortly after arriving at Michi

gan in the fall. He was in fact thrilled by the game, but he 

was appalled by the behavior of his fellow students. They 

kept standing up and blocking his view. In Japan, he told 

me, everyone learns from an early age to "watch your 

back." Nothing to do with paranoia—on the contrary, the 

point is to make sure that what you do doesn't impinge on 

the pleasure or convenience of others. The American stu

dents' indifference to the people behind him seemed 

unfathomably rude to him. 

The behavior of American football fans motivated 

Masuda to test the hypothesis that Asians view the world 

through a wide-angle lens, whereas Westerners have tun

nel vision. He achieved this by using a deceptively simple 

procedure. He showed eight color animated underwater 

vignettes, like the one reproduced in black-and-white at 

the top of the illustration on page 91 , to students at Kyoto 

University and the University of Michigan. The scenes 

were all characterized by having one or more "focal" fish, 

which were larger, brighter, and faster-moving than any-
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thing else in the picture. Each scene also contained less 

rapidly moving animals, as well as plants, rocks, bubbles, 

etc. The scenes lasted about twenty seconds and were 

shown twice. After the second showing, participants were 

asked to say what they had seen. Their answers were 

coded as to what they referred to: focal fish, other active 

objects, background and inert objects, etc. 

Americans and Japanese made about an equal number 

of references to the focal fish, but the Japanese made more 

than 60 percent more references to background elements, 

including the water, rocks, bubbles, and inert plants and 

animals. In addition, whereas Japanese and American par

ticipants made about equal numbers of references to 

movement involving active animals, the Japanese partici

pants made almost twice as many references to relation

ships involving inert, background objects. Perhaps most 

tellingly, the very first sentence from the Japanese partici

pants was likely to be one referring to the environment 

("It looked like a pond"), whereas the first sentence from 

Americans was three times as likely to be one referring to 

the focal fish ("There was a big fish, maybe a trout, mov

ing off to the left"). 

After participants had reported what they had seen in 

each vignette, they were shown still pictures of ninety-six 

objects, half of which they had seen before and half of 

which they hadn't. Their job was to say whether they had 

seen the objects before. Some of the objects that had actu

ally been seen before were shown in their original environ

ment and some were shown in a novel environment. 

Examples of both types are shown at the bottom of the 

illustration. The ability of the Japanese to recognize that 
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they had seen an object before was substantially greater 

when the object was shown in the original environment 

than when it was shown in a new environment, suggesting 

that the object had become "bound" to the environment 

when seen initially and remained that way in memory. It 

made precisely no difference at all to Americans whether 

they saw the object in its initial environment or in a novel 

environment, suggesting that the perception of the object 

was fully separated from its environment. 

In a follow-up study, Masuda and I showed various 

kinds of animals in different contexts to Americans and 

Japanese, this time measuring not only accuracy of recogni

tion but also speed of processing. Again, the Japanese were 

more affected by the manipulation of background than 

were the Americans, making many more errors when the 

object was presented against a novel background than when 

it was presented against its original background. Moreover, 

the speed of Japanese judgments was impaired when the 

objects were presented against a novel background, whereas 

Americans' judgment speed was not affected. 

Suppose you were approached by a man on the street who 

asked for directions. As you are talking to the person, two 

men come between you carrying a large sheet of plywood. 

The man who was talking to you grabs the end of the ply

wood and his confederate remains after the plywood pro

cession is gone—as if he were the person you had been 

talking to originally. How likely is it, do you suppose, that 

you would fail to notice that you were talking to a 

changeling? Short of the two men being identical twins, 

you might guess that there is no chance of such an error. 
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In fact, it is easy to fool people with this trick. And in gen

eral people are remarkably impervious to the fact that 

some scene they are viewing has been altered in a substan

tial way. Film editors depend on this susceptibility: actors 

are standing in a slightly different relation to one another 

in a particular scene than they were at what is supposed to 

be a split second before; the cigarette is burned farther 

down earlier in the scene than later, and so on. 

One implication of the notion that Easterners pay rel

atively more attention to the field than do Westerners is 

that we would expect the latter to be relatively blind to 

changes in objects in the background and to changes in 

relationships between objects. We might also expect that 

Westerners would be quicker to grasp alterations in salient 

foreground objects than Easterners would be. In order to 

examine this possibility, Masuda and I showed brief com

puter-generated color film clips to Japanese and American 

participants. The clips were almost, but not quite, identi

cal. The illustration on page 94 shows black-and-white 

versions of one of the pairs. The scenes shown are frames 

from partway through the clips. The participant's job was 

to report in what way the clips differed. It can be seen 

that they differed in several respects. For example, the 

helicopter at the bottom has the black rotor to the left in 

one version and to the right in the other. The Concorde 

that is taking off has its landing gear down in one version 

and up in the other. Relationships between objects also 

differ. For example, the helicopter and the single-engine 

plane are closer together in one version than in the other. 

Finally, background details are different: The control tower 

has a different shape in one version than in the other. 
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Two versions of airport site movie. 



" E Y E S IN BACK OF YOUR H E A D " OR " K E E P YOUR EYE ON THE B A L L " ? 95 

As we anticipated, the Japanese participants noticed 

many more background differences between the two clips 

and many more relationship differences than Americans 

did. Americans were more likely to pick up changes in 

focal, foreground objects. 

If Asians pay more attention to the environment than 

Westerners, we might expect that they would be more 

accurate in perceiving relationships between events. 

Exploring this question, Li-jun Ji, Kaiping Peng, and I pre

sented Chinese and American participants with a split 

computer screen. On the left side of the screen we flashed 

one of two arbitrary figures: for example, a schematic 

medal or a schematic lightbulb. Immediately after, on the 

right side of the screen, we flashed one of another two 

arbitrary figures: for example, a pointing finger or a 

schematic coin. For some of the trials, there was no associ

ation whatever between what came up on the left and 

what came up on the right. For example, the coin was no 

more likely to come up on the right if it had been the 

medal that had come up on the left than if it had been the 

lightbulb on the left. For other trials, there was an associa

tion, sometimes a fairly strong one. We asked participants 

how strong they thought the association was on each set 

of trials and how confident they were that they were right. 

Chinese participants reported stronger associations 

between what came up on the left and what came up on 

the right than did Americans, their confidence in their 

judgments was greater, and their confidence was better 

calibrated with the actual degree of association than was 

the case for Americans. Most strikingly, Americans showed 

the usual tendency found in covariation-detection studies 
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of being overly influenced in their judgments by the first 

pairings seen. For example, if the lightbulb was frequently 

paired with the medal on early trials, the Americans 

tended to report that that had been the rule in general— 

even when that was not the case. The Chinese participants 

were subject to no such error. 

Ji, Peng, and I also examined whether Americans are 

more capable of separating an object from its context than 

Asians. (There should be some advantage to the analytic, 

tunnel-vision perceptual style!) We presented East Asians 

(mostly Chinese and Koreans) and Americans with the Rod 

and Frame Test for "field dependence" invented by Witkin 

and his colleagues. In this test, you present participants with 

a long box, at the end of which is a rod. The rod can be 

manipulated independently of the box, which serves to 

frame the rod. The participant's task is to judge when the 

rod is exactly vertical, but the position of the frame 

inevitably influences judgments about the rod to a degree. 

People are deemed "field dependent" to the extent that their 

judgments about the verticality of the rod are affected by 

the context, that is, the orientation of the frame. We antici

pated that the Asians would be more field dependent and 

indeed they were. They found it more difficult than did the 

Americans to make judgments about the position of the rod 

without being biased by the orientation of the frame. 

C O N T R O L L I N G T H E W O R L D 

If life is simple and you only have to keep your eye on the 

ball in order to achieve something, life is controllable. If 
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life is complex and subject to changes of fortune without 

notice, it may not matter where the ball is; life is simply 

not easily controlled. Surveys show that Asians feel them

selves to be in less control than their Western counter

parts. And rather than attempting to control situations, 

they are likely to try to adjust to them. Social psycholo

gists Beth Morling, Shinobu Kitayama, and Yuri Miyamoto 

asked Japanese and American students to tell them about 

incidents in their lives in which they had adjusted to some 

situation and incidents in which they had been in control 

of the situation. The incidents of adjustment were appar

ently more common for the Japanese, since the ones they 

remembered were on average more recent than was the 

case for Americans. Incidents of control were apparently 

more common for Americans than for Japanese because 

remembered control incidents were more recent for the 

Americans. Morling also asked her participants how they 

felt in each type of situation. The Americans, but not the 

Japanese, felt awkward, anxious, and incompetent when 

they had to adjust to a situation. 

Other evidence also suggests that feeling in control is 

not as important for Asians as it is for Westerners. A survey 

of Asians, Asian Americans, and European Americans 

found that feeling in control of their lives was strongly 

associated with mental health for European Americans, 

but much less so for Asians and Asian Americans. In addi

tion, feelings of well-being were enhanced more for Asians 

than for Americans by having other people around who 

might aid in providing control. And whereas Westerners 

seem to believe it's crucial for them to have direct, per

sonal control, Asians seem to believe outcomes will be 
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better for them if they are simply in the same boat with 

others. 

Organizational psychologist P. Christopher Earley asked 

Chinese and American managers to work on managerial 

tasks under several different conditions. The managers 

thought they were either working alone; working with 

other members of their own group, that is, people from the 

same region of their country having interests similar to 

theirs; or working with members of an out-group, that is, 

people from another region of their country with whom 

they would have little if anything in common. The situation 

had been rigged so that the managers were really working 

alone in all conditions. In the "in-group" and "out-group" 

conditions, participants thought their performances would 

be assessed only at the group level and not at the individual 

level. Chinese managers performed better when they 

thought they were working with in-group members than 

when they thought they were alone or working with out-

group members. Americans worked best when they thought 

they were alone, and it made no difference whether they 

thought they were working with an in-group or with an 

out-group. 

The adage that "there's safety in numbers" may be 

Western in origin, but social psychologist Susumu Yam-

aguchi and his colleagues have shown that Japanese col

lege students hold more closely to this tenet than do 

American students. They told participants in their study 

that they were interested in finding out the effects of an 

"unpleasant experience," namely swallowing a bitter drink, 

on performance of a particular task. Participants would be 

assigned either to a control condition or to the unpleasant 
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experience condition. Just which condition would depend 

on the result of a lottery. 

There were indeed two conditions in the experiment, 

but they were an "alone" condition and a "group" condi

tion. Participants in the alone condition were told that 

they would draw four lottery tickets, each having a one-

digit number on it. In the group condition, all participants 

believed they were part of a four-person group (whose 

members they never actually saw) and that each person 

would draw a lottery ticket. To participants in both condi

tions it was explained that the sum of the numbers on the 

four tickets would determine who would have to take the 

bitter drink. Yamaguchi and his colleagues asked partici

pants how likely it was that they would be among the 

unlucky ones. (There was no objective reason for partici

pants in either condition to think that the chances were 

any different in the alone condition than in the group con

dition.) The Japanese thought they were more likely to 

escape the unpleasant experience in the group condition. 

American men thought they were more likely to escape in 

the alone condition. American women behaved like Japan

ese, thinking escape was more likely if they were in a 

group. 

The Yamaguchi study, as well as one described later in 

this section, is one of the rare studies finding that Western 

males and females differ from one another more than 

Eastern males and females do. In general, we either find 

gender differences for both Western and Eastern cul

tures—of about the same magnitude—or we find gender 

differences for neither culture. As would be expected, 

given our theory about the social origins of the cognitive 
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and perceptual differences, females of both cultures tend 

to be more holistic in their orientation than males, but we 

find this only about half the time, and the gender differ

ences are always smaller than the cultural differences. We 

have been unable to characterize the difference between 

tasks for which we find gender differences and those for 

which we don't. 

Thus, to the Asian, the world is a complex place, com

posed of continuous substances, understandable in terms 

of the whole rather than in terms of the parts, and subject 

more to collective than to personal control. To the West

erner, the world is a relatively simple place, composed of 

discrete objects that can be understood without undue 

attention to context, and highly subject to personal con

trol. Very different worlds indeed. 

The world of Westerners, however, is not as control

lable as they think. Ellen Langer, a social psychologist, 

identified a foible she called the "illusion of control," 

which she defined as an expectation that personal success 

is greater than the objective probability would warrant. 

The illusion can sometimes be a helpful thing. In one 

study, for example, people have been found to perform 

better on routine tasks when they believe mistakenly that 

they can control a loud, distracting noise that occurred 

periodically during the tasks. On the other hand, there are 

also some demonstrations of the illusion that make us look 

pretty silly. In my favorite study, Langer approached peo

ple in an office building and asked whether they would 

like to buy a lottery ticket for a dollar. If the person said 

yes, she then either handed the person a lottery ticket or 
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fanned out a bunch of them and asked the person to 

choose one. Two weeks later, she approached all those 

who had bought a ticket, saying that lots of people wanted 

to buy a ticket, but there were none left. Would the per

son be willing to sell the ticket back, and if so, what would 

the price be? On average, the people she had handed the 

ticket to were willing to sell the ticket back for about two 

dollars, but the people who had been allowed to choose 

their tickets held out for almost nine! 

Much of what we know implies that Asians would be 

less susceptible to such illusions of control than Western

ers, as well as less concerned about issues of control alto

gether. Ji, Peng, and I tested these notions with new 

versions of our covariation detection test and the Rod and 

Frame Test. 

In a twist on the covariation detection task, in which 

the goal was to determine how likely it was that one par

ticular object would appear on the right side of a com

puter screen given that another particular object had 

appeared on the left, we gave the participants control over 

which object would be presented on the left of the com

puter screen and allowed them to choose how much time 

would elapse on each trial between presentation of the 

object on the left and presentation of the object on the 

right. Under these circumstances, the Americans saw as 

much covariation as the Chinese did and they were as 

confident as the Chinese. Moreover, the Americans were 

reasonably accurate about the degree of covariation they 

saw, whereas the Chinese were actually slightly less accu

rate when they had control than when they didn't. 

In a variation of the Rod and Frame Test, we gave the 
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participants control of the rod, allowing them to rotate it 

themselves. Under these circumstances, Americans became 

more confident about the accuracy of their judgments, 

whereas East Asians did not become more confident. And 

American men, who were the most accurate of the groups 

to begin with, actually became more accurate still. Accu

racy for East Asians and for American women was unaf

fected by being given control. 

STABILITY O R C H A N G E ? 

When we think about the future of the world, 

we always have in mind its being where it 

would be if it continued to move as we see it 

moving now. We do not realize that it moves 

not in a straight line . . . and that its direction 

changes constantly. 

—PHILOSOPHER LUDWIG WITTGENSTEIN 

[We tend] to postulate that tomorrow will be 

the same as today; likewise, when we are aware 

of movement, we assume that tomorrow will 

differ from today in the same way as today dif

fers from yesterday. . . . The lifespan of man has 

become longer; it will become longer still. The 

number of work hours in the year has decreased; 

it will decrease yet further. . .. The sharper our 

awareness of a past movement, the stronger our 

conviction of its future continuation. 

—POLITICAL PHILOSOPHER BERTRAND D E JOUVENAL 
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As it turns out, "our" is rather too strong a generalization. 

Ancient Greek philosophers were powerfully inclined to 

believe that things don't change much or, if they really are 

changing, future change will continue in the same direc

tion, and at the same rate, as current change. And the same 

is true for ordinary modern Westerners. But like ancient 

Taoists and Confucian philosophers, ordinary modern 

Asians believe that things are constantly changing; and 

movement in a particular direction, far from indicating 

future changes in the same direction, may be a sign that 

events are about to reverse direction. 

These differing assumptions about change can be 

derived from different understandings about the complex

ity of the world, which in turn are a consequence of 

attending to a small part of the environment versus a lot 

of it. If the world appears a simple place because we're 

not paying attention to much of it, then not much change 

is to be expected. If change is occurring, then there is no 

reason to assume that it will do anything but continue in 

the same direction. But if the world seems to be a highly 

complicated place because we're noticing so much, then 

stability will be the exception and change will be the rule. 

The greater the number of factors operating, the greater 

the likelihood that some variable will alter the rate of 

change or even reverse its direction. The specifically cycli

cal assumptions of the Tao may spring from these theories 

about complexity. Or it could be the other way around: 

The belief that the world is constantly reverting to prior 

states may prompt the assumption of complexity. To be 

dialectical about it, probably both trends are operative, 

and feed each other . . . in a cycle! 
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With Li-jun Ji, a student at Michigan at the time and 

Yanji Su, a colleague at Beijing University, I studied Chi

nese and American beliefs about change. In one study, we 

asked University of Michigan students and Beijing Univer

sity students how likely they thought it was that some 

state of affairs would undergo a radical change. For exam

ple: "Lucia and Jeff are both seniors at the same university. 

They have been dating each other for two years. How 

likely is it that they will break up after graduation?" 

There were four such items asking about the probabil

ity of change. In all four instances, the Chinese regarded 

change as more likely than did the Americans. On average, 

Chinese thought change was likely about 50 percent of 

the time and Americans thought change was likely about 

30 percent of the time. 

In a second study, Ji, Su, and I showed Beijing and 

Michigan participants twelve graphs in a booklet. Each 

graph showed an alleged trend charted over time, such as 

world economy growth rate or world cancer death rate. 

For example: The global economy growth rates (annual 

percentage change in real GDP) were 3.2 percent, 2.8 

percent, and 2.0 percent for 1995, 1997, and 1999 respec

tively. 

We asked the participants how likely they thought it 

was that the global economic growth rate would go up, go 

down, or remain the same for 2001. 

The trends we presented were either growing or 

declining and the rate of change was either accelerating or 

decelerating. The illustration shows a positively acceler

ated growth curve and a negatively accelerated growth 

curve. We reasoned that the greater the increase in the 
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Examples of positively and negatively accelerated trends. 

rate of change, the more likely it was that the Chinese 

would anticipate slowing or even reversal of the trend; as 

more rapid change in a given direction should signal rever

sal in the near future. For Americans, however, increases in 

acceleration might be a particularly strong indicator of 

continued movement in a particular direction. So we 

expected differences between Chinese and Americans to 

be greater when assessing positively accelerated trends 

than when assessing negatively accelerated trends. 

We found that, as expected, Americans made more 

predictions consistent with the trends we showed them 

than did Chinese. In fact, this was true for all twelve 

graphs we showed. If a particular trend went up, the 

Americans were more likely to predict that it would con

tinue going up than were the Chinese. If the trend went 
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down, the Americans were more likely to predict decline 

would continue than were the Chinese. And these differ

ences were, as anticipated, greater for the positively accel

erated trends than for the negatively accelerated ones. 

In a variant of this study, we showed the same set of 

twelve graphs with their three initial data points to a new 

group of participants and asked them to actually plot what 

they thought the next two data points might be. Americans 

were likely to continue the trend in the same direction, and 

at the same rate, as could be extrapolated from the previous 

points. The Chinese on average predicted a leveling off of 

change and were several times more likely to predict a rever

sal in direction of change than Americans were. Again, these 

trends were more marked when graphs were positively 

accelerated than when they were negatively accelerated. 

Beliefs about linear versus cyclical movement apply to 

change over very great time spans. Thomas More's 1516 

political essay speculated on the form of perfect govern

ment. More invented the term "Utopia" to name his soci

ety. The word is a pun on a Greek root meaning both 

"nowhere" and "good place." More's Utopia was scarcely 

the first and certainly not the last in a long line of Western 

creations, including Plato's Republic, Puritanism, Shaker 

communities, Mormonism, the American and French revo

lutions, communism, and fascism. With the chief excep

tions of Utopias modeled on the biblical ideas of the 

Garden of Eden and the promise of the New Jerusalem, 

Western Utopias have generally had five salient character

istics—all of which make them vastly different from the 

conviction of Confucius and other early Chinese thinkers 

that the perfect world existed in the past and that we 
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could hope only to strive to move from our current low 

estate back to that time of perfection. 

In Western Utopias: 

• there is steady, more or less linear progress 

toward them; 

• once attained, they become a permanent state; 

• they are reached through human effort rather 

than Fate or divine intervention; 

• they are usually egalitarian; and 

• they are usually based on a few extreme assump

tions about human nature. 

These attributes are in many ways the very antithesis 

of the future as it might be conceived by the Eastern 

mind, which is inclined to find the Middle Way between 

extremes and assumes reversion rather than advance. 

It is worth noting here that the ancient Hebrews were 

in these respects closer to the Chinese than to the Greeks. 

Their Utopia—the Garden of Eden—was in the past and 

they hoped at most for a restoration. Their notion of the 

nature of change was similar to that of the Chinese—they 

had a clear notion of the yin and yang of life. Hebrew 

prophets of the eighth century B.C. sold real estate when 

things were going well for the Jews—because they felt 

sure that things would soon take a turn for the worse— 

and bought when things were going badly! This attitude 

toward life survives in the modern Jewish community, as is 

conveyed by countless jokes. Son: "Mom, guess what—I 

won a Pontiac in the raffle!" Mom: "Oy, the taxes alone 

will put us in the poorhouse." 
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If the differences in assumptions about the direction 

of human progress persist, and if people make analogies to 

the direction of a single human life, we might find that 

Westerners believe that their own futures will move con

tinuously in a single direction—from bad to good or good 

to bad. East Asians might expect their lives to undergo 

reversals of fortune—from good to bad to good, or from 

bad to good to bad. In order to examine these possibilities, 

Ji, Su, and I asked college students at Michigan and Beijing 

to predict the course of their own life happiness. We 

showed them eighteen different trends to choose from. 

Six were linear—straight up or down but with oscillations 

along the way. Twelve were nonlinear—either stopping or 

reversing the initial direction of life change. Almost half of 

the Americans chose one of the six linear life courses as 

the most probable, whereas fewer than a third of the Chi

nese choices were linear. (Choices were not due to either 

group having uniformly optimistic or pessimistic assump

tions about life course. The two groups were equally likely 

to feel they would end up happy and equally likely to feel 

they would end up unhappy.) 

Like their ancient predecessors, then, East Asians 

believe that the world is full of change and that what goes 

around comes around. Westerners (or at any rate, Ameri

cans—we have no data on other Westerners at this point) 

appear to believe that what goes up needn't come down. 

In chapter 3, we saw that the social organization and 

practices of modern Asians resemble those of the ancient 

Chinese and the social organization and practices of mod

ern Europeans resemble those of the ancient Greeks. In 

this chapter we've seen that modern Asians, like the 
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ancient Chinese, view the world in holistic terms: They see 

a great deal of the field, especially background events; they 

are skilled in observing relationships between events; they 

regard the world as complex and highly changeable and its 

components as interrelated; they see events as moving in 

cycles between extremes; and they feel that control over 

events requires coordination with others. Modern West

erners, like the ancient Greeks, see the world in analytic, 

atomistic terms; they see objects as discrete and separate 

from their environments; they see events as moving in lin

ear fashion when they move at all; and they feel them

selves to be personally in control of events even when 

they are not. Not only are worldviews different in a con

ceptual way, but also the world is literally viewed in differ

ent ways. Asians see the big picture and they see objects in 

relation to their environments—so much so that it can be 

difficult for them to visually separate objects from their 

environments. Westerners focus on objects while slighting 

the field and they literally see fewer objects and relation

ships in the environment than do Asians. 

If some people view the world through a wide-angle 

lens and see objects in contexts, whereas others focus pri

marily on the object and its properties, then it seems likely 

that the two sorts of people will explain events quite differ

ently. People having a wide-angle view might be inclined to 

see events as being caused by complex, interrelated contex

tual factors whereas people having a relatively narrow focus 

might be prone to explain events primarily in terms of 

properties of objects. In the next chapter, we'll see whether 

the different worldviews are indeed associated with differ

ent kinds of causal explanations for the same event. 



C H A P T E R 5 

" T H E B A D S E E D " O R 

" T H E O T H E R B O Y S M A D E 

H I M D O I T " ? 

In 1991 a Chinese physics student at the University of 

Iowa named Gang Lu lost an award competition. He 

appealed the decision unsuccessfully and he subsequently 

failed to obtain an academic job. On October 31, he 

entered the physics department and shot his adviser, the 

person who had handled his appeal, several fellow stu

dents and bystanders, and then himself. 

Michael Moris, a graduate student at Michigan at the 

time, noticed that the explanations for Gang Lu's behavior 

in the campus newspapers focused almost entirely on Lu's 

presumed qualities—the murderer's psychological foibles 

("very bad temper," "sinister edge to his character"), atti

tudes ("personal belief that guns were an important means 

to redress grievances"), and psychological problems ("a 
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darkly disturbed man who drove himself to success and 

destruction/' "a psychological problem with being chal

lenged"). He asked his fellow student Kaiping Peng what 

kinds of accounts of the murder were being given in Chi

nese newpapers. They could scarcely have been more dif

ferent. Chinese reporters emphasized causes that had to 

do with the context in which Lu operated. Explanations 

centered on Lu's relationships ("did not get along with his 

adviser/' "rivalry with slain student," "isolation from Chi

nese community"), pressures in Chinese society ("victim 

of Chinese Top Student' educational policy") and aspects 

of the American context ("availability of guns in the 

U.S."). 

In order to be sure that their impressions were accu

rate, Morris and Peng carried out a systematic content 

analysis of reports in the New York Times and the Chinese-

language newspaper the World Journal This objective pro

cedure showed that their initial observations were correct. 

Should the different causal attributions be regarded as 

mere chauvinism? The American reporters blamed the 

perpetrator, who happened to be Chinese, whereas the 

Chinese reporters, perhaps protecting one of their own, 

blamed situational factors. As it happens, a "control" mass 

murder allows us to see whether it was chauvinism or 

worldview that produced the differences in explanation 

patterns. 

In the same year that Gang Lu committed his murders 

and suicide, an American postal worker in Royal Oak, 

Michigan, named Thomas Mcllvane lost his job. He 

appealed the decision unsuccessfully to his union and sub

sequently failed to find a full-time replacement job. On 
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November 14, he entered the post office where he had 

previously worked and shot his supervisor, the person who 

handled his appeal, several fellow workers and bystanders, 

and then himself 

Morris and Peng performed the same kind of content 

analysis on the New York Times and World Journal reports 

of the Mcllvane mass murder that they did for the Gang 

Lu mass murder. They found exactly the same trends as 

for the Chinese murderer. American reporters focused on 

Mcllvane's personal dispositions—attitudes and traits 

inferred from past behavior ("repeatedly threatened vio

lence," "had a short fuse," "was a martial arts enthusiast," 

"mentally unstable"). Chinese reporters emphasized situa

tional factors influencing Mcllvane ("gunman had been 

recently fired," "post office supervisor was his enemy," 

"influenced by example of a recent mass slaying in Texas"). 

Morris and Peng gave descriptions of the murders to 

American and Chinese college students and asked them to 

rate the importance of a large number of presumed per

sonal attributes and situational factors culled from the 

newspaper reports. American students, whether explaining 

the American mass murder or the Chinese one, placed 

more emphasis on the murderer's presumed dispositions. 

Chinese students stressed situational factors for both mass 

murders. Even more impressively, Morris and Peng listed a 

number of situational factors and asked participants to 

judge whether, if circumstances had been different, the 

murder might not have occurred. They asked, for example, 

if the tragedies might have been averted "if Lu had 

received a job" or "if Mcllvane had had many friends or 

relatives in Royal Oak." Americans and Chinese partici-



114 T H E G E O G R A P H Y O F T H O U G H T 

pants responded very differently. The Chinese thought 

that, in many cases, the murders might very well not have 

occurred. But the Americans, because of their conviction 

that it was the murderer's long-established dispositions 

that were the key to his rampage, felt it was likely that the 

killings would have occurred regardless of whether cir

cumstances had been different. 

C A U S A L A T T R I B U T I O N E A S T A N D W E S T 

It should come as no surprise that Chinese people are 

inclined to attribute behavior to context and Americans 

tend to attribute the same behavior to the actor. We saw in 

the last chapter that East Asians attend more to context 

than do Americans. And what captures one's attention is 

what one is likely to regard as causally important. The 

converse seems equally plausible: If one thinks something 

is causally important one is likely to attend to it. So a cycle 

gets established whereby theories about causality and 

focus of attention reinforce each other. 

There is ample evidence that the causal attribution 

differences mirror the attention differences. The first cross-

cultural study of causal attribution, by developmental psy

chologist Joan Miller, compared Hindu East Indians and 

Americans. She asked her middle-aged, middle-class par

ticipants to describe behavior of an acquaintance that they 

"considered a wrong thing to have done" and behavior on 

the part of an acquaintance that they "considered good for 

someone else." She then asked her participants to explain 

why the people behaved as they did. American partici-
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pants tended to explain the behavior in terms of presumed 

personality traits and other dispositions of the actor: "Sally 

is considerate, outgoing, and friendly." The Americans 

made twice as many such attributions as the Indians. Indi

ans tended to explain behavior in terms of contextual fac

tors: "It was dark and there was no one else to help." The 

Indians gave twice as many contextual explanations as 

Americans did. 

Americans and Indians didn't give different sorts of 

answers because they had somehow described different 

kinds of events. When Miller asked Americans to explain 

behaviors mentioned by Indians, Americans explained 

them using the same sorts of dispositional explanations 

they gave for the behaviors they generated themselves. In 

a particularly important additional demonstration, Miller 

showed that it takes time to learn how to explain behavior 

in the culturally sanctioned way. Children in the two cul

tures didn't differ in the sorts of explanations they gave. 

Not until adolescence did Indians and Americans begin to 

diverge in their explanations. To put the icing on the cake 

of this elegant study, Miller also questioned Anglo-Indians, 

whose culture is Westernized to a degree. Their attribu

tions, both for dispositions and for contexts, were midway 

between those of Hindu Indians and Americans. 

A favorite activity around the water cooler of a Monday 

morning is discussing why the game was won or lost. It 

turns out that the reasons people give for victory or defeat 

are different in America and Asia. Organizational psychol

ogist Fiona Lee and her colleagues analyzed what sports-

writers reported about the causal attributions of soccer 
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coaches and players in the U.S. and Hong Kong. Americans 

saw outcomes as being due mostly to the abilities of indi

vidual players: "Freshman Simpson leads the team in scor

ing with eleven goals, but its success lies in its defense." 

"We've got a very good keeper in Bo Oshoniyi, who was 

defensive MVP of the finals last year . . ." The attributions 

of Hong Kong athletes and coaches were more likely to 

refer to the other team and the context: "We were lucky 

to go in at the interval with a one-goal advantage and I 

was always confident we could hold them off. I guess 

South China was a bit tired after having played in a quad

rangular tournament in China." 

Attributional differences between Asians and Western

ers go deeper than accounts of human behavior. Morris 

and Peng showed that Chinese tend to attribute the 

behavior of fish shown in video scenes to external factors 

and Americans to internal factors. Peng and his colleagues 

have shown that the differences between Easterners and 

Westerners go deeper still—to the perception of physical 

causality. They showed abstract cartoons, like those illus

trated on page 117, to Chinese and American women. 

Each cartoon showed movement of some kind that could 

be interpreted as hydraulic, magnetic, or aerodynamic. As 

intended, participants interpreted the top sequence in the 

illustration as a light object (a "ball") coming to "float" on 

the liquid. In the cartoon based on the picture beneath it, 

the circle dropped past the upper line and came to rest on 

the lower line. As intended, participants saw this move

ment as a heavy object dropping to the bottom of a con

tainer of liquid. Participants were asked to what extent 

they thought that the object's movements seemed influ-
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Trajectories of motion in computer displays 

suggestive of l iquid in a container. 

enced by internal factors (something inside the object or 

belonging to it had caused it to drop). The Americans 

reported that they thought the movements were caused 

more by internal factors than did the Chinese. 
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The British were in charge of Hong Kong for one hundred 

years and the children there learn English no later than 

elementary school. Western influence, both culturally and 

linguistically, remains strong, even under Chinese control 

since 1997. This makes the city an interesting laboratory 

for purposes of cross-cultural study. 

It turns out that Hong Kong citizens can be encour

aged to think in either an Eastern or a Western way by pre

senting them with images that suggest one culture or the 

other. Ying-yi Hong and her colleagues showed a vignette 

similar to the Morris and Peng fish cartoons to students at 

the University of Hong Kong. But first, they showed them 

pictures suggestive of either Western or Eastern culture. 

They showed some participants pictures that are strongly 

associated with American culture: for example, the House 

of Representatives, a cowboy on horseback, and Mickey 

Mouse. They showed other participants pictures strongly 

associated with Chinese culture: for example, a dragon, a 

temple, and men writing Chinese characters using a brush. 

A third group of participants were shown neutral pictures 

of landscapes. After showing participants a set of pictures, 

Hong and her colleagues showed them a cartoon of one 

fish swimming in front of other fish and asked them what 

they thought was the major reason for the fish's swimming 

in front of the other fish. Participants who saw the Ameri

can pictures gave more reasons having to do with motiva

tions of the individual fish and fewer explanations having 

to do with the other fish or the context than did partici

pants who saw the Chinese pictures. Participants who saw 

the neutral pictures were in the middle. 
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Peng and his colleague Eric Knowles studied Asian 

Americans and found that they could "prime" either their 

participants' Asian selves or their American selves. They 

showed students a battery of vignettes of physical move

ment like those portrayed in the illustration, and asked 

them to rate the extent to which the object's movement 

was due to dispositional factors (e.g., shape, weight) vs. 

contextual factors (e.g., gravity, friction). But first they 

asked participants either to recall an experience they had 

that made identity as an American apparent to them or to 

recall an experience that made their Asian identity appar

ent. The primes had an effect. Participants who had their 

American identity primed rated causes internal to the 

object to be more important than did participants who 

had their Asian identity primed. 

Ara Norenzayan, Incheol Choi, and I asked Korean and 

American college students a number of questions intended 

to plumb their theories about the causes of behavior. We 

asked them to rate the degree to which several paragraphs 

captured their views about the reasons people behave as 

they do. The first couple of sentences of each paragraph 

are reproduced below. 

1) How people behave is mostly determined by 

their personality. One's personality predisposes 

and guides an individual to behave in one way, 

not in another way, no matter what circum

stances the person is in. 

2) How people behave is mostly determined by the 

situation in which they find themselves. Situa-
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tional power is so strong that we can say it has 

more influence on behavior than one's personality. 

3) How people behave is always jointly determined 

by their personality and the situation in which 

they find themselves. We cannot claim that either 

personality or the situation is the only determi

nant of our behavior. 

Koreans and Americans regarded personality (1) as 

equally important in determining behavior, but Koreans 

rated situational factors (2) and the interaction between 

situations and personalities (3) as more important than 

Americans did. 

We also asked participants several questions about 

their beliefs regarding the malleability of personality. For 

example, we asked whether they thought that someone's 

personality is something about them that they can't 

change very much. The Koreans thought that personalities 

are more subject to change than the Americans did. 

It should hardly be surprising that Americans regard 

personalities as relatively fixed and Asians regard them as 

more malleable. This is consistent with the long Western 

tradition of regarding the world as being largely static and 

the long Eastern tradition of viewing the world as con

stantly changing. 

Social psychologists Michael Morris, Kwok Leung, and 

Sheena Sethi (Iyengar) have shown that Easterners and 

Westerners have preferences for different kinds of negotia

tion strategies, which may be related to views about plia

bility of character. Hong Kong and American participants 

were asked what kind of adjudication they would prefer 
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when they had to come to an agreement with someone 

who had behaved in ways that could be construed as bel

ligerent and unreasonable. Hong Kong participants pre

ferred inquisitorial adjudication in which a third party 

questions the disputants and tries to make a mutually 

agreeable judgment, whereas Americans were more likely 

to prefer adversarial adjudication with representation by 

lawyers. 

Should we assume that Asians have theories of human 

personality that are fundamentally different from those of 

Westerners? Do Asians believe that people differ from one 

another only very slightly? Or do they see differences, but 

in terms of traits that would seem odd or irrelevant to 

Westerners? 

Probably the answer to all of these questions is no. 

When I was in China in 1982, toward the end of the Cul

tural Revolution, the society was still somewhat shell-

shocked and secretive, having just spent thirty years 

undergoing a convulsive social and economic experiment. 

The culture was and is dramatically different from that of 

the West in ways that I could not have articulated at the 

time. As this book shows, there are marked differences in 

worldviews, perception, and thought processes. Yet within 

three weeks I found that I was able to gossip with my 

hosts about other Chinese. We could talk about Fung's 

decency and humility, Chan's arrogance, Lin's reserve, 

understanding each other perfectly. Fortunately there is 

better evidence than my anecdote available. Researchers 

have produced a large amount of evidence indicating that 

theories of personality in the East are quite similar to 
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those in the West. Major personality trait factors—labeled 

the Big Five by personality theorists—are repeatedly 

found in Western populations. These same factors tend to 

be found when the Western personality tests are translated 

and given to Chinese, Koreans, or Japanese, though some

times only four of the factors are identified. 

Cultural psychologists Kuo-shu Yang and Michael 

Bond have found that there is also pretty good replication 

when test items are not translated from Western languages, 

but rather are generated by researchers using items based 

on behavior descriptions common in the local culture. In a 

subsequent effort to develop an "indigenous" Chinese per

sonality inventory, Fanny Cheung and her colleagues 

selected items descriptive of personality from popular con

temporary Chinese novels, books of Chinese proverbs, and 

descriptions of themselves and others offered by ordinary 

people and by professional psychologists. Based on these 

items, Cheung and her colleagues constructed a "Chinese 

Personality Assessment Inventory." They administered this 

inventory to a large sample of people in Hong Kong and 

mainland China. They found four factors, three of which 

corresponded roughly to extraversion, neuroticism, and 

conscientiousness, the most robust of the Big Five factors 

in the West. Interestingly, the researchers found a factor 

that does not emerge in Western-developed tests, which 

they described as the "Chinese tradition" factor, a construct 

that captures personality descriptions related to mainte

nance of interpersonal and inner harmony. It would be 

intriguing to see if this factor could be found in a version 

of the Chinese inventory if it were to be translated into 

Western languages. Harmony is not the first characteristic 
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that occurs to Western researchers when thinking about 

personalities, but the dimension might nevertheless be 

meaningful to Westerners. 

A V O I D I N G T H E F U N D A M E N T A L 

A T T R I B U T I O N ERROR 

It appears that Easterners and Westerners don't seem to 

differ that much in the personality dimensions they use. 

Why is it then that Westerners rely so much more heavily 

on personality traits in explaining behavior? The answer 

seems to be that Easterners are more likely to notice 

important situational factors and to realize that they play 

a role in producing behavior. As a consequence, East 

Asians are less susceptible to what social psychologist Lee 

Ross labeled the "Fundamental Attribution Error" (or FAE 

for short). 

Imagine that you see a college student being asked to 

show possible donors around the campus for a day and 

that for this service the student is offered only a small 

amount of money—less than the minimum wage—and 

imagine that the student refuses. Do you suppose you 

would think it is likely that the student would volunteer 

to help in an upcoming Red Cross blood drive? Probably 

not very likely. But suppose a friend of yours had seen 

another student offered a reasonable amount of money— 

say, 50 percent above the minimum wage—to show the 

donors around and the student had agreed to do so. Do 

you suppose the friend would think it is likely that the 

student would help in the blood drive? Probably more 
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likely than you thought your student would be. If so, both 

you and your friend would be showing a version of the 

FAE: attributing behavior to a presumed disposition of the 

person rather than to an important situational factor— 

namely money—that was the primary driving force 

behind the behavior. 

This error—ignoring the situation and inventing 

strong dispositional explanations for behavior—is a highly 

pervasive one. It makes people mistakenly confident that a 

person they see being interviewed for an important job is 

rather nervous by nature, that a person they see being 

withdrawn at a particular party (where the person hap

pens to know no one) is rather shy in general, that a per

son who gives a good talk on a subject they know well, to 

a familiar audience, is a polished speaker and a confident 

person to boot. 

The first solid experimental demonstration of the 

error was by the noted social psychologist Edward E. Jones 

and his colleagues. In a study published in 1967, they 

asked college students to read a speech or essay allegedly 

written by another student. This other student will be 

called the "target." It was made clear that the target had 

been required to write the speech or essay upholding a 

particular side of a particular issue. For example, the target 

had been told to write an essay in a political science class 

favoring Castro's Cuba or to give a speech in a debate 

class opposing the legalization of marijuana. Participants 

were asked to indicate what they thought was the actual 

opinion of the target student who wrote the essay or gave 

the speech. The sharp situational constraints should have 

made the participants recognize that they had learned 
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nothing about the target's real views, but in fact they were 

heavily influenced by what the target said. If the target 

said he was in favor of Castro's handling of Cuba, partici

pants assumed he was actually inclined toward that opin

ion; if the target said he was opposed to the legalization of 

marijuana, participants tended to assume he was of that 

view. 

As it turns out, this illusion is sufficiently powerful 

that even East Asians are susceptible. Chinese, Japanese, 

and Koreans have all participated in versions of this exper

iment and have been found to infer that the targets actu

ally have attitudes corresponding to the views they read in 

the essay. But there is a difference between East Asian and 

American susceptibility: East Asians do not make the error 

if they are first placed in the target's shoes. Incheol Choi 

and I placed participants themselves into the situation of 

being required to write an essay on a particular topic, tak

ing a particular stance, and using a particular set of four 

arguments in writing their essay. Then they read an essay 

by a person who, they knew, had been in the same situa

tion they themselves had been. This had precisely no 

effect on Americans: Their dispositional inferences about 

others were as strong as if they had not themselves experi

enced exactly the target person's situation. But the experi

ence rendered Koreans almost impervious to the error. 

Other evidence indicates that making situational factors 

salient has a greater effect on Asians than on Westerners. 

Ara Norenzayan, Incheol Choi, and I asked American and 

Korean college students to read one of two scenarios and 

then to guess whether a target person would give someone 

bus fare. Both scenarios began in the following way: 
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You just met a new neighbor, Jim. As you and 

Jim are taking a walk in the neighborhood, a well-

dressed man approaches Jim and explains that his 

car is broken down and he needs to call a 

mechanic. Then with a somewhat embarrassed 

voice, the man asks Jim for a quarter to make the 

phone call. You find that Jim searches his pocket 

and, after finding a quarter, gives it to the man. On 

another day Jim is walking toward the bus stop to 

catch the bus to work. As he is walking, a teenager 

carrying some books approaches Jim and politely 

asks him if he can borrow a dollar for a bus ride, 

explaining that he forgot his wallet at home and 

needs to get a ride to school. 

In a version of the scenario read by one group of par

ticipants, Jim searches his pocket and discovers that he has 

several dollars; in a version read by other participants he 

discovers that he has only enough money for his own bus 

fare. Korean participants were more likely to recognize 

that Jim would be inclined to give the teenager the money 

if he finds he has several dollars than if he finds he has 

only one. 

We gave participants a total of six different scenarios, 

each having their two different versions, and found that 

for each one the Koreans were more responsive to the sit

uational information than the Americans were, predicting 

that a given behavior was more likely if situational factors 

facilitated it than if situational factors discouraged it. 

So the evidence on causal attribution dovetails with 
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the evidence on perception. Westerners attend primarily 

to the focal object or person and Asians attend more 

broadly to the field and to the relations between the 

object and the field. Westerners tend to assume that events 

are caused by the object and Asians are inclined to assign 

greater importance to the context. 

B U I L D I N G C A U S A L M O D E L S 

Differences in causal reasoning between Easterners and 

Westerners are broader than just preferences for field vs. 

object. Westerners seem to engage in more causal attribu

tion, period. Historian Masako Watanabe has made this 

point beautifully in her studies of the ways Japanese and 

American elementary school and college students and 

their teachers deal with historical events. 

Japanese teachers begin with setting the context of a 

given set of events in some detail. They then proceed 

through the important events in chronological order, link

ing each event to its successor. Teachers encourage their 

students to imagine the mental and emotional states of 

historical figures by thinking about the analogy between 

their situations and situations of the students' everyday 

lives. The actions are then explained in terms of these feel

ings. Emphasis is put on the "initial" event that serves as 

the impetus to subsequent events. Students are regarded 

as having good ability to think historically when they 

show empathy with the historical figures, including those 

who were Japan's enemies. "How" questions are asked fre

quently—about twice as often as in American classrooms. 



128 T H E G E O G R A P H Y O F T H O U G H T 

American teachers spend less time setting the context 

than Japanese teachers do. They begin with the outcome, 

rather than with the initial event or catalyst. The chrono

logical order of events is destroyed in presentation. Instead, 

the presentation is dictated by discussion of the causal fac

tors assumed to be important ("The Ottoman empire col

lapsed for three major reasons"). Students are considered 

to have good ability to reason historically when they are 

capable of adducing evidence to fit their causal model of 

the outcome. "Why" questions are asked twice as fre

quently in American classrooms as in Japanese classrooms. 

Watanabe labels American historical analysis as "back

ward" reasoning because events are presented in effect-

cause order. She notes the similarity of this to 

goal-oriented reasoning: define the goal to be achieved and 

develop a model that will allow you to attain it. She also 

notes that goal orientation is more characteristic of West

erners, with their sense of personal agency, than it is of 

Asians. This insight helps us to understand why it was the 

Greeks and not the Chinese who engaged in causal model

ing of natural phenomena. Modeling events in a "back

ward," causal-analysis fashion comes more naturally to 

people who are at liberty to set their own goals with 

respect to an object and to come up with schemes to 

achieve them. Watanabe quotes an American instructor of 

English as a second language as saying that "it is very diffi

cult for American teachers to understand Japanese stu

dents' essays because we don't see any causality in them, 

and . . . the relation of cause and effect is elementary logic 

in the United States." 
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Consistent with the lesser complexity of the world 

they live in, Westerners see fewer factors as being relevant 

to an understanding of the world than Easterners do. 

Incheol Choi and his colleagues described the Chinese 

physics student murder story to American and Korean par

ticipants. Choi and colleagues then provided one hundred 

items of information concerning the student, the professor, 

the school, and so on and asked their participants to rule 

out factors that could not be considered to be of possible 

relevance for establishing a motive for the slaying. Korean 

participants regarded only 37 percent of the items of infor

mation as irrelevant. American participants thought 55 

percent of the items were likely to be irrelevant. (They also 

studied Asian American participants and found them to be 

in between European Americans and Koreans.) 

Choi and his colleagues also found evidence that the 

tendency to see so many factors as relevant to the out

come was related to the degree to which the individual 

held holistic beliefs about the world. They asked their par

ticipants to answer a "holism" questionnaire indicating the 

extent to which they believed that events are related to 

one another. Some examples: 

• Everything in the universe is somehow related to 

everything else. 

• It's not possible to understand the pieces without 

considering the whole picture. 

Choi and colleagues found that Koreans were more 

holistic in their beliefs than Americans. Moreover, the 
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more holistic the individual, whether American or Korean, 

the more reluctant to assume that a particular item of 

information might be irrelevant. 

But open-mindedness and the belief that the world is 

complex can also have their disadvantages, as we'll see 

next. 

A V O I D I N G H I N D S I G H T 

The Soviet Union's demise in 1991 may be one of the few 

historical events that has not seemed inevitable after the 

fact to large numbers of historians, both lay and profes

sional. The fall of the Roman Empire, the rise of the Third 

Reich, and the American success in reaching the moon 

before the Russians, not to mention less momentous 

events, are routinely seen as inevitable by commentators, 

who, one strongly suspects, could not have predicted 

them. We tend to have two problems when we try to "pre

dict" the past: (1) believing that, at least in retrospect, it 

can be seen that events could not have turned out other 

than they did; and (2) even thinking that in fact one easily 

could have predicted in advance that events would have 

turned out as they did. 

How do we know that people are inclined to make 

these errors? Cognitive psychologist Baruch Fischhoff 

worked out a clever method for showing that people over

estimate the extent to which they could have predicted 

the outcome of a given event and are less surprised by 

unusual turns of events than they should be. Fischhoff 

gave his participants enough information to set the stage 
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for various historical events. For example, Fischhoff 

described the situation in 1814 in Bengal when the British 

were attempting to consolidate their control of India. 

They had to deal with raids by the Gurkas of Nepal. The 

British commander decided to deal with the Gurkas by 

invading their mountain territory. Details of the situation 

at the time of the invasion were provided and Fischhoff 

then asked his participants how likely they thought vari

ous outcomes were. He gave other participants the same 

information, but also told them the actual outcome (a 

stalemate). He asked these participants how likely they 

would have thought the outcome would be if they had not 

been told what it was. Fischhoff found that if his partici

pants knew the outcome, they routinely overestimated the 

likelihood they would have assigned to it in advance. 

Incheol Choi and I reasoned that it may be easier to 

avoid the hindsight fallacy if one is inclined to construct 

explicit causal models of the world. Explicit models are 

likely to turn up factors that could suggest more than one 

outcome and as a result one may be less inclined to be con

fident that some particular outcome would have occurred. 

Moreover, one can be surprised when one's predictions 

turn out to be wrong. Surprise is likely to prompt a search 

for possibly relevant factors and to revision of the model 

that in turn can result in a more accurate understanding of 

the world. On the other hand, if modeling is less explicit, 

and if large numbers of factors are considered to be poten

tially relevant to any given outcome, then it may be easy to 

think of reasons why a particular event might have turned 

out the way it did. We tested these notions in a series of 

experiments comparing Koreans and Americans. 
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We told participants in one study about a young semi

nary student, who, they were assured, was a very kind and 

religious person. Heading across campus to deliver a ser

mon, he encountered a man lying in a doorway asking for 

help. We told participants that the seminarian was late to 

deliver his sermon. 

In condition A, participants did not know what the 

seminary student had done, and we asked them to tell us 

what they thought was the probability that the target 

would help and how surprised they would be if they were 

to find out that he had not helped. Both Koreans and 

Americans reported about an 80 percent probability that 

the target would help and indicated that they would be 

quite surprised if he did not. In condition B, we told partic

ipants that the seminary student had helped the victim and 

in condition C, we told participants that the target had not 

helped the victim. Participants in conditions B and C were 

asked what they believed they would have regarded as the 

probability that the student would have helped—if in fact 

they had not been told what he did—and also how sur

prised they were by his actual behavior. Again, both Kore

ans and Americans in condition B indicated they would 

have thought the probability of helping was about 80 per

cent and both groups reported no surprise that he did help. 

Americans in condition C, in which the student unexpect

edly did not help the victim, also reported that they would 

have thought the probability was about 80 percent that the 

student would have helped and they reported a great deal 

of surprise that he did not do so. In contrast, Koreans in 

condition C reported that they would have thought the 

probability was only about 50 percent that the student 
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would have helped and they reported little surprise that he 

did not. So Americans experienced surprise where Koreans 

did not and Koreans showed a pronounced hindsight bias, 

with many indicating they thought they knew something 

all along which in fact they did not. (The scenario in our 

study described an actual experiment done with students 

at Princeton Theological Seminary. The fine young men of 

that study were very likely to offer help to the groaning 

man in the doorway—unless they were in a hurry, in 

which case most did not.) 

Choi and I conducted another study that indicates 

that Easterners are not as surprised by unanticipated out

comes as Americans are. We described studies to American 

and Korean participants and either gave them one hypoth

esis about each study or two conflicting hypotheses—one 

that predicted the actual outcome of the study and one 

that predicted the opposite. For example, some partici

pants were told about a study examining the hypothesis 

that realism increases mental health. Other participants 

were told that that hypothesis was being considered, as 

well as an alternative one that optimism promotes mental 

health. Then all participants read that actual research find

ings indicate that realism promotes mental health. We 

asked participants to indicate how surprising and interest

ing the finding was. Americans reported being more sur

prised—and found the study to be more interesting 

—when we had presented two strongly competing 

hypotheses, whereas Koreans were no more surprised or 

interested when presented with two opposing hypotheses 

than when presented only with the one that predicted the 

actual finding. 
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Easterners are almost surely closer to the truth than West

erners in their belief that the world is a highly compli

cated place and Westerners are undoubtedly often far too 

simple-minded in their explicit models of the world. East

erners' failure to be surprised as often as they should may 

be a small price to pay for their greater attunement to a 

range of possible causal factors. 

On the other hand, it seems fairly clear that simple 

models are the most useful ones—at least in science— 

because they're easier to disprove and consequently to 

improve upon. Most of Aristotle's physical propositions 

have turned out to be demonstrably false. But Aristotle 

had testable propositions about the world while the Chi

nese did not: It was Westerners who established what the 

correct physical principles are. The Chinese may have 

understood the principle of action at a distance, but they 

had no means of proving it. When it was proved true, it 

was by Western scientists who did not initially believe in it 

and who were actually trying to establish that all motion 

was of the billiard ball type, with objects moving only 

because they come into contact with some other object. 

Westerners' success in science and their tendency to 

make certain mistakes in causal analysis derive from the 

same source. Freedom to pursue individual goals prompts 

people to model the situation so as to achieve those goals, 

which in turn encourages modeling events by working 

backward from effects to possible causes. When there is 

systematic testing of the model, as in science, the model 

can be corrected. But Westerners' models tend to be lim

ited too sharply to the goal object and its properties, 
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slighting the possible role of context. When it is everyday 

life—all too often a buzzing confusion—that is being 

modeled, recognition of error is more difficult. A mistaken 

model will be difficult to correct. So despite their history 

of scientific-mindedness, Westerners are particularly sus

ceptible to the Fundamental Attribution Error and to 

overestimating the predictability of human behavior. 

As we shall see next, Westerners' preferred simplicity 

and Easterners' assumed complexity encompass more than 

their approaches to causality. Their preferences extend to 

the ways that knowledge is organized more generally. 



C H A P T E R 6 

I S T H E W O R L D M A D E U P 

O F N O U N S O R V E R B S ? 

J orge Luis Borges, the Argentine writer, tells us that there 

is an ancient Chinese encyclopedia entitled Celestial 

Emporium of Benevolent Knowledge in which the following 

classification of animals appears: "(a) those that belong to 

the emperor, (b) embalmed ones, (c) those that are 

trained, (d) suckling pigs, (e) mermaids, (f) fabulous ones, 

(g) stray dogs, (h) those that are included in this classifica

tion, (i) those that tremble as if they were mad, (k) those 

drawn with a very fine camel's hair brush, (1) others, (m) 

those that have just broken a flower vase, (n) those that 

resemble flies at a distance. 

Though Borges may have invented this classification 

for his own purposes, it is certainly the case that the 

ancient Chinese did not categorize the world in the same 

sorts of ways that the ancient Greeks did. For the Greeks, 
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things belonged in the same category if they were describ-

able by the same attributes. But the philosopher Donald 

Munro points out that, for the Chinese, shared attributes 

did not establish shared class membership. Instead, things 

were classed together because they were thought to influ

ence one another through resonance. For example, in the 

Chinese system of the Five Processes, the categories 

spring, east, wood, wind, and green all influenced one 

another. Change in wind would affect all the others—in "a 

process like a multiple echo, without physical contact 

coming between any of them." Philosopher David Moser 

also notes that it was similarity between classes, not simi

larity among individual members of the same class, that 

was of interest to the ancient Chinese. They were simply 

not concerned about the relationship between a member 

of a class ("a horse") and the class as a whole ("horses"). 

In fact, for the Chinese there seems to have been a 

positive antipathy toward categorization. For the ancient 

Taoist philosopher Chuang T z u , " . . . the problem of . . . 

how terms and attributes are to be delimited, leads one in 

precisely the wrong direction. Classifying or limiting 

knowledge fractures the greater knowledge." In the Tao Te 

Ching we find the following dim view of the effects of 

relying on categories. 

The five colors cause one's eyes to be blind. 

The five tones cause one's ears to be deaf. 

The five flavors cause one's palate to be spoiled. 

The lack of interest in classes of objects sharing the 

same properties is consistent with the basic scheme that 



I S T H E W O R L D M A D E U P O F N O U N S O R V E R B S ? 139 

the ancient Chinese had for the world. For them, the 

world consisted of continuous substances. So it was a part-

whole dichotomy that made sense to them. Finding the 

features shared by objects and placing objects in a class on 

that basis would not have seemed a very useful activity, if 

only because the objects themselves were not the unit of 

analysis. Since the Greek world was composed of objects, 

an individual-class relation was natural to them. The Greek 

belief in the importance of that relation was central to 

their faith in the possibility of accurate inductive infer

ences: Learning that one object belonging to a category 

has a particular property means that one can assume that 

other objects belonging to the category also have the 

property. If one mammal has a liver, it's a good bet that all 

mammals do. A focus on the one-many, individual-class 

organization of knowledge encourages induction from the 

single case; a part-whole representation does not. 

C A T E G O R I E S vs. R E L A T I O N S H I P S I N 

M O D E R N T H O U G H T 

Once again, we have a case of very different intellectual 

traditions in ancient Greece and ancient China, and once 

again we can ask whether the mental habits of ancient 

philosophers resemble the perception and reasoning of 

ordinary people today. We might expect, based on the his

torical evidence for cognitive differences and our theory 

about the social origins of them, that contemporary West

erners would (a) have a greater tendency to categorize 

objects than would Easterners; (b) find it easier to learn 
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new categories by applying rules about properties to partic

ular cases; and (c) make more inductive use of categories, 

that is, generalize from particular instances of a category to 

other instances or to the category as a whole. We might 

also expect that Easterners, given their convictions about 

the potential relevance of every fact to every other fact, 

would organize the world more in terms of perceived rela

tionships and similarities than would Westerners. 

Take a look at the three objects pictured in the illustration 

on page 141. If you were to place two objects together, 

which would they be? Why do those seem to be the ones 

that belong together? 

If you're a Westerner, odds are you think the chicken 

and the cow belong together. Developmental psychologist 

Liang-hwang Chiu showed triplets like that in the illustra

tion to American and Chinese children. Chiu found that 

the American children preferred to group objects because 

they belonged to the "taxonomic" category, that is, the 

same classification term could be applied to both ("adults," 

"tools"). Chinese children preferred to group objects on 

the basis of relationships. They would be more likely to 

say the cow and the grass in the illustration go together 

because "the cow eats the grass." 

Li-jun Ji, Zhiyong Zhang, and I obtained similar 

results comparing college students from the U.S with stu

dents from mainland China and Taiwan, using words 

instead of pictures. We presented participants with sets of 

three words (e.g., panda, monkey, banana) and asked them 

to indicate which two of the three were most closely 

related. The American participants showed a marked pref-
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What goes with this? A or B 

Example of item measuring preference for grouping 

by categories vs. relationships. 

erence for grouping on the basis of common category 

membership: Panda and monkey fit into the animal cate

gory. The Chinese participants showed a preference for 

grouping on the basis of thematic relationships (e.g., mon

key and banana) and justified their answers in terms of 

relationships: Monkeys eat bananas. 

If the natural way of organizing the world for West

erners is to do so in terms of categories and the rules that 

define them, then we might expect that Westerners' per-
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ceptions of similarity between objects would be heavily 

influenced by the degree to which the objects can be cate

gorized by applying a set of rules. But if categories are less 

salient to East Asians, then we might expect that their per

ceptions of similarity would be based more on the family 

resemblance among objects. 

To test this possibility, Ara Norenzayan, Edward E. 

Smith, Beom Jun Kim, and I gave schematic figures like 

those shown in the illustration on page 143 to Korean, 

Euopean American, and Asian American participants. Each 

display consisted of an object at the bottom and two 

groups of objects above it. The participants' job was just to 

say which group of objects the target object seemed more 

similar to. You might want to make your own judgment 

about the objects in the illustration before reading on. 

Most of the Koreans thought the target object was 

more similar to the group on the left, whereas most of the 

European Americans thought the object was more similar 

to the group on the right. The target object bears a more 

obvious family resemblance to the group on the left, so it's 

easy to see why the Koreans would have thought the 

object was more similar to that group, and on average they 

did so 60 percent of the time. But there is a simple, invari

ant rule that allows you to place the target object into a 

category that it shares with the group on the right. The 

rule is "has a straight (as opposed to curved) stem." Euro

pean Americans typically discovered such rules and, 67 

percent of the time, found the target object to be more 

similar to the group with which it shared the rule-based 

category. Asian American judgments were in between but 

more similar to those of the Koreans. 
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Group 1 Group 2 

Example of item measuring whether judgments of simi lar i ty 

are based on family resemblance or rules. 

Categories are sometimes learned by applying rules to fea

tures. We come to know that rabbits are mammals because 

we are taught a rule that animals that nurse their young 

are mammals. (That's true for categories defined formally, 

in any case. Actually, most people probably learn what 
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mammals are by ostention: "that rabbit is a mammal," 

"that lion is a mammal." The "folk" category that is learned 

is then induced from the common properties observed— 

fur-bearing, four-footed, etc.) 

Explicit modeling or rule-making seems to be less 

characteristic of the causal explanations of East Asians 

than of Westerners. If Asians are less likely to use rules to 

understand the world, and less likely to make use of cate

gories, they might find it particularly hard to learn cate

gories by applying explicit rules to objects. In order to test 

this possibility, Ara Norenzayan and his colleagues showed 

color cartoon figures like those rendered in black and 

white in the illustration on page 145 to East Asian, Asian 

American, and European American students at the Uni

versity of Michigan. We told participants that they would 

be learning how to classify the animals as being either 

from Venus or from Saturn. 

We told participants that an animal was from Venus if 

it had any three of five features: curly tail, hooves, long 

neck, mouth, and antennae ears. Otherwise, the creature 

was from Saturn. The animal on the left at the top (seen 

as blue by participants) meets the criteria for being from 

Venus; the one on the right (seen as red) doesn't and has 

to be put in the Saturn category. After participants had 

learned how to classify animals correctly, we tested how 

much control they had over the categories by showing 

them new animals and seeing how fast and accurately they 

could classify them. The new animals included two types 

that resembled previously seen ones. Some animals were 

"positive matches": They looked like an animal partici

pants had seen before during the training trials and they 
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Example of cartoon animals used for study of 

ease of learning categories based on rules. 

belonged to the same category in terms of the rules con

cerning their features. Other animals were "negative 

matches": They looked like an animal that had been seen 

before, but in terms of the rules, they belonged to a differ

ent category from the one seen in training. The animal on 

the lower left is a positive match for the one on the left 

above: It looks like the one categorized as being from 
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Most Westerners who have been asked this sort of 

question say that argument 2 is better. They give as their 

reason some version of a "diversity" or "coverage" argu-

Venus and the rules also indicate that it is. The one on the 

lower right is a negative match: It looks like the Venus ani

mal but the rules say it's not. 

The Asian participants took longer to make their judg

ments about whether the animal was from Venus or Sat

urn than either the European Americans or Asian 

Americans. The three groups of participants were equally 

fast and equally accurate for the positive matches, for 

which both memory for the previously seen example and 

correct applications of the rules defining the category 

would produce the correct answer. But for the negative 

matches, which could be classified correctly only if the 

rules were remembered and applied correctly, Asian par

ticipants made twice as many classification errors as either 

European Americans or Asian Americans did. Categoriza

tion by rules seems not to come as easily to Easterners as 

to Westerners. 

Which of the two arguments below, both ending in the 

conclusion "rabbits have enzyme Q in their blood," seems 

more convincing to you? Why? 
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Again, most Westerners say the second argument is 

more convincing and give as their reason that the coverage 

of the mammal category is better for the second argument 

than for the first. 

Incheol Choi, Edward E. Smith, and I gave problems 

like those above to Korean and American college students. 

Koreans, but not Americans, were more likely to prefer the 

second argument when the category was mentioned in the 

conclusion. For Koreans, the mammal category was not 

salient unless it was highlighted by actually referring to it. 

As a result, the diversity principle was more important to 

their inferences when they were explicitly reminded that 

the objects in question were mammals. One likely conse

quence of the low salience of categories for Easterners is 

that they do not fuel inductive inferences for Easterners as 

much as for Westerners. 

merit. Lions and tigers are rather similar animals in many 

ways, so they don't cover the mammal category, to which 

rabbits belong, very well. Lions and giraffes give better 

coverage of the mammal category because they're more 

different from each other. Now consider the arguments 

below, both ending in the conclusion "mammals have 

enzyme Q in their blood." Which seems more convincing 

to you? 
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G R O W I N G U P I N A W O R L D O F 

O B J E C T S vs. R E L A T I O N S H I P S 

How is it possible that Easterners today have relatively lit

tle interest in categories, find it hard to learn new cate

gories by applying rules about properties, and make little 

spontaneous use of them for purposes of induction? Why 

are they so much more inclined to consider relationships 

in their organization of objects than Westerners are? 

Surely not just because ancient Chinese philosophers had 

little use for categories and were more interested in part-

whole relationships and thematic resemblances than in 

category-member classifications. It seems dubious that 

philosophers' concerns would have affected judgments 

about everyday objects even by their contemporaries. If 

relationships, and not categories, are relatively important 

to East Asians today, there must be factors that still oper

ate in the socialization of children that prompt such dif

ferent styles of perception and reasoning. Before looking 

for such factors, let's consider some important differences 

between categories and relationships. 

Categories are denoted by nouns. It seems obvious 

that nouns would be easier for a young child to learn than 

verbs. All you have to do to learn that the animal you just 

saw is a "bear" is to notice its distinctive features—huge 

size, large teeth and claws, long fur, ferocious appear

ance—and you can store that object away with its label. 

The label is then available for application to any other 

object having that set of properties. 

Relationships, on the other hand, involve, tacitly or 

explicitly, a verb. Learning the meaning of a transitive verb 
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normally involves noticing two objects and some kind of 

action that connects them in some way. "To throw" means 

to use your arm and hand to move an object through the 

air to a new location. Merely pointing at the action does 

not guarantee that someone will know what you're refer

ring to. 

Because of their relative ambiguity, it's harder to 

remember verbs; verbs are more likely to be altered in 

meaning than nouns when a speaker communicates to 

another person or when one person paraphrases what 

another has said; and it's harder to correctly identify verbs 

than nouns when they're translated from one language to 

another. Moreover, the meaning of verbs, and other terms 

that describe relations, differs more across different lan

guages than simple nouns do. "Verbs," says cognitive psy

chologist Dedre Gentner, "are highly reactive; nouns tend 

to be inert." 

Given these differences between nouns and verbs, it is 

scarcely surprising that Gentner finds that children learn 

nouns much more rapidly than they learn verbs. In fact, 

toddlers can learn nouns at rates of up to two per day. This 

is much faster than the rate at which they learn verbs. 

Gentner quite reasonably guessed that the large noun 

advantage would be universal. But it turns out not to be. 

Developmental psycholinguist Twila Tardif and others 

have found that East Asian children learn verbs at about 

the same rate as nouns and, by some definitions of what 

counts as a noun, at a significantly faster rate than nouns. 

There are several factors that might underlie this dramatic 

difference. 

First, verbs are more salient in East Asian languages 
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than in English and many other European languages. Verbs 

in Chinese, Japanese, and Korean tend to come either at 

the beginning or the end of sentences and both are rela

tively salient locations. In English, verbs are more com

monly buried in the middle. 

Second, recall from chapter 3 the father I overheard 

quizzing his child about the properties of pants. Western 

parents are noun-obsessed, pointing objects out to their 

children, naming them, and telling them about their attri

butes. Strange as it may seem to Westerners, Asians don't 

seem to regard object naming as part of the job description 

for a parent. Developmental psychologists Anne Fernald 

and Hiromi Morikawa went into the homes of Japanese 

and Americans having infants either six, twelve, or nine

teen months old. They asked the mothers to clear away the 

toys from a play area and then they introduced several that 

they had brought with them—a stuffed dog and pig and a 

car and a truck. They asked the mothers to play with the 

toys with their babies as they normally would. They found 

big differences in the behavior of mothers even with their 

youngest children. American mothers used twice as many 

object labels as Japanese mothers ("piggie," "doggie") and 

Japanese mothers engaged in twice as many social routines 

of teaching politeness norms (empathy and greetings, for 

example). An American mother's patter might go like this: 

"That's a car. See the car? You like it? It's got nice wheels." 

A Japanese mother might say: "Here! It's a vroom vroom. I 

give it to you. Now give this to me. Yes! Thank you." 

American children are learning that the world is mostly a 

place with objects, Japanese children that the world is 

mostly about relationships. 



I S T H E W O R L D M A D E U P O F N O U N S O R V E R B S 7 151 

Third, we know that naming objects that share a com

mon set of properties results in infants' learning a category 

formed of objects sharing those features. Naming objects 

sharing features also prompts them to attend to features 

that would allow them to form other categories based on 

similar sets of properties. Developmental psychologists 

Linda Smith and her colleagues randomly assigned seven

teen-month-old children either to a control condition or 

to a condition in which, for nine weeks, they repeatedly 

played with and heard names for members of unfamiliar 

object categories that were defined by shape: for example, 

"cup." This taught the toddlers to attend to shape and to 

form categories for objects—even those seen outside the 

experimental setting—that could be grouped on the basis 

of some set of defining features. The result was that 

trained children showed a dramatic increase in acquisition 

of new object names during the course of the study. 

Fourth, generic nouns (that is, category names) in Eng

lish and other European languages are often marked by 

syntax. When the conversation turns to waterfowl, you 

can say "a duck," "the duck," "the ducks," or "ducks." The 

last term is a generic one and the syntax tells you this. It's 

normally obligatory to indicate whether you're speaking 

about an object or a class of objects, though sometimes 

the context can do the job. But in Chinese and other 

Sinitic languages, contextual and pragmatic cues can be 

the only kinds of cues the hearer has to go on. The pres

ence of a duck that has just waddled over from a pond to 

beg food, for example, would indicate that it is "the duck" 

one is talking about, rather than "a duck," "the ducks," or 

"ducks." Developmental psychologists Susan Gelman and 
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Twila Tardif studied English-speaking mothers and Man

darin Chinese-speaking mothers and found that, across a 

number of contexts, generic utterances were more com

mon for the English-speaking mothers. 

Finally, there is direct evidence that Eastern children 

learn how to categorize objects at a later point than West

ern children. Developmental psycholinguists Alison Gop-

nik and Soonja Choi studied Korean-, French-, and 

English-speaking children beginning when they were one 

and a half years old. They found that object-naming and 

categorization skills develop later in Korean speakers than 

in English and French speakers. The investigators studied 

means-ends judgments (for example, figuring out how to 

take things out of a container), and categorization, which 

they studied by showing children four objects of one kind 

and four of another, such as four flat, yellow rectangles 

and four small human figures, and telling them to "fix 

these things up," that is, put them together in some way 

that makes sense. English- and French-speaking toddlers 

mastered the means-end tasks and the categorization tasks 

at about the same age. Korean toddlers learned categoriza

tion almost three months later than means-end abilities. 

D I S P O S I T I O N S , STABILITY, A N D C A T E G O R I E S 

The ancient Greeks were fond of categories and used 

them as the basis for discovery and application of rules. 

They also believed in stability and understood both the 

physical and social worlds in terms of fixed attributes or 

dispositions. These are not unrelated facts, nor is it a coin-
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cidence that the ancient Chinese were uninterested in cat

egories, believed in change, and understood the behavior 

of both physical and social objects as being due to the 

interaction of the object with a surrounding field of forces. 

If the world is a stable place, then it is worthwhile try

ing to develop rules to understand it and refining the cate

gories to which the rules apply. Many of the categories 

used to understand the world refer to presumed qualities 

of the object: hardness, whiteness, kindness, timidity. East

erners of course use such categories as well, but they are 

less likely to abstract them away from particular objects: 

There is the whiteness of the horse or the whiteness of the 

snow in ancient Chinese philosophy, but not whiteness as 

an abstract, detachable concept that can be applied to 

almost anything. In the Western tradition, objects have 

essences composed of mix-and-match abstract qualities. 

These essences allow for confident predictions about 

behavior independent of context. In the Eastern tradition, 

objects have concrete properties that interact with envi

ronmental circumstances to produce behavior. There was 

never any interest in discussing abstract properties as if 

they had a reality other than being a characteristic of a 

particular object. 

Most importantly, the dispositions of objects are not 

necessarily stable for Easterners. In the West, a child who 

performs poorly in mathematics is likely to be regarded as 

having little math ability or perhaps even as being "learn

ing disabled." In the East, such a child is viewed as needing 

to work harder, or perhaps her teacher should work harder, 

or maybe the setting for learning should be changed. 
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The obsession with categories of the either/or sort runs 

through Western intellectual history. Dichotomies abound 

in every century and form the basis for often fruitless 

debates: for example, "mind-body" controversies in which 

partisans take sides as to whether a given behavior is best 

understood as being produced by the mind independent of 

any biological embodiment, or as a purely physical re

action unmediated by mental processes. The "nature-

nurture" controversy is another debate that has often 

proved to generate more heat than light. As evolutionary 

biologist Richard Alexander has pointed out, nearly all 

behaviors that are characteristic of higher order mammals 

are determined by both nature and nurture. The 

dichotomy "emotion-reason" has obscured more than it 

has revealed. As Hume said, "reason is and ought to be the 

slave of passion"; it makes sense to separate the two for 

purposes of analysis only. And it's been suggested that the 

distinction between "human" and "animal" insisted upon 

by Westerners made it particularly hard to accept the con

cept of evolution. In most Eastern systems, the soul can 

take the form of any animal or even God. Evolution was 

never controversial in the East because there was never an 

assumption that humans sat atop a chain of being and 

somehow had lost their animality. 

Throughout Western intellectual history, there has 

been a conviction that it is possible to find the necessary 

and sufficient conditions for any category. A square is a 

two-dimensional object with four sides of equal length 

and four right angles. Nothing lacking these properties can 

be a square and anything having those properties is defi

nitely a square. Ludwig Wittgenstein, in his Philosophical 
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Investigations, brought the whole necessity-and-sufficiency 

enterprise crashing to earth in the West. Wittgenstein 

argued to the satisfaction (or rather, dismay) of even the 

most analytic of Western philosophers that establishing 

necessary and sufficient conditions for any complex or 

interesting category, such as a "game" or a "government" or 

an "illness," was never going to be possible. A thing can be 

a game even if it is not fun, even if played alone, even if its 

chief goal is to make money. A thing is not necessarily a 

game even if it is fun or is a nonproductive activity engag

ing several people in pleasurable interaction. Wittgen

stein's sermon would never have been needed in the East. 

The pronouncement that complex categories cannot 

always be defined by necessary and sufficient conditions 

would scarcely have been met with surprise. 

I s I T L A N G U A G E T H A T D O E S T H E J O B ? 

Given the substantial differences in language usage 

between Easterners and Westerners, is it possible that it is 

merely language that is driving the differences in tendency 

to organize the world in terms of verbs vs. nouns? Are the 

findings about knowledge organization simply due to the 

fact that Western languages encourage the use of nouns, 

which results in categorization of objects, and Eastern lan

guages encourage the use of verbs, with the consequence 

that it is relationships that are emphasized? More gener

ally, how many of the cognitive differences documented in 

this book are produced by language? 

There are in fact a remarkable number of parallels 
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between the sorts of cognitive differences discussed in this 

book and differences between Indo-European languages 

and East Asian languages. The parallels are particularly 

striking because East Asian languages, notably Chinese and 

Japanese, are themselves so different in many respects, yet 

nevertheless share many qualities with one another that 

differentiate them from Indo-European languages. 

In addition to the practices already discussed—point

ing and naming, location of verbs in sentences, marking of 

nouns as generic, and so on—there are several ways in 

which language usage maps onto differences in category 

usage. 

The Western concern with categories is reflected in 

language. "Generic" noun phrases are more common for 

English speakers than for Chinese speakers, perhaps 

because Western languages mark in a more explicit way 

whether a generic interpretation of an utterance is the cor

rect one. In fact, in Chinese there is no way to tell the dif

ference between the sentence "squirrels eat nuts" and "this 

squirrel is eating the nut." Only context can provide this 

information. English speakers know from linguistic mark

ers whether it is a category or an individual that is being 

talked about. 

Greek and other Indo-European languages encourage 

making properties of objects into real objects in their own 

right—simply adding the suffix "ness" or its equivalent. 

The philosopher David Moser has noted that this practice 

may foster thinking about properties as abstract entities 

that can then function as theoretical explanations. Plato 

actually thought that these abstractions had a greater real-
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ity than the properties of objects in the physical world. 

This degree of theorizing about abstractions was never 

characteristic of Chinese philosophy. 

East Asian languages are highly "contextual." Words 

(or phonemes) typically have multiple meanings, so to be 

understood they require the context of sentences. English 

words are relatively distinctive and English speakers in 

addition are concerned to make sure that words and utter

ances require as little context as possible. The linguistic 

anthropologist Shirley Brice Heath has shown that mid

dle-class American parents quite deliberately attempt to 

decontextualize language as much as possible for their 

children. They try to make words understandable indepen

dent of verbal context and to make utterances understand

able independent of situational context. When reading to a 

child about a dog, the parent might ask the child what the 

animal is ("A doggie, that's right") and who has a dog 

("Yes, Heather has a dog"). The word is detached from its 

naturally occurring context and linked to other contexts 

where the word has a similar meaning. 

Western languages force a preoccupation with focal 

objects as opposed to context. English is a "subject-promi

nent" language. There must be a subject even in the sen

tence "It is raining." Japanese, Chinese, and Korean, in 

contrast, are "topic-prominent" languages. Sentences have 

a position, typically the first position, that should be filled 

by the current topic: "This place, skiing is good." This fact 

places an alternative interpretation on our finding that, 

after viewing underwater scenes, Americans start with 

describing an object ("There was a big fish, maybe a trout, 
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moving off to the left") whereas Japanese start by estab

lishing the context ("It looked like a pond"). While not 

obligatory from a grammatical standpoint, an idiomatic 

Japanese sentence starts with context and topic rather 

than jumping immediately to a subject as is frequently the 

case in English. 

For Westerners, it is the self who does the acting; for 

Easterners, action is something that is undertaken in con

cert with others or that is the consequence of the self oper

ating in a field of forces. Languages capture this different 

sort of agency. Recall that there are many different words 

for "I" in Japanese and (formerly, at any rate) in Chinese, 

reflecting the relationship between self and other. So there 

is "I" in relation to my colleague, "I" in relation to my 

spouse, etc. It is difficult for Japanese to think of properties 

that apply to "me." It is much easier for them to think of 

properties that apply to themselves in certain settings and 

in relation to particular people. Grammar also reflects a 

different sense of how action comes about. Most Western 

languages are "agentic" in the sense that the language con

veys that the self has operated on the world: "He dropped 

it." (An exception is Spanish.) Eastern languages are in gen

eral relatively nonagentic: "It fell from him," or just "fell." 

A difference in language practice that startles both 

Chinese speakers and English speakers when they hear 

how the other group handles it concerns the proper way 

to ask someone whether they would like more tea to 

drink. In Chinese one asks "Drink more?" In English, one 

asks "More tea?" To Chinese speakers, it's perfectly obvious 

that it's tea that one is talking about drinking more of, so 
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to mention tea would be redundant. To English speakers, 

it's perfectly obvious that one is talking about drinking the 

tea, as opposed to any other activity that might be carried 

out with it, so it would be rather bizarre for the question 

to refer to drinking. 

According to linguistic anthropologists Edward Sapir and 

Benjamin Whorf, the differences in linguistic structure 

between languages are reflected in people's habitual think

ing processes. This hypothesis has moved in and out of 

favor among linguists and psychologists over the decades, 

but it is currently undergoing one of its periods of greater 

acceptance. Some of our evidence about language and rea

soning speaks directly to the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis. 

Recall that Li-jun Ji, Zhiyong Zhang, and I examined 

whether language per se affects the way people categorize 

objects. We gave word triplets (for example, panda, mon

key, banana) to Chinese and American college students 

and asked them to indicate which two of the three were 

most closely related. The Chinese students were either liv

ing in the U.S. or in China and they were tested either in 

English or in Chinese. 

If the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis is correct, then it ought 

to make a difference which language the bilingual Chinese 

are tested in. They should be more likely to prefer rela

tionships (monkey, banana) as the basis for grouping when 

tested in Chinese and more likely to prefer taxonomic cat

egory (panda, monkey) when tested in English. But there 

are different ways of being bilingual. Psycholinguists make 

a distinction between what they call "coordinate" bilin-
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guals and "compound" bilinguals. Coordinate bilinguals are 

people who learn a second language relatively late in life 

and for whom its use is confined to a limited number of 

contexts. Mental representations of the world supposedly 

can be different in one language than in the other for such 

people. Compound bilinguals are people for whom the 

second language is learned early and is used in many con

texts. Mental representations for such people should be 

fused, since the languages are not used for different func

tions or used exclusively in different settings. We tested 

both types of bilinguals. People from China and Taiwan 

could be expected to be coordinate bilinguals because 

they typically learn English relatively late and its use is 

confined mostly to formal school contexts. People from 

Hong Kong and Singapore would be more likely to be 

compound bilinguals because they learn English relatively 

early and use it in more contexts. In addition, these soci

eties, especially Hong Kong, are highly Westernized. 

If language makes a difference to understanding of the 

world because different languages underlie different men

tal representations, we would expect to find the Sapir-

Whorf hypothesis supported: The coordinate bilinguals, at 

least, should group words differently when tested in Chi

nese than when tested in English. If language makes a dif

ference because structural features of the language compel 

different thinking processes, then we might expect even 

the compound bilinguals to group words differently when 

tested in Chinese than when tested in English. And, of 

course, if language is not important to cognitive tasks such 

as our grouping one, then we would expect no effect of 

language for either group. 
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The results could not have been more unequivocal. 

First, there were marked differences between European 

Americans tested in English and coordinate Chinese 

speakers tested in Chinese, whether in China or in the 

U.S. Americans were twice as likely to group on the basis 

of taxonomic category as on the basis of relationships. 

Mainland and Taiwanese Chinese tested in their native 

language were twice as likely to group on the basis of rela

tionships as on the basis of taxonomic category and this 

was true whether they were tested in their home countries 

or in the U.S. Second, the language of testing did make a 

big difference for the mainland and Taiwanese Chinese. 

When tested in English, they were much less likely to 

group on the basis of relationships. It thus appears that 

English subserves a different way of representing the 

world than Chinese for these participants. 

But matters were quite different for compound bilin

guals from Hong Kong and Singapore. First, their group

ings were shifted in a substantially Western direction: They 

were still based on relationships more than on taxonomic 

category, but the preference was much weaker for them 

than for the coordinate Chinese and Taiwanese speakers. 

More importantly, it made precisely no difference for the 

compound speakers whether they were tested in Chinese 

or in English. 

The results are clear in their implications. There is an 

effect of culture on thought independent of language. We 

know this because both the coordinate Chinese speakers 

and the compound Chinese speakers group words differ

ently from Americans regardless of language of testing. 

The differences between coordinate and compound speak-
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ers also indicate a culture difference independent of lan

guage. The compound speakers from Westernized regions 

are shifted in a Western direction—and to the same extent 

regardless of language of testing. There is also clearly an 

effect of language independent of culture—but only for 

the coordinate speakers from China and Taiwan. They 

respond very differently depending on whether they are 

tested in Chinese or in English. 

A tentative answer to the Sapir-Whorf question as it 

relates to our work—and it must be very tentative 

because we have just been discussing a couple of studies 

dealing with a single kind of mental process—is that lan

guage does indeed influence thought so long as different 

languages are plausibly associated with different systems 

of representation. 

So there is good evidence that for East Asians the 

world is seen much more in terms of relationships than it 

is for Westerners, who are more inclined to see the world 

in terms of static objects that can be grouped into cate

gories. Child-rearing practices undoubtedly play a role in 

producing these very different visions. East Asian children 

have their attention directed toward relationships and 

Western children toward objects and the categories to 

which they belong. Language probably plays a role, at least 

in helping to focus attention, but probably also in stabiliz

ing the different orientations throughout life. There 

appears to be nothing about the structure of language, 

though, that actually forces description in terms of cate

gories versus relationships. 

As we will see next, the very different approaches to 
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understanding the world don't stop with the organization 

of knowledge. The decontextualization and object empha

sis favored by Westerners, and the integration and focus on 

relationships by Easterners, result in very different ways of 

making inferences. 



C H A P T E R 7 

" C E N ' E S T P A S L O G I Q U E " 

O R " Y O U ' V E G O T A 

P O I N T T H E R E " ? 

. . . The most striking difference between the 

traditions at the two ends of the civilized world 

is in the destiny of logic. For the West, logic has 

been central and the thread of transmission has 

never snapped . . . 

—PHILOSOPHER ANGUS GRAHAM 

. . . It is precisely because the Chinese mind is 

so rational that it refuses to become rationalistic 

and . . . to separate form from content. 

—PHILOSOPHER SHU-HSIEN LIU 

The aim of the Chinese classical education has 

always been the cultivation of the reasonable 
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man as the model of culture. An educated man 

should, above all, be a reasonable being, who is 

always characterized by his common sense, his 

love of moderation and restraint, and his hatred 

of abstract theories and logical extremes. 

—LITERARY CRITIC LIN YUTANG 

To argue with logical consistency . . . may not 

only be resented but also be regarded as imma

ture. 

—ANTHROPOLOGIST NOBUHIRO NAGASHIMA 

Hard as it is for the Westerner to understand, there were 

only two short-lived movements of little influence in the 

East that shared the spirit of logical inquiry that has 

always been common in the West. These were the Mingjia 

(Logicians) and the Mohists, or followers of Mo-tzu, both 

of the classical period in antiquity. The Logicians in fact 

made little progress toward a formal logic, though, unlike 

adherents of all other traditions of Chinese philosophy, 

they were interested in knowledge for its own sake. The 

Mo-tzu tradition embraced several logical concerns, chief 

among them the ideas of necessary and sufficient condi

tions and the principle of noncontradiction and the law of 

the excluded middle. Nevertheless, even the Mohists 

stopped short of producing a rigorous system of logical 

inference. Moreover, despite the Mohists' advances in 

geometry, they never formalized it in Western fashion and 

never developed a set of foundational principles that 

would allow logical derivation of solutions. 

The best explanation for the Greeks' concern with 
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logic is that they saw its utility in argumentation. So it 

seems to be no coincidence that Mo-tzu both was con

cerned with logic and believed that argumentation was 

valuable for clarifying propositions and for helping to dis

tinguish between right and wrong. Mo-tzu wanted to 

develop ways of maximizing the common good and he 

actually developed a rough version of cost-benefit analysis. 

These facts put him closer in spirit to modern Western 

philosophy than to either ancient Chinese or ancient 

Greek philosophy. Even in these aspects of his work, how

ever, he retained an Eastern orientation. Like other Chi

nese philosophers he made no distinction between the 

truth of a proposition and its morality, a position that, 

whatever its effects on ethics, is deadly for logic. 

By the first millennium A . D . there were essentially no 

traces of a logical approach to understanding the world. 

Instead there was a trust in sense impressions and com

mon sense. And there was never, even among the Logi

cians and Mohists, a willingness to accept arguments that 

flew in the face of experience—unlike the Greeks, who 

sometimes seemed quite delighted to deny the evidence of 

the senses. As we will see, the Chinese remain far more 

committed to reasonableness than to reason. 

L O G I C vs. EXPERIENCE 

Integrally related to the lack of interest in logic in the East 

has been a distrust of decontextualization, that is, of consid

ering the structure of an argument apart from its content, 

as well as a distaste for making inferences on the basis of 
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underlying abstract propositions alone. Two studies by Ara 

Norenzayan, Edward E. Smith, Beom Jun Kim, and me 

show how this remains true for ordinary people in twenty-

first-century Asia. 

Consider the following two deductive arguments. Is 

one more convincing than the other? 

1. All birds have ulnar arteries. 

Therefore all eagles have ulnar arteries. 

2. All birds have ulnar arteries. 

Therefore all penguins have ulnar arteries. 

(No need to know what an ulnar artery is. It's in effect 

a "blank" property, used so that real-world knowledge 

can't intrude into the evaluation of a deductive argu

ment.) 

One way to measure the extent to which people spon

taneously rely on formal logic versus experiential knowl

edge in reasoning is to examine how they "project" 

properties—"ulnar arteries" in the above example—from 

superordinate categories (birds) to subordinate categories 

(eagles, penguins). Notice that the two arguments have 

identical premises but their conclusions vary in how typi

cal the target bird is. Eagles are more typical birds than 

penguins. If you are in pure logical mode when you evalu

ate propositions like those above, you will supply the 

implicit middle premises of the arguments ("All eagles are 

birds," and "All penguins are birds"). People who do this 

would find the two arguments equally convincing. But 

people often find arguments to a typical instance to be 

more convincing than arguments to atypical ones. Prior 
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experience makes them more comfortable with regarding 

eagles as birds than regarding penguins as birds. 

We asked Korean, Asian American, and European 

American participants to evaluate the convincingness of 

twenty such arguments, ten with typical targets like eagles 

in the conclusion and ten with atypical targets like pen

guins. We found that Koreans were more convinced by 

typical arguments than by atypical arguments. European 

Americans, in contrast, were almost equally convinced 

by typical and atypical arguments. Asian Americans' 

responses were in between those of European Ameri

cans and Koreans. 

Consider the arguments below. Which ones seem to you 

to be logically valid? 

Premise 1: No police dogs are old. 

Premise 2: Some highly trained dogs are old. 

Conclusion: Some highly trained dogs are not 

police dogs. 

Premise 1: All things that are made from plants 

are good for health. 

Premise 2: Cigarettes are things that are made 

from plants. 

Conclusion: Cigarettes are good for health. 

Premise 1: No A are B. 

Premise 2: Some C are B. 

Conclusion: Some C are not A. 
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The first argument is meaningful and has a plausible 

conclusion, the second argument is meaningful but its 

conclusion is not plausible, and the third argument is so 

abstract that it has no real meaning at all. But all three 

arguments are logically valid. 

People are more likely to be correct in their judgments 

about the logical validity of arguments when the argument 

is meaningful and its conclusion is plausible. They are least 

likely to be correct when the argument is meaningful and 

its conclusion is implausible. We presented Korean and 

American college students with arguments that were 

either valid or invalid and that had conclusions that were 

either plausible or implausible and asked them to evaluate 

whether or not the conclusion followed logically from the 

premises for each argument. We examined four different 

types of syllogisms, ranging from the very simple modus 

ponens (If A is the case, then B is the case; A is the case; 

therefore B is the case) to the difficult structure in the 

third example above. 

Both Koreans and Americans were more likely to rate 

syllogisms with plausible conclusions as valid. As expected, 

though, Koreans were more influenced by plausibility than 

Americans. There is no question of this difference being 

due to the Korean participants being less capable of per

forming logical operations than the American participants. 

Koreans and Americans made an equal number of errors on 

the purely abstract syllogisms. The difference between the 

two groups would seem to be that Americans are simply 

more in the habit of applying logical rules to ordinary 

events than Koreans and are therefore more capable of 

ignoring the plausibility of the conclusions. 
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East Asians, then, are more likely to set logic aside in favor 

of typicality and plausibility of conclusions. They are also 

more likely to set logic aside in favor of the desirability of 

conclusions. 

William McGuire showed that when people are asked 

to judge the probability of events that bear a logical rela

tion to one another, their probability judgments move into 

line with one another in such a way as to increase the logi

cal coherence of the beliefs taken as a whole. For example, 

McGuire asked people how likely they thought it was that 

(a) there would be a drought that summer; (b) drought 

would mean that the beaches would be polluted because 

of undiluted runoff; (c) if the beaches were polluted, the 

authorities would close them; and (d) the beaches would 

be closed. McGuire found that, over time, the logical con

sistency among people's beliefs about the related proposi

tions increased, merely by virtue of asking them to think 

about the likelihood that they were true. Two weeks after 

making their probability estimates for a number of items 

like those above, the probabilities participants gave for the 

various propositions were more in line with logical 

requirements than they had been initially, before they had 

had time to think about it. So although people didn't want 

the beaches to be closed, after thinking about it for a 

while in relation to other propositions that had some sig

nificant likelihood of being true, and which implied 

directly or indirectly that the beaches might be closed, 

they became more pessimistic about their summer seaside 

plans. 

Ara Norenzayan and Beom Jun Kim guessed that East 
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Asians would be less likely to have their beliefs moved in 

an unpleasant direction by pondering information that 

implied some undesired outcome—because East Asians 

are not so accustomed to applying logic to everyday life 

events and therefore might be able to cling successfully to 

beliefs that were countered by other propositions they 

were asked to think about. They gave Korean and Ameri

can students propositions that had a logical relation to one 

another, but mixed the propositions in with many others 

so that it was unlikely that participants would realize that 

consistency among their probability judgments was being 

tested. Spread out through the questionnaire, for example, 

were the following propositions: 

The price of dining out will increase. 

If stricter health codes for restaurants will increase 

the cost of hiring new staff, then the price of din

ing out will increase. 

Stricter health codes for restaurants will increase 

the cost of hiring new staff. 

Some of the propositions were positive: for example, 

"more poor people will be able to get enough food to stay 

healthy." Other propositions, like the one above about the 

increased price of dining out, were unattractive. Norenza-

yan and Kim asked participants about the probabilities 

they assigned to the various propositions at two different 

times: immediately after they read each proposition and a 

few minutes after they had read all the propositions. 

Korean and American participants' beliefs showed 

equal consistency the first time they were tested and the 
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consistency of the two groups was equal—and greater for 

both groups—the second time around for the positive 

propositions. But the Americans also moved more in a 

consistent direction for the negative propositions and the 

Koreans did not. Apparently when logical push came to 

desirable shove, the logical implications of some beliefs for 

others were less likely to affect the probability judgments 

of Koreans than those of Americans. 

E I T H E R / O R vs. B O T H / A N D 

Which of the following two groups of proverbs most 

appeals to you—the first three or the second three? 

Half a loaf is better than none. 

One against all is certain to fall. 

"For example" is no proof. 

Too humble is half-proud. 

Beware of your friends, not your enemies. 

A man is stronger than iron and weaker than a fly. 

The second set of proverbs express apparent contra

dictions: Humble is not proud and friends are just the sort 

of person you shouldn't have to be wary of. The first set 

may or may not seem very pithy, but none embody con

tradictions. Kaiping Peng and I found that the second type 

of proverbs were more common in a Chinese com

pendium of proverbs than in an American collection. 

When we asked students at the University of Michigan 
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and at Beijing University to rate how much they liked the 

proverbs, we found that the Chinese students had a pref

erence for the proverbs with contradictions and the Amer

icans had a preference for the proverbs without them. To 

make sure that it wasn't familiarity with the proverbs that 

was producing the differences, we conducted a study using 

Yiddish proverbs. We obtained similar results: Americans 

and Chinese were equally fond of the proverbs without 

contradictions, but the Chinese liked the ones containing 

contradictions more than did the Americans. (Here again 

we found a similarity between Far East and Near East tra

ditions: Yiddish proverbs were fully as likely to embody 

contradictions as Chinese.) 

The reasons for these differences in preference for 

contradiction are deep. There is a style of reasoning in 

Eastern thought, traceable to the ancient Chinese, which 

has been called dialectical, meaning that it focuses on con

tradictions and how to resolve them or transcend them or 

find the truth in both. At the risk of doing violence to the 

spirit of dialecticism, which does not make use of hard 

and fast rules about reasoning, we can describe three prin

ciples that are important to it, which Kaiping Peng has 

articulated. 

The Principle of Change The Eastern tradition of 

thought emphasizes the constantly changing nature of 

reality. The world is not static but dynamic and change

able. Being in a given state is just a sign that the state is 

about to change. Because reality is in constant flux, the 

concepts that reflect reality are fluid and subjective rather 

than being fixed and objective. 
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The Principle of Contradiction Because the world is 

constantly changing, oppositions, paradoxes, and anomalies 

are continuously being created. Old and new, good and 

bad, strong and weak exist in everything. In fact opposites 

complete each other and make each other up. Taoists see 

the two sides of any apparent contradiction existing in an 

active harmony, opposed but connected and mutually con

trolling. "Tao is conceived as both 'is' and 'is not.' " As the 

founder of the Taoist School, Lao-tzu, put it: "When the 

people of the world all know beauty as beauty, there arises 

the recognition of ugliness; when they all know the good 

as good, there arises the recognition of evil. And so, being 

and nonbeing produce each other . . ." Or as Mao Tse-

tung, longtime Chinese dictator who regarded himself as a 

philosopher and poet as well as a politician and soldier, 

w r o t e : " . . . On the one hand [opposites] are opposed to 

each other, and on the other they are interconnected, 

interpenetrating, interpermeating and interdependent, and 

this character is described as identity." 

The Principle of Relationship, or Holism As a result of 

change and opposition, nothing exists in an isolated and 

independent way, but is connected to a multitude of dif

ferent things. To really know a thing, we have to know all 

its relations, like individual musical notes embedded in a 

melody. 

The three principles of dialectical reasoning are 

related. Change produces contradiction and contradiction 

causes change; constant change and contradiction imply 

that it is meaningless to discuss the individual part with

out considering its relationships with other parts and prior 
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states. The principles also imply another important tenet 

of Eastern thought, which is the insistence on finding the 

Middle Way between extreme propositions. There is a 

strong presumption that contradictions are merely appar

ent and to believe that "A is right and B is not wrong 

either." This stance is captured by the Zen Buddhist dic

tum that "the opposite of a great truth is also true." 

To many Westerners, these notions may seem reason

able and even familiar. Moreover, there is a dialectical tra

dition of a kind that has held a place in Western thought 

since the time of Kant, Fichte, and Hegel. (Though the 

Hegelian or Marxist dialectic, with its emphasis on thesis, 

antithesis, and synthesis, has been held to be more "aggres

sive" than the Eastern variety because the effort is always 

toward obliterating the contradiction rather than accept

ing it or transcending it or using it to understand some 

state of affairs better.) 

But Westerners tend not to be aware of the strength of 

their commitment to some logical principles that conflict 

directly with the spirit of Eastern dialecticism. These 

include the law of identity, which holds that a thing is itself 

and not some other thing, and the law of noncontradiction, 

which holds that a proposition can't be both true and 

false. The Western insistence on this pair of logical princi

ples and the Eastern spirit of dialecticism are, on the sur

face at least, in direct opposition to each other. 

The law of identity insists on cross-situational consis

tency: A is A regardless of the context. The law of noncon

tradiction demands that a proposition and its negation 

cannot both be true: A and not-A are impossible. The 

principle of holism, in contrast, indicates that a thing is 
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different in one context than in another and the principle 

of change indicates that life is a constant passing from one 

state of being to another, so that to be is not to be and not 

to be is to be. A man is literally a different person in the 

family than in his role as a businessman; wealth means 

poverty is around the corner. 

Modern East Asians are of course perfectly well aware 

of the same logical principles that Westerners hold dear 

and make use of logic in some contexts, as we have just 

seen. But in the East Asian view, the law of noncontradic

tion applies only to the realm of concepts and abstrac

tions. The rejection of conclusions because they seem 

formally contradictory can be mistaken, because concepts 

are merely reflections of things and it can sometimes be 

more sensible to admit that an apparent contradiction 

exists than to insist that either one state of affairs or its 

opposite is the true one. 

The differences in the two stances toward contradic

tion have some interesting consequences for reasoning in 

many domains. 

Peng and I asked Chinese and American graduate students 

at the University of Michigan to read stories about con

flicts between people and about conflicts between a per

son's own opposed impulses. One story reported a value 

conflict between mothers and daughters and another 

described a conflict between wanting to have fun and hav

ing to work hard in school. We asked participants to ana

lyze these conflicts and we coded them as to whether they 

were Middle Way, dialectical resolutions or nondialectical 

resolutions. A dialectical response usually included sen-
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tences that attributed the cause of the problem to both 

sides and attempted to reconcile opposing views by com

promise or transcendence. A response such as "both the 

mothers and the daughters have failed to understand each 

other" would have been coded as dialectical, as would an 

answer that pointed out that in the not-too-distant future 

it was likely that the two would come to see eye-to-eye. 

Nondialectical responses generally found exclusive fault 

with one side or the other. 

For the mother-daughter conflict, 72 percent of Chi

nese answers were scored as dialectical and only 26 per

cent of American responses were. For the school vs. fun 

conflict, about half the Chinese responses were dialectical, 

but only about 12 percent of American responses were. In 

short, most of the Chinese responses tried to find a Middle 

Way. Most of the American responses demanded change 

solely in one direction. 

In another study, Peng and I examined Easterners' and 

Westerners' preference for logical vs. dialectical argu

ments. We asked participants which of two arguments 

they preferred against Aristotle's assumption that a heav

ier object falls to the ground first. All of the participants 

were graduate students in the natural sciences at the Uni

versity of Michigan, but none of them were physicists. 

Each argument began with: "Aristotle believed that the 

heavier a body is, the faster it falls to the ground. How

ever, such an assumption might be false." 

The first, logical argument, essentially Galileo's classi

cal one, continued: "Suppose that we have two bodies, a 

heavy one called H and a light one called L. Under Aristo-
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tie's assumption, H will fall faster than L. Now suppose 

that H and L are joined together. . . . Now what happens? 

Well, L plus H is heavier than H so by the initial assump

tion it should fall faster than H alone. But in the joined 

body . . . L [is lighter and] will act as a 'brake' on H, and L 

plus H will fall slower than H alone. Hence it follows from 

the initial assumption that L plus H will fall both faster 

and slower than H alone. Since this is absurd, the initial 

assumption must be false." 

The second, holistic or dialectical argument contin

ued: " . . . this assumption is based on a belief that the 

physical object is free from any influences of other contex

tual factors . . . which is impossible in reality. Suppose that 

we have two bodies, a heavy one called H and a light one 

called L. If we put two of them in two different condi

tions, such as H in windy weather (W) and L in quiet 

weather (Q) . . . W or Q, would make a difference. Since 

these kinds of contextual influences always exist, we con

clude that the initial assumption must be false." 

We also asked participants which of two arguments 

they preferred for the existence of God, a logical one or a 

holistic one. The "logical" argument was a version of the 

ancient "cosmological" one. "Whatever exists must have a 

cause. . . . In moving from effects to causes, therefore, we 

must have two options. One is to go on tracing an infinite 

succession . . . without any ultimate cause at all; the other 

is that we at last have recourse to some ultimate cause 

that is necessarily existent. . . . But if the whole eternal 

chain of succession, taken together, is not determined or 

caused by anything, this is absurd. . .. We must, therefore, 
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have recourse to a . . . Being who carries the reason of his 

existence in him, and who cannot be supposed not to 

exist, without an express contradiction." 

The holistic, dialectic argument for the existence of 

God was the following: " . . . Just as two people watch a 

cup on the table, one sees a cup with a handle, the other 

must see a cup without a handle if he is looking from the 

opposite perspective . . . each one of them can only see a 

part of the truth. Is nothing the ultimate truth? . . . there 

must be a way to add up all the different perspectives. . .. 

Such a sum or 'whole' consists of every idiosyncratic per

spective, but reveals the truth as a whole. This marvelous 

'whole' cannot be designed or found by any individual 

alone. We must, therefore, have recourse to a necessarily 

existent Being who is above every idiosyncratic entity . . ." 

A majority of Americans preferred Galileo's logical 

argument against Aristotle's assumption about gravity 

whereas a majority of Chinese preferred the holistic, 

dialectical argument. A majority of Americans preferred 

the "logical" argument about the existence of God over 

the holistic argument we concocted, whereas a majority of 

Chinese preferred the holistic argument. My Western sci

entific colleagues find the Chinese preference for the 

holistic argument against Aristotle's views to be astonish

ing, since they regard Galileo's argument as knockdown. 

So I should note that only 60 percent of Americans pre

ferred Galileo's argument. 

What would happen if Easterners and Westerners 

were confronted with apparently conflicting propositions? 

The logical approach would seem to require rejecting one 

of the propositions in favor of the other in order to avoid a 
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possible contradiction. The dialectical approach would 

favor finding some truth in both, in a search for the Mid

dle Way. In order to examine this question, Peng and I 

asked undergraduates at the University of Michigan and 

Beijing University to read what we described as sum

maries of the results of several social science studies. There 

were five different topics altogether and we asked partici

pants either to read about a study reporting a particular 

finding, a study strongly implying something quite differ

ent, or both. The opposing studies did not necessarily con

tradict each other in a logical sense, but at least had the 

character that, if one was true, then the other would seem 

to be quite unlikely to be true. The pair of statements 

below was typical of the more obviously contradictory 

ones. 

Statement A: "A survey found that older inmates are 

more likely to be ones who are serving long sentences 

because they have committed severely violent crimes. The 

authors concluded that they should be held in prison even 

in the case of a prison population crisis." 

Statement B: 'A report on the prison overcrowding 

issue suggests that older inmates are less likely to commit 

new crimes. Therefore, if there is a prison population cri

sis, they should be released first." 

The pair of statements below was typical of those that 

were not contradictory in a logical sense. 

Statement A: "A social psychologist studied young 

adults and asserted that those who feel close to their fami

lies have more satisfying social relationships." 

Statement B: "A developmental psychologist studied 

adolescent children and asserted that those children who 
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were less dependent on their parents and had weaker fam

ily ties were generally more mature." 

If it were really the case that young people who feel 

close to their families have more satisfying social relation

ships, then you would not be likely to think that it is also 

the case that adolescents who have weaker family ties are 

more mature, though admittedly this would entail no logi

cal contradiction. 

Participants rated how believable the statements were. 

Each pair of statements was composed of one that was 

more plausible (to both Chinese and Americans) than the 

other, which we know by looking at the ratings of partici

pants who read only one statement or the other. 

What inferences should the participants have made? 

That seems pretty clear. The participants who were 

exposed to two propositions that are apparently contradic

tory ought to have believed in each of them less than 

those who knew about only one. This should be particu

larly true for less plausible propositions that are countered 

by more plausible ones. But neither the Americans nor the 

Chinese behaved that way. The Chinese who saw both 

propositions reported about equal belief in both. They 

properly rated the more plausible proposition as less 

believable if they saw it contradicted than if they didn't. 

But the Chinese rated the less plausible proposition as 

more believable if they saw it contradicted than if they 

didn't. This inappropriate inference would be the conse

quence of feeling it necessary to find the truth in each of 

two contradictory propositions. The Americans, instead of 

converging in their belief in the two propositions, actually 

diverged, believing the more plausible proposition more if 
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they saw it contradicted than if they didn't. This seems the 

likely result of feeling it necessary to decide which of two 

conflicting propositions is correct. But it's pretty dubious 

inferential practice to believe something more if it's con

tradicted than if it isn't. My guess is that the Americans 

behaved the way they did because they are good at gener

ating counterarguments—a skill that comes from a life

time of doing just that. When confronted with a weak 

argument against a proposition they are inclined to 

believe, they have no trouble in shooting it down. The 

problem is that the ease with which they generate coun

terarguments may serve to bolster their belief in a proposi

tion that ought to seem shakier if it is contradicted than if 

it is not. There is evidence in fact that Americans do tend 

to generate more counterarguments than Chinese do. In 

effect, Americans may not know their own strength, fail

ing to understand how easy it is for them to attack an 

argument they find implausible. 

The American tendency to avoid contradiction seems 

related to the long-standing Western inclination to search 

for principles that will justify beliefs. If I can show that 

some principle is guiding my beliefs, then I can demon

strate that, any appearances to the contrary notwithstand

ing, my beliefs are consistent with one another. 

Westerners' need to demonstrate that their beliefs are 

guided by principles appears to apply also for actual 

choices. Organizational psychologists Briley, Morris, and 

Simonson studied the consumer choices of European 

Americans and people from Hong Kong. All choices were 

among a triad of objects—computers, for example—that 
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differed on two dimensions. "IBM" was superior to both 

"Sony" and "Apple" on one dimension and "Apple" was 

superior to both "IBM" and "Sony" on the other dimen

sion. Sony was always intermediate between IBM and 

Apple on both dimensions. On average, across the range of 

choices, Americans and East Asians in a control condition 

were about equally likely to choose intermediate Sony. In 

an experimental condition, Briley and colleagues had par

ticipants give reasons for their choice, anticipating that 

this would prompt Americans to look for a rule that 

would justify a given choice (e.g., "RAM is more impor

tant than hard drive space"), but would prompt people of 

Asian culture to seek a compromise ("Both RAM and hard 

drive space are important"). When asked to justify their 

choices, Americans moved to a preference for one of the 

extreme objects whose choice could be justified with ref

erence to a simple rule, whereas Asian participants moved 

to a greater preference for the compromise object. Partici

pants gave justifications that were consistent with their 

choices: Americans were more likely to give rule-based 

justifications and Chinese were more likely to give com

promise-based justifications. 

So there is ample evidence to indicate that Easterners 

are not concerned with contradiction in the same way that 

Westerners are. They have a greater preference for com

promise solutions and for holistic arguments and they are 

more willing to endorse both of two apparently contradic

tory arguments. When asked to justify their choices, they 

seem to move to a compromise, Middle Way stance 

instead of referring to a dominating principle. The greater 

adherence to the principle of noncontradiction on the part 
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of Americans seems to produce no guarantee against ques

tionable inferences. On the contrary, Americans' contra

diction phobia may sometimes cause them to become 

more extreme in their judgments under conditions in 

which the evidence indicates they should become less 

extreme. This tendency mirrors complaints about hyper-

logical Western habits of mind often expressed by philoso

phers and social critics of both East and West. 

H O K U M , E M O T I O N , A N D M A T H 

One of the most reliable phenomena of social psychology 

is the Barnum effect, named after the circus owner who 

gave us the expression, There's a sucker born every 

minute. If you want to make someone, anyone, think that 

you have remarkable insight into their character, you can 

just tell them something like the following: "Although gen

erally you have an upbeat personality, sometimes you find 

yourself blue—without always having a clear idea why. 

While most people think you are reasonably outgoing, the 

truth is you are rather shy at the core . . ." 

Most everyone thinks they are fairly upbeat but get 

sad at times, that they seem sociable but are really rather 

shy. What people don't realize is how common these self-

perceptions are and so they feel that the psychologist or 

fortune-teller, as the case may be, has looked deep into 

their soul and found truth. Incheol Choi argued that this 

is made easier if people don't recognize the near contra

dictions that are carefully built into these phony person

ality descriptions that lend them plausibility, whatever 
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the person thinks about his personality. If so, then East 

Asians could be expected to be more susceptible to the 

Barnum effect, accepting apparently opposing personality 

descriptions of themselves. To test this, Choi asked Kore

ans and Americans to rate their personalities on a number 

of scales. Different scales were designed to tap what most 

people would say are opposite traits. Choi asked partici

pants to rate how rude they were and, in another part of 

the questionnaire, how polite they were. Koreans who 

said they were more polite than others were likely to say 

that they were about as rude as others. Americans who 

said they were more polite said they were less rude, or, if 

they said they were less polite, tended to say they were 

more rude. A red flag apparently went up for Americans 

indicating possible contradiction, but was less likely to do 

so for Koreans. 

In an even more striking demonstration of inconsis

tency, Choi gave Korean and American participants a large 

number of statements that were literal or near-literal 

opposites of each other. 

• A person's character is his destiny; or 

A person's character is not his destiny. 

• The more one knows, the more one believes; or 

The more one knows, the less one believes. 

Choi gave some participants one of the opposed pair 

of propositions and some participants the other. If the 

Americans given the first statement of the pair tended to 

agree with it, the Americans given the other statement 

tended to disagree with it. But this was not necessarily 
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true for Koreans, who were likely to agree with whichever 

statement of the pair they saw. 

There is a poem by William Butler Yeats called "Lapis 

Lazuli." It describes a gemstone with a carving showing a 

pair of elderly Chinese men under a pagoda roof on a 

mountainside. 

There, on the mountain and the sky, 

On all the tragic scene they stare. 

One asks for mournful melodies; 

Accomplished fingers begin to play. 

Their eyes mid many wrinkles, their eyes, 

Their ancient, glittering eyes, are gay. 

It may be that Yeats was right to make his point with 

people who were Chinese, because there is evidence that 

the simultaneous experience of conflicting emotions is 

more common for Easterners than for Westerners. Kaiping 

Peng and his colleagues asked Japanese and American par

ticipants to look at faces and to indicate what kinds of 

emotions they expressed. For Americans, faces were happy 

or sad, angry or frightened. The more they reported seeing 

positive emotions, the less they reported seeing negative 

emotions. (Western) common sense and lots of data col

lected over the years by psychologists suggest things could 

scarcely be otherwise. But indeed they were otherwise for 

the Japanese participants. They were quite likely to report 

seeing both positive and negative emotions in the same 

face. 

East Asians also seem to have no trouble accepting 
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apparent contradictions in their own emotions. Organiza

tional psychologists Richard Bagozzi, Nancy Wong, and 

Youjae Yi asked Chinese, Korean, and American partici

pants to rate their emotional states at the moment and 

their emotional states in general. American participants 

tended to report experiencing uniformly positive emotions 

or uniformly negative ones. But for Chinese and Korean 

respondents there was little relationship between the 

intensity of positive emotions they reported, both now 

and in general, and the intensity of negative emotions they 

reported. Reporting strong positive emotions was fully 

compatible with expressing strong negative emotions. 

Confucius was apparently speaking for at least a very large 

fraction of the world's people when he said, "When a per

son feels happiest, he will inevitably feel sad at the same 

time." 

I am sometimes accused of a contradiction myself. Why do 

nonlogical Asians tend to do so much better in math and 

science than Americans? How can this be if East Asians 

have trouble with logic? There are several answers to this 

question. 

First, it should be noted that we don't actually find 

East Asians to have trouble with formal logic, we just find 

them to be less likely to use it in everyday situations 

where experience or desire conflicts with it. Second, East

ern lack of concern about contradiction and emphasis on 

the Middle Way undoubtedly does result in logical errors, 

but Western contradiction phobia can also produce logical 

errors. 

The Eastern reputation for math skills is really quite 
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recent. Traditional Chinese and Japanese culture empha

sized literature, the arts, and music as the proper pursuits 

of the educated person. In research with young and elderly 

Chinese and Americans, we and others find that only the 

young Chinese outperform their American counterparts. 

Comparably schooled older Chinese and Americans per

form similarly in math. 

Asian math education is better and Asian students 

work harder. Teacher training in the East continues 

throughout the teacher's career; teachers have to spend 

much less time teaching than their American counter

parts; and the techniques in common use are superior to 

those found in America. (Asian math-education superior

ity to Europe in these respects is less marked.) Both in 

America and in Asia, children of East Asian background 

work much harder on math and science than European 

Americans. The difference in how hard children work at 

math is likely due at least in part to the greater Western 

tendency to believe that behavior is the result of fixed 

traits. Americans are inclined to believe that skills are 

qualities you do or don't have, so there's not much point 

in trying to make a silk purse out of a sow's ear. Asians 

tend to believe that everyone, under the right circum

stances and with enough hard work, can learn to do math. 

In short, Asian superiority in math and science is para

doxical, but scarcely contradictory! 

I have presented a large amount of evidence to the 

effect that Easterners and Westerners differ in fundamen

tal assumptions about the nature of the world, in the focus 

of attention, in the skills necessary to perceive relation

ships and to discern objects in a complex environment, in 
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the character of causal attribution, in the tendency to 

organize the world categorically or relationally and in the 

inclination to use rules, including the rules of formal logic. 

Two major questions arise in light of these contentions. 

Does it matter? Is it going to continue? Chapter 8 

addresses the former question and the epilogue addresses 

the latter. 



C H A P T E R 8 

A N D I F T H E N A T U R E O F 

T H O U G H T I S N O T E V E R Y 

W H E R E T H E S A M E ? 

been found in virtually every study we have undertaken 

and they are usually large. Most of the time, in fact, East

erners and Westerners were found to behave in ways that 

were qualitatively distinct. Americans on average found it 

harder to detect changes in the background of scenes and 

Japanese found it harder to detect changes in objects in 

the foreground. Americans in general failed to recognize 

the role of situational constraints on a speaker's behavior 

whereas Koreans were able to. The majority of Koreans 

judged an object to be more similar to a group with which 

it shared a close family resemblance, whereas an even 

greater majority of Americans judged the object to be 

more similar to a group to which it could be assigned by a 

between Easterners and Westerners h; ave 
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deterministic rule. When confronted with two apparently 

contradictory propositions, Americans tended to polarize 

their beliefs whereas Chinese moved toward equal accep

tance of the two propositions. When shown a thing, Japan

ese are twice as likely to regard it as a substance than as an 

object and Americans are twice as likely to regard it as an 

object than as a substance. And so on. 

The lesson of the qualitative differences for psycholo

gists is that, had the experiments in question been done 

just with Westerners, they would have come up with con

clusions about perceptual and cognitive processes that are 

not by any means general. And in fact just such mistaken 

conclusions about universality have been mistakenly 

reached for many of the processes reported on in this 

book. It seems clear that we need a reconsideration of 

which perceptual and reasoning processes are basic and 

which are subject to substantial variation from one human 

group to another. The fault lines are going to lie deeper, 

and in different locations, than has been suspected up till 

now. 

D O E S I T M A T T E R ? 

But the results reported in the body of the book are based 

mostly on laboratory tests: Why should we assume the 

findings are anything more than hothouse plants that have 

no counterpart in real-world thought or behavior? 

The question is a fair one and it will be instructive to 

attempt to answer it. There are in fact many domains of 

life in which Easterners and Westerners think and behave 
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Number of engineers in the society 

Next, we define a ratio of such ratios as two countries' 

relative preferences for lawyers over engineers. 

Number of lawyers/engineers in society A 

Number of lawyers/engineers in society B 

quite differently and these differences are well understood 

in terms of our claims about holistic vs. analytic thought. 

Medicine Medicine in the West retains the analytic, 

object-oriented, and interventionist approaches that were 

common thousands of years ago: Find the offending part or 

humour and remove or alter it. Medicine in the East is far 

more holistic and has never until modern times been in the 

least inclined toward surgery or other heroic interventions. 

Health is the result of a balance of favorable forces in the 

body; illness is due to a complex interaction of forces that 

must be met by equally complex, usually natural, mostly 

herbalist remedies and preventives. Dissection of bodies 

into their component parts was practiced by the ancient 

Greeks and, with a hiatus during the Middle Ages, has been 

practiced in the West for the last five hundred years, as 

well. Dissection was not introduced—from the West, of 

course—to Eastern medicine until the nineteenth century. 

Law Contemplate the following equation: First, we 

define a society's preference for lawyers over engineers as 

a ratio: 

Number of lawyers in the society 
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The number we get when we divide the lawyer-

preference ratio of the United States by the lawyer-

preference ratio of Japan is forty-one] 

Those lawyers in the U.S. are put to good use. Conflict 

between individuals in Western countries is handled to a 

substantial degree by legal confrontations, whereas it is 

much more likely to be handled in the East by intermedi

aries. In the West, the goal is satisfaction of a principle of 

justice and the presumption going into the arena of con

flict resolution is typically that there is a right and a wrong 

and there will be a winner and a loser. The goal in Eastern 

conflict resolution is more likely to be hostility reduction 

and compromise is assumed to be the likely result. West

erners call on universal principles of justice to push their 

goals and judges and juries feel obligated to make deci

sions that they believe would hold for everyone in approx

imately similar circumstances. In contrast, in the East, 

flexibility and broad attention to particular circumstances 

of the case are the earmarks of wise conflict resolution. As 

a citizen of prerevolutionary China put i t : " . . . A Chinese 

judge cannot think of law as an abstract entity, but as a 

flexible quantity as it should be personally applied to 

Colonel Huang or Major Li. Accordingly, any law which is 

not personal enough to respond to the personality of 

Colonel Huang or Major Li is inhuman and therefore no 

law at all. Chinese justice is an art, not a science." 

Debate Decision processes in Japanese boardrooms 

and executive councils are designed to avoid conflict and 

dissonance. Meetings are often little more than a ratifica

tion of consensus achieved by the leader beforehand. 

Japanese managers tend to deal with conflict with other 
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managers by simple avoidance of the situation, whereas 

Americans are far more likely than Japanese to attempt 

persuasion. What is intrusive and dangerous in the East is 

considered a means for getting at the truth in the West. 

Westerners place an almost religious faith in the free mar

ketplace of ideas. Bad ideas are no threat, at least over the 

long run, because they will be seen for what they are if 

they can be discussed in public. There has never been such 

an assumption in the East and there is not today. 

Science In the decade of the nineties, scientists living in 

the United States produced forty-four Nobel Prizes and 

the Japanese produced just one, despite the fact that 

Japanese funding for science is fully half that of the U.S. 

West Germany, which spends half as much on science as 

Japan, has produced five Nobel Prize winners. And France, 

with far less funding even than Germany, has produced 

three. The relatively slight accomplishments of Japanese 

science can be chalked up partially to the Confucian 

respect for elders that funnels support to mediocre older 

scientists instead of more talented younger ones. But some 

Japanese scientists attribute the deficit in part to the 

absence of debate and intellectual confrontation. Peer 

review and criticism are rare in Japan, where such things 

are considered rude and where there is not widespread 

acceptance of their role in clarifying and advancing 

thought about scientific matters. As one Japanese scientist 

put it: "I worked at the Carnegie Institution in Washington 

and I knew two eminent scientists who were good friends, 

but once it came to their work, they would have severe 

debates, even in the journals. That kind of thing happens 

in the United States, but in Japan, never." 
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Rhetoric The resistance to debate is not merely a social 

or ideological one, nor is it limited to purely quantitative 

outcomes, such as the number of scientific papers pro

duced. The reluctance extends to the very nature of com

munication and rhetoric. Western rhetoric, which provides 

the underlying structure for everything from scientific 

reports to policy position papers, usually has some varia

tion of the following form: 

• background; 

• problem; 

• hypothesis or proposed proposition; 

• means of testing; 

• evidence; 

• arguments as to what the evidence means; 

• refutation of possible counterarguments; and 

• conclusion and recommendations. 

Most Westerners I speak to about this format take it 

for granted that it is universal: How else could one com

municate findings and recommendations briskly and con

vincingly or even think clearly about what one is doing? 

The truth is, however, that this linear rhetoric form is not 

at all common in the East. For my own Asian students, I 

find that the linear rhetoric form is the last crucial thing 

they learn on their road to becoming fully functioning 

social scientists. 

Contracts To the Western mind, once a bargain is 

struck, it shouldn't be modified; a deal is a deal. For East

erners, agreements are often regarded as tentatively agreed-

upon guides for the future. These opposing views have 
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often caused conflict between Easterners and Westerners. 

Recall the bitterness between Japanese and Australian busi-

nesspeople over Australia's refusal to renegotiate a contract 

for sugar when the price dropped radically on the world 

market. The Japanese were not being hypocritical or purely 

self-serving. Japanese suppliers take such matters under 

consideration with their own customers. If it snows in 

Tokyo, film distributors are likely to compensate theater 

owners for their diminished audiences. As business profes

sors Hampden-Turner and Trompenaars note, "Looked at 

analytically on an item-by-item basis, [such accommodat

ing behavior] is not cost-effective. But looked at as strength

ening the relationship between customer and supplier, it 

makes very good sense." In short, the Japanese take a holis

tic view of the business relationship, including its context 

over time. 

International Relations An international conflict influ

enced by differing conceptions of causality occurred 

between China and the United States when a Chinese 

fighter plane collided with an American surveillance plane 

and the surveillance plane was forced to land on a Chinese 

island without receiving permission from the ground. The 

Chinese held captive the crew of the surveillance plane, 

demanding an apology for the incident from the U.S. The 

Americans, asserting that the cause of the accident was the 

recklessness of the fighter pilot, refused. Political scientist 

Peter Hays Gries and social psychologist Kaiping Peng 

have observed that, to the Chinese, an insistence that 

there was such a thing as the cause of the accident was 

hopelessly limited in its perspective. Relevant to the acci

dent were a host of considerations, including the fact that 
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the U.S. was, after all, spying on China, there was a history 

of interaction between the particular surveillance plane 

and the particular fighter, and so on. Given the complexity 

and ambiguity of causality—taken for granted by the Chi

nese to be the case in this instance as in all others—the 

very least the United States could do would be to express 

its regrets that the incident occurred. The presumed ambi

guity of causality may lie behind Eastern insistence on 

apology for any action that results in harm to someone 

else, no matter how unintentionally and indirectly (and 

the readiness of Japanese managers to resign when matters 

over which they could not possibly have had control go 

awry). Ultimately, the "regret" formula was the one that 

China and the U.S. hit upon to resolve the impasse, but it 

is not likely that many people on either side understood 

the role played in the conflict by the differing conceptions 

of causality that Gries and Peng identified. 

Human Rights Westerners seem inclined to believe 

there is only one kind of relation between the individual 

and the state that is appropriate. Individuals are separate 

units and they enter into a social contract with one 

another and with the state that entails certain rights, free

doms, and obligations. But most peoples, including East 

Asians, view societies not as aggregates of individuals but 

as molecules, or organisms. As a consequence, there is little 

or no conception of rights that inhere in the individual. 

For the Chinese, any conception of rights is based on a 

part-whole as opposed to a one-many conception of soci

ety. To the extent that the individual has rights, they con

stitute the individual's "share" of the total rights. When 

Westerners see East Asians treating people as if they had 
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no rights as individuals, they tend to be able to view this 

only in moral terms. Whatever the moral appropriateness 

of the behavior of East Asian officials—and I share with 

most Westerners the view that there is such a thing as 

individual human rights and that they sometimes are vio

lated in East Asia—it is important to understand that to 

behave differently would require not just a different moral 

code, but a different conception of the nature of the indi

vidual. A different conception of the individual would in 

turn rest on an inclination to think about the world in 

terms of individual units rather than continuous sub

stances at the most basic metaphysical level. 

It is also important to recognize that East Asians and 

other interdependent peoples have their own moral objec

tions to Western behavior. When East Asian students 

become comfortable enough to speak out in Western 

classrooms, they will often express bewilderment at how 

much disorder, crime, and exposure to violent and sexually 

explicit images in the media Westerners are willing to tol

erate in the name of freedom. They perceive these issues 

as entailing human rights because rights are perceived as 

inhering in the collectivity rather than the individual. 

Religion Some of the many religious differences can be 

understood in terms of the "right/wrong" mentality of the 

West in contrast to the "both/and" orientation of the East. 

Eastern religions are characterized by tolerance and inter-

penetration of religious ideas. One can be a Confucian, a 

Buddhist, and a Christian in Korea and Japan (and in 

China prior to the revolution). Religious wars in the East 

have been relatively rare, whereas they have been endemic 

in the West for hundreds of years: Monotheism often car-
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ries with it the insistence that everyone accede to the 

same notion of God. It could be argued that the Greeks 

should be held blameless in this (after all, they had many 

gods and didn't much care which ones any particular indi

vidual favored), and perhaps this is true. It is the Abra-

hamic religions that have been so inclined toward religious 

warfare. On the other hand, it has been claimed that 

Christianity is the only religion that finds it necessary to 

have a theology specifying essential aspects of God and 

that this insistence on categorization and abstraction is 

traceable to the Greeks. 

Cycles and recurrences are an integral part of many 

Eastern religions but are less common in the West. Rebirth 

is part of some Eastern religions but rare in Western ones. 

Sin is understood to be a chronic condition and can be 

atoned for in many Eastern religions (as well as in Catholi

cism to a degree). But sin is hard to atone for or literally 

ineradicable in the Protestant tradition. You might say that 

as one moves West from India, the number of possible 

states after death lowers drastically—from the near infin

ity of reincarnations of Hinduism and Buddhism to the 

multiple levels of Catholic purgatory and circles of hell to 

the binary possibility of the Calvinist. 

Finally, it should be recalled that much of the evi

dence discussed in this book is drawn from everyday life 

problem solving. Japanese managers start at the bottom of 

their companies and are rotated among divisions fre

quently so as to maintain an overview of their companies' 

activities. Buildings in China, even skyscrapers in Hong 

Kong, are built only after an exhaustive survey by feng shui 

experts who examine every conceivable ecological, topo-



A N D IF T H E N A T U R E OF T H O U G H T IS NOT E V E R Y W H E R E T H E S A M E ? 201 

logical, climatologic, and geometric feature of landscape 

and proposed building simultaneously and in relation to 

one another. It is Westerners, and Americans in particular, 

who pioneered the atomistic, interchangeable, uniform, 

modular approach to manufacturing and merchandising. 

And so on. My claim is not that the cognitive differences 

we find in the laboratory cause the differences in attitudes, 

values, and behaviors, but that the cognitive differences 

are inseparable from the social and motivational ones. Peo

ple hold the beliefs they do because of the way they think 

and they think the way they do because of the nature of 

the societies they live in. 

H o w S H O U L D PEOPLE T H I N K ? 

Early in the twentieth century, philosophers and psycholo

gists effected a division of labor. Psychologists were given 

the descriptive task of finding out how people thought 

and behaved. Philosophers were assigned the prescriptive 

job of telling people how they ought to think and behave. 

Sometimes, though not as often as might have been advis

able, philosophers have looked to the work of psycholo

gists to find out what people actually do. But even if 

philosophers had been paying close attention to the work 

of psychologists, they would have found little to disabuse 

them of their convictions about universality. I believe the 

work reported here will have that effect on psychologists 

and consequently on philosophers, as well. 

To see how philosophy might be affected by demon

strations of nonuniversality, consider the riddle of indue-
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tion, as introduced by David Hume in the eighteenth cen

tury. How are we justified, he asked, in assuming that the 

future will be like the past, that the food that nourished us 

today will nourish us tomorrow. There can be no question 

of a deductive solution to the problem. "This food nour

ished me today; therefore, it will nourish me tomorrow" 

has only a probabilistic status; it lacks the certainty that is 

required of a syllogism. 

The philosopher Nelson Goodman proposed that the 

solution to the riddle of induction is to seek reflective equi

librium between rules for inductive inferences and the spe

cific inferences that we in fact make. This is what we do 

with deductive rules: We would abandon any deductive 

rule that required us to sanction inferences that we found 

unacceptable, and would reject any conclusion that was 

prohibited by a rule we were unwilling to give up. But sup

pose there are cultures that don't reason as "we" do, and 

moreover, don't even endorse the same principles of rea

soning that we do? Philosopher Stephen Stich has observed 

that this makes a shambles of the reflective equilibrium 

principle. If we don't agree about whether an inference is 

justified or not, we can't use the principle as a guide to cor

rect thinking—just an expression of personal preference. 

One solution is just to say that we're justified in our infer

ences and they're justified in theirs—even if their infer

ences are completely different from ours. This position of 

extreme relativism is an easy one to take, but no one really 

believes it. If you tell me that you believe that both of two 

virtually contradictory propositions are correct, I may 

politely say that I'm sure you're right for you but I'm right 

for me. Is either of us convinced? Probably not. 
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But I'm not willing to lie in this bed of relativism I've 

helped to make. On the contrary, I find that Asian patterns 

of reasoning cast valuable light on some of the reasoning 

errors of Westerners and I believe the same mirror can be 

profitably reversed to look at Eastern thought. 

I will focus on just a few Western habits of thought 

that seem particularly illuminated by contrasting them 

with Eastern patterns of thought. 

Formalism There is enormous power in the formal, 

logical approach of Western thought. Science and mathe

matics obviously rely on it, though just how much is a 

matter of dispute. Francis Bacon wrote that "logic is use

less; it is creation that is science." And Bertrand Russell 

expressed the view that the syllogisms of the twelfth-

century monks were as sterile as they were. Though I'm 

inclined to agree, this is a puzzling statement coming from 

someone who believed that all human problems could be 

solved by logic, but could apply only formal logic to real-

world questions. In my view, this rendered his analysis of 

political and social questions naive. The chief cause of his 

problem was the insistence on separation of form and con

tent, so that reasoning could be carried out using logical 

principles on the form alone. This is a Western ailment. As 

the philosopher S. H. Liu says, "Chinese are too rational to 

separate form from content." 

A second problem for Russell was that, like most 

Westerners, he was largely lacking in what may be called 

the "reasoning schemas" of dialecticism. Many such 

schemas were identified (without using the term "dialecti

cism") by developmental psychologists Klaus Riegel and 

Michael Basseches. These psychologists disagreed with 
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Jean Piaget's view that most reasoning was carried out by 

means of so-called formal operations, or logical principles, 

which were in place by adolescence. In their view, most 

high-level reasoning was carried out by means of postfor-

mal operations—reasoning schemas that are more com

plex and more tied to specific thought content than are 

logical rules. They were termed "postformal" because they 

were assumed to develop primarily after the formal opera

tions were complete. Both Riegel and Basseches believed 

that progress in development of postformal operations 

continues throughout the lifespan. Some examples from 

Basseches's work include the following. 

• The concept of movement from thesis to 

antithesis to synthesis. 

• The ability to understand events or situations as 

moments in the development of a process. 

• The recognition of the possibility of qualitative 

change as a result of quantitative change. 

• The ability to take a stance of contextual rela

tivism. 

• The recognition of the value of multiple perspec

tives on a problem. 

• The recognition of the pitfalls of formalism based 

on the interdependence of form and content. 

• The ability to understand the concept of two-

way reciprocal relationships. 

• The ability to understand the concept of self-

transforming systems. 

• The ability to conceive of systems in terms of 

their equilibrium. 
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Oddly, neither Riegel nor Basseches seems to have 

made the connection in print between their notions about 

postformal operations and the dialectical aspects of East

ern thought, though it seems highly unlikely that they 

were unaware of the similarities. In fact, it is probable that 

they drew on Eastern ideas for developing the schemas. 

The two Western vices of separation of form and con

tent and the insistence on logical approaches often operate 

together to produce a lot of academic nonsense. There are 

plenty of examples from my field of psychology to point 

to. In particular, a great deal of formal modeling of psycho

logical phenomena—most that I am aware of—fails to 

elucidate the phenomena it purports to. The joy lies in 

modeling for its own sake, not in making sense of behavior. 

Economist friends have told me that the macho thing in 

economics is to pick some implausible principle and then 

derive as many phenomena as possible from it. 

Two-valued Logic The binary, "either/or" approach to 

the evaluation of propositions characteristic of the West 

has been lamented by many Western thinkers, but the 

problems are easier to see from the standpoint of the 

"both/and" approach of the East. For example, the Western 

insistence that a behavior have a cause, rather than a num

ber of causes, results in people seeing behavior either as 

intrinsically caused or extrinsically caused, but not both. 

So someone can act out of generosity or to satisfy some 

self-serving motive, but not for both types of reasons. 

Adam Smith wrote from this perspective in his famous 

defense of capitalism: "It is not that he cares for you, the 

customer, that the brewer, the baker, or the butcher pro

vides for your dinner, but because he cares for himself." 
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But on reflection, why not both motives? Surely many 

merchants are primarily in business to feed their own fami

lies but also like the fact that they are helping to feed oth

ers, as well. This was recognized by Smith himself but has 

been ignored or unappreciated by many of his followers. 

There is a cynicism about the motives of politicians 

that is characteristic of Americans which, however healthy 

it might be for maintaining personal freedoms, is likely 

to produce some incorrect assessments. Neither Lyndon 

Johnson nor Richard Nixon is among my favorite politi

cians, but both were widely seen as having acted for politi

cal gain when they did things that in fact they believed 

would lead to serious loss. Johnson was seen by many as 

trying to enhance his political capital by fighting for 

Kennedy's civil rights bills, but in fact he knew—better 

than Kennedy could have—that he was signing over the 

South to the Republican Party for a generation. Nixon was 

thought by many to be seeking personal political gain by 

the opening to China when in fact he and many of his 

aides feared it would be an extremely unpopular move. 

There is a bit of evidence that Westerners may be 

more susceptible to this "single-motive fallacy" than other 

people. Developmental psychologists Joan Miller and 

David Bersoff told American and East Indian children 

about cases in which one person helped another person. In 

some instances, the helper expected reciprocation and in 

other cases did not. The Indian children assumed that the 

helper was intrinsically eager to help, regardless of expec

tations about reciprocation. The American children 

believed there was an intrinsic motive to help only if there 

was no expectation of reciprocation. 
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The Fundamental Attribution Error One of social psy

chology's most important and best demonstrated phenom

ena is the fundamental attribution error—the tendency to 

assume that the behavior of another person has been pro

duced by personality traits or abilities and to slight impor

tant situational factors. Critics have sometimes held that 

this tendency doesn't constitute an error at all. But East 

Asians are less susceptible to the error than Americans in 

some cases and the error is more readily corrected for 

them when the situation is highlighted in some way. The 

critic can't have it both ways. Either Westerners are wrong 

in those cases when they ignore the implications of the sit

uation or Asians are wrong when they take them into con

sideration. The more plausible position, especially in light 

of the data showing that Americans are prone to attend 

only to salient objects and to ignore contexts, is to say that 

it is the Americans who are wrong and the Asians who are 

right in these cases. 

Research on the fundamental attribution error has 

philosophical implications beyond the epistemological. 

The work is also important for ethics, a point emphasized 

by philosophers including John Doris, Gilbert Harman, 

and Peter Vranas, as well as by many psychologists. They 

note that Aristotle's ethics, which has played a large role 

in the history of Western philosophy, is similar to his 

physics. People, like objects, behave as they do because of 

their properties—virtues or vices in the case of the ethi

cally relevant behavior of people. Aristotle's "virtue ethics" 

is more consistent with lay Western thought about moral 

behavior than with Eastern beliefs. Aristotle's system 

encourages you to assume that people are incorrigible or 
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to take the stance that behavior must be altered by chang

ing people's attributes—a difficult thing to do at best and 

counterproductive at worst. If you want to get people to 

behave as you (and often they) believe they ought, an eas

ier route is to encourage them to seek out situations that 

will bring out the best behavior in them and to shun those 

that will encourage bad behavior. Such an approach to 

encouraging ethical behavior is more obvious from an 

Eastern viewpoint than from a Western viewpoint. 

Turnabout is fair play, and it is also possible to use Western 

principles as a platform for criticizing Eastern thought. A 

sketch of what that enterprise might look like follows. 

Contradiction The heuristic "there's truth on both 

sides" may very well be a good one to use as a first 

approach to understanding any apparent contradiction. It 

may also be a good place to end up much of the time. It is 

not an algorithm best followed relentlessly, however. 

Sometimes one proposition has all or most of the truth on 

its side and the other has little or none. We have seen that 

Easterners are more willing to grant credence to each of 

two propositions that bear a contradictory relationship to 

each other than Americans are, and that they can be led 

into the serious error of believing a given proposition 

more when they see it contradicted by a more plausible 

proposition than when they merely see it by itself. This is 

almost impossible to defend on logical grounds but can 

readily be seen as the result of an insistence on finding the 

Middle Way. Incheol Choi maintains that the relative 

insensitivity of Easterners to contradiction makes it less 

likely that they will have sufficient curiosity to become 
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scientists. Whether this is a good or bad thing is a matter 

of preference, but it is certainly relevant that the people 

who run Eastern societies at the moment happen to want 

to be able to produce scientists. 

Debate and Rhetoric I share the Western conviction 

about the efficacy of debate for bringing out the truth or, 

at any rate, for keeping on the table hypotheses that may 

be useful. Western debate style, and the mental habits it 

encourages, are important for keeping societies open and 

open-minded. Debate also goes hand in hand with stan

dard hypothesis-evidence-conclusion rhetoric, which sci

ence and mathematics rely on heavily. Earlier I quoted 

physicist Alan Cromer to the effect that "a geometric 

proof is the ultimate rhetorical form." Statistician and psy

chologist Robert Abelson has written a lovely book 

describing statistics essentially as rhetoric. I believe the 

metaphors are deep and correct. 

Complexity A Western thinker has said that "if the uni

verse is pretzel-shaped, then we must have pretzel-shaped 

hypotheses." True enough, but if we start with a pretzel-

shaped hypothesis, the universe had better be pretzel-

shaped or there's no chance we'll find out just what shape 

it is. For any shape other than a pretzel, you're better off 

starting with a straight line and modifying it as it becomes 

clear that the linear hypothesis is too simple. Asians are 

surely right in their belief that the world is a complicated 

place and it may be right to approach everyday life with 

this stance. In science, though, you get closer to the truth 

more quickly by riding roughshod over complexity than 

by welcoming onboard every conceivably relevant factor. 

Of course, prescriptive observations like those in this 
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section only make sense if we think that people's habits of 

mind can be altered readily. Can they be? 

T E A C H I N G A N D T E S T I N G 

Should educators seek to give other cultures' skills to its 

children or should they focus on what is defined as impor

tant in their own culture? 

Americans are so used to hearing about the educa

tional successes of Asians and Asian Americans both in 

Asia and in the U.S. that it comes as a shock to hear about 

children of U.S.-based Japanese businessmen who are 

labeled "learning disabled" in American schools and put 

back. Their inability to perform causal analysis—for 

example, in history classes—in the most rudimentary way 

expected of American children leads to the belief that 

they are cognitively impaired. 

Causal analytic skills are not the only respect in which 

Asians are sometimes held deficient by American educa

tors. Debate is an important educational tool for learning 

analytic thinking skills and for forcing self-conscious 

reflection on the validity of one's ideas. This view is shared 

increasingly by non-Westerners. Debate training is becom

ing a minor American export industry, with young people 

from all over the world, but especially Asia, coming to 

debate camps in the U.S. 

A few years ago, Heejung Kim, a graduate student 

from Korea studying psychology at Stanford, became exas

perated with the constant demand from her American 

instructors that she speak up in class. She was told repeat-
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edly that failure to speak up could be taken as an indica

tion of failure to fully understand the material and that, in 

any case, speaking up and hearing the reactions of the 

instructor and classmates would help her to understand it 

better. Kim didn't believe it. Instead, she felt that she and 

her fellow Asian and Asian American students would not 

benefit from speaking because their fundamental way of 

understanding the material was not verbal. There is cer

tainly a long tradition in the East of equating silence rather 

than speech with knowledge. As the sixth-century B.C. 

sage Lao-tzu said, "He who knows does not speak, he who 

speaks does not know." Kim explains the difference by 

calling on the distinction made in our work between ana

lytic and holistic thought. Analytic thought, which dis

sects the world into a limited number of discrete objects 

having particular attributes that can be categorized in 

clear ways, lends itself to being captured in language. 

Holistic thought, which responds to a much wider array of 

objects and their relations, and which makes fewer sharp 

distinctions among attributes or categories, is less well 

suited to linguistic representation. 

To test the possibility that Asians and Asian Americans 

in fact find it relatively difficult to use language to repre

sent thought, Kim had people speak out loud as they 

solved various kinds of problems. This had no effect on the 

performance of European Americans. But the requirement 

to speak out loud had very deleterious effects on the per

formance of Asians and Asian Americans. This work is as 

convincing as any in this book about the different nature 

of thought for Asians and Westerners and its practical 

implications are extremely important. How should one 
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educate Asians and Asian Americans in American class

rooms? Is it a form of "colonialism" to demand that they 

perform verbally and share their thoughts with their class

mates? Would it have the effect of undermining the skills 

that go with a holistic approach to the world? Or is it 

merely common sense to prepare them for a world in 

which verbal presentation skills, even if it might be diffi

cult to achieve them, will come in handy? 

Two advantages of Asian cognition stand out: (1) the 

fact that Asians see more of a given scene or context than 

Westerners do; and (2) the holistic, dialectic, Middle Way 

approach to problems. Leaving aside for the moment the 

question of whether one should attempt to teach these 

skills to Westerners, there are some hints from the work of 

cognitive psychologists David Meyer and David Kieras 

that it might be surprisingly easy to open "bottlenecks" in 

perceptual and perceptual-motor performance. People can 

be taught to attend to a broader range of different stimuli, 

and respond to them more quickly and accurately, with 

only modest amounts of training. The cognitive aspects of 

holistic, dialectic approaches to reasoning seem to me to 

be a different matter entirely. They are so embedded in 

perception, philosophy, and even temperament that it 

seems doubtful that much in the way of change could be 

achieved. But I would be delighted to be proved wrong. 

An unchallenged assumption of intelligence testing for the 

past century is that it is possible to test intelligence in a 

culture-fair way. The experts agree that cultural biases can 

creep into language-based intelligence tests. Even within a 

given culture, people of different socioeconomic status 
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have different exposure to words, and certainly across cul

tures and across languages, comparisons become almost 

meaningless. But there is consensus that if intelligence is 

tested without the use of words, it is reasonable to com

pare people from different cultures. 

Have a look at the illustration on page 214 with its 

many boxes. It shows a problem similar to those found on 

well-known tests purporting to be culturally unbiased, 

such as the Cattell Culture-Fair Intelligence Test and 

Raven's Progressive Matrices Test. The task for the person 

being tested is to look at the first few objects in the matrix 

at the top and figure out what the next object, among the 

six options shown beneath the matrix, should be. Every

one has been exposed to circles and rectangles and trian

gles, so there would seem to be no question of unfair 

advantage there. It should just be raw intelligence that is 

being measured. But viewed in the light of ideas proposed 

in this book, the test can be seen to play to the strengths 

of Westerners. It consists of identifying relevant features, 

deciding how to categorize them, and finding the rule that 

best accounts for the way the categories are manipulated. 

With a research team headed by Denise Park and Trey 

Hedden at the University of Michigan and Qicheng Jing of 

the Chinese Institute of Psychology, I tested the intelli

gence of American and Chinese college students and 

elderly people in three different ways: by means of speed 

and memory tests that are correlated with IQ scores (at 

least in Western populations where the question has been 

examined); by percentile score for general information in 

the relevant comparison population (also highly correlated 

with IQ scores); and by the Cattell Culture-Fair Intelli-
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gence Test. We equated each of the groups for speed and 

memory, so that young Americans and Chinese had identi

cal scores on average, as did older Americans and Chinese 
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(the young are much faster and have better memories, so 

it was not possible to equate across age groups for these 

variables), and had identical percentile scores for informa

tion as well (the elderly, in our samples as is usually the 

case, had somewhat higher information scores than the 

young). Despite this matching on two very different mea

sures of intelligence, the Americans, both young and old, 

scored substantially better on the "culture-fair" test than 

the Chinese. The difference was very substantial (more 

than four-fifths of a standard deviation, for readers familiar 

with statistics). If we took the results of the Cattell Test 

seriously, and didn't have the other information about 

abilities, we would have to conclude that Americans were 

a lot smarter than Chinese (or would if we had any claims 

to having a random sample of the relevant populations, 

which we don't). 

Now have a look at the illustration on page 216. The 

person being tested is told to look at the block at the top 

and produce a "running bird" and a "flying bird" by proper 

arrangement of the numbered pieces. (To save the reader 

the trouble of doing this, I've provided the answers at the 

bottom!) This item looks like it might have been produced 

by the Educational Testing Service for measuring the spa

tial relations aptitude of high school seniors. In fact, the 

problem is more than a thousand years old, having been 

designed for the purpose of selecting the mandarinate of 

China. For whatever reason, Chinese and Japanese today 

teach elementary students how to solve problems like this. 

In addition, the particular kinds of spatial analysis required 

to read and write ideographs, and the holistic nature of 

Asian cultures, seem likely to foster spatial skills. And 
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"Seven-Coincidence Board." 

indeed, Asians and Asian Americans are generally found to 

outperform European Americans on spatial tasks. (The 

differences are usually quite large—typically the better 

part of a standard deviation.) If there were any reason to 

assume that populations were being sampled randomly 

(which there isn't), this might encourage some people to 

contend that East Asians are more intelligent than people 

of European culture. And indeed it has. Just such an asser

tion is included among the myriad dubious propositions 

in the book The Bell Curve by Richard Herrnstein and 
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Charles Murray—together with the assertion that the 

finding is strong evidence of a genetic basis for the differ

ence, since such spatial tests are obviously culture fair. 

Ethnic diversity has been acclaimed for all sorts of reasons, 

among them that educational and work environments are 

enriched by having people of different backgrounds. Our 

work does strongly support the contention that diverse 

views should be helpful for problem solving. The cognitive 

orientations and skills of East Asians and people of Euro

pean cultures are sufficiently different that it seems highly 

likely that they would complement and enrich one 

another in any given setting. We would expect that for 

most problems one would be better off having a mix of 

people from different cultures than having people who are 

all from one culture. 

Whether such an advantage to diversity will endure 

depends on whether we are engaged in a worldwide 

homogenizing process. 



E P I L O G U E 

T H E E N D O F P S Y C H O L O G Y 

O R T H E C L A S H 

O F M E N T A L I T I E S ? 

Social scientists in many fields are now debating two very 

different views of the future. One view, championed by 

political scientist Francis Fukuyama, assumes convergence 

of world political and economic systems, and consequently 

of values, and the other predicts continued difference. 

Fukuyama has written of "the end of history," meaning 

that capitalism and democracy have won and that there 

are no forces on the horizon that can generate interesting 

events (as in the Chinese curse, May you live in interesting 

times). The other view, championed by political scientist 

Samuel Huntington, predicts continued difference. Far 

from accepting Fukuyama's vision of societal convergence, 

Huntington has pronounced the world to be on the brink 

of a "clash of civilizations," with major cultural groups 
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including East Asia, Islam, and the West locked in opposi

tion to one another due to irreconcilable differences in 

values and worldviews: "In the emerging world of ethnic 

conflict and civilizational clash, Western belief in the uni

versality of Western culture suffers three problems: it is 

false, it is immoral, and it is dangerous." 

Of course, if economies and governmental forms are 

to be everywhere the same, this would suggest that the 

psychological characteristics of peoples will be the same, 

as well. On the other hand, a clash of civilizations suggests 

the possibility of a continued divergence in habits of 

thought. So will the cognitive differences documented in 

this book turn out to be of mere historical interest? Are 

they going to be gone in fifty or one hundred years 

because social systems and values have converged? Will 

the universalists then turn out to be right, though for the 

wrong reasons? (Right because everyone will think in the 

same way, wrong because the reasons for it will not be 

biological but cultural.) Or will they persist—as they have 

for thousands of years? 

W E S T E R N I Z A T I O N ? 

Fukuyama's views capture those of many in the West— 

perhaps especially Americans, who tend to assume that 

everyone is really an American at heart, or if not, it's only 

a matter of time until they will be. There is plenty of 

superficial evidence to back up this belief. People in every 

country wear jeans and T-shirts and Nike shoes and drink 

Cokes and listen to American music and watch American 
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movies and TV. (Even France felt it necessary recently to 

ration the amount of TV of American origin to 25 percent 

of the total. On the other hand, they've thrown in the lan

guage towel and all French elementary schoolchildren will 

henceforward learn English.) Asian scholars have assured 

me that higher education in Asia is ever more Western in 

nature—emphasizing analysis, criticism, logic, and formal 

approaches to problem solving. 

There is some evidence that socialization of children 

in the East is moving toward the Western pattern. Harold 

Stevenson and his colleagues monitored the mothers of 

children in a particular elementary school in Beijing for 

more than a decade beginning in the mid-eighties, asking 

them what it was that they wanted for their children. 

When the study began, the mothers' concerns were for 

their children's relational skills—their ability to fit in har

moniously with others. Ten years later, the mothers were 

interested mostly in the same things that Western mothers 

are: Does my child have the skills and the independence 

to get ahead in the world? 

A few years ago Kaiping Peng, Nancy Wong, and I 

began to realize that many value surveys were actually 

showing that Easterners were reporting that they held cer

tain "Western" values more strongly than Westerners did. 

Indeed, we ourselves found that Beijing University stu

dents reported valuing equality, imaginativeness, indepen

dence, broadmindedness, and a varied life more than did 

University of Michigan students, whereas Michigan stu

dents reported valuing being self-disciplined and loyal, 

even having respect for tradition and honoring parents and 

elders, more than did Beijing students! (My experience as 
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a parent of two University of Michigan students makes me 

particularly dubious about this last finding.) The odd 

results are probably partly due to the fact that value 

checklists, and even attitude scales, are not very good ways 

of getting at values. When we described scenarios that tac

itly pitted values against one another and asked partici

pants how they would behave in those situations, or 

would prefer for others to behave, we got results that 

matched the intuitions of Asian and American scholars 

who study Asia. But if there is any truth to the idea that 

people tend to become what they are trying to become, or 

what they say they are, the value surveys may be an 

augury of the future. 

C O N T I N U E D D I V E R G E N C E ? 

In Huntington's opinion, the assumption that the world's 

cultures will be assimilated to those of the West is an illu

sion bred of myopia and ethnocentrism. The societal dif

ferences are sufficiently great that future international 

conflicts will be more nearly cultural in origin than eco

nomic or political as in the past. Islam, the East (especially 

China), and the West are on divergent cultural paths and 

the relative influence of the West, because of the eco

nomic advances of the Far East and the demographic 

growth of Islam, is going to decline. The world is not nec

essarily going to be safe for democracy or free markets. 

There is certainly evidence that one can call upon in 

support of this view. 

Japan has had a capitalist economy for more than one 
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hundred years and capitalism can be expected to promote 

values of independence, freedom, and rationalism. Yet 

there are numberless signs that Japan has changed little in 

many social respects and we find large differences between 

the way Japanese and Westerners perceive the world and 

think about it. Capitalism itself has been altered to cohere 

with Japanese social values. Company loyalty and team 

spirit, consultative management, and cooperativeness 

across industries all arose from Japanese social values; 

many held them to be largely responsible for the "Japanese 

miracle" of economic development in the post-World War 

II period. Indeed, it was widely assumed fifteen years ago 

that the West would have to move toward Japanese forms 

of management and business practices in order to be able 

to compete. Of course, Japan's current economic woes are 

widely attributed to essentially the same social values as 

its former success. Many Western observers (some of the 

same ones, in fact!) now regard those values as liabilities 

resulting in too much reluctance to downsize and too 

much readiness to make loans to friends in companies 

having dubious economic prospects. 

Japan has had a democratic form of government since 

shortly after World War II, but its constitution was written 

for it by Americans and many would say that the govern

ment more nearly resembles an oligarchy than a democ

racy—at least until very recently. And, in any case, it's not 

clear how long a nation has to be a democracy before one 

can say it is likely to remain that way, especially when 

there are serious economic strains. 

China, of course, shows little interest in democracy at 

this point—or, at any rate, it certainly looks like its adher-



224 T H E G E O G R A P H Y O F T H O U G H T 

ents have an enormous job cut out for them. China's 

embrace of capitalism is also less than convincing at this 

point. Korea seems to take more wholeheartedly to free 

market practices, but democracy is scarcely five years old 

in that country. And both countries of course remain heav

ily Eastern in a cognitive sense. 

As Huntington has observed, Westerners tend to con

fuse modernization—defined as industrialization, a more 

complex occupational structure, increased wealth and social 

mobility, greater literacy, and urbanization—with Western

ization. But societies other than Japan have become mod

ern without becoming very Western. These include 

Singapore, Taiwan, and, to a lesser degree, Iran. Anyone 

assuming that modernization can only bring more Western

ization should be given pause by the current estimate that 

by 2007 the most common language used on the Internet 

will be Chinese and the prediction by some economists that 

within a few years as much as half the world's international 

air traffic will involve travel through Pacific Asia. 

In short, values continue to diverge and anyone who 

thinks not is confusing the drinking of Cokes and the 

building of computers with Westernization. 

C O N V E R G E N C E ? 

But a third view should be considered, which is that the 

world may be in for convergence rather than continued 

divergence, but a convergence based not purely on West

ernization but also on Easternization and on new cognitive 

forms based on the blending of social systems and values. 
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There are certainly indications that the West finds 

attractions in the East. While the rest of the world drinks 

Cokes and wears jeans, Westerners are rapidly fusing their 

cuisines with Eastern ones. Korea's populace is now one-

third Christian, but the countless resorts in the Catskill 

Mountains formerly catering to a middle-class Jewish 

clientele are rapidly transforming themselves into centers 

for the study of Buddhism—which is gaining U.S. adher

ents at a much more rapid rate than mainline Protes

tantism. Many mainstream Western doctors accept some 

of the general notions of holistic medicine, even recom

mending ancient Asian treatments in lieu of modern West

ern ones for ailments ranging from headache to nausea. 

More importantly, the need to treat the whole person 

rather than attack "the" problem has gained wide currency. 

Millions of Americans, many of them not otherwise 

trendier than the soccer mom or insurance agent next 

door, now practice yoga and tai chi. Many Americans who 

find the traditions of individualism to be alienating look to 

Eastern forms of community as possible cures for social 

anomie. Whole industries now practice Japanese-pioneered 

forms of employer-employee relations. While Easterners 

learn to emphasize debate in education, Westerners exper

iment with logical systems that do not require that a 

proposition be either true or false. Great twentieth-

century physicists, such as Nils Bohr, have attributed their 

progress in quantum mechanics to an appreciation of East

ern ideas. At a time when Western primatologists believed 

that only the mother-infant bond was an important rela

tionship for chimpanzees, Japanese primatologists were 

seeing complex interrelationships in stable chimpanzee 
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societies. Initially dismissed, the Japanese view is now the 

universally accepted one in the field. And, although I have 

not stressed the point, it should be clear that the ideas in 

this book owe as much to Eastern thinkers and experimen

talists as to Western. I firmly believe that the entry of East 

Asians into the social sciences is going to transform how 

we think about human thought and behavior across the 

board. 

If social practices, values, beliefs, and scientific themes 

are to converge, then we can expect that differences in 

thought processes would also begin to evaporate. There is 

in fact evidence that changes in social practices, and even 

changes in temporary states of social orientation, can 

change the way people perceive and think. 

Recall that many of our studies included Asian Ameri

cans. Since they have very different social experiences 

from those of Asians, we would expect that their percep

tions and patterns of thought would resemble those of 

other Westerners to a substantial degree. And in fact the 

perceptual patterns and reasoning styles of such partici

pants were always intermediate between those of Asians 

and European Americans and sometimes were actually 

indistinguishable from those of European Americans. 

Other work suggesting that cognitive modifiability is 

possible comes from the study of genuinely bicultural peo

ple. Evidence suggests that such people do not merely 

have values and beliefs that are intermediate between two 

cultures, but that their cognitive processes can be interme

diate, as well—or at least that they can alternate between 

forms of reasoning characteristic of one culture versus 

another. Recall the studies on causal perception showing 
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that people from Hong Kong can be "primed" by showing 

them Western symbols such as Mickey Mouse and the U.S. 

Capitol, and that this prompts them to answer causal 

questions in a more Western fashion than if they are 

primed by Eastern symbols, such as temples and dragons. 

Similarly, Asian Americans answered questions about 

physical causality in a more Western fashion if they first 

were asked to recall an experience that made their iden

tity as an American apparent to them than if they recalled 

an experience that made salient their identity as an Asian. 

Shinobu Kitayama and his colleagues found evidence 

that cognitive processes could be modified even after rela

tively limited amounts of time spent in another culture. In 

a particularly elegant demonstration, they presented Japan

ese and American participants with several examples of a 

line drawn within a square. Then they were taken to 

another part of the room and shown a square of a differ

ent size than the one they had just seen. They were asked 

to draw a line inside the square either of the same length 

they had just seen or that was proportionally the same. 

Americans were more accurate in drawing a line that was 

the same absolute length, showing that they were more 

capable of ignoring the context. Japanese were more accu

rate in drawing a line that was the same relative length, 

showing that they were more capable of relating object to 

context. Then Kitayama and colleagues went a step fur

ther and looked at the behavior of Americans who had 

been living in Japan for a period of time (usually a few 

months) and Japanese who had been living in America for 

a period of time (usually a few years). Americans living in 

Japan were shifted in a decidedly Japanese direction. 
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Japanese living in America were virtually indistinguishable 

from native Americans. The study does not really prove 

that time in another culture produces such dramatic 

changes in behavior; other interpretations are viable, 

including the possibility that people who go to live in 

another culture are very much like them before they ever 

get there. But the results are strongly suggestive that cog

nitive processes can be modified by dint of merely living 

for a time in another culture. 

In a sense, we are all "bicultural" with respect to social 

constraints and social interest. Our awareness of connec

tions with other people, as well as how much we want to 

associate with other people, varies from time to time. Are 

these fluctuating differences in the relevance of other peo

ple associated with differences in perception and thought? 

Social psychologist Ulrich Kiihnen and his colleagues have 

conducted some remarkable studies that indicate that sim

ple laboratory manipulations of social orientation have an 

effect on the way we think. For example, they tried to 

"prime" an interdependent, collectivist orientation by hav

ing their participants read a paragraph and circle all first-

person plural pronouns (we, us, our) and tried to prime an 

independent, individualist orientation by having them cir

cle all first-person singular pronouns (I, me, mine). They 

found that interdependence-primed participants were 

more field dependent than were independence-primed 

participants as indicated by the Embedded Figures Test; 

that is, they found it harder to recognize a simple figure 

that was enmeshed in a more complicated context. Kiih

nen and Daphna Oyserman, using the same manipulation, 

found that people were able to remember the contexts in 
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which they had seen particular objects—the result of per

ceptual "binding" of object and field—better after interde

pendence priming than after independence priming. 

Thus we all function in some respects more like East

erners some of the time and more like Westerners some of 

the time. A shift in characteristic social practices could 

therefore be expected to produce a shift in typical pat

terns of perception and thought. 

So I believe the twain shall meet by virtue of each 

moving in the direction of the other. East and West may 

contribute to a blended world where social and cognitive 

aspects of both regions are represented but transformed— 

like the individual ingredients in a stew that are recogniz

able but are altered as they alter the whole. It may not be 

too much to hope that this stew will contain the best of 

each culture. 
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24 Thus any attempt to categorize: Logan (1986), p. 122; Moser (1996), 

p. 116. 
24 The Chinese were right: Nakamura (1964/1985), p. 189. 
24 Only the Greeks made: Atran (1998). 
25 Whether this story is apocryphal: Needham (1962). 
26 Like the ancient Chinese: Lin (1936), p. 90. 
26 Chinese philosopher Mo-tzu: Chan (1967), p. 47. 
26 Except for that brief interlude: Becker (1986), p. 83. 
26 India did have a strong: Becker (1986), p. 84. 
26 Algebra did not become: Cromer (1993), p. 89. 
27 On the contrary: Chang, cited in Becker (1986); Mao (1937/1962). 

Chapter 2: The Social Origins of Mind 

32 It is essentially a distillation: Barry, Child, and Bacon (1959); Berry 
(1976); Cole, Gay, Glick, and Sharp (1971); Cole and Scribner 
(1974); Cromer (1993); Nakamura (1964/1985); Needham (1954); 
Vygotsky (1930/1971), (1978); Whiting and Whiting (1975); Witkin 
and Berry (1975). 

3 5 The soil and climate: McNeil (1962). 
35 As social psychologists Hazel Markus: Markus and Kitayama (1991b), 

p. 246. 
37 "Science, in this view:" Cromer (1993), p. 144. 
40 Even modern Chinese philosophers: Lloyd (1990), pp. 124, 130; Tweed 

and Lehman (2002). 
42 Herman Witkin and his colleagues: Witkin, Dyk, Faterson, Goode-

nough, and Karp (1974). 
43 And in fact this: Berry and Annis (1974); Witkin and Berry (1975). 
43 And this is also: Witkin and Berry (1975). 
43 To test this hypothesis: Dershowitz (1971). 
44 And in fact relatively: Witkin (1969). 
44 Field dependent people also: Witkin and Goodenough (1977). 
44 and for social words: Eagle, Goldberger, and Breitman (1969). 
44 And, when given their choice: Greene (1973). 
44 But the implications of: see Nisbett, Peng, Choi, and Norenzayan 

(2001) for a more formal treatment of the theory and its predictions. 
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Chapter 3: Living Together vs. Going It Alone 

48 The social-psychological characteristics: For reviews of the social differ
ences between East Asians and Westerners, see Fiske, Kitayama, 
Markus, and Nisbett (1998); Hsu (1981); Markus and Kitayama 
(1991b); Triandis (1995). 

50 As philosopher Hu Shih: Shih (1919), p. 116, cited in King (1991). 
50 Anthropobgist Edward T Hall: Hall (1976). 
50 As philosopher Donald Munro: Munro (1985). 
51 / have presented a schematic: Iyengar, Lepper, and Ross (1999). 
53 Such practices reflect: The generic "I" is commonly used in China today, 

but this is a recent development following the Sun Yat-sen revolution 
in the early twentieth century. 

53 North Americans will tell: Holmberg, Markus, Herzog, and Franks (1997). 
53 A study asking Japanese: Cousins (1989). 
53 When describing themselves, Asians: Ip and Bond (1995). 
53 Another study found: Markus and Kitayama (1991b). 
54 On question after question: Markus and Kitayama (1991b). 
54 Social psychologists Heejung Kim: Kim and Markus (1999). 
54 Americans are much more likely: Holmberg, et al. (1997). 
54 Asians rate themselves: e.g., Kitayama, Markus, and Lieberman (1995); 

Bond and Cheung (1983). 
55 Contrast this with the American: For a recent review of self-esteem 

East and West, see Heine, Lehman, Markus, and Kitayama (1999). 
55 An experiment by Steven Heine: Heine, et al. (2001). 
56 The distinction is similar: Tonnies (1887/1988). 
57 The Gemeinschaft is often: Hofstede (1980); Hsu (1953; 1981); Trian

dis (1972; 1995). 
57 The terms "interdependent" and "independent": Markus and Kitayama 

(1991b). 
57 Whereas it is common: Shweder, Balle-Jensen, and Goldstein (in 

press). 
58 Social psychologists Sheena Iyengar: Iyengar and Lepper (1999). 
59 Japanese mothers are particularly likely: Azuma (1994); Fernald and 

Morikawa (1993). 
59 For example, Jeffrey Sanchez-Burks: Sanchez-Burks, et al. (2002). 
60 The Japanese students reported: Masuda and Nisbett (2001). 
60 Similarly, Kaiping Peng and Phoebe Ellsworth: Unpublished study by 

Kaiping Peng and Phoebe Ellsworth, 2002. 
61 At first the child: The example is owing to H. Kojima (1984). 
61 There are many ways: For good theoretical treatments, see in particu

lar Doi (1971/1981); Hampden-Turner and Trompenaars (1993); 
Hofstede (1980); Hsu (1953); Markus and Kitayama (1991a); and 
Triandis (1994a; 1995). 

62 He found dramatic: Hofstede (1980). 
62 Similar data have been: Hampden-Turner and Trompenaars (1993). 
66 But to the Australians: Hampden-Turner and Trompenaars (1993), 

p. 123. 
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66 Marketing experts Sang-pil Han: Han and Shavitt (1994). 
67 Psychologists Wendi Gardner: Gardner, Gabriel, and Lee (1999). 
67 In an "interdependent" version: The method was developed by Trafi-

mow and his colleagues(1991). 
68 Other evidence shows that: Heine and Lehman (1997). 
68 Japanese who live in: Kitayama, Markus, Matsumoto, and Norasakku-

nit (1997). 
70 Moreover, these differences among: Sowell (1978). 
72 The sociologist Robert Bellah: Bellah (1957/1985); Dien (1997; 1999); 

Lin (1936); Nakamura (1964/1985). 
72 Dora Dien has written: Dien (1999), p. 377. 
72 This is amae: Doi (1971/1981; 1974). 
75 More typically, the disputants: Leung (1987). 
75 Negotiation also has: See Cohen (1997) for a review of the differences 

between Western and Eastern negotiating styles. 
75 This view implies: Kinhide (1976), pp. 45-46, cited in Cohen (1997). 
76 The Japanese awase: Kinhide (1976), p. 40, cited in Cohen (1997). 
76 There is a belief: Cohen (1997), p. 37. 
77 As nearly as we can tell: Which is not to imply that marked differences 

have been present continuously. For example, no one would say that 
the eleventh-century European peasant was much of an individualist 
and both China and Japan have passed through periods in which indi
vidualism was highly valued, at least for artists and intellectuals. 

Chapter 4: "Eyes in Back of Your Head" or "Keep Your Eye on the Ball"? 

81 Cognitive psychologists Mutsumi Imae: Imae and Gentner (1994). 
83 Beginning in the late eighteenth: Bradd Shore (1996) has an intriguing 

account of modularity in the West. 
83 In their survey: Hampden-Turner and Trompenaars (1993). 
86 Li-jun Ji, Norbert Schwarz: Ji, Schwarz, and Nisbett (2000). 
87 A research team from our labs: Hedden, et al. (2000). 
87 There was no difference: The difference was statistically significant for 

the young people only. The elderly showed a strong but not significant 
trend in the same direction as did the younger people. 

87 Developmental psychologists Han: Han, Leichtman, and Wang (1998). 
88 They asked North American students: Cohen and Gunz (2002). 
89 He achieved this by using: Masuda and Nisbett (2001). 
90 The ability of the Japanese: The concept of stimulus binding in percep

tion is owing to Chalfonte and Johnson (1996). 
92 Short of the two men: Simons and Levin (1997). 
93 In order to examine: Masuda and Nisbett (2002). 
95 Exploring this question: Ji, Peng, and Nisbett (2000). 
95 For other trials: The moderate association corresponded to a correla

tion of .40; the strong association to a correlation of .60. 
95 Most strikingly, Americans: Yates and Curley (1996). 
96 Ji, Peng, and I: Ji, Peng, and Nisbett (2000). 
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96 We presented East Asians: Witkin, et al. (1954). 
97 Surveys show that Asians: Sastry and Ross (1998). 
97 Social psychologists Beth Morling: Morling, Kitayama, and Miyamoto 

(in press). 
97 A survey of Asians: Sastry and Ross (1998). 
98 The managers thought: Earley (1989). 
98 The adage that: Yamaguchi, Gelfand, Mizuno, and Zemba (1997). 
100 Ellen Langer, a social psychologist: Langer (1975). 
100 The illusion can sometimes: Glass and Singer (1973). 
101 Ji, Peng, and I: Ji, Peng, and Nisbett (2000). 
104 With Li-jun Ji: Ji, Su, and Nisbett (2001). 

Chapter 5: "The Bad Seed" or "The Other Boys Made H im Do It"? 

112 In order to be sure: Morris and Peng (1994). 
114 The first cross-cultural study: Miller (1984). 
115 Organizational psychologist Fiona Lee: Lee, Hallahan, and Herzog 

(1996). 
116 The attributions of Hong Kong athletes: Quotations provided in per

sonal communication by Fiona Lee. 
116 Morris and Peng showed: Morris and Peng (1994). 
116 They showed abstract cartoons: Peng and Knowles (in press); Peng and 

Nisbett (2000). 
118 Ying-yi Hong and her colleagues: Hong, Chiu, and Kung (1997). 
119 Peng and his colleague: Peng and Knowles (in press). 
119 Ara Norenzayan, Incheol Choi: Norenzayan, Choi, and Nisbett (2002). 
120 For example, we asked: Erdley and Dweck (1993). 
120 Social psychologists Michael Morris: Morris, et al. (1999). 
122 These same factors tend: Leung, Cheung, Zhang, Song, and Dong (in 

press); McRae, Costa, and Yik (1996); Piedmont and Chae (1997); 
Yang and Bond (1990). 

122 Cultural psychologists Kuo-shu Yang: Yang and Bond (1990). 
122 In a subsequent effort: Cheung, et al. (in press); Cheung, Leung, Law, 

and Zhang (1996). 
123 As a consequence: Ross (1977). Sometimes the FAE is called "the cor

respondence bias," meaning that people infer traits or attitudes corre
sponding to behavior (Gilbert and Malone, 1995). This term tends to 
be used when it can't be proved that the dispositional inference in 
question is a literal error, as opposed to just a preference for a particu
lar type of explanation. 

124 If so, both you: This experiment has actually been conducted. Students 
offered a lot of money for showing people around campus are likely 
to do it; students offered only a small amount of money are much less 
likely to do so. But observers of the behavior assume in the first case 
that they are watching a person who is generous with her time and in 
the second case that they are watching a person who is very disin
clined to lend a helping hand. Nisbett, Caputo, Legant, and Maracek 
(1973). 
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124 The first solid experimental: For example, Jones and Harris (1967). 
125 Chinese, Japanese, and Koreans: Choi and Nisbett (1998); Kitayama 

and Masuda (1997); Krull, et al. (1996). 
125 Incheol Choi and I: Choi and Nisbett (1998). 
125 Ara Norenzayan, Incheol Choi: Norenzayan, et al. (2002). 
127 Historian Masako Watanabe: Watanabe (1998). 
128 Consistent with the lesser complexity: Choi, Dalai, and Kim-Prieto 

(2000). 
130 Cognitive psychologist Baruch Fischhoff: Fischhoff (1975). 
131 Incheol Choi and I: Choi (1998); Choi and Nisbett (2000). 
133 The fine young men: Darley and Batson (1973). 

Chapter 6: Is the World Made Up of Nouns or Verbs? 

13 7 Jorge Luis Borges, the Argentine writer: Borges (1966). 
138 Change in wind would: Munro (1969), p. 41. 
138 They were simply not concerned: Moser (1996), p. 171. 
13 8 For the ancient Taoist philosopher: Mote (1971), p. 102. 
138 The five colors cause: cited in Hansen (1983), p. 108. 
139 Finding the features: Chan (1967); Hansen (1983), p. 34; Moser 

(1996), p. 171. 
140 Chiu found that the American: Chiu (1972). 
140 Li-jun Ji, Zhiyong Zhang, and I: Ji, Nisbett, and Zhang (2002). 
142 To test this possibility: Norenzayan (1999); Norenzayan, Smith, Kim, 

and Nisbett (in press). 
144 In order to test: Norenzayan, et al. (in press). 
144 We told participants that: This experiment is based on procedures 

developed by Allen and Brooks (1991). 
146 Most Westerners who have: Osherson, Smith, Wilkie, Lopez, and Shafir 

(1990). 
147 Incheol Choi, Edward E. Smith, and I: Choi, Nisbett, and Smith 

(1997). 
149 "Verbs," says cognitive psychologist: Gentner (1981), p. 168. 
149 Given these differences: Gentner (1982). 
149 Developmental psycholinguist Twila Tardif: Tardif (1996). 
149 First, verbs are more salient: Gopnick and Choi (1990); Tardif (1996). 
150 Developmental psychobgists Anne Fernald: Fernald and Morikawa 

(1993). 
150 An American mother's patter: Fernald and Morikawa (1993), p. 653. 
151 Devebpmental psychobgists Linda Smith: Smith, Jones, Landau, 

Gershkoff-Stowe, and Samuelson (2002). 
151 Devebpmental psychobgists Susan Gelman: Gelman and Tardif (1998). 
152 They found that object-naming: Gopnick and Choi (1990). 
153 In the East: Stevenson and Lee (1996). 
154 Ludwig Wittgenstein, in his Philosophical Investigations: Skepticism 

about necessary and sufficient conditions was present, however, as 
early as the Scottish Enlightenment. 

156 "Generic" noun phrases: Lucy (1992). 
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156 The philosopher David Moser: Moser (1996). 
157 The linguistic anthropologist: Heath (1982). 
158 It is difficult for Japanese: Cousins (1989). 
159 To English speakers: Twila Tardif pointed out this amusing language 

difference, arbitrary from an information-processing standpoint, but 
essential from a linguistic standpoint. 

159 According to linguistic anthropologists: Whorf (1956). 
159 Recall that Li-jun Ji: Ji, Zhang, and Nisbett (2002). 
159 Psycholinguists make a distinction: Ervin and Osgood (1954); Lambert, 

Havelka, and Crosby (1958). 

Chapter 7: "Ce N'est Pas Logique" or "You've Got a Point There"? 

165 " . . . The most striking difference": Graham (1989), p. 6. 
165 " . . . It is precisely because": Liu (1974). 
165 "The aim of the Chinese": Lin (1936), p. 109. 
166 "To argue with logical consistency": Nagashima (1973), p. 96. 
166 The Logicians in fact: Chan (1967). 
166 The Mo-tzu tradition: Disheng (1990-91), p. 49. 
166 Nevertheless, even the Mohists: Disheng (1990-91), p. 51; Lloyd 

(1990), p. 119. 
166 Moreover, despite Mohists' advances: Disheng (1990-91), p. 51. 
167 So it seems to be: Disheng (1990-91), p. 52. 
167 Mo-tzu wanted: Chan (1967a); Disheng (1990-91), p. 51. 
168 Two studies by Ara Norenzayan: Norenzayan (1999); Norenzayan, 

Smith, Kim, and Nisbett (in press). 
168 Prior experience makes them: Sloman (1996). 
169 We asked Korean, Asian American: Norenzayan, et al. (in press). 
170 We presented Korean and American: Norenzayan, et al. (in press). 
170 The difference between: It should be noted that we also looked at par

ticipants' judgments about the validity of invalid arguments. Koreans 
and Americans were equally influenced by conclusion plausibility for 
these arguments. I have no idea why. 

171 William McGuire showed that: McGuire (1967). 
171 Ara Norenzayan and Beom Jun Kim: Norenzayan and Kim (2002). 
173 Kaiping Peng and I: Peng (1997); Peng and Nisbett (1999). 
174 At the risk of doing violence: Peng (1997). 
174 Because reality is in constant flux: Cao (1982); Liu (1988); Wang 

(1979). 
175 In fact opposites complete: Chan (1967), p. 54. 
175 As the founder of the Taoist: Lao-Zi (1993), p. 16. 
175 Or as Mao Tse-tung: Mao (1937/1962), p. 42. 
176 There is a strong presumption: Lin (1936), p. 110. 
176 Though the Hegelian: Peng and Knowles (in press). 
178 In another study, Peng and I: Peng and Nisbett (1999). 
181 In order to examine this question: Peng and Nisbett (1999). 
183 There is evidence in fact: Yates, Lee, and Bush (1997). 
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183 Organizational psychologists Briley: Briley, Morris, and Simonson 
(2000). 

185 This tendency mirrors: Korzybyski (1933/1994); Lin (1936); Liu 
(1974); Nagashima (1973); Saul (1992). 

185 Incheol Choi argued that: Choi (2001). 
187 Kaiping Peng and his colleagues: Peng, Keltner, and Morikawa (2002). 
188 Organizational psychologists Richard Bagozzi: Bagozzi, Wong, and Yi 

(1999). 
189 In research with young: Geary, Salthouse, Chen, and Fan (1996); Hed-

den, et al. (in press). 
189 Teacher training in the East: Stevenson and Stigler (1992). 
189 Both in America and in Asia: Stevenson and Lee (1996). 

Chapter 8: And If the Nature of Thought Is Not Everywhere the Same? 

194 Chinese justice is an art: Lin (1936), p. 80. 
194 Japanese managers tend to: Ohbuchi and Takahashi (1994). 
195 In the decade of the nineties: French (2001). It should be noted, 

though, that a good many of the American Nobelists were born in 
some other country. 

195 That kind of thing happens: French (2001). 
197 Recall the bitterness: Hampden-Turner and Trompenaars (1993). 
197 But looked at as strengthening: Hampden-Turner and Trompenaars 

(1993), pp. 123-24. 
197 Political scientist Peter Hays Gries: Gries and Peng (2001). 
198 For the Chinese, any conception: Munro (1985). 
199 One can be a Confucian: Chan (1967), p. 31. 
200 On the other hand: Dyson (1998). 
202 The philosopher Nelson Goodman: Goodman (1965). The term is 

philosopher John Rawls's, but the concept is Goodman's. 
202 Philosopher Stephen Stick Stich (1990). 
203 As the philosopher S. H. Liu: Liu (1974), p. 325. 
203 Many such schemas: Basseches (1980); Riegel (1973). 
204 Some examples from Basseches's: Basseches (1984). 
205 Two-valued Logic: The concept of "two-valued logic" is owing to the 

General Semantics movement initiated by Alfred Korzybyski 
(1933-1994) and popularized in the United States by Berkeley pro
fessor S. I. Hayakawa (later a conservative U.S. Senator from Califor
nia). During the 1950s and 1960s young Westerners with intellectual 
aspirations were given to wearing buttons emblazoned with "Null-A"— 
for non-Aristotelian thinking. It is probably no accident that an Eastern 
European and an Asian American were among the leaders of this 
antiformalistic logic movement. Though I find much of value in the 
stance they represented, they claimed far too much: Wars and insanity 
could be made a thing of the past if only people would realize that 
propositions need not be either true nor false. 

206 Developmental psychobgists Joan Miller: Miller and Bersoff (1995). 
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207 The work is also important: Doris (2002); Harman (1998-1999); 
Vranas (2001). 

208 We have seen that Easterners: Choi (2001). 
209 Statistician and psychologist Robert Abelson: Abelson (1995). 
210 Americans are so used to hearing: Watanabe (1998). 
210 This view is shared: Wilgoren (2001). 
210 A few years ago, Heejung Kim: Kim (in press). 
212 Leaving aside for the moment: Meyer and Kieras (1997). 
213 With a research team headed: Park, et al. (2002). 
216 Just such an assertion: Herrnstein and Murray (1994). 

Epilogue 

219 Fukuyama has written: Fukuyama (1992). 
219 Huntington has pronounced the world: Huntington (1996). 
220 "In the emerging world": Huntington, cited in Kaplan (2001). 
221 Harold Stevenson and his colleagues: Personal communication from 

Harold Stevenson. 
221 A few years ago Kaiping Peng: Peng, Nisbett, and Wong (1997). 
222 The odd results: Heine, Lehman, Peng, and Greenholtz (2002). 
224 As Huntington has observed: Huntington (1996). 
226 Recall the studies on causal perception: Hong, Chiu, and Kung (1997). 
227 Similarly, Asian Americans answered: Peng and Knowles (in press). 
227 Shinobu Kitayama and his colleagues: Kitayama, Duffy, and Kawamura 

(2003). 
228 For example, they tried: Kiihnen, Hannover, and Schubert (2000). 
228 Kiihnen and Daphna Oyserman: Kiihnen (2002). 
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Abstract: Three innovations are necessary in psychology if it were to become person-oriented: (1) looking for the
universal in the particulars, (2) accepting the irreversibility of developmental life events, and (3) conceptualizing
transformation of complexity in terms of qualitative structures of dynamic hierarchical order. Psychology can only be a
science if it resolves its ideological opposition to conceptualizing the work of general developmental principles in each
and every particular instance of human experience. Wilhelm Windelband’s introduction of the concepts of nomothetic
and idiographic perspectives in science in the 1890s has been misinterpreted in psychology by treating these as if they
were irreconcilable opposites, while the original intention was to show how generalizations can be possible precisely on
the basis of single specimens. Each experience—given the irreversibility of time—is necessarily unique (with maximum
frequency of occurrence 1). Considering similarity of the new with what had occurred before leads to looking at qualitative
transformation of psychological phenomena—hence allowing a focus on development. Person-Oriented developmental
psychology has the chance to study the emergence and disappearance of Gestalts of various levels of organization– as
was suggested by Christian von Ehrenfels hundred years ago– through considering the temporal unification of the real
(what has already emerged) and the imaginary (what might emerge–leading the possible emergence). This requires a
radical change in the formal languages used in developmental science. An extension of the use of number system from
real to complex numbers is suggested, with a focus on the dynamics of vector movements in the plane of the complex number.

Keywords: nomothetic idiographicity, similarity, sameness, Aktualgenese, complex and imaginary numbers, irreversibility
of time, Gestalt purity and level, Ehremfels, Windelband.

Introduction

Immanuel Kant was wrong— but only half-way. He de-
nied the scientific status for both chemistry and psychol-
ogy as being incapable of reaching the status of real Wis-
senschaft. He was wrong about chemistry, but continues to
be right about psychology. The absence of abstract theoret-
ical focus—exemplified by the notion of “mathematization”
in Kant’s terms—is not only rampant but growing in con-
temporary “empirical science” of psychology1. The combi-

1Any discipline that declares itself “empirical science” closes its own
door to being a science. Every science can of course include its empirical

nation of the imperative of inductive inference based on
“random samples” from presumed existing “populations”
guarantees the poverty of understanding of the basic pro-
cesses in amidst the ever-(over)-growing availability of in-
formation. Psychology of today is suffocated by the accu-
mulation of data that do not tell us any new stories. The
revival of the person-oriented perspective—hundred years
after William Stern set it up very clearly in his system of

component if its theoretical structure requires it, but separating the empir-
ical from the theoretical by the notion of “empirical science” and reducing
the leading role of theorizing through such focus turns a science into an
accounting exercise.
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differential psychology (Stern, 1911)—entails an effort to
restore the theoretical primacy in the discipline. Such ef-
fort is particularly necessary since the “information noise”
that is the result of ever-increasing production of empiri-
cal data renders psychology rich in evidence and poor in
explanations. The ideological prioritizing of the value of
data accumulation may hinder—rather than help—our un-
derstanding of the basic principles of the functioning of the
human psyche.

Aims and Axioms

My goal in this paper is to introduce the notion
of irreversible transformation in the developmental
forms—growth and decline in Gestalt hierarchies. The
effort builds upon a previous elaboration of the growing
forms (Valsiner, 2005) and the recent elaboration of my
person-oriented perspective (Valsiner, 2015). It entails
the move from real to imaginary number system in formal
analyses we had suggested before (Valsiner & Rudolph,
2008) as in the human psyche the real and the imaginary
are closely intertwined on the border of the Past and the
Future. Anticipation of the latter is supported by recon-
struction of the former in the unique moments of human
experiencing. Hence, the person-oriented perspectives in
psychology constitute an obligatory starting point for any
effort in psychology as a science.

The starting axiom of these perspectives is the accep-
tance of the premise that universality is necessarily present
in the particulars. In other terms—the absolute unique-
ness of each and every, never to repeat itself, life experi-
ence is generated by a universal mechanism that operates
in every person and guarantees their development. The
second axiomatic postulate here entails the irreversible pro-
cess of form (Gestalt) reconstruction which is an inevitable
premise for any developmental perspective. The intersec-
tion of these two axioms provides a fertile basis for further
creation of person-based developmental theoretical system.
Yet such system is slow to emerge in contemporary psychol-
ogy that is hindered by many ideological “ghosts” that come
to our present day from the depth of its history (Valsiner,
2012). Psychology has been ideologically contested science
between Natur- and Geisteswissenschaften in the 19th cen-
tury, with implications for our research efforts in the 21st

century.

From “Nomothetic Versus Idiographic”
Opposition to Nomothetically Idio-
graphic Science

The acceptance of the opposition—single-case (idio-
graphic) versus populational (nomothetic)—that is
widespread in psychology is a curious misinterpretation
of Wilhelm Windelband’s effort to reconcile—rather than
separate– what was once (“was einmal war”) with what
always is (“was immer ist”) 2. We only need to add

2Reproducing here Windelband’s original location of introducing the
nomothetic/idiographic distinction:“So we may say that the empirical sci-

here—what might become to be—and we get the full
range of the reality of human being (Valsiner, Marsico,
Chaudhary, Sato, & Dazzani, 2015). All science builds its
knowledge from phenomena that are new, surprising, and
call for understanding. The individual case is at the core
of scientific inference—be it in the case of an individual
human being or an individual comet in the solar system.
The single specimen is organized, and that organization
follows general laws (Salvatore & Valsiner, 2010).

In psychology over the 20th century, the contrast between
the nomothetic and idiographic perspectives has acquired
a surplus meaning of conflict, rather than of cooperation.
The roots of that misinterpretation and its implications are
thoroughly analyzed elsewhere (Lamiell, 2003). From a
consistently developmental perspective, every new emer-
gent phenomenon is unique (idiographic) and in its precise
uniqueness—the very fact that it has emerged—universal
principles are embedded. Development of anything new
is hence nomothetically idiographic—the unique (maxi-
mum frequency is set at 1) can emerge only if general devel-
opmental mechanisms make it possible. In development,
any new event has inevitably the frequency of 1. Once a
similar event occurs later in development that recurrence
can be treated as a repetition of the other (hence “grow-
ing” its frequency from 1 to 2 to N), or as a similar event.
Non-developmental perspectives in psychology opt for the
former, while developmental orientation necessarily needs
to accept the latter perspective.

The Starting Point for Study of Development:
Similarity, not Sameness.

Developmental science has concentrated on the logic of de-
velopment—looking for principles of emergence (Valsiner,
2016). The most elaborate effort to discern logic of devel-
opment has been that of James Mark Baldwin in the be-
ginning of the 20th century. Setting the stage for devel-
opmental science—aside from recognizing irreversibility of
time—is the non-reducibility of the decision about detected
differences into making of categories of sameness (in a se-

ences (Erfahrungswissenschaften) seek the knowledge of reality either the
general in the form of the natural law (Naturgesetz) or the particular in
the historically determined form (Gestalt). They consider in one part the
ever-enduring form (gleichbleibendeForm), in the other part the unique
content, determined within itself, of an actual happening. The one com-
prises sciences of law (Gesetzeswissenschaften), the other sciences of events
(Ereigniswissenschaften); the former teaches us what always is (was immer
is), the latter what once was (was einmal war). If one may resort to neol-
ogisms, it can be said that scientific thought is in the one case nomothetic,
in the other idiographic.” (Windelband, 1904, p. 12, 1998, p. 13, added
underlining).

Here Windelband considers both nomothetic and idiographic as parts
of the knowledge creation process—what once is (or was) leads to un-
derstanding of general laws, and these laws guide our understanding of
the next unique observation. In the text that follows immediately he pays
tribute to the conventional opposition of the natural sciences and histori-
cal disciplines, and accepts psychology into natural sciences if such choice
were to be made:

“If we hold to the customary expressions, we may speak further in
this sense of the opposition of the natural science and historical disci-
plines (historisches Disziplinen), provided that we bear in mind that in this
methodological sense psychology is by all means to be numbered among
the natural sciences” (ibid., added underline)
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quence A-A, both A-s are A-s, A is A). Instead, the only cate-
gorization type that is possible in developmental science is
that of similarity (in a sequence A-A the second occurrence
of A is not the same as the first, but similar, since it includes
the history of the first A). Any developmental perspective is
historical in its nature (Lyra & Valsiner, 2011).

According to Baldwin (1906, p. 103) developmental dif-
ferences are detected on the basis of transformation in time.
Development cannot be predicted before it has happened,
and it cannot be explained after it has happened. What re-
mains is the possibility to study it as it is taking place. For
example, for some time the observer does not distinguish a
difference in a line of unfolding of phenomena—

xxxx. . .

until a next moment leads to difference that is sustained

xxxxyyyy

As a next step, recognition of yet another x in such flow
(”xxxxyyyyxxxx”) is not that of sameness, but only of sim-
ilarity (Sovran, 1992). The second sequence of “xxxx” oc-
curs after “yyyy” and is systemically linked with it. Neither
xxxx nor yyyy are repetitions of the elements (x, y) but ex-
tensions of the given qualities (x and y) over irreversible
time. The crucial question for developmental science is
how to make sense of border transformations (x→y, and
y→x). Secondly—it is crucial to recognize the emergence
of new qualities of the whole at its moment of similar oc-
currence.

Vertical and Horizontal Similarities: Explo-
ration of Unfolding Gestalt Qualities

Horizontal similarities are unique phenomena recognized
as similar over irreversible time. That similarity is guaran-
teed through constant modification of the emerging forms
that retain similarity with previous ones—yet are unique
in their particulars. We can consider such transformation
of forms as a case of “vertical” similarities—they are com-
parisons of the specimens of Gestalt structures of the phe-
nomena belonging to a heterogeneous class (fuzzy set) as it
unfolds over time. Each new similar phenomenon is of dif-
ferent precise form—even if the similarity can be discerned.

In nature, psyche, and society it is the transformation of
forms that matters (Valsiner, 2005). This makes the fo-
cus on Gestalt qualities3 central for developmental science.
Gestalt qualities are the basis for any innovation—which is
in itself a new Gestalt quality. Developmentally, the process
of completion of the Gestalt is always open-ended (as the
person faces the uncertainty of the impending future) and
hence calls for free generation by the creative activity of
imagination. Christian von Ehrenfels made that very clear
in his exposition of the origins of Gestalt qualities:

3The notion of Gestalt has a long history of uses in the German lan-
guage, yet its relevance for psychology was introduced by Ehrenfels in
1890 (Zimmer, 2001). It implies continuity of figure and form. Its parallel
terms—fundierter Gegenstand (Meinong) and Einheitsmoment (Husserl)
have not found wide use in psychology.

The mind that organizes psychical elements into
new combinations does more than merely dis-
place the component elements amongst them-
selves: he creates something new [Der Geist,
welcher psychische Elemente in neue Verbindungen
bringt, ändert hierdurch mehr als Kombinationen;
er schafft Neues] (von Ehrenfels, 1988c, p 149;
1988b, p. 109).

Properties of Gestalt: “Level” and “Purity”

Together with the emergence of qualitatively higher forms
of Gestalten comes the question of their maintenance, and
dissipation. The hierarchy of Gestalt qualities could be
tested by how they preserve interventions that might elimi-
nate them—how enduring are the particular level of Gestalt
qualities. Ehrenfels’ elaboration of the notions of “level”
and “purity” are interesting starting points for our elabora-
tions:

A rose is a Gestalt of higher level than a heap
of sand: this we recognize just as immediately
as that red is fuller, more lively color than grey.
. . . For a fixed degree of multiplicity of parts, those
Gestalten are the higher which embrace a greater
multiplicity of parts. . .. (von Ehrenfels, 1988a, p.
118, added emphasis)

Ehrenfels’ comparison of the rose with the heap of sand
was meant to indicate the centrality of manifoldness in de-
termining the height of the Gestalt. A rose is a delicate
unique structure that can be violated easily by pulling off
rose petals one after another. In contrast, a heap of sand as
a Gestalt would require diligent effort of hard work of dis-
tributing the heap into another form of non-heap of sand.
As Ehrenfels suggested,

A good method of for comparing the height of
form is this: Imagine the forms under consider-
ation (a rose, a pile of sand) to be demolished bit
by bit, without plan. Whichever of the two forms
goes through the wider range of alterations is the
higher. (von Ehrenfels, 1948/1916, pp. 95-95)

Demolishing a sand pile has a low range of alterations
(only one—dividing sub-piles of sand into smaller and
smaller units, ending with single sand particles, at which
the whole of the heap is gone). Demolishing a rose entails
at least two alterations (pulling out the petals, breaking the
stem). In terms of traditional graphic contrasts, the notions
of purity and level can be expressed as in Figure 1.

Figure 1 presents the two coordinates (Level and Pu-
rity) as if these were two equal dimensions of quantita-
tive kind. Ehrenfels himself may have given the hint to-
wards adequacy of such presentation by using quantitative
criteria (elimination of numbers of rose petals versus num-
bers of sand particles). It is also interesting that his cri-
terion of determining the level was that of elimination of
the parts (=detecting the resiliency of the Gestalt to loss
of parts), not that of emergence of new Gestalt qualities.
His use of the example of a melody—recognizing a melody
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Figure 1. simple depiction of the relations between Gestalt Level
and Gestalt Purity (after Ehrenfels).

from few notes played before the rest get played—implies
a formed Gestalt, rather than one in the process of forma-
tion. The latter would entail the look at how new musical
forms emerge through musicians’ improvisation (Klemp et
al., 2008).

The general idea of Gestalts being of different levels
is in line with the notion of flexible nature of forms
(Ehrenstein, 1967)—all organismic forms exist as inher-
ently transforming themselves, or as adaptable to exter-
nal demands, and—most importantly—pre-adapting them-
selves to the potential future conditions. Yet Ehrenfels
overlooked the active role of the person, or, paraphrasing
William Stern four decades later—there is no Gestalt with-
out a Gestalt maker. This latter correction makes the per-
spective on Gestalt purity and level connections productive
for person-oriented perspectives in psychology

Paradoxes of Gestalt “Purity”. The focus on Gestalt
level and purity was invented by Ehrenfels late in his aca-
demic pursuits— in his Kosmogonie of 1916 (von Ehren-
fels, 1948/1916, 1988a) and later at the end of his life
(von Ehrenfels, 1988d). Aside from transformation of the
Gestalt along the continuum of its level under the guidance
of Gestalt purity, be posited the existence of a “pure form”
of the Gestalt—an ideal form. As Ehrenfels described,

. . .ideal forms of the mathematically exact sphere
and of the regular polyhedral are Gestalten of
maximal purity, i.e. it is not even logically possi-
ble for the purity to be surpassed, but they are of
relatively low Gestalt level (von Ehrenfels, 1988a,
p. 119)

It is not surprising that Ehrenfels resorted to the ideal
mathematical forms as depicting the ideal Gestalt pu-
rity. A real sphere guarantees “purity”– but reduces the
“level”. Speaking of development, Ehrenfels saw the op-
posite—increase in level and decrease in “purity”:

The process of ontogenetic development of the
organism from seed to full maturity reveals—at
least insofar as it is visible for us—an ascent in
level, bound up with a decline of purity of formed-
ness, the latter brought about by the relatively
chaotic effects of the environment (ibid, added em-
phasis).

Figure 2. A stable Gestalt process that includes tension (a vs -a)
but no transformation.

So—the “innocence” of the ideal form is lost in the
course of life-span experiences. Or—no empirical obser-
vation of a form—various spherical objects in our envi-
ronment—brings us further away from the absolute “pu-
rity” of the mathematically ideal sphere. Here the para-
dox—“purity” can only be ideally posited, but not empiri-
cally determined. The ideal sphere exists in our imagina-
tive abstraction—and it is precisely there where it may be
important for our experiences. Ideals are important as ide-
als, not as realities. Yet—if the person acts as the “Gestalt
maker”—it is also the making of the ideals of purity that
are made (and constantly re-made) by the person. By cre-
ating an ideal for Gestalt Purity a person may strive towards
either increasing or decreasing of the Gestalt Level.

Gestalt level and purity are values in themselves. The
ideals of form are the extreme—infinite—conditions to-
wards which we strive, but which we cannot reach as the
circumstances diminish our efforts. Here Ehrenfels brings
in value criteria—where “purity” becomes central in the
ideal world—yet it is lost in development. Gestalt purity
can be a tool towards developing new Gestalt levels, but
remains unattainable in itself. In real life, persons strive to-
wards in principle unattainable beauty ideals and develop
complex high fashion wrappings for themselves that are un-
wearable—yet their uniqueness guarantees their function
in the mundane life.

Extending Ehrenfels: How can Constructed
Ideals of Gestalt Purity Operate?

How can the unity of “purity” and “level” of Gestalt op-
erate in the human psyche? In an effort to build up a
functional model of Gestalt innovation (“vertical similar-
ity” as described above) we can consider the “purity” of a
Gestalt-in-formation as being created by the tension within
the ideal—that of the range of options of possible purity
(range a in Figure 2) in immediate tension with its posited
inverse (non-purity, -a in Figure 2). The fixed stable ten-
sion between fields of (a) and (-a) guarantees stability of
the Gestalt height that is maintained at a given level. Thus,
in Figure 2 we recognize the field-based relations between
the purity<> non-purity mutually related opposites, rather
than force these opposites into the form of linear dimen-
sions.

Conceptualizing these opposite directions as fields allows
theoretically the recognition of uncertaintly—or “about-
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ness”—of the purity directions. For instance—the floor of
my room is “clean” (as I have cleaned it) but “not so clean”
so as to let my child put discovered objects from that floor
into her mouth. The tree growing outside of my window
is beautiful—but I have no precise idea with which “beauty
model” I am comparing it. The tension in my looking at
it is built on the non-beauty of the scene if it were to be
cut down to create a parking lot, or anything of the kind,
in its stead. My imagination “fills in” the opposite (“what
if instead of X there was Y?” or “what if X were to disap-
pear”) and gives rise to the psychological tension generated
by the complemented opposite fields. The reality—the ob-
ject “out there”—remains unchanged. The Gestalt level is
not altered, but the tension is generated and persists. The
tension between the opposites (a and -a fields) cannot be
depicted in terms of binary oppositions since these elimi-
nate it by enforcing strict classification (a or not a). Clas-
sical (Boolean) logic is not fitting for developmental sci-
ences where opposites co-exist4, lead to tensions, and to
new forms.

Forms of Asymmetry: Status Quo via Active Level Main-
tenance. Tensions between opposite fields can be sup-
pressed. The result is a form of mutuality of the oppo-
sites that looks as if it is not mutuality at all. Figure 3
depicts a hypothetical case of imbalance in the (-a<>a)
tension—that of impending non-purity in opposition to the
present fixed point of the Gestalt height.

In the example in Figure 3, no ideal purity that would
be different from the present status quo exists. There is
no striving for purity of the Gestalt outside of the here-
and-now state, only “defense” against the tension from
non-purity. This is exemplified in the psyche by the auto-
matic and vigorous rejection of rule violations—personal
or social. Intra-psychological moral reasoning oper-
ates through such defense systems—potential pleasures
of life are excluded as “immoral” (and negotiated intra-
personally—Nedergaard, Valsiner, & Marsico, 2015). As a
result of such processes, the Gestalt level is forcefully main-
tained at the given level. No development is possible under
such conditions of active maintenance of the given Gestalt
level.

The example depicted in Figure 3 constitutes a generic
form of highly “moralistic” society (or person). The present
Gestalt level (status quo) is actively protected by way of
uniting the ideal purity with the present state (A). Possible
challenges to it—coming from the non-pure Gestalt range
(-a) are rebuffed once they happen, or even before they
emerge. The Gestalt maker exists thanks to constant pre-
emptive defense of the present form. Not only is develop-
mental transition not possible, but it is actively not desired.

4The unity and mutual feed-forward relations between opposites are
at the very core of human existence. The central South-Asian hyper-
generalized sign that organizes all of human conduct—the auspiciousness
<> inauspiciousness opposition “. . . is not an exclusive binary [opposi-
tion], but on that lacks a fixed boundary between the two poles. Such lack
of separation or boundary between signs allows them to carry meanings
of dynamism such as the flow of time, processes of growth. Maturation,
and decay, or a dynamic force like sakti” (Appfel Marglin, 1985, p. 79)

Figure 3. Maintenance of the present Gestalt level via linking the
status quo with the ideal.

Figure 4. Widening the fields: increasing uncertainty of Gestalt
purity.

Opening Developmental Opportunities: Widening of
the Tension-Generating Fields. It becomes obvious
(comparing Figures 2 and 3) that the Gestalt purity domain
is central for potential development. If it is minimal (Figure
1) or blocked (Figure 3) development of the Gestalt level
is not possible.

What would happen if the Gestalt purity field (both a and
-a in Figure 2) were to be widened in the direction of align-
ment with the range covered by the Gestalt level (Figure
4). Interestingly such enhancement of opportunities need
not lead to development at all—but rather to rapid change
possibilities between different versions of the purity ideals
within the widened field (a) with corresponding widening
of possible tensions with field (-a). The result would be
pluralism of “desires” without development. Our contem-
porary social practices of entertainment—ever-increasing
choices for what “should” fill our “free time” just for the
purposes of “spending it” may be a proof of such widen-
ing of opportunities without their turning into development
(change in the Gestalt level).

In other terms—provision of widened opportunities does
not by itself guarantee that these opportunities will be used
for development. This may solve the (seeming) paradox
that affluence is not necessarily guaranteeing innovation in
personal or social lives, while poverty often does. All major
artists (known as such now, by the record prices their art
now draws at auctions) were poor or at least not well-to-
do ordinary human beings with talents for artistic creation
and deep desires to create.
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Figure 5. Gestalt process involving development.

Gestalt Purity Guiding Development: Transforming
Gestalt Levels. Development in the Gestalt level requires
transformation of the direction of the Gestalt purity range
and its concentration (Figure 5). Here the imaginary be-
comes real—the Gestalt level is heightened through the
imagination of Gestalt purity. Note that the horizontal axis
in Figure 5 pertains to the ideal (imaginary) domain (“pu-
rity”) while the vertical axis (potential Gestalt Level) would
depict the manifestation of any alteration of the tension in
the imaginary domain that re-structures the Gestalt. Main-
tenance of the status quo of the given Gestalt at the given
level over time is thus a dynamic process, not an ontolog-
ically given state (Figure 3 above). Development—in the
form of altering the Gestalt level—entails setting specific
ideal future states in the Gestalt purity domain (A in Fig-
ure 5) and acting accordingly. The re-oriented and fixated
Gestalt purity image is seen to feed into the desired alter-
ation of the Gestalt level (im) which is supposed to bring
with it the heightening of the actual Gestalt levels. Note
that in Figure 5 that heightening of the Gestalt level re-
mains quantitative.

Nowhere else but in the public presentation of the beauty
images of the human body can we observe such shifts eas-
ily. The tension in immediate Einfühlung into a body—one’s
own or that of another person—is constantly operating with
the fuzzy field opposition “beautiful<> non-beautiful”. No
specific criteria need to be definable—the generalized feel-
ing can be sufficient.

What could have been contested before as “amoral pre-
sentations” (“pornographic”, etc.) may under some social
circumstances of changing the purity images of social imag-
ination be turned into images of higher Gestalt levels in
accordance with the beauty image shifted at the time (Fig-
ure 6). The emergence of the Rococo beauty ideals5 in the
context of 18th century France led to the presentation of
the human body in figurative art in new ways. The imag-
inative strive towards a new beauty ideal feeds into social
representation of the body6, and, encoded into art, became
preserved for the future generations. Shifts in artistic and
musical styles ahead of the acceptance by wide public are

5In Figure 6, the viewer needs to pay attention to the depiction of the
folding of the bedclothes, rather than to the primary presentation of the
body as body.

6 Heavily contested by Boucher’s contemporaries—Denis Diderot dis-
missing him as a painter who, in most vulgar ways, cannot paint anything
but female buttocks—quite untrue presentation of the artist’s full portfo-
lio.

Figure 6. The Blonde Odalisque by François Boucher (1752).

well documented in art histories. Here I emphasize the im-
portance of such social innovation—through artists’ imagi-
nation—that, once objectified in the (often “scandalous7”)
art objects, end up leading the transformation of the Gestalt
level in society, and in persons. Imagination is the process
that lads to new forms of meaningful reality.

Gestalt Purity Guiding Development: Lowering of
Gestalt Levels. Development is not only a process of in-
crease in the Gestalt level. Equally important is the possi-
bility of lowering it when the circumstances need it. The
process involved is similar to that described in Figure 5,
only in the reverse direction (Figure 7). The Gestalt purity
opposition (-a <> a) leads to the differentiation of con-
crete direction in the value opportunities field, guiding to
the lowering of the Gestalt level (-im).

Human lives involve many occasions at which the pri-
macy of heightening of the Gestalt level gives way to its op-
posite. Human destructive tendencies are well documented
through historical accounts of wars, genocides, inventions
of the guilliotine and nuclear bombs, as well as needing to
adapt to natural disasters of epidemics, earthquakes and
famines. All of these involve the regulation of the Gestalt
level downwards. The Gestalt purity domain becomes dif-
ferentiated in the direction that makes destruction possible.
Kurt Lewin (1917) described his experiences in World War
I moving towards the front line—the functions of objects
transformed for the persons by way of coming close to the
arenas of military activities.

In fact we adjust the direction of the Gestalt purity vec-
tor dynamically every day. We create beautifully decorated
objects for everyday use, and mercilessly throw the left-
overs into the garbage. At times we fail to re-adjust the

7Very often the first social introductions of (later) “classic” art have
been marked by public scandals. Pablo Picasso was once asked how he
could have decided to start depicting female bodies in terms of a con-
glomerate of cubes. His answer—that he knew quite well that women
were not cubic forms but that, as artist, he could not do otherwise but to
paint them in cubist terms, reveals the transformation of the Gestalt purity
notion, from person (artist) to later acceptance by society.
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Figure 7. The lowering of the Gestalt level.

Gestalt purity direction for objects once used and currently
useless—throwing away books (in contrast to old newspa-
pers), old clothes or Christmas cards once received may be-
come a personal ordeal.

Lowering of the Gestalt levels of objects that accompany
us in our lives is already present in the natural order of
our environment—except for self-organizing (open) sys-
tems, all other objects deteriorate over time. In full agree-
ment with Ehrenfels’ Gestalt level determination criterion
of step-by-step demolition of a whole, a rock at the seaside
is turned into sand over millenia of its encounter with the
sea. Volcano eruptions can devastate the surroundings very
rapidly. Both slow and rapid lowering of the Gestalt levels
are regular parts of our natural world. In nature, there is
a tension of unified opposites around the determination of
the Gestalt levels. In our observations of nature,

Even the charm of alpine forms—which are, after
all, for the most part, clumsy, accidental, artisti-
cally insipid—rests on the felt counterplay of two
cosmic tendencies: volcanic eruptions or grad-
ual stratification have built the mountain upward;
rain and snow, weathering and landslides, chem-
ical dissolution, and the effects of gradually in-
truding vegetation have sawed apart and hol-
lowed out the upper ledge, have cast downward
parts of what had been raised up, thus giving the
contour its form. (Simmel, 1959, p. 261)

It is the lowering of the Gestalt level that—under guid-
ance of the Gestalt purity differentiation—can become set
as valuable in itself for our human activities. A human-
made object—an architectural whole that is abandoned or
destroyed by human action—becomes a ruin. The notion
of ruin is applicable to human-made objects—an old aban-
doned house is seen as a ruin (e.g. houses in Pompei), while
the volcano that damaged itself while erupting and turning
a city into ruins is not considered a ruin itself. In our hu-
man construction of Gestalt purity, we have leeway to treat
a ruin as a wasted objects (that could be demolished in or-
der to build something else on the spot), or—to give value
to the destroyed object and treat it as an ideal of some kind
of purity. Thus,

. . .there is a picturesque beauty [malerische
Schönheit] in the ruin. The rigour of the tectonic
form is broken up, and while the wall crumbles

and holes and fissures arise, a life quickens and
shimmers over the surface. And when the edges
become restless and the geometric lines and order
disappear, the building can unite in a picturesque
whole with the freely moving forms of nature,
with trees and hills, which is impossible for non-
ruinous architecture (Wölfflin, 1950, p. 24; 2004,
p. 39)

We can turn decay into beauty—ruins that are visited
by tourists who take photographs of the decayed ob-
jects—considering them beautiful– an act of differentiation
of the Gestalt purity opposition. Turning ruins into objects
of artistic depiction in the painting tradition of the 18th cen-
tury made the focus on decay into a part of the Gestalt
purity. The emerging tradition of painting of ruins, often
together with landscapes, indicates the creation of a quali-
tatively new object with higher Gestalt level (Figure 8).

The transformation of the Gestalt level becomes partic-
ularly interesting when an artist rushes to the scene of a
disaster in order to paint it. Hubert Robert (born 1733,
died 1808) who has earned his reputation in 18th century
French painting as the “master of ruins”, did precisely that
(Dubin, 2012). His painting of the fire of the Paris Opera,
and imaginary painting of the Louvre as if it were a ruin, are
examples of turning destruction into aesthetically construc-
tive value. This followed a number of Italian and French
artists beginning to depict their imagery of natural disasters
(e,g. the eruption of a volcano). Calamity scenes became
aesthetically relevant, and the depiction of destruction ac-
quired the status of beauty.

The psychological mechanism of such reversal of the
destruction into construction in the making of beauty is
simple. In the 18th century emerging philosophical dis-
cipline of aesthetics (started by Alexander Baumgarten in
1735, followed by Immanuel Kant in the second half of the
century) the contrast between the beautiful and the sub-
lime was introduced. The sublime entails fascination to-
gether with horror—a perfect predicament for proliferation
of paintings of ruins and natural disasters. The question of
transition from the sublime into the beautiful has remained
central for the capturing of the attention of museum goers
and television viewers. Images of public decapitations on
contemporary television screens fill us with horror, while
museum images of Judith displaying the head of decapi-
tated Holofernes guide our sublime towards accepting the
scene as part of beautiful arts.

Where Ehrenfels Failed: Qualitative Leap in Gestalt Lev-
els. Ehrenfels did not cross the borders of his time— back
in history (to early 19th century Naturphilosophie). The no-
tion of dialectical leap was round in the latter since late
1790s, in the thinking of Fichte and Maimon (Valsiner,
2012). The formal issues of quantity turning into quality
were philosophically treated in the tumultuous years of ro-
mantic science in the beginning of the 19th century, and
then abandoned as philosophers’ exaggerations of no clar-
ity.

The adjustment of the Gestalt level—upward or down-
ward—entails the encounter with qualitative “leaps”—the
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Figure 8. Landscape with ruins (Hubert Robert, 1772, pen, Getty
Museum).

given Gestalt takes on a new quality. A child playing with
sand on a beach builds a sand castle—a qualitatively new
form of higher Gestalt level than that of a pile of sand (to
continue Ehrenfels’ example). An iconoclast beats upon an
ancient sculpture to turn it into a pile of sand—thus lower-
ing the qualitative form of the sculpture to that of a pile of
sand. Such transformation happens at some border zone
(threshold) which, when passed, turns the Gestalt into a
qualitatively new form (Figure 9). New qualities of Gestalt
level emerge—and, together with them—new vectors in
the differentiation of the Gestalt purity become applicable.
An iconoclast does not damage the sculptured “patrimony
of humanity” by chance, but by purposeful elimination of
the infidelity of the public visibility of the given form. The
purity goal set is that of elimination, not of maintenance.

Figure 9 allows us to precisely specify where develop-
mental science finds its object of study—that of the pro-
cesses that take place on the thresholds of qualitative trans-
formations of the Gestalt levels—towards higher, as well as
towards lower, forms.

The key feature of such transformations is the leading
function of the differentiation of Gestalt purity. In other
terms- human beings set up specifiable directions (ideals)
for meaningful action as the result of negotiation of tension

Figure 9. The Gestalt Level and Gestalt Purity relation with level
transition threshold (how quantity turns into quality).

fields of pure <> non-pure Gestalt and use these as guide-
lines for heightening or lowering of the Gestalt level in a
particular situation—including the synthesis of the present
form into a new one, or breaking of the present form into
one of lower Gestalt level. The ease with which we throw
previously functional objects into garbage containers tes-
tifies to the latter transformation. Equal ease of making
some of such objects into “antiques” (Kopytoff, 1986) and
establishing economic exchange relations to govern their
longevities indicates the transformation of the former kind.
A Meissen porcelain plate from 18th century is of qualita-
tively higher level of Gestalt than a paper plate for one-
time use at a 21st century barbecue party. Yet the number
of actions that it takes to eliminate either of these quali-
ties—breaking them into pieces—is similar. It is the cul-
tural meaning system—established through the tension of
Gestalt purity opposition—that makes new qualities of the
Gestalt level. A religious ritual that turns ordinary water
into “holy water” does not alter the quality of water as
such, but qualitatively transforms the Gestalt level of that
particular water into a new state. On the side of lowering
the Gestalt level of the water we are immediately changing
our conduct if we suspect that our water source is “con-
taminated”. Centrality of such qualitative transformations
makes the search for appropriate mathematical modelling
tools into a complicated task.

Mathematics and Person-Centered De-
velopment: Needs for Imagination

Psychology’s limited uses of mathematical systems has been
a surprise for mathematicians (Rudolph, 2013)—why psy-
chology operates with real numbers (and assigns them
to non-real phenomena—with the use of rating scales as
a widespread example- Wagoner & Valsiner, 2005) while
there are many alternative in the realm of mathematics.
Immanuel Kant’s curse for psychology’s future seems to be
proven true by the very selective borrowing of mathematics
by psychology over the 20th century. One of the ignored po-
tentials is the move from real to complex number system.
Such extension does not deny the value of real numbers,
but widens it by adding greater interpretive potential to it.

A complex number is given by a unity of the real and
imaginary component:

Z = X + iY

Where X is the real number and iY the imaginary compo-
nent. In graphic terms the complex number is presented in
Figure 10

It becomes clear that if the imaginary component (iY ) is
absent (i = 0) the complex number becomes a real num-
ber. Conversely, if the real number component is absent
(x = 0) we are left with the completely imaginary number.
The power of complex numbers is the possibility to derive
both real and imaginary components within unified frame-
work. This is an advantage for any psychological theory
that attempts to accept the mutuality of the real and the
imaginary within the same formal scheme. Developmental
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Figure 10. A depiction of the structure of complex number (with
added vectors).

science is by necessity—reliance on irreversible time—in
need for such change of the conventionally accepted num-
ber system. The future—immediate or long-term—is avail-
able only through imagination, even if such imagination
is informed by the past. Yet even the past is not (fully)
real—given the reconstructive nature of our memory. We
re-construct the past in order to attempt to pre-construct
the future.

The two hypothetical vectors added to the standard
(even if transposed 90 degrees) depiction of the complex
number– H and W – illustrate the ways in which the “stream
of consciousness” (along the lines of William James) can
be depicted within the model. It would take the form of
vector dynamics moving rapidly through near-panic domi-
nance of the imaginary (vector W min to vector W max) to
the relatively balanced interplay of the real and the imagi-
nary (vector H min to vector H max) as depicted in Figure
11.

The hypothetical case W depicts a person who is com-
pletely involved in constructing one’s life-world in variable
yet always gloomy ways. Such ideation my come close to
reality (vector W max) but still retains its gloomy imagina-
tion. On the other extreme (vector W min) the person is
almost completely “out of touch” with reality. In contrast,
the dynamics of “vector jumping” in the life of hypotheti-
cal case H includes some negative ideations (vector H min
crossing the “reality line” X to the -Y direction) while main-
taining in most of the intra-personal variability at least a
moderately positive outlook at life.

Such “vector jumping” in time can be analyzable by the
idiographic techniques suggested by Molenaar that can re-
veal general nomothetic processes. This would entail tem-
porary direct access to the real (e.g. the “jumping vector”
aligned with the X axis in Figure 11) only to move on to
the imaginary, either on the left (negative) or right (posi-
tive) side of the complex number plane. Both temporary
ecstatic fascinations and equally transient panic states are
parts of the same normal dynamics between the real and
the imaginary. Depressive states would amount to rigidity
in the narrowing of the vector movement within the left
side of the complex number plane in Figure 11. Moving
in formal analysis away from assuming the primacy of real
numbers (usually rendered as “measurement” of suppos-
edly existing properties of the imaginary) to that of models

Figure 11. Hypothetical examples of “vector jumps” within the
field of complex number.

based on complex numbers may allow us formal modeling
possibilities that would otherwise be unavailable.

Number as a Conceptual Framework. What we have
here under the label “number” is not number in its ordi-
nary (real) sense, but rather a minimal mathematical whole
(abstract Gestalt) that allows our abstract thinking to keep
united different aspects (e,g, the imaginary and the real)
which otherwise would be subjected to exclusive separa-
tion. Keeping such unity is counter-intuitive—no surprise
that in the history of mathematics the notion of imaginary
numbers has carried derogatory value.

Given the unity of the real and the imaginary in the hu-
man psyche, it is precise the complex number system that
could be usable for psychology It allows to consider to-
gether the real (what is) with the non-real (what is not yet,
or what is no longer). Imagination in the human psyche
drives the reality of human development—from children’s
play to adolescents’ soul-searching to adults’ deep commit-
ments to often ephemeral entities such as gods, kings, presi-
dents, and the ephemeral ideas such as “social justice”, “pa-
triotism”, and the like.

However, for the use of developmental models, the com-
plex number (as all other mathematical notions) is free of
irreversible time. This is a major disadvantage, since past
(reconstructive memory) and future (imaginary scenario of
what might be) are not symmetric across the present time
moment. This would add the time dimension (Past-Future)
to diagram in Figure 10—see Figure 12.

This addition would turn the diagram not into a sphere,
but into a unity of two fields meeting at the present moment
(as both the future and the past are open ended). In formal
terms it entails

Z = X + iY + jP

where jP is the value of backward imagina-
tion—reconstructive memory (Bartlett, 1928). The
imaginary component of the future (iY ) is not isomorphic
to that of the past—which is one of the supportive moments
for non-ergodicity of developmental processes (Molenaar,
Huizinga, & Nesselroade, 2002) which leads to the imper-
ative of generalization from individual cases (Molenaar,
2004). Developmental processes cannot be modeled
via Hamiltonian quaternions either—where adding the
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Figure 12. Formal meeting of the past and future of the Gestalt.

fourth (time) dimension to the model the time remains
symmetric around the present moment. Irreversible time is
asymmetric between past and future across the constantly
moving line of the present. Using complex number idea
as the basis for modeling developmental processes allows
us to look at the leading role of processes of imagination
in the transformation of the Gestalts of the psyche. The
modified idea opens the possibility for considering only
past imagination relating to present (i = 0) or only future
“dreaming” ( j = 0, X = 0). These are outer limiting cases
for otherwise past-to-future construction of novelty8.

General Conclusion: Looking from In-
side Out

Any person-oriented or person-centered (Valsiner, 2015)
perspective starts from the subjective domain of the dynam-
ics of experiencing. This imaginative reality of subjective
phenomena leads to the look for formal models through
which their functioning could be explained better than in
terms of common sense. Once established, these formal
models need to lead to discoveries of general lawfulness
in phenomena either not accessible to our methods, or to
those we easily categorize into classes that seem irreconcil-
able with one another.

The contrast between the “real” and the “imaginary” has
been one of the central arenas where the exclusive cate-
gorization urge has misfired. The second is the reduction
of the form of our experiences into static categories. Col-
lapsing what is merely similar into what is considered to
be “the same” has hindered access to mechanisms of nov-
elty construction. By treating the new-but-similar event as
if it were “the same” the theoretical door is closed for con-
ceptualizing any feature of change, and of development.
The importance of similarity determination is in its oppo-
site—determination of the ways of non-similarity creates
the arena for developmental investigation. Non-similarity
in relation to similarity sets the tension that developmental

8It is not prediction of the future from the past, but past
events—through their reconstruction—feeding forward into the future,that
is implied here. It is expected that past recollected life events lead
to ruptures in the construction of the future (Zittoun et al., 2013),
or—developmental continuity is discontinuous.

science needs to investigate. Or—from the person’s per-
spective—it is the constant creation of novel meanings, to-
gether with their re-casting in terms of “similarity” to what
one seems to know from the past, that constitutes the con-
tinuity of the personal life worlds through the constant in-
vention of subjective non-continuity.

Returning to two forgotten aspects of thinking in terms
of Gestalt—these of “Gestalt purity” and “Gestalt level” has
made it possible to find similarities between the original
thinking of Christian von Ehrenfels a century ago and qual-
itative mathematics of complex numbers that is still to en-
ter into psychological science. There is a mild irony that
the theory of complex numbers—including both real and
imaginary components in its formulation—is in itself older
(end of 18th-beginning of 19th century) than the Gestalt
philosophy that characterized psychology around the end
of the 19th century. Psychology seems to be a slow learner,
not letting the richness of mathematical imagination into its
reality domain. Perhaps Immanuel Kant was indeed right
in his cruel verdict that psychology cannot be a science.
Our contemporary discourses often take us in a similar di-
rection (Smedslund, 2016). Yet it may be better avoiding
grand judgments and find ways in which new openings into
seemingly perennial questions can be imagined. This way
our theories may become useful for reality.
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10 Interpretive and postmodernist approaches

After RadcliVe-Brown’s death in 1955, British anthropology went in four
diVerent directions. Some in the next generation simply continued Rad-
cliVe-Brown’s line of enquiry (notably Fortes and to some extent Goody).
Others, such as Firth, came to emphasize individual action over social
structure – an approach drawn partly fromMalinowski’s early Weldwork-
based version of functionalism (chapter 5). This line of thought develop-
ed into theories such as processualism and transactionalism (chapter 6).
Still others took to at least some of Lévi-Strauss’ structuralist ideas
(chapter 8), often adapting them to new interests in social process.
Finally, a large number came eventually to follow Evans-Pritchard in his
rejection of the idea of anthropology as a science, in favour of an inter-
pretive approach which placed anthropology Wrmly within the human-
ities.
In the United States, CliVord Geertz began to propound his own style

of interpretivism. Anthropology in his hands (and in Evans-Pritchard’s)
turned the linguistic analogy sideways. Cultures were no longer meta-
phorical ‘grammars’ to be Wgured out and written down; they were
‘languages’ to be translated into terms intelligible to members of other
cultures – or more often than not, the anthropologist’s own culture.
In France, outside anthropology, structuralismwas under attack as the

last bastion of ‘modernism’. Philosophers and literary critics there and
their followers in North America developed new, ‘postmodern’ ways of
looking at the world. To a great extent, this followed from the idea that
the world itself had undergone a quiet revolution. The world had moved
beyond modernism, with its hierarchy of knowledge, to a postmodern
phase where there was no place for grand theory of any kind (except, a
cynic might say, postmodernism itself).
These ideas Wltered into anthropology in the late 1970s and early 1980s.

There were also developments within our discipline which made it more
open to postmodernist ideas. The interpretivismalready present served as
a foundation – as did latter-day attacks on the alleged colonial mentality
and imperialist foundation of anthropology. In the same time period,
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feminist anthropology grew and further challenged androcentric models,
reXexivity became a byword of ethnographic method, and writing and
reading took on theoretical signiWcance in the new, literarily aware an-
thropology. All this culminated in the publication of Writing Culture
(CliVord and Marcus 1986), and in the eyes of some the discipline was
born again.
This chapter focuses on these various strands of thinking.While Evans-

Pritchardmay be thought of as a thoroughlymodernist practitioner of the
discipline, his ideas nevertheless foreshadow interpretivism.The eventual
move towards postmodernism in the hands of Edwin Ardener and others
at Oxford, Evans-Pritchard’s old university, lies within the Evans-
Pritchardian tradition, or at least possesses a spirit which Evans-Pritchard
would have recognized as his own (see chapter 9). At the other extreme,
Writing Culture signalled a focus on the ‘poetics and politics’ of writing
ethnography. What these strands have in common is a vision of anthro-
pology as a rejection of scientiWcmethod, a recognition of the importance
of writing, and an attempt to gain insight through human understanding
rather than formal methods of research and analysis. In spite of their
diversity, it is therefore quite appropriate to see all these threads of
interpretive and postmodernist thinking as part of one great movement
within the discipline – a movement that all of us have been inXuenced by,
however much some may wish to distance themselves from it.

Evans-Pritchard’s interpretive approach

E. E. Evans-Pritchard studied under C. G. Seligman and Bronislaw
Malinowski at the London School of Economics. Hemade sixmajor Weld
expeditions to the Sudan and British East Africa, notably with the Zande
(Azande), Nuer, Anuak, Shilluk, and Luo. His accounts of Zande witch-
craft (Evans-Pritchard 1937) and Nuer politics and kinship (1940; 1951a)
served both to epitomize the British anthropology of their time and to
inspire succeeding generations – albeit more on a theoretical than an
ethnographic level. In recent years, some of his Nuer work, based on less
than a year with the people, has been the subject of criticism for overstat-
ing the importance of the lineage in political aVairs (e.g., Kuper 1988:
194–201). However, Witchcraft, Oracles, and Magic among the Azande
(Evans-Pritchard 1937) and Nuer Religion (1956) have fared better. Both
of these were attempts to understand and relate the inner thoughts of his
subjects.

Witchcraft, Oracles, and Magic is an ethnography of Zande thought
processes. The author argues that Zande are so obsessed with witchcraft
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that to understand their belief in it and how that belief is used to explain
cause and eVect is to understand their society. If a grain storage bin falls
and kills someone sitting under it, one cause may well be that termites
have eaten the supports, but the question of why it fell at that time on that
person must be answered by whose witchcraft is involved (Evans-
Pritchard 1937: 69–72).

Nuer Religion concerns, among other things, the deWnition of kwoth.
Like Latin spiritus, Greek pneuma, and Hebrew ruah, it also designates
‘breath’. In its metaphorical senses, it can refer to spirits of several kinds,
including the Nuer entity Evans-Pritchard translates as ‘God’. Through-
out Nuer Religion, the author engages his reader in an exercise to picture
and feel the essence of Nuer belief through the words, the symbolism, and
the rituals which characterize the system described by the title of that
book. It is worth remembering, though, that ‘Nuer religion’ is not itself a
Nuer concept; it is an anthropologist’s one (see Evans-Pritchard 1956:
311–22). Evans-Pritchard’smonograph, together with a similar one by his
colleague Godfrey Lienhardt (1963) on the religion of the neighbouring
Dinka, formed the foundation of anthropological studies of belief. They
also focused attention on translation, both real and metaphorical. It is
interesting that whereas Evans-Pritchard speaks of ‘God’ and ‘spirits’ and
often uses the Nuer term, Lienhardt prefers the English ‘Divinity’ and
‘divinities’ – precisely in order to get away from the directness of the more
familiar English terms. It may also be worthy of note that both these
Oxford anthropologists converted to Roman Catholicism; and this, it has
been said, might have played some part in the formulation of their similar
approaches to the interpretation of religious belief and practice.
Evans-Pritchard practised his anthropology within the general theor-

etical framework of RadcliVe-Brown. However, he rejected RadcliVe-
Brown’s notion of the discipline as a science and argued the case for
anthropology as an art (e.g., Evans-Pritchard 1965). This marks the
crucial diVerence between Evans-Pritchard’s vision and the mainstream
British tradition from which it diverged. Especially in his later years,
Evans-Pritchard developed the idea of anthropology as ‘translation of
culture’, and this became a catch-phrase in the works of many of his
students. What anthropologists are supposed to do is get as close as
possible to the collective mind of the people they study, and then ‘trans-
late’ the alien ideas they Wnd into equivalent ideas within their own
culture. This is, of course, not the same thing as actual, linguistic transla-
tion. Like RadcliVe-Brown’s sea shells and Lévi-Strauss’ crystals, it is an
analogy (see chapters 5 and 8). Evans-Pritchard rejected the Lévi-Straus-
sian idea of a ‘grammar’ of culture in favour of a ‘meaning’ in the more
subtle everyday discourse of culture. The diYculties of translation
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(whether to go for a literal one, or an idiomatic one) have precise ana-
logies in ethnography. If we translate Nuer or Zande ideas too literally,
then no one outside of Nuerland or Zandeland will understand them. If
we translate too idiomatically, then we will fail to capture the essence of
Nuer or Zande thought. Anthropology, according to this view, is forever
caught in the translator’s dilemma.
In his 1951 textbook Social Anthropology, derived from a series of six

lectures presented on BBC Radio, Evans-Pritchard reviews the scope of
social anthropology, its history, methods, and theory, and its potential for
applied work. At several points Evans-Pritchard (e.g., 1951b: 62, 116-17)
criticizes the ‘natural science’ analogy and oVers instead the vision of
anthropology’s object as the totality of moral and symbolic systems,
which in his view are quite unlike any systems found in nature. They are
not governed by natural laws, though they do entail social structures and
cultural patterns. Was Evans-Pritchard a structural-functionalist mas-
querading as an epistemologist? Was he, until his bid for freedom in the
1950s, a philosopher-historian strapped into the straitjacket of functional-
ist dogma? Or did he simply change his mind, from history to functional-
ism to epistemology, in the course of his career?
Mary Douglas (1980: 29–38) suggests that Evans-Pritchard’s career

represented a single, coherent research programme and that he was
always an interpretive thinker. Another view is that he broke with func-
tionalism in the 1940s and consolidated his perspective in the 1950s (e.g.,
Kuper 1996 [1973]: 124–6). In support of Douglas’ position, one can cite
much in Witchcraft, Oracles, and Magic and point to the fact that the text
ofNuer Religion is made up of papers written and presented up to a decade
before its publication. However, Evans-Pritchard’s ethnographic work is
not all that diVerent from that of any of his contemporaries. The ways in
which it diVers do not mark him out as having a unique methodological
approach or understanding of society, but rather indicate a desire for
innovation, especially in his concern with systems of belief. RadcliVe-
Brown regarded Evans-Pritchard as one in the samemould as himself and
feared that Meyer Fortes would be the rebel. Fortes, though, continued
the RadcliVe-Brownian tradition at Cambridge, where it competed with
Leach’s structuralism and processualism for the favour of the students.
Whatever elements of Evans-Pritchard’s writing predate Nuer Religion,
the publication of that book marks a departure from structural-function-
alism towards a new kind of reasoning about the nature of religious belief.
Evans-Pritchard recalls Durkheim more than he does RadcliVe-Brown,
but the emphasis is more on seeing the spirit world as a Nuer sees it and
explaining it as if to a Western theological audience, and rather less on
demonstrating a relation between belief and social structure.
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One of Evans-Pritchard’s strongest statements against functionalism
lies in his 1950 lecture, ‘Social anthropology: past and present’, published
in his Wrst series of collected essays (1962: 13–28). He argues that the
failing of social anthropology since the Enlightenment has been to model
the discipline on the natural sciences, and suggests that it is better seen as
among the historical sciences ormore generally as a branch of the human-
ities. The fact that historians’ issues are generally diachronic, whereas
anthropologists’ are synchronic, does not bother him. The synthesis of
events and the integrative description both aim at is enough for him to
assert a methodological similarity. He says that the description of struc-
tural form is not antithetical to either history or anthropology. Likewise,
‘History is not a succession of events, it is the links between them’ (1962

[1961]: 48).
Evans-Pritchard’s main inXuence was at Oxford, where he held the

Chair of Social Anthropology from 1946 to 1970. Indeed, he still casts his
spell over the Institute of Social and Cultural Anthropology there. It is his
bust and not RadcliVe-Brown’s or Tylor’s which graces that institute’s
library, and his work which the Oxford tradition has carried forward. In
the 1970s, when Oxford anthropology was polarized betweenNeedham’s
latent structuralism and Ardener’s incipient postmodernism, both sides
took comfort in Evans-Pritchard’s inspiration (see, e.g., Needham 1972:
xiv, 14–31; Ardener 1989 [1971]: 35–9). Needham’s struggle with the
relation between the English word ‘belief’, the inner state it describes,
and the cross-cultural applicability of the concept, is to a large measure
attributable to the text of Nuer Religion.

Geertz’s interpretivism

While Evans-Pritchard showed the way towards interpretivism, it is
nevertheless a little harder to justify the appellation ‘ism’ to his approach
than it is to that of CliVord Geertz. Evans-Pritchard’s anthropology was,
as much as anything, a reaction against the structural-functionalist enter-
prise, whereas Geertz’s marks a positive move towards an understanding
of the minutiae of culture as an end in itself.
Geertz, now based at Princeton, was trained at Harvard and has taught

at Berkeley and Chicago. He did Weldwork on Java and Bali and in
Morocco. His ethnographic work has been diverse in scope and ap-
proach. The Religion of Java (1960), for example, was fairly conventional,
whereas Kinship in Bali (Geertz and Geertz 1975) challenges the idea of
kinship as an autonomous system which can be understood cross-cul-
turally and argues for its inclusion in a symbolic domain. Agricultural
Involution (1963), in contrast to both, is in the broad framework of

162 History and Theory in Anthropology



Stewardian ecological anthropology, while some of his other work on
social change in Indonesia lies in the realm of social history. In Islam
Observed (1968), Geertz turns his attention to comparison, in an attempt
to understand Islam in the context of two countries where he has ethno-
graphic experience: Indonesia and Morocco. Unlike Evans-Pritchard
(1965 [1963]: 13–36), he does not hold up ‘the comparativemethod’ as an
impossibility!
The core of his interpretivist anthropology, though, lies in the intro-

ductory essay to his book The Interpretation of Cultures, which was com-
pleted and published in 1973 – the year of Evans-Pritchard’s death. There
Geertz (1973: 3–30) sums up his approach as one of ‘thick description’.
Anthropology is about picking through the strata embedded in a particu-
lar culture, and revealing them through layers of description. It is not
about cognition as anthropologists in America then understood it; nor is
it necessarily about large-scale comparison. Critics (e.g., Kuper 1999:
109–14) have pointed out the ambiguity of Geertz’s deWnition of ‘thick
description’ (as detailed and layered) as well as the thinness of some of his
own ethnography (in that the sources of his own generalizations are
seldom made clear). Yet Geertz’s interpretivist challenge is, if in these
ways problematic, nevertheless both deeper in ethnographic detail and
richer in metaphor than Evans-Pritchard’s.
In his twomajor collections,Geertz (1973; 1983) pushes for an image of

society as ‘like a text’ – for Kuper (1999: 112) ‘a metaphor running away
with itself ’. Geertz also argues for anthropology as the understanding of
the ‘local’ in a tense interaction with the ‘global’, for an emphasis on the
minutiae, even the trivia of culture, and for culture as a symbolic system,
but a system within which social action takes place and political power is
generated. He deconstructs common anthropological notions such as
‘culture’, ‘worldview’, ‘art’, ‘custom’, and ‘customary law’, with a Xuency
of style that is virtually unmatched. If he were a bad writer, he would
undoubtedly have had less inXuence, but the eVect of Geertz’s subtle and
skilful breaking-down of anthropological conceit and positivist tenden-
cies has been profound. His collected essays are probably as much read
outside the discipline as by anthropologists themselves, and (for better or
worse) to many are paradigmatic of the discipline as a whole.
In some of his recent work, Geertz has ventured yet further into

interpretivism through re-interpreting the ethnography of others. In his
award-winningWorks and Lives (Geertz 1988), he examines the writings
of Evans-Pritchard, Malinowski, Lévi-Strauss, and Benedict. Through
the analysis of the imagery and metaphors of his chosen authors, Geertz
argues that anthropology is simply ‘a kind of writing’. This is a major
postmodernist challenge to the discipline, and one which is
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commonplace in the work of both American and French writers over the
last two decades (see CliVord and Marcus 1986; Sperber 1985 [1982]).
Jonathan Spencer (1989) has argued that Geertz and his followers are
mistaken in the view that anthropological texts are merely pieces of
writing. Spencer puts the case that anthropology is also ‘a kind of work-
ing’, and demonstrates the logic of putting both the ethnographer, and
the diversity of points of view among informants, into the text. Yet
whether Geertz’s emphasis on writing is exaggerated or not, he has
usefully focused attention on anthropology as a creative endeavour.
Today, Geertz remains as one of anthropology’s most inXuential Wg-

ures, both within and beyond the discipline. His interpretivism un-
doubtedly paved the way for postmodern anthropology. Some say he is
not just a precursor but part of the movement. Before getting into the
nuances of postmodernism proper, though, a focus on further founda-
tions, especially with regard to new concepts and interests beyond those
of Geertz himself, is worthwhile.

Concepts of changing times

The postmodernist challenge in anthropology has yielded new concepts
and areas of new research associated with them. Among the most import-
ant are reXexivity and orientalism. Let us consider these with regard to the
related concepts of reXexivism (which entails a theoretical emphasis on
reXexivity), occidentalism, and globalization.

ReXexivity and reXexivism

All anthropologists do comparison of one kind or another. Those who
work far from homemight compare more to classic anthropological cases
like Nuer or Trobriand society. Others argue that a better kind of com-
parison is that to societies which are similar, technologically, geographi-
cally, or linguistically (see chapter 4). Those who work in societies closely
related to their own, either culturally or geographically, tend to make
comparisons to their own society more explicit in their writings. At the
extreme, there is explicit comparison of one’s own culture, described
through one’s self as exemplar, and through the ‘self’ as vehicle imposed
upon the culture purportedly described. In this case, the culture under
description can become mere background for the anthropologist’s explo-
ration of his or her own cultural and social identity. This is a case of
extreme reXexivity.
ReXexivity has formed amajor part of the incipient postmodern project

within anthropology since the 1970s. Perhaps the Wrst explicit publication
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in this mould is Judith Okely’s essay, originally published in an early issue
of the Journal of the Anthropological Society of Oxford, ‘The self and
scientism’ (Okely 1996 [1975]: 27–44). However, the roots of reXexivity
are yet deeper. Malinowski’s Weldwork diary, much commented on by
Okely, is the best-known example. Although Malinowski apparently
meant it only to record his own privatemusings, it found its way into print
twenty-Wve years after his death (Malinowski 1967), and it contrasts
sharply with his formal ethnographic accounts. In the diary he reveals his
sexual fantasies, his heavy use of drugs, his distaste for some aspects of
Trobriand culture, and his boredom in the Trobriand Islands.
Malinowski’s student Jomo Kenyatta, later the Wrst president of Kenya,
included reXexive comment in his ethnography of his own people
(Kenyatta 1938), butmost of theMalinowskians and the Boasians steered
clear. Lévi-Strauss included much autobiography in Tristes Tropiques
(1976 [1955]), though he too separated this from both his ethnographic
and his theoretical commentaries. What makes the eVorts of most post-
modern writers fundamentally diVerent is their assertion that reXexivity
itself is ethnography, or at least a central part of it, and that ethnography is
at least themajor part of anthropological theory itself (see Rabinow 1977).
ReXexivity has strong links with feminist anthropology. Feminist an-

thropology and gender studies share much of their subject matter, but
their approaches are somewhat diVerent. Henrietta Moore (1988: 188)
has written that the anthropology of gender is about ‘the study of gender
identity and its cultural construction’, whereas feminist anthropology is
about ‘the study of gender as a principle of human social life’ (see chapter
9). For the last couple of decades, anthropologists interested in the study
of gender havemoved decidedly away from this ‘gender studies’ approach
to one emphasizing the position of woman as ethnographer as well as that
of woman as informant or object. By the middle of the 1980s it was not
uncommon for the anthropologist to put herself forward as the main
subject of anthropological discourse, as reXexivity gained favour within
postmodernist and especially (loosely) feminist circles, and ultimately
found favour in anthropology at large (see, e.g., Okely and Callaway
1992). The danger of losing the ‘other’ for the emphasis on the ‘self’
became all too easy, as extreme reXexivity became at worst a fetish and at
best a theoretical perspective (reXexivism) in its own right.
A further twist is found in the kind of study where the analyst, drawing

on her own experiences, speaks for a wider community of oppressed
people or attempts to give ‘voice’ to the oppressed through herself.
Writers in this tradition sometimes take their inspiration from the post-
structuralist, feminist literary theory of Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak and
her ‘subaltern studies’ associates (see, e.g., Guha and Spivak 1988). Some
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of Lila Abu-Lughod’s writings on Bedouin women (e.g., Abu-Lughod
1990) are in this vein. The idea is that there is something shared among
‘subaltern’ or subordinate groups, whether subordination is on the basis
of gender, class, ethnicity, or history of colonial injustice. Sherry Ortner
(1995), on the other hand, points to the Geertzian ‘thinness’ of work
following this approach: a thinness derived from a reluctance to tackle
internal politics and problems of representing the ‘other’ or indeed the
(subaltern) self.
Other trends in the last decade have been towards moderation, either

allowing personal reXexivity to mingle with reXections on theory, or
pursuing the reXective experiences of the traditional objects of ethnogra-
phy. The former is exempliWed by Kirsten Hastrup’s (1995) brilliant
critique of anthropology’s assumptions and directions. The latter in-
cludes Pat Caplan’s (1997) record of her friendship with ‘Mohammed’,
one of her informants, through the thirty years she has worked with the
Swahili of Tanzania. Much of Caplan’s text is made up of quotations,
and the ‘voice’ of the informant is heard along with the confessions of
the ethnographer. But there is ‘fact’ as well, especially on spirit cults; and
a Wne balance is achieved between ethnography and autobiography.
There is still another kind of reXexivity, though perhaps it is less

recognized as such. This is the kind of reXexive study which examines not
an individual but a collective self: anthropology as a whole, or perhaps a
group of anthropologists who share a common interest or ethnographic
region. What I have in mind is the kind of study which examines this
collective self in interplay, not with individual informants, but with a
culture built both of real happenings and of images portrayed through
ethnography. A good example is Alcida Ramos’ (1992) study of
Yanomami ethnography. She remarks that anthropologists who have
worked with the Yanomami groups in Brazil have variously presented
them as being Werce, erotic, intellectual, or just plain exotic. In some
ways, sometimes, they are all these things, but the imagery which has
been built up around them is powerful. Ramos notes that media hype has
exaggerated ethnographic description to such an extent that some ethno-
graphers, notably Napoleon Chagnon, have been led to tone down new
books and new editions of old books which have fuelled that Xame.

Orientalism, occidentalism, and globalization

An important component of postmodern anthropology is the interest in
power, derived from Foucault among others (see chapter 9). A related
concern has been the identiWcation of power as amanifestation of colonial
and postcolonial discourses through ‘orientalism’. The concept was in-
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troduced by Edward Said, a Palestinian literary critic long resident in the
United States. In Orientalism (1978) and later works, Said attacks the
West for creating a notion of the East, the Orient, in order to dominate it,
by trade, colonialism, and other forms of exploitation. TheWest, he says,
more polemically, also needs the Orient in order to deWne itself: what is
not East is West. Many of his more salient ideas were, in fact, anticipated
by anthropologists (e.g., Asad 1973; cf. Goody 1996), who have also
pointed out that anthropological studies, at least in colonial times, were
embedded in unequal relationships between the West and the Third
World. Said is implicitly critical of our discipline and its orientalist
discourse, though his main grudges are directed at literary Wgures, philol-
ogists, and archaeologists.
However, recently some anthropologists have turned Said’s argument

on its head, not so much to negate it as to point out that it is only half the
story. James Carrier of the University of Durham has edited a volume
called Occidentalism (Carrier 1995a), in which nine mainly American
anthropologists (some, including Carrier, trained in sociology) comment
on the notion of ‘the West’. Most of the contributors note that ‘oriental’
peoples are as likely to have biased and generalized visions of the West as
‘occidental’ peoples are of the East. Indeed, as Carrier points out in his
preface, when he moved from sociology to anthropology, from a training
concentrating on the nuances of social complexity in industrial capitalist
societies of the West to a specialization in Melanesian society, he was
startled by the lack of sophistication in the ways in which anthropologists
talk about their own societies.

It struck me at the time as a professional double standard, and it repelled me.
These were conscientious scholars who devoted great eVort to uncovering the
nuances, complexities, and inter-connections of the societies that they studied.
Yet they would casually characterize Western society in terms so simplistic that
they would not be tolerated of an anthropologist speaking about a village society.
(Carrier 1995b: vii–viii)

Carrier goes on to suggest that three trends are prevalent in anthropology
today with regard to occidentalism: a tendency towards self-reXection, a
growing interest in the ‘invention of tradition’, and an increasing concern
with the ethnography of the West itself (1995b: viii–ix).
The relations between Occident and Orient, whether imagined or real,

are now bound up with the process of globalization, also an increasing
object of anthropological enquiry. In one of six volumes stemming from
the 1993 Decennial Conference of the Association of Social Anthropolo-
gists of the Commonwealth, Norman Long (1996) speaks of ‘globaliz-
ation’, ‘localization’, and even ‘re-localization’. Globalization involves
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processes of movement in population (e.g., migrant labour), skills, capi-
tal, technology and technical knowledge, and also symbolic representa-
tions (e.g., notions of ‘modernization’ and ‘globalization’ itself, and new
concepts of ‘citizenship’ such as that of the European Union). Localiz-
ation involves the interplay between local forms of knowledge and exter-
nal pressures, while re-localization involves the assertion, rediscovery, or
invention of locally based knowledge, especially knowledge which can be
used in agrarian economic and social development. Long argues for
actor-centred research on these issues.
In the same volume, Aihwa Ong (1996) hints at the fallacy in seeing all

aspects of globalization, modernization, and industrialization as the same
thing, and explicitly opposes the yet bigger fallacy of equating any of these
simply with Western culture. Take modernization: China has been in the
process of modernizing for a very long time; and the process of moderniz-
ation and even industrialization in Japan began, not with Commodore
Matthew Perry’s visit in 1853 (as American school children are taught),
but as an ultimate consequence of the expansion of trade from China
throughout East and Southeast Asia over a long period.
The true ‘postmodern condition’, to my mind, is reXected in Marc

Augé’s (1995 [1992]) intriguing study of the globalized ‘non-space’ of
refugee camps, international hotels, motorways, and airport lounges. As a
theme promoted by both evolutionist and postmodernist anthropology as
well as a topic visible to anthropologists whenever they do Weldwork or
even attend conferences, globalization is a popular and timely concern.
The irony is that in theoretical terms it might as easily be seen as most
akin to the least trendy of all theoretical perspectives, diVusionism.

Postmodernism and postmodern anthropology

Postmodernism constitutes a critique of all ‘modern’ understandings.
Postmodernists deWne what is ‘modernist’ as what is all-encompassing;
they reject both grand theory in anthropology and the notion of complete-
ness in ethnographic description. On the latter score, they oppose the
presumption of ethnological authority on the part of the anthropologist.
Thus reXexivity, and ultimately embodiment, came to the fore. In a wider
sense, postmodernist anthropology takes its cue from critical studies of
‘orientalist’ writing and levels its critique at the creation of the ‘other’
(and consequent deWnition of the ‘self ’) as the driving force of all previous
positions in the discipline. Postmodernism is also a logical development
of both relativism and interpretivism, so much so that it is diYcult to
isolate these perspectives except superWcially – by chronology, vocabu-
lary, or style of writing.
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The return to relativism

In a provocative article, Sjaak van der Geest (1990) has suggested that
relativism itself is a dogma, not the absence of one. Anthropologists
propagate relativism against the cognitive certainties both of those from
alien cultures which they study and of non-anthropologists from their
own cultures. Yet anthropology has, within the last decade, returned
frommildly relativistic notions that each culture has its own value system
or semantic structure to stronger views reminiscent of those of Benedict
and Whorf. Only now these are couched in the jargon of postmodernism
and devoid of any theory of culture as a whole. All this highlights the fact
that ‘relativism’ is not really a monolithic concept (see also chapter 7).
The term designates a myriad of theoretical fragments carved from the
rock of Boasian anthropology. Yet Boasianism, in one form or another,
remains a touchstone tomany in American anthropology, both those who
oppose relativist dogma and those who espouse insights brought more
recently fromnewer trends in thinking about the relation between anthro-
pology and its objects of study.
Postmodernism came into anthropology long after its early use in

studies of art and the practice of architecture. In those Welds, from the late
1950s, the term characterized a rejection of formal principles of style and
the admission of unlikely blends and especially of local variation. In the
social sciences, including anthropology, the term recalls the deWnition put
forward by Jean-François Lyotard, Professor of Philosophy at theUniver-
sité de Paris VIII (Vincennes), in his report to the government of Quebec
on the ‘postmodern condition’: ‘Simplifying to the extreme, I deWne
postmodern as incredulity toward metanarratives’ (Lyotard 1984 [1979]:
xxiv).
In anthropology, following from this, postmodernism involves a rejec-

tion both of grand theoretical truth and of the wholeness of ethnographic
reality. In other words, to a postmodern anthropologist there is no true,
complete statement that can bemade about a culture. Nor, for many, can
we even come up with an approximation. Therefore, grand theory (what
Lyotard calls ‘metanarrative’) is doomed – except, it seems, the meta-
narrative of postmodernism itself!

‘Writing culture’

Anthropology’s premier postmodernist text is Writing Culture (CliVord
and Marcus 1986), based on a conference on ‘The Making of Ethno-
graphic Texts’, held in Santa Fe, New Mexico in 1984 (see also Marcus
and CliVord 1985). Eight practising anthropologists, a historian of an-
thropology (James CliVord), and a literary critic (Mary Louise Pratt)
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presented papers there, and all but one of these appears in the celebrated
volume (themissing paper was by Robert Thornton). The unifying theme
ofWriting Culture is a consideration of literary methods within anthropo-
logical discourse, though the authors hold a range of views frommoderate
to radical on the subject. A number of contributors also examine the
intrusion of power relations in the ethnographic process. It is worth
touching very brieXy on each.
JamesCliVord, in his introduction, attacks the idea of ethnography as a

representation of the wholeness of culture and stresses the incomplete-
ness of ethnographic expression, even in the hands of indigenous schol-
ars. He argues for an appreciation of ethnography as writing, but rejects
the extremist view that it is only writing or that the recognition of
ethnography as a kind of ‘poetry’ precludes objectivity. His substantive
contribution, on ‘ethnographic allegory’, is decidedly literary in charac-
ter, and focuses on ‘the narrative character of cultural representations’
(CliVord 1986: 100). George Marcus also oVers a literary analysis, but in
his case invoking world-systems theory to unmask the ‘authority’ of the
author; and in his afterword he comments brieXy on the challenge he
believes the Santa Fe conference has given the discipline.
Mary Louise Pratt discusses somediverse ethnographies; she advocates

the ‘fusion’ of object and subjective understandings and the re-examin-
ation, on the part of ethnographers, of their enterprise in light of historical
precedent and literary genre. Vincent Crapanzano looks at the problems
of translation in three quite diVerent texts, including an eighteenth-
century one, a nineteenth-century one, and one by Geertz (on the
Balinese cockWght). Renato Rosaldo looks at modes of authority in two
texts, including Evans-Pritchard’s The Nuer; and Talal Asad takes as his
object of ‘translation’ an essay by Ernest Gellner on ‘translation’ in the
British anthropological tradition, notably in Nuer Religion.
Michael Fischer looks at the dynamism of ethnicity, which, he says,

must be re-invented in each generation. Paul Rabinow takes on textual
construction in Geertz’s interpretivism and CliVord’s ‘textual meta-an-
thropology’, along with other examples, to illustrate that representations
are social facts. Stephen Tyler, a convert from cognitive anthropology,
here speaks with the strongest postmodern voice. He comments on the
death of scientiWc thought and celebrates the fragmentary nature of a
would-be postmodern ethnography. The latter, he says, aims at a ‘dis-
course’, that is, a dialogue, as opposed to the former monologue of the
ethnographic ‘text’. However, he laments that no postmodern ethnogra-
phy exists, while asserting at the same time that ‘all ethnography is
post-modern in eVect’ (Tyler 1986: 136).
SinceWritingCulture, a number of anthropologists, both those involved
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in that project and others, have continued the discourse. Notable
examples are Marcus and Fischer’s (1986) attempt to justify the experi-
mental and critical nature of recent anthropological writing; CliVord’s
(1988) treatise on twentieth-century ethnography, literature, and art;
Michael Taussig’s (1993) highly original study of imitation and the con-
struction of alterity in the self/other opposition; and some of Rabinow’s
(1997) collected essays. The tempered search for connections Wgures
prominently in the work of Marilyn Strathern (e.g., 1991; 1992), one of
the leading anthropologists in Britain today. She argues, among other
things, that partial connections are necessary because the amount of data
anthropologists have to hand is too great to treat in any other way.
American sociologist Norman Denzin (1997) sums up postmodern eth-
nography as a ‘moral discourse’. He says that ethnographers shouldmove
beyond the traditional, objective forms of writing about peoples to more
experimental and experiential texts, including autobiography and per-
formance-based media; towards greater expression of emotion; to Wc-
tionalization, thereby expressing poetic and narrative truth, as opposed to
scientiWc truth; and also towards lived experience, praxis, and multiple
points of view.
Postmodernists often stress the arbitrary in culture, descriptions of

culture, and theorizing about culture. When commenting on post-
modernism itself, postmodernists tend to invoke reXexivity. As Crapan-
zano (1992: 88) puts it, ‘Not only is the arbitrariness of the sign in any act
of signiWcation paradigmatically proclaimed but so is the arbitrariness of
its syntagmatic, its syntactic, placement. ’ In other words, whereas some
poststructuralists (notably Bourdieu) oppose Saussurian distinctions al-
together, here Crapanzano, a decided postmodernist, expands the Saus-
surian notion of arbitrariness to cover not only signs themselves, but even
signs in relation to other signs. For postmodernists, one’s vantage point is
arbitrary. Therefore the distinction which Saussure, and virtually every
linguist and anthropologist since have recognized, that between observer
and observed, is called into question.
For reXexivists and other, less self-centred late interpretivists, the

nomothetic and the ideographic (see RadcliVe-Brown 1952: 1) blend to
form an unbounded mix. Ethnography and theory, and observer and
observed (or collective self and collective other), become almost indistin-
guishable in the course of an anthropological text. It is perhaps no
accident that the ethnography of Europeans by Europeans, or of Ameri-
cans by Americans, form good examples of this genre. Michael Herzfeld
(a Harvard-based Englishman who writes on Greeks) epitomizes the soft
postmodern tradition in anthropology. His Anthropology Through the
Looking Glass (Herzfeld 1987) ranges from critiques of more formal and
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positivistic anthropological theory and exaltations of earlier wisdom, to
discussions of contradictions within Greek culture and, more important-
ly, contradictions within the anthropological distinctions between self
and other and observer and observed. It presents itself as a search for
connections which override the contradictions. Herzfeld here draws
heavily on the deWnitive third edition of the New Science of Gimbattista
Vico (for an English translation, see Pompa 1982 [Vico 1744]: 159–267),
an eighteenth-century Italian philosopher, little read in his time, who
tried to understand the relations between entities such as history and
social evolution, nationhood and religion.
Recent work on the theory of tropes, including metaphor, metonymy,

synecdoche, and irony is equally relevant to the postmodernist quest, and
James Fernandez (e.g., 1986) of the University of Chicago is the leading
proponent of this idea. I read his ethnography of the Fang of Gabon as a
search for the deep emic, and therefore within the grand anthropological
tradition which includes Malinowski and Boas (as well as Geertz). The
spirit of David M. Schneider, great Chicago interpreter of the divergent
symbolism of American and Yapese kinship, seems to be there too (see
especially Schneider 1980 [1968]; 1984). Often borrowing new ideas from
linguistics (e.g., LakoV and Johnson 1980), Fernandez and the contribu-
tors to his edited collection on tropes (Fernandez 1991) see culture as a
constant and complex play of tropes. However, whereas George LakoV

and Mark Johnson argued that people map the unfamiliar onto the
familiar to create new understanding, Naomi Quinn (1991), for example,
argues essentially the reverse. Metaphors are based on culturally agreed
understandings, andmore often than not they add complexity rather than
clarity. For her, as for generations of anthropologists before her, it is
culture that is central.

Problems with postmodernism

In one of his many brilliant polemics, the late British philosopher-anthro-
pologist, Ernest Gellner (1992: 22–79), attacked relativism and post-
modernism as subjectivist and self-indulgent. Postmodernism is the most
prevalent form of relativism today, and Gellner saw it as especially prob-
lematic in its misplaced attacks on, for example, the stated objectivism of
European colonial ethnography. For postmodernists, ethnography in the
colonial era represented a tool in the hands of oppressive colonial govern-
ments andmulti-national corporations. For the anti-postmodernist, post-
modernism’s attempt to liberate anthropology is misguided, its attacks on
earlier anthropological traditions misplaced, and its subjectivity down-
right nonsensical. The postmodernist, says Gellner, sees anthropology as
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a movement from positivism (to postmodernists, a belief in objective
facts) to hermeneutics (i.e., interpretation). Yet the postmodernist move-
ment is really a replay of the romanticist one two centuries before, in their
overthrow of the classical order of Enlightened Europe. Gellner goes on
to attack the contributions to Writing Culture for their lack of precision.
He concludes: ‘In the end, the operational meaning of postmodernism in
anthropology seems to be something like this: a refusal (in practice, rather
selective) to countenance any objective facts, any independent social
structures, and their replacement by a pursuit of meanings, both those of
the objects of inquiry and of the inquirer’ (1992: 29).
Rabinow and CliVord bear the brunt of Gellner’s criticisms, but he

blames Geertz for the origins of the obsession with hermeneutics and
takes his philosopher’s knife to Geertz’s (1984) defence of relativism.

Geertz has encouraged a whole generation of anthropologists to parade their real
or invented inner qualms and paralysis, using the invocation of the epistemologi-
cal doubt and cramp as a justiWcation of utmost obscurity and subjectivism (the
main stylistic marks of ‘postmodernism’). They agonize so much about their
inability to know themselves and the Other, at any level of regress, that they no
longer need to trouble too much about the Other. If everything in the world is
fragmented and multiform, nothing really resembles anything else, and no one
can know another (or himself), and no one can communicate, what is there to do
other than express the anguish engendered by this situation in impenetrable
prose? (Gellner 1992: 45)

Let me sum up the interpretivist and postmodernist enterprises. To
soft postmodernists (including Geertzian interpretivists), society is like a
text, to be ‘read’ by the ethnographer as surely as his own text will be read
by his readers. Other postmodernists seem to see culture as ‘shreds and
patches’ (to borrow Lowie’s phrase) – each shred and each patch, a play
on another one. To some, culture is a series of word plays or ‘tropes’.
Ethnography is much the same thing, and anthropological theory is little
more. According to most adherents of these schools, there should be no
grand theory and no grand analogy – except that culture is in some
unspeciWed way ‘like a text’. The question I would raise about all inter-
pretivist approaches, to a greater or lesser degree, is what they think
anthropology would be like if theirmetanarrative were true? Everything is
relative; there is no truth in ethnography. Anthropology should dissolve
into literary criticism, or at best into that brand of literary criticism that
has taken over a big piece of anthropology’s subject matter – cultural
studies (see, e.g., Bratlinger 1990).
Yet there seems to be a subtle battle among interpretivists and post-

modernists generally. One side sees ethnography as an end in itself, or
rather an attempt to understand, but one which never quite reaches the
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level of understanding previously claimed for it. These anthropologists
try to understand the human condition through detail, even the detail of
ethnographic activity. Radical reXexivists are happy to write more about
themselves doing ethnography than about the ethnographees, their sub-
jects. This is the most extreme of all ideographic approaches: ethnogra-
phy (writing about people) and ethnographic method (doing Weldwork)
merge into one. While anthropology as a whole has taken on board and
greatly beneWted from recent discussions of reXexivity, it is nevertheless
important to distinguish this strong version of the phenomenon from the
simple awareness of the role of the ethnographer as a social actor as well as
a gatherer of data.
The other side sees ethnography as a means to an end, a means to build

a wider understanding of human nature. For these anthropologists, inter-
pretivist in temperament and inXuenced by the more positive aspects of
the postmodern critique, there is hope. They may borrow freely from
evolutionism and functionalism, from structural Marxism or from bio-
logical anthropology. Theirs is a discipline of nomothetic inquiry. In the
last section here, I will examine the possibilities for an anthropology in the
latter image.

Mixed approaches: towards a compromise?

Robert Layton (1997: 157–215) characterizes present-day anthropology
as polarized between socio-ecology and postmodernism. I believe that
this characterization, while it has much truth, is too extreme. More and
more, anthropologists are showing that they are happy to mix approaches
and take from diVerent theoretical traditions. This has been going on at
least since the 1950s.
My preference is to look at new developments since the 1950s in terms

of three strands of thinking: structural, interactive, and interpretive.
These strands are notmutually exclusive.On the contrary, in the hands of
diverse theorists and ethnographers, they are intertwined, overlapping,
intersecting. While Lévi-Straussian structuralism is concerned unam-
biguously with structure, transactionalism overwhelmingly with interac-
tion, and Geertzian interpretivism at least primarily with interpretation,
there is nevertheless great potential to aim for an understanding which
draws on two or even three. Some recent writers, such as Anthony Cohen
(e.g., 1985; 1994), have blended interpretive and interactive interests.
Edmund Leach (1954), Victor Turner (1957), and Pierre Bourdieu (1977

[1972]) have emphasized both structure and action in their analyses of
social process. RoyWillis (1974), Rodney Needham (1979), and a numb-
er of others, have mixed structure and interpretation. Some of Ladislav
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Holy and Milan Stuchlik’s work makes good use of all three within a
single paradigm (e.g., Holy and Stuchlik 1983). The simple answer, then,
is that the future of anthropology may lie in the blending of approaches.
Sociologists, and some anthropologists, like to think in terms of the three
great social theorists – Marx, Durkheim, and Weber. They are like
primary colours. You can mix them, or rather mix diVerent strands of
their thinking, to come up with almost any theoretical position.
Of course, things may not be quite as simple as this. Italian anthropol-

ogist Carla Pasquinelli (1996) has suggested a diVerent interpretation,
speciWcally on the concept of ‘culture’. She points out that this concept is
quintessentially ‘modern’ in that it is what modernists employ to deWne
the pre-modern ‘other’. It arose within evolutionist theory and remained
powerful right through what she sees as the three phases of anthropologi-
cal thinking: the material phase (concerned with customs and traceable
from Tylor to Boas), the abstract phase (concerned with patterns, e.g.,
Kroeber and Kluckhohn), and the symbolic phase (concerned with
meaning and typiWed by Geertz). However, she argues, Geertz’s position
is liminal, as he sees culture as ‘local knowledge’, dispersed and fragmen-
tary (i.e., postmodern), while nevertheless seeking, through ‘thick de-
scription’, the totality of culture which Tylor championed (i.e., modern).
The break comes with James CliVord (e.g., 1988), who overthrows the
object (culture) in favour of the subjectivity of narrative (i.e., of the
ethnographer).
But can there be anthropologywithout an object? If we are not studying

culture or society, what then is cultural or social anthropology? This, in
my view, is the dilemma postmodernism has left for the present gener-
ation (cf. Strathern 1987b; Fox 1991). At the risk of stating the obvious,
throughout this book I hope I have shown that cultural anthropology
remains a Weld of diverse viewpoints. The present generation can take its
pick between innovativeworkwithin the evolutionist school, it can still lift
ideas from structuralist or processualist theories to suit new purposes, or
it can accept wholeheartedly the postmodern condition if it is prepared
for the consequences. The blending of old ideas, of all sorts, seems the
safest bet.

Concluding summary

Interpretivism and postmodernism Wt into anthropology in a very
straightforward way, as aspects of a time-honoured set of analogies be-
tween language and culture. An understanding of that relationship, and
its historical transformation, lies at the root of new developments in
anthropology and in other social sciences.
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Anthropological theory has paralleled linguistic theory in uncanny
ways through its history. This is not simply fortuitous. Rather it has been
recognized and utilized by generations of anthropologists through lin-
guistic and related analogies. Analogy expresses form, but anthropology
also shares some content with linguistics, both in that language is an
aspect of culture and in that debates on language and writing have
become prominent in anthropology itself. It is commonplace to talk of the
‘linguistic analogy’, though it might be more accurate to think of a set of
linguistic analogies which have competed both against each other and
against other analogies (the biological analogy, for example) through
much of the history of anthropology.
Lévi-Strauss (1963 [1952]: 67–8) once drew attention to three levels of

relations between linguistics and cultural anthropology: the relation be-
tween a language and a culture, that between language and culture in the
abstract, and that between the two disciplines. I would choose a diVerent
set of relations to cover the whole realm of linguistic ideas within cultural
anthropology: society or culture as grammar, ethnography as translation,
and society and ethnography as ‘discourse’.
The analogy of grammar was implicit in the work of RadcliVe-Brown

and his followers, though they tended to speak more of anthropology as
like biology and societies as ‘organisms’ than of anthropology as like
linguistics and culture as ‘language’. Later it was made explicit by Lévi-
Strauss and structuralist anthropologists generally. For them culture and
society have at their root a form which is analogous to the grammar of
language. This may be a speciWc cultural grammar, or (in much of
Lévi-Strauss’ work), it may be a universal grammar held in common
between all cultures.
The analogy of translationwas implicit, and occasionally explicit, in the

work of Evans-Pritchard. It is still more explicit in thework of Geertz with
his notion of religion as a cultural system (Geertz 1966) and in his
collections on ‘interpretive anthropology’ (1973; 1983). For Evans-
Pritchard alien cultures are like foreign languages, to be ‘translated’ into
terms familiar in the ‘language’ of one’s own culture. For Geertz, culture
is embodied in the symbols through which people communicate. Geertz
has moved away from cognitive anthropology and its concerns with
thought in the abstract, towards an understanding of action from the
actor’s point of view. In this he shares much with his early mentor,
sociologist Talcott Parsons (e.g., 1949 [1937]), also with processual and
action-oriented anthropologists, notably Victor Turner (e.g., 1967), and
to some extent with the proponents of the ‘embodiment’ perspective to
the study of ritual.
The discourse analogy, borrowed from Foucault (e.g., 1974 [1969]),
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features prominently in social anthropology, especially but not exclusive-
ly in the work of those who see themselves as part of the postmodern
project. Anthropology itself is a discourse. The older, modern anthropol-
ogies are discourses partly representing the interests of the segments of
society from which they stem. Yet it would be too simplistic to deWne
functionalism, for example, simply as a discourse produced by the British
colonial enterprise (cf. Asad 1973). Rather, it is more meaningful to view
anthropology throughout its history as a discourse on the human condi-
tion, played out in a dialogue between those under the scrutiny of anthro-
pologists on the one hand, and the anthropologists themselves on the
other. This view would unite postmodern and modern anthropology in a
common enterprise – indeed one consistent with the deWnition of anthro-
pology given in the Wrst edition of the Encyclopaedia Britannica (1771: i,
327): ‘anthropology, a discourse upon human nature’.

further reading

Douglas’ Evans-Pritchard (1980) is the best guide to the basics of that thinker’s
anthropology. See also Pals’ Seven Theories of Religion (1996), which contains
interesting essays on both Evans-Pritchard and Geertz. Geertz’s own Works and
Lives (1988) makes stimulating reading on the ideas of a number of the other
major anthropologists. The most important of Geertz’s works though are his two
collections of essays (1973; 1983). See also Shankman’s essay ‘The thick and the
thin’ (1984).

Knauft’s excellent Genealogies for the Present (1996) reviews the debates in post-
modernist anthropology and other recent trends. Lechte’sFifty Key Contemporary
Thinkers (1994) is a useful guide to the ideas of structuralist, poststructuralist, and
postmodernist thinkers, mainly outside anthropology but who have inXuenced
our discipline. There are many guides to postmodernism in general, among the
most interesting is Smart’s Postmodernism (1993). On cultural studies and theor-
etical ideas within related Welds, see Milner’s Contemporary Cultural Theory
(1994).

H. L. Moore’s essay ‘Master narratives: anthropology and writing’ (1994 [1993]:
107–28) oVers a stimulating and highly readable review of the problem of writing.
See also James, Hockey, andDawson’s edited volumeAfterWriting Culture (1997)
for further British approaches to the problems highlighted in Writing Culture
(CliVord and Marcus 1986). A similar edited collection touching on reXexivity is
Okely and Callaway’s Anthropology and Autobiography (1992).
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Abstract. Wilhelm Dilthey was one of the first thinkers whose philosophy centred on the 
reflection of the nature of human sciences. These sciences had evolved into academic 
disciplines already within the context of the concept of scientificalness (Wissenschaft-
lichkeit) of German Idealism. They underwent a certain crisis of foundations in the 
nineteenth century in connection with the general rise of empiricism in the conception of 
science as such. Dilthey’s goal was to provide these sciences with philosophical-epistemo-
logical foundation as a specific domain of empirical research sciences. One of the aspects 
of his philosophical analyses along these lines was the grounding of the objectivity of the 
research results of the given sciences. The very success of human sciences in their inherent 
aspiration to exert counter influence on social life depended directly, as he saw it, on 
attaining this particular goal. Two focuses can be distinguished in Dilthey’s treatment of 
objectivity. On the one hand, he strives to demonstrate how justified is the pretension of 
the representations of human sciences to attain the genuine social-historical reality. On the 
other hand, he tries to prove that the particular representations of human sciences are 
justified in their pretensions to universal validity. Dilthey’s analyses face major difficulties 
in the process of attaining both these goals, which forces him to modify his understanding 
of the role of human sciences in human life. 
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1. Introduction 
 

As a philosopher of science, Wilhelm Dilthey (1833–1911) focused on human 
sciences or Geisteswissenschaften, a term that had gained currency in German 
culture. These sciences underwent a so-called crisis of foundations (Grundlagen-
krise) (Lessing 1984:132–136) during Dilthey’s formative years in the second half 
of the nineteenth century. In Germany, human sciences had evolved into sciences 
mainly within the framework of the concept of scientificalness (Wissenschaftlich-
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keit) of German Idealism. However, during the first half of the nineteenth century 
the human sciences had developed into empirical research sciences, which made it 
impossible for them to understand their own nature by means of the concept of 
scientificalness that had formed the basis for their development into academic 
disciplines (Schnädelbach 1991:108–117). On the other hand, a sound methodo-
logical research apparatus had been elaborated over the years within the various 
human science disciplines, to which they could resort in their ambitions to offer 
genuinely scientific knowledge of areas that until then had been studied basically 
from the metaphysical point of view of German Idealism. In these circumstances, 
Dilthey saw a new role for philosophy, the status of which as an academic 
discipline had become somewhat unstable in the post-metaphysical era. This role 
consisted in providing the existing research methodology of contemporary human 
sciences with the philosophical-epistemological foundation that it still lacked. 

As a negative consequence of the above-mentioned lack, he points out the 
groundlessness of the validity pretensions of knowledge as the human sciences 
view it, which undermines their inherent aspiration to provide rules for the optimal 
management of social life. It is especially characteristic of Dilthey’s reasoning that 
the solution of these two tasks coincides, as he sees it: the very substantiation of 
the objectivity of the research results of human sciences would guarantee the 
ability of these sciences to react back on life and society (Dilthey 2002:159). 

Thus we could say that Dilthey’s deliberations of the objectivity of scientific 
knowledge are motivated by two aspirations. On the one hand, to form an adequate 
self-understanding for the human sciences of themselves as legitimate members of 
the scientific community. On the other hand, to motivate the pretensions of human 
sciences to become the instrument of consciously shaping the social life. 

In its endeavours to elaborate the epistemology of scientific knowledge, 
German philosophy relied on the national tradition, especially on the philosophical 
legacy of Immanuel Kant. “Back to Kant” became the catchword for a number of 
diverse philosophical quests in the second half of the nineteenth century in 
Germany. Dilthey, too, was influenced by this movement, as the very ambitious 
name that he gave to his epistemological aspirations testifies. Thus he set out to 
create “the critique of historical reason”, i.e. to complete in the philosophy of 
human sciences something analogous to what he thought Kant had achieved within 
the framework of his critique of reason in elaborating the epistemological founda-
tions of natural sciences. 

In accordance with the general Kantian views, Dilthey proceeds in his 
philosophy from the analysis of consciousness, attributing a major role to the 
synthetic activeness of human spirit in the formation of human world view, just 
like Kant had done before him. Likewise, he adopts in general lines Kant’s idea of 
the objectivity of scientific knowledge, according to which the latter consists in the 
strictly general and inevitable validity of knowledge about experienced reality. In 
Dilthey’s opinion, Kant had managed to present convincingly the conditions of the 
possibility of the objectivity of cognition in natural sciences. At the same time he 
was positive that it was not possible to treat cognition in human sciences in an 
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adequate manner by proceeding from the conditions that Kant had delineated in 
the area of natural sciences. This, in its turn, induces Dilthey to modify Kant’s 
transcendentalism on a large scale. In the course of this process, the concept of 
objectivity also undergoes a certain change. Kant regarded the general and 
inevitable relations between natural phenomena as objects of objective knowledge. 
From the point of view of human sciences, which emerged after Kant’s days, 
unique phenomena, too, were considered to be legitimate objects of research. In 
fact, Dilthey regarded unique cultural phenomena as the most significant field of 
research of this branch of science. Thus we could conclude that objective know-
ledge in human sciences should also contain the universally valid knowledge of 
unique objects. 

By and large, Dilthey’s treatment of objectivity seems to have two focuses. In 
his earlier creative period, the grounding of the objectivity of human sciences 
consists in the demonstration of the fact that the ambition of these sciences to 
grasp reality is justified. In his later phase, however, he focuses on substantiating 
the universal validity of cognitive achievements in the domain of human sciences. 
I shall take a closer look at the respective approaches in the two subsequent parts 
of the present article.  

 
 

2. Objectivity as correspondence to reality 
 
Dilthey’s epistemological analysis proceeds from one fundamental principle. 

He calls this the principle of phenomenality (Satz der Phänomenalität): “The 
supreme principle of philosophy is the principle of phenomenality: according to 
this principle everything that exists for me is subject to the condition that it is a 
fact of my consciousness. All outer things, too, are only given as a connection of 
facts or processes of the consciousness. Objects, things, only exist for, and in, 
consciousness” (Dilthey 1974a:90). This principle stresses the point that whenever 
man experiences something, on the most elementary level, it is a fact of his 
consciousness, although the non-philosophical mind is not aware of this. The term 
“facts of consciousness” emphasizes the significance of this principle in Dilthey’s 
philosophical analysis as pointing to a special domain of facts. The science, 
therefore, that should deal with the given domain of facts, is philosophy as the 
universal empirical discipline. It does rely on a specific mode of experience, but 
experience nevertheless, and this should guarantee philosophy a respectable status 
among other empirical sciences. 

According to Dilthey, the principle of phenomenality is the only reliable point 
of departure for philosophy primarily due to the fact that if there is reason at all to 
state that something exists, it is only in this way and inasmuch as it is a fact of 
consciousness. Dilthey understands philosophy, first and foremost, as “a guide for 
methodically grasping reality, the real world in pure experience, and for analyzing 
it within the limits prescribed by the critique of knowledge” (Dilthey 1989:173). 
Thus the principle of phenomenality, according to Dilthey’s intention, should 
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serve as a point of departure for moving towards the solution of the central 
problem of his epistemology – to ground the pretension of scientific knowledge, 
especially that of the human science knowledge, to capture reality. 

The concept condensed in the principle of phenomenality has also its critical 
side – Dilthey applies it to his critique of metaphysics. The very essence of meta-
physics, he argues, lies in the attempts to find behind the facts of consciousness 
something that would allow one to deduce the facts of consciousness, and this way 
to explain them by means of purely intellectual apprehension. The principle of 
phenomenality, therefore, indicates the limit of reasonable cognitive pretension 
which, as Dilthey saw it, had been uncritically crossed by traditional metaphysics. 
Dilthey also views Kant’s concept of Ding an sich as a metaphysical relic, by 
which the founder of transcendental philosophy betrayed his own critical method. 

Dilthey calls the specific mode of experience, by which we become aware of 
what exists for us as a fact of consciousness, Innewerden, or reflexive awareness. 
By this term he denotes the primordial unity of consciousness. Dilthey argues that 
Innewerden as the most simple modality of consciousness precedes the division of 
subject and object, of form and content, and of act and content, by means of which 
the structure of consciousness was commonly described. This is a groundbreaking 
subject-object-identity. For this reason, Dilthey believes that the reflexive aware-
ness of facts of consciousness on the given level is characterized by the highest 
degree of immediacy and certainty. 

When viewed from the genealogical aspect, Dilthey treats Innewerden as “the 
most simple form in which psychic life can appear” (Dilthey 1989:254). The unity 
of consciousness that becomes aware in Innewerden remains in the sphere of 
consciousness that precedes the explicit self-consciousness. Accordingly, there is 
no self-consciousness as yet in Innewerden, it being primary in genealogical terms, 
that would clearly differentiate itself from the consciousness of outer reality. 
Nevertheless, it could still be called “pre-intentional” (Makkreel 1992), inasmuch 
Innewerden is related to the world even when the world has not been conceived as 
object as yet. The evolution of consciousness consists in the formation of a distinct 
self-consciousness, and of the consciousness of the world that is related to it.  

Therefore, consciousness should be regarded as the nexus of life. The concept 
of “life”, central to Dilthey’s theorizing, denotes the continuous self-domination, 
consisting of actions and reactions, between the “self” and the natural and social 
world, and the resultant experience. The term “lived experience” (Erlebnis) thus 
designates the particular experienced conflict between action and reaction at a 
given moment of time. 

The lived experience is the smallest indivisible meaningful phenomenon of life. 
It represents an internally divided totality, the structure of which always contains 
the connection of cognitive, emotional and volitional processes. Dilthey’s main 
critique of the earlier philosophy of consciousness, including that of Kant, is that it 
reduces the human experience exclusively to its cognitive aspect. This, he argues, 
does not allow us to explicate the human experience of the outer world adequately. 
Our selfhood is at the same time always a lived experience of the world in which 
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we live, so that the lived experience of the world is simultaneously the experience 
of our world. Yet there is still no subject-object or inner world-outer world 
dichotomy in this lived experience. In the light of the aforesaid, we can conclude 
that the term “lived experience” for Dilthey does not signify man’s inner emo-
tional state but his openness to the reality of life and his immediate awareness of 
this. From the epistemological perspective, then, it is significant at this point that 
Dilthey considers this lived experience as immediately present and unquestionably 
given to man, and therefore as certain. 

From this concept of presupposed certainty, Dilthey hopes to deduce the 
foundation for the certainty of contentions elaborated in the research works of 
special sciences. In this context, then, philosophy as the science of the facts of 
consciousness should, for this reason, become a universal science of foundation in 
relation to special sciences. He sees it as his primary task to analyse the relations 
of the facts of consciousness, and to present as integral a description of these as 
possible. The arguments made in various natural and human scientific disciplines 
should be ultimately verified by tracing them back to this connection of facts of 
consciousness. Johannes Römelt calls that kind of verification plan the two-
layered model of knowledge. According to Dilthey, any knowledge can stem from 
experience only. But experience itself is divided into two layers. The fundamental 
layer of experience consists of facts of consciousness captured in Innewerden and 
lived experience immediately, and therefore unmistakably. The derived layer of 
experience is formed by the observation results of empirical special sciences, 
which might be erroneous and, being in principle open to correction, require 
verification on the fundamental level of experience (Römelt 1999:185–186).  

Such substantiation of scientific knowledge faces major difficulties. The latter 
have been thoroughly analysed in various scholarly writings (e.g. Ineichen 1975, 
1991, Römelt 1999). The scope of the present article, however, does not allow us to 
take a closer look at them. It should be mentioned in this connection, though, that 
Dilthey himself was aware of a major drawback in the treatment of the problem. 
Namely, he was forced to admit that the lived experience of the world that had a 
central role to play in his epistemology, was inevitably related to the situation and 
perspective of a definite person. This, however, endangers the attainment of the 
other aspect of objectivity – universal validity – by such strategy of substantiation. 

 
 

3. Objectivity as universal validity 
 
The topic of the universal validity of cognition in human sciences is therefore 

becoming ever more prominent in the late period of his work. On the one hand, he 
does emphasize the circumstance that objective knowledge in human sciences has 
a different sense than it has in natural sciences: “The objectivity of knowledge that 
is sought here has a different sense; the methods for approaching the ideal of 
objectivity of knowledge here display essential differences from those by which 
we approach the conceptual cognition of nature” (Dilthey 2002a:92). On the other 
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hand, the very ability of human sciences to exert influence on the management of 
social life depends, in his opinion, on the universal validity of the results of human 
sciences. He regards such ability as essentially characteristic of these sciences (De 
Mul 2004:259–260). 

Under the influence of these considerations, his treatment of human sciences 
undergoes a certain change in the form of a shift in some significant accents in the 
late period of his work. Besides the concepts of life and lived experience that until 
then had been at the very core of his treatment, the emphasis on the role of 
understanding in the constitution of the cognitive relation, characteristic of human 
sciences, becomes more prominent. In his work that appeared in 1910, “The 
Formation of the Historical World in the Human Sciences”, Dilthey characterizes 
these sciences as follows: “A discipline belongs to the human sciences only if its 
object is accessible to us through the attitude that is founded upon the nexus of 
life, expression, and understanding” (Dilthey 2002b:109). Dilthey formulated the 
definition of understanding, which proved to be groundbreaking throughout the 
late period of his work, in his article that was published in 1900, “The Rise of 
Hermeneutics”: “Thus we call understanding a process, in which we perceive this 
psychic course of life on the basis of the sensuously given signs that are the 
expression of it” (Dilthey 1974b:318). The cited definition stresses the fact that the 
mediation of perception by means of signs given in outer experience is essential to 
understanding. Alongside the term “sensuously given signs”, Dilthey uses in his 
later texts synonymous expressions like sensuously perceived “expressions of life” 
(Lebensäusserungen), and “expressions” (Ausdrücke). 

He concedes in the abovementioned article that the lived experience alone as a 
basis of cognition is not sufficient enough to guarantee the objectivity of 
knowledge. Even if we assume that the lived experience renders the experience of 
reality that proceeds from it immediate certainty, the latter would still involve only 
the particular person alone. How would one advance from that kind of certainty to 
the universally valid cognition of experience? It is in this connection that Dilthey 
emphasizes the fact that objective cognition must be based on something external, 
continuously fixed, and thus intersubjectively accessible to examination. Accord-
ing to his new apprehension, this is the function of the expressions mediated by the 
external experience of human action. This is what cognition in human sciences is 
all about – the methodical-critical understanding or interpretation. 

In his work mentioned above, “The Formation of the Historical World in the 
Human Sciences”, Dilthey adds an important specification to his notion of under-
standing. Having defined understanding as a process in which we apprehend this 
psychic course of life on the basis of the sensuously given expressions of life, he 
stresses the autonomy of the domain of spiritual objects in relation to the psychic 
processes more explicitly than in his earlier texts: “Here it is a common error to 
resort to the psychic course of life – psychology – to account for our knowledge of 
this inner aspect.” (Dilthey 2002b:106). The understanding of that spirit is not 
psychological cognition. It is a regression to a spiritual formation that has its own 
structure and lawfulness. The object of understanding is not so much the inner 



Wilhelm Dilthey on the objectivity 9

processes of the author but the nexus, which, having been created by the author, 
then becomes independent (Dilthey 2002b:107). He now describes the understand-
ing of the spiritual formation in human sciences in terms of understanding the 
meanings of expressions of life. Although these meanings are formed through the 
psychic life of individuals, they are not identical to those. Whereas the psychic life 
of the one that creates the meanings is not (at least in its entirety) intersubjectively 
reproducible, and cannot therefore be the object of universally valid knowledge, in 
the case of meanings such cognition is possible. 

Dilthey delineates the culture-creating activeness of mankind in the same work as 
the all-encompassing “objectification” or “objectification of life” (Dilthey 2002b: 
168). By objectification he means, on the one hand, the externalization of human 
productivity, its becoming intersubjectively accessible, but on the other hand, its 
representation in the human “sphere of commonality” and “universality”. He 
denotes the latter by a term he has borrowed from Hegel, “objective spirit”. The 
common mentality of the society is expressed and accumulated in the objectifica-
tions of life. Wishing also to distance himself from Hegel as a metaphysician, 
Dilthey stresses the point that his concept of life is broader than his predecessor’s 
concept of spirit, encompassing besides the universal and the rational the singular 
and the irrational as well. 

Life and spirit manifest themselves both in the material products of human 
activity and in the institutional forms of society, its culture systems and external 
organization. All these together form “this great outer reality of human spirit” 
(Dilthey 2002b:168) that surrounds us everywhere. The objectifications of life open 
up the access to life’s historical dimension through understanding, since the heritage 
of the earlier eras of human commonality is ever present in the form of 
objectifications. This heritage, had it remained just a phenomenon of individual 
spiritual life, would have been lost for the next generations. Thus the individual lives 
in the historically formed world and actualizes constantly the historical experience 
of the given human society, while partaking of the fixed spirit through the 
objectifications of life. Hence the historically universal spirituality, the “objective 
spirit”, manifests itself in the objectifications of life. This spirit, as Dilthey now 
emphasizes, cannot be psychologically perceived. It is by this term that he specifies 
further the concept of human sciences – “everything in which human spirit has 
objectified itself falls within the scope of the human sciences” (Dilthey 2002b:170). 

Dilthey characterizes the inner structure of the objective spirit as a complex of 
productive nexuses (Wirkungszusammenhänge). The notion of productive nexuses 
refers to the connection of certain concepts, value assessments and aims, that 
serves as a basis for creating specific good. Such connections are characterized by 
historical development, during which process they acquire an ever more 
differentiated inner structure on the one hand, while on the other hand they are 
also subject to change, forming new values and altering, accordingly, the aims to 
be reached. The agents of the productive nexuses are, first and foremost, 
individuals, but also most diverse human associations that have been formed on 
the basis of common values for the purpose of creating good. 
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It is in the sphere of influence of the productive nexuses that the personality of 
man is formed. Men are, in fact, the “points of intersection” of productive nexuses 
(Dilthey 2002b:176). The objective spirit forms human subjectivity through them. 
This holds true for man as the subject of cognition as well. Following Kant’s 
views, Dilthey regards the basic structures of the synthesizing action of the cogniz-
ing subject as the condition of the possibility of scientific knowledge. At the same 
time, he rejects Kant’s theory of the timeless transcendental subject. He has 
replaced it with the concept of the empirical-historical subject, the basic structures 
of the action of which are socio-culturally moulded and subject to historical 
change. Dilthey calls such basic structures of the subject’s synthesizing activeness 
the categories of life. He points out that in contrast to Kant’s formal categories, 
which in Dilthey’s view are deduced from the kind of thinking that is separate 
from the original nexus of life, the life categories evolve along the basic lines of 
the human-historical-social life, and for this reason form the constituents of the 
apprehension process of such life. Because of the significance of these for the 
comprehension of life objectification in human sciences, he singles out such 
categories as meaning and sense, part and whole, temporality, connection, 
structure, value, aim, development, and also essence. 

At the same time, Dilthey seems to be of the opinion that the possibility of 
objectivity towards which the cognition of human science strives for is, above all, 
associated with the qualities of the object that is being interpreted, rather than with 
the structure of the subject of cognition. As mentioned before, it must be 
continuously and accessibly fixed for the external experience, which makes it 
possible to subject it to long-time intersubjectively controlled examination. The 
various ways of fixation, however, are not equal in this function for Dilthey. In a 
posthumously published manuscript he divides the various expressions of life into 
three groups: (1) concepts, judgements and larger thought formations; (2) actions, 
and (3) expressions of lived experience (Dilthey 2002c:226–227). In the analysis 
that follows, he regards these expressions of life as important for human sciences 
on the basis of the extent to which they open up the integral life nexus that is 
ultimately the foundation of them all. Since the most complete access to the latter 
can be obtained through the understanding of the expressions of lived experience, 
Dilthey centres his analysis on the understanding that corresponds to this particular 
type of expressions. He attaches next to no importance to the type of understand-
ing that corresponds to the first group of expressions, for this kind of expressions 
“have been detached from the lived experience in which they arose” (Dilthey 
2002c:225). He pays more attention to the type of understanding that corresponds 
to the second group of expressions, since in these the inner essence of selfhood is 
at least partly expressed. However, as mentioned before, he singles out the 
expressions of lived experience as the most multifarious manifestation of the 
nexus of life. Yet even these, he argues, can be unreliable as sources of objective 
understanding, for such expressions could also be feigned, and therefore mis-
leading. A possibility like that is in Dilthey’s opinion excluded, though, in the case 
of one category of expressions of lived experience – namely, that of artistic, 
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religious or philosophical creativity. Among these, he in particular stresses the role 
of written expressions of lived experience as the basis of objective knowledge: 
“Since it is only in language that the life of mind and spirit finds its complete and 
exhaustive expression – one that makes objective comprehension possible – 
exegesis culminates in the interpretation of the written records of human existence. 
This art is the basis of philology. The science of this art is hermeneutics” (Dilthey 
2002c:237–238). 

Since Dilthey attributes to language the privileged status of understanding life 
expression, in his view, then, the comprehension of language is the “archetypal” 
form of any understanding. He specifies the process of comprehending a linguistic 
expression as “determining the indeterminate”. Single isolated words have several 
“determinate-indeterminate” meanings (Bedeutungen) (Dilthey 2002c:241). They 
acquire a definite meaning only in the relations within the sentence. The combina-
tion of single word meanings in a definite sentence yields the sense of the latter. 
Thus the understanding of a language is primarily the comprehension of meanings 
and sense. Meaning and sense are the fundamental categories of Dilthey’s con-
ception of understanding and interpretation.  

Since word meanings relate to the sense of the sentence as parts to the whole, 
the understanding is characterized from the beginning as the connection of two 
basic operations: the whole should be understood through its component parts and 
the component parts through the whole. Such circular relation occurs in the very 
understanding of the sentence, but it becomes even more prominent in the 
interpretation of integral written texts. What we have here is the circular inter-
dependence, repeatedly described in the history of hermeneutics, which is 
characteristic of understanding the text. Part and whole form the other ground-
breaking pair of categories in Dilthey’s hermeneutical philosophy. 

Next Dilthey proceeds from the prerequisite that the categories mentioned in 
connection with understanding language are applicable to the interpretation of life 
objectification in general. “Just as words have a meaning by which they designate 
something, and sentences have a sense that we construe, so we can construe the 
connectedness of life from the determinate-indeterminate meaning of its parts. 
Meaning is the special relation that parts have to the whole within life. We 
recognize this meaning, as we do that of the words in a sentence, by virtue of 
memories and future possibilities. The essence of meaning relations lies in the 
shaping of a life-course over time on the basis of life-structure as conditioned by a 
milieu” (Dilthey 2002c:253–254). A single expression of life has meaning when it 
stands as a sign in the referential relation to something that differs from it. This is 
why we cannot, within the framework of the given system of concepts, speak 
about the meaning of life in general – in Dilthey’s philosophy, life is the final 
irreducible reality that cannot, for this reason, refer to anything different from 
itself. The apprehension of life as a whole lies in understanding its sense, which is 
formed of the encompassing relationship of its meaningful component parts. Since 
life, according to Dilthey, is given to man in his lived experiences, the structural 
connection of lived experiences is constituted by sense. Thus, meaning is the 
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fundamental category of understanding lived experience. Lived experience attains 
unity by its meaning. 

Human sciences, as Dilthey sees it, should on the one hand aspire towards the 
analysis of the structures of meaning of the “objective spirit” entailed in the social-
historical world. On the other hand, though, they should aim at connecting the single 
expressions of lived experiences to particular larger structures of meanings. Thus the 
process of understanding in human sciences is characterized by two-way movement: 
it tries to integrate the meaningful separate aspects into the unity of sense and, at the 
same time, to reconstruct the unity of sense by taking into account the meanings of 
its constituent parts. In order to attain the general validity of understanding, both 
these directions of apprehension function in the reciprocally complementary and 
corrective manner. The cognition of social-historical individualities lies, on the one 
hand, in the treatment of the latter as products of structures of meanings and of 
productive nexuses, and, on the other hand, as the agents of further development of 
these productive nexuses themselves. 

The total nexus of all these meaningful constituent areas is the nexus of life, 
which is accessible through the understanding of single expressions of lived 
experience. Life in its course is in Dilthey’s view a succession of lived 
experiences, the meanings of which are subject to change until the end of life. But 
in contrast to individual lives lived in the past, the historical life has never ended, 
and for this reason one can assume that the expressions of lived experience fixed 
in objectification will keep joining to ever new wholes as totalities of sense and 
constellations of meaning. This circumstance, however, questions the very aspira-
tion of human sciences to attain the universal validity of the knowledge of the 
meanings and sense of life objectification. 

Dilthey seems to have found a solution to this problem in the treatment of 
larger productive nexuses centred in themselves as wholes. He considers nations 
and historical periods as examples of such productive nexuses. In Dilthey’s view, 
the latter are characterized by a more intense inner intercourse in comparison with 
other productive nexuses, and also by a stronger reluctance towards any possible 
influences from the outside. If they do receive influences from the outside world, 
these will be assimilated into the structures of meaning of the era or nation itself. 
At the centre of such structure, Dilthey argues, is the nexus of the dominant world 
view, value assessments and set goals. In relation to this nexus as the whole, all 
other life objectifications within the horizon of the given productive nexus acquire 
significance as parts of this whole. The research of human sciences must place 
itself into this kind of wholes and describe them immanently. The completeness 
and self-centeredness of such wholes, the connections between the involved 
productive nexuses and the shared mentality should, according to Dilthey’s 
expectations, enable the methodically-critically founded descriptions to attain 
universal validity (Dilthey 2002b:159–160, 175–187). 
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4. Objectivity and the social-practical role of human sciences 
 
It is easy to notice the weak points of such substantiation of objectivity. The 

limited scope of the present article does not allow us to present a more detailed 
analysis of these at this point. I would, instead, concentrate on the issue of why the 
founding of the objectivity of cognition in human sciences as the attainability of 
the universal validity of knowledge was important for Dilthey, to begin with. As 
he saw it, the ability of the given type of knowledge to exert optimizing counter 
influence on social life depended on the objectivity of this knowledge. This very 
ability to exert such influence, however, was in Dilthey’s view essential to human 
sciences as the forms of the theoretical and practical self-reflection of society. 
However, it now appears that the attainability of the objectivity of knowledge 
depends on whether the phenomenon under inspection is separated from the life 
situation of the investigator in terms of a sufficient historical and cultural distance. 
Purportedly, objectivity can be achieved primarily by adapting oneself to such 
productive nexuses, but it is fairly problematic in relation to the perception of the 
productive nexus in which one lives. 

Thus it appears that Dilthey’s theorizing on the objectivity of human sciences 
does not yield the desired results. The human-scientific grounding of objectivity in 
the sense of the justification of the perception of reality, towards which these 
sciences aspire, questioned the very objectivity of these in the sense of the 
universal validity of knowledge. The reasoning that was to justify the aspirations 
of human sciences towards universally valid knowledge undermined the very 
ability of these sciences to affect contemporary society. 

This might well be the reason why Dilthey has changed his views on the social-
practical role of human sciences in his later works, although he has not said so in 
plain words. He now talks about the historical consciousness created by these as 
the liberation of man. “The historical consciousness of the finitude of every 
historical phenomenon and of every human or social state, and of the relativity of 
every kind of faith, is the final step toward the liberation of human beings” 
(Dilthey 2002c:310). But the kind of liberty he speaks about is no longer 
associated with social change but with the widening of the scope of man’s horizon 
of lived experience through the interpretation of historical and artistic objectifica-
tions. By means of such cognition in human sciences, “human beings who are 
determined from within can experience many other kinds of existence through the 
imagination. Confined by circumstances, they can nevertheless glimpse exotic 
beauties of the world and regions of life beyond their reach. Put generally: Human 
beings bound and limited by the reality of life are liberated not only by art – as has 
often been claimed – but also by the understanding of the historical” (Dilthey 
2002c:237). 
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Abstract

Whereas cross-cultural psychology and cultural psychology have been distinguished as

separate projects for decades, talk about their possible collaboration is becoming

increasingly common. Several scholars have described their differences as essentially

non-oppositional and the latest Handbook of Cultural Psychology combines articles from

both research traditions. This paper scrutinizes these consolidating efforts first by

tracing historically how the two accounts of culture (cultural and cross-cultural) devel-

oped, and second, by examining whether their long-standing epistemological premises

allow for the kind of collaboration advocated by some scholars. We argue that attempts

to combine the disciplines come primarily from cross-cultural psychologists who appear

increasingly challenged by cultural and indigenous psychological approaches. Attempts

at a merger have been twofold: on the one hand, cross-cultural psychologists who seek

to preserve the status of their discipline have expanded its scope to include cultural

theorists; on the other hand, cross-cultural scholars persuaded by cultural theories are

creating a new blend of ‘experimental cultural psychology’ that seeks to accommodate

both programs. These proposals, in our view, exemplify a cross-cultural discipline in

crisis, struggling to account for a growing cultural psychology. We conclude that

the overlapping interests between cross-cultural and cultural scholars make this a

propitious time for cross-disciplinary dialogue.
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Cultural psychology and cross-cultural psychology have been distinguishable as
separate projects for decades (and are sometimes distinguished from ‘‘indigenous
psychology’’). Yet, a possible collaboration between the two (sub)disciplines seems
to be growing more acceptable. Scholars have recently described the differences
between the disciplines as essentially non-oppositional (Dasen & Mishra, 2000) and
as becoming increasingly blurred (van de Vijver, Chasiotis, & Breugelmans, 2011).
More important, the latest Handbook of Cultural Psychology (Kitayama & Cohen,
2007) combines articles from both research traditions. So why the fuss; can’t we all
get along?

Without in any way suggesting that cooperation is unwarranted, we believe it is
helpful to clarify how we ended up with two accounts of culture in psychology
(cross-cultural and cultural psychology). They represent two different research
traditions that, from an epistemological perspective, are seemingly incommensur-
able, although some future integration remains a possibility.1 To demonstrate this,
our paper takes a historical view that begins in the 19th century, at a time when
European scholars made their first proposals for a twofold psychological discipline:
part experimental, part sociohistorical. We argue that American psychologists
came to prioritize the former model at the expense of the latter, and with the
rise of experimental psychology, the sociohistorical approach to psychological
life was largely ignored until the later 20th century. The separation of these
approaches is significant, we argue, for it marks the basic distinction between
cross-cultural and cultural psychology. Cross-cultural psychology establishes
itself in the 1970s as a division of mainstream, empirical psychology—as an enter-
prise in part committed to individualist explanations; whereas in the 1980s cultural
psychologists sought to revive the sociocultural stream.2

In the second part of our paper, we scrutinize the recent attempts to consolidate
cross-cultural and cultural psychologies. Our argument is that these attempts come
primarily from cross-cultural psychologists who appear increasingly challenged by
cultural and indigenous psychological approaches. Attempts at a merger have been
twofold: on the one hand, cross-cultural psychologists who seek to preserve the
status of their discipline have deliberately expanded its scope to accommodate
cultural theorists; on the other hand, growing numbers of cross-cultural scholars
persuaded by cultural theories are creating a new blend of ‘experimental cultural
psychology’ (Gabrenya, 2009) that seeks to accommodate both programs. These
proposals, in our view, exemplify a cross-cultural discipline in crisis, uncertain
about just what the ‘‘cultural’’ in ‘‘cross-cultural’’ stands for and struggling to
account for a growing cultural psychology.

We will argue that attempts at reconciliation are not likely to be successful, for
they not only misconstrue but also undermine the cultural critique, perpetuating an
individualist and Westernized psychology that ultimately adopts a veneer of culture
but leaves deeper cultural questions outside of psychological research. Thus the
new cultural program cannot resolve the problems of cross-cultural psychology,
and what we are witnessing in these struggles is a cross-cultural discipline running
its course. At the same time we agree with Marvakis and Papadopoulos (2002) that
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studies focusing only on specific, local aspects of culture, as sometimes occurs in
cultural psychology, are also not helpful in addressing the place of culture in life.
Or as Valsiner (2014) has noted, uninventive descriptions of cultural life can be as
sterile as the empiricism they seek to replace. Hence cultural psychology is itself a
work in progress.

The history of culture and psychological science

Early epistemologists proposed twofold psychologies

What a psychology would do and look like became an important question for early
scholars who took on the task of organizing scientific knowledge. With the plethora
of new disciplines arising in the 19th century, a corresponding need arose for a
‘structure of cognitive authority’ that could direct research among the disciplines
(Fuller, 2002). It was at this time that scholars began introducing reductive terms
(i.e. reducing chemical processes to physical ones, mental to physiological), in order
to formulate basic rules that could adjudicate the knowledge claims of varied
disciplines.

The dual composition of humans as both natural and sociocultural creatures
complicated the first proposals for a psychological science. Whereas Enlightenment
scholars prioritized a natural world order and sought to identify universal laws
governing human nature in anatomical, biological, and physiological processes,
Romantic thinkers deliberately challenged this mechanical determinism, arguing
for a sociocultural understanding of human existence that unfolded via historical
and not causal laws. In light of such oppositions, both Auguste Comte (who placed
psychology in biology in his System) and John Stuart Mill envisioned twofold
psychologies: first, a causal psychology that would employ experimental techniques
to explore the physiological basis and universal laws governing mental states;
second, a purposive psychology that could study subjective life as a sociohistorical
and cultural process (Cahan & White, 1992, p. 224).3

In the early years of the 20th century, Wilhelm Wundt, the acclaimed ‘father of
psychology’ worked out a parallel proposal that also envisioned a twofold psycho-
logical discipline. In his Outlines of Psychology (1897), Wundt defined psychology
as a dual science aimed at understanding total experience, which involved studying
psychophysical laws via experiment, and higher mental states (i.e. those involved in
apperception) via naturalistic observation. The division of labor was necessary
because effective experiments required a direct and reliable coordination of external
conditions and immediate internal perception, and this could not be achieved with
processes of thought or most affective processes (Danziger, 1990). Because the
latter were socially constituted, they had to be addressed with historical, not experi-
mental methods. An individual, experimental psychology alone could not explain
higher mental phenomena, as these originated in collective modes of existence
and cooperative practices that were not reducible to individual laws (Danziger,
1980).

Ellis and Stam 295

 at UNIV CALGARY LIBRARY on February 1, 2016cap.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://cap.sagepub.com/


As is well known, Wundt supplemented his experimental psychology with an
extensive sociohistorical psychology or Völkerpsychologie, which comprised a
breadth of ethnographic data and explained the lawful development of higher
mental phenomena through cultural participation (Wundt, 1921 [1900]). The two
projects were seen as complementary. In his Völkerpsychologie Wundt hoped to
examine those ‘‘psychic processes that form the most basic foundation for the
development of collective humankind and of the development of shared mental
products’’ (p. 1). But as Danziger (1983) has noted, Wundt’s failure to invest
himself in the question of voluntary human action cost him dearly in analytic
power. Although a powerful system in its own right, particularly as it looked to
connect social traditions with individual action, it remained not only a historical
failure but a failure that should have been a lesson for the new social psychology.
For to base a social psychology exclusively on non-voluntary behavioral principles
was equally likely to fail, as the remainder of the 20th century has arguably
demonstrated.

Wundt’s Völkerpsychologie was never realized, since American psycholo-
gists—even those who studied under Wundt’s supervision in Leipzig—opted for
an individual psychology based in experimentation.4 Historians have long noted
(Danziger, 1979; Leary, 1987) that whereas an experimental psychology could not
succeed immediately in Germany given Wundt’s belief that experimental psych-
ology was an adjunct to philosophy, American psychologists created the discipline
in a different institutional and social milieu, and instead had to defend their dis-
cipline not to philosophers, but to administrators, boards of overseers, business-
men, and politicians. As the latter sought to solve social and institutional problems,
psychologists became less interested in understanding experience as a historical
and sociocultural process and more concerned with explaining experience with
universal laws said to predict action, and eventually behavior (Leary, 1987).
Notably, an alternative sociohistorical psychology did develop in Russia in the
1920s and 1930s with Vygotsky and his followers, but it too declined following
World War II (WWII) (Toomela, 2012; Valsiner & van der Veer, 2000); we return
to this below.

In a progressive America undergoing significant institutional transformations,
psychologists sought to establish their discipline as both scientifically valid and
socially relevant. In the first decades of the 20th century, American psychologists
defended two divergent styles of investigative practices. On the one hand, ‘basic’
experimentalists determined to make psychology a natural science drew upon the
German scientific tradition and insisted on the use of controlled, single-subject,
laboratory experiments to test universal laws of human functioning. On the other
hand, ‘applied’ psychologists emphasized a socially relevant psychology and
advanced Galton’s mental testing strategies to generate social knowledge relevant
for addressing varied social problems. Thus there were at least two kinds of
research practices, the one testing individual subjects reacting to lab conditions,
and the other examining populations surveyed statistically (Danziger, 1990;
Herman, 1995).
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Bureaucratically administered institutions in 20th century America, especially in
education and the jurisdiction of social deviance, pressed for comprehensive cate-
gorizing processes, which in turn motivated a more unified psychology grounded in
statistical research practices. Experimentalists then moved away from single-sub-
ject research into a reliance on group statistics (Danziger, 1990; Halpin & Stam,
2006; Porter, 1995); whereas applied psychologists began to reinterpret statistical
regularities as expressions of universal psychological laws. Specifically, intraindivi-
dual variability was equated with statistical error, and with this blurring of statis-
tical and actual reality, mean outcome calculations were declared to access basic
psychological laws (Danziger, 1990).

As both quantifiable and socially relevant, aggregate statistical approaches pro-
vided the collective methods necessary for integrating varied research approaches,
turning the focus away from the study of human experience as well as its social
constitution. Further, a growing behaviorism dismissed an internal psychological
life completely, proposing an ‘even more exact’ science of human behavior rather
than consciousness (Watson, 1913). This was well received by progressively minded
scholars, and over time narrowed the psychological project significantly, as
researchers turned to studies of selected animal species deemed analogs of basic
human functioning (Stam & Kalmanovitch, 1998; Valsiner & van der Veer, 2000).

Even with a renewed interest in mental life after WWII, the dominant streams of
social scientists prioritized the operations of underlying laws. Shweder (1991) refers
to this as the ‘spirit of Platonism’ (pp. 92–93), which plagued the cognitive revo-
lution and spread across both psychological and anthropological disciplines.
Platonism meant that ‘‘for the most part, content got set aside in favor of process,
the particular in favor of the general, the substantive in favor of the abstract and
the formal’’ (Shweder, 1991, p. 93). Most reputable psychological research thus
aimed at identifying the laws of an abstract mind through formal models.
Anthropologists in turn documented ethnographically the diversity of exotic
human institutions, practices, and beliefs without taking any interest in the
person (Shweder, 1991, p. 95). The exclusionary aims of the disciplines in many
ways prevented the possibility of an interdisciplinary, person-centered sociocultural
psychology (Shweder, 2007; Shweder & Sullivan, 1993). Instead, culture entered the
psychological scene as an external and measurable variable affecting an abstractly
conceived, universal mind.

Enter cross-cultural psychology as a corrective to the mainstream:
1960s to 1990s

In the 1960s, cross-cultural psychology developed as a subdiscipline of general
psychology meant to correct the ethnocentricism in the dominant stream.5 To
prevent psychology from becoming an exclusively Western project, cross-cultural
psychologists sought to test the universality of psychological laws via cultural-
comparative studies. Defining their discipline via its comparative method
(Jahoda & Krewer, 1997; Segall, Lonner, & Berry, 1998), cross-cultural researchers
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extended the individualist framework and statistical techniques that
constituted general psychology, studying culture as an external variable that
caused variability in individual behavior. The idea was to determine how much
of this variability culture was responsible for so that universal laws of human
functioning could be approximated more precisely (Triandis, Malpass, &
Davidson, 1973).

Whereas until the late 1960s most cross-cultural studies were published in social
psychological journals, by the early 1970s, John Berry, Walter Lonner, Harry
Triandis, and others established a number of specifically cross-cultural publication
outlets, most notably, the Journal of Cross-Cultural Psychology (JCCP; established
in 1970). In 1972, the International Association for Cross-Cultural Psychology
(IACCP) held its first meeting in Hong Kong, and by the mid-1970s, cross-cultural
psychology was very much ‘on the map’ in terms of its institutional and publica-
tions outlets (Lonner, 1994).

In 1980, a breadth of cross-cultural research was published in the voluminous
Handbook of Cross-Cultural Psychology, with the aim of the discipline reaffirmed:
‘‘to test the generality of psychological laws’’ (Triandis, 1980, p. 3). While the
Handbook encompasses an assortment of research approaches, most were con-
cerned with the cross-cultural relevance of varied personality facets, attitudes,
and beliefs, as well as cross-cultural tests of Piagetian principles (Jahoda, 1980).
At this time, Jahoda identifies two dominant disciplinary themes: (a) attempts to
test the universality of theories originating in Western cultures by putting them to
the cross-cultural test, and (b) efforts to create research approaches designed spe-
cifically to make sense of differences and similarities.6 For the most part however,
researchers sought the applicability of varied psychological generalizations as
means for uncovering principles universal across both cultures and time. Others
also noted the discipline’s uninterrupted focus on documenting cross-cultural dif-
ferences (Triandis, 1980), as well as the minimal concern for understanding how
research results fit within broader theoretical schemes specific to cross-cultural
contexts (Lambert, 1980).7

Similar trends continued over the next few decades, as research remained
focused on testing the generalizability of psychological laws using the research
framework of mainstream psychology. In the first textbook dedicated to the field
(Berry, Poortinga, Marshall, & Dasen, 1992), cross-cultural psychology ascribed
three goals: The first and most significant is to test the generality of existing the-
ories of mind by comparing the responses of different cultural groups on standar-
dized measures of psychological processes. Because this first goal may only yield
knowledge from the researchers’ perspective however, a second goal—to explore
and discover other cultures—ensures that researchers keep their ‘‘eyes open for
novel aspects of behavior’’ (p. 3). Finally, should researchers find themselves in
need of taking this second step, their third goal is to integrate the knowledge gained
from the first two and with this ‘‘generate a more nearly universal psychology’’ valid
for a greater number of cultures.8 In a recent paper, Berry (2013) reiterated these
goals.
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Along these lines, several prominent research models have emerged. Berry’s
(2004) ‘‘ecocultural model’’ treats culture as series of variables existing both at
population and individual levels, which interact with other variables to determine
diversity in individual behavior. For Triandis (2002), cultural differences are mea-
sured and analyzed into unique configurations of ‘‘cultural syndromes’’ (i.e. com-
plexity, tightness, individualism, and collectivism) that act as formal dimensions
along which varied cultures can be organized. Since the 1980s, the comparative
framework of individualism/collectivism has come to dominate research in the
field, as it has successfully linked a broad array of differences discovered mostly
via psychometric testing (see Kim, Triandis, Kagitçibasi, Choi, & Yoon, 1994).9

Psychometric testing in turn has become the leading research method in the field
(Breuwers, van Hemert, Breugelmans, & van de Vijver, 2004), with its standard
process involving the following: researchers administer batteries of tests or tasks to
varying cultural groups, after which they factor analyze the correlations between
the items using statistical analyses, and based on their results they offer interpret-
ations about differences and similarities between the groups studied.

Thus cross-cultural psychology arose as a division of mainstream psychology
that deliberately extended the mainstream research framework to test the univer-
sality of psychological principles. This project became the target of increased criti-
cism in the 1980s however, as alternative ways of thinking about culture and
psychology gained momentum. Specifically, aligning themselves with the sociohis-
torical tradition of the German Geisteswisschenschaften and Völkerpsychologie, a
new group of scholars rejected an individualist psychology and instead insisted on a
cultural psychology that studied psychological phenomena as socioculturally
constituted.

Psychology’s minor sociocultural current

Outside of psychology’s dominant, individualist stream, beginning with 19th cen-
tury continental Europe (Germany, France, Austria), a minor current of socio-
historical psychological approaches developed (see Valsiner & van der Veer, 2000
for a extensive history). Early clinical research on hypnosis and related areas dis-
closed unconscious and subconscious dimensions of mental life that described the
mind less as a fixed, unitary phenomenon and more as an end result of complex
incoming and outgoing stimuli. In Vienna, Freud’s well-known psychoanalytic
approaches articulated a socially constituted unconscious, whereas in Paris, Janet
integrated varied clinical findings into an influential sociogenetic theory of mind.
Their work influenced a number of American psychologists, including James Mark
Baldwin, William James, John Dewey, and George Hebert Mead, all of whom
articulated unique social understandings of psychological life (Valsiner & van der
Veer, 2000). Further, in early 20th century Russia, Vygotsky and his disciples
developed diverse research methods to understand universal ‘structural-systemic
principles’ of human development (Toomela, 2012; Valsiner & van der Veer, 2000).
Yet, for the vast majority of the 20th century, sociogenetic thinkers stood in
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relatively weak social and political positions, with their ideas overshadowed by
pragmatist and behaviorist frameworks (Cahan & White, 2002).

Although WWII revived interest in social influences on mental phenomena, it
was not until the 1980s, largely after a rediscovery of Soviet psychology from the
first half of the 20th century, that sociogenetic themes reemerged in American
psychology.10 Largely through the efforts of Micheal Cole, English translations
of sociohistorically oriented Soviet scholars, including Vygotsky, Luria,
Leontiev, and Bakhtin revived sociocultural themes (Cole, 1996; Valsiner & van
der Veer, 2000). Cole (1995) himself relinquished his cross-cultural training and
developed alternative research approaches that avoided traditional comparative
testing and instead studied the cultural contexts within and through which learning
and thinking took place. In the 1980s, Soviet psychology inspired other American
psychologists, including Werstch and Rogoff, as well as motivated a special interest
in activity-based theories. Within the context of American psychology, these the-
ories carried an implicit connection with Dewey’s pragmatism and, through their
increasing popularity, demonstrated a growing need for an attack on the positivist
and individualist assumptions of mainstream psychology (Valsiner & van der Veer,
2000).11

Notably, since the 1960s parallel transformations were taking place in anthro-
pology, as a minor stream of scholars opposed to a positivist anthropology devel-
oped methods for addressing psychological functioning as culturally constituted.
Among the group members were D’Andrade, Geertz, Kleinman, and Sapir.
Although their work became largely associated with the discipline of psychological
anthropology (Hsu, 1961), these scholars fostered critical, interdisciplinary con-
texts that were integral for generating a separate discipline of cultural psych-
ology—including new academic programs, conferences, and departments at
seminal institutions (Shweder & Sullivan, 1993).

Enter cultural psychology

By the late 1980s, noticeable transformations in intellectual interests were taking
place in both psychology and anthropology and the expression ‘cultural psych-
ology’ was gaining currency (Shweder & Sullivan, 1993). In 1991, Shweder con-
centrated these efforts in an influential manifesto for cultural psychology that gave
legitimacy to the discipline.12 Therein he differentiated cultural psychology from
general psychology, cross-cultural psychology, psychological anthropology, and
ethnopsychology. Whereas the first three are plagued by Platonist assumptions
of a universal mind (what Shweder also refers to as ‘a central processing mechan-
ism’), ethnopsychology is not concerned with psychological functions whatsoever,
as it observes only social practices. In contrast, cultural psychology does not
abstract from psychological life the existence of a fixed, universal, and interior
mind that operates according to its own interior logic. Rather, mind and culture
are mutually constitutive and as such cannot be studied separately from one
another. As Shweder states famously (and repeatedly), for cultural psychology,
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‘‘mind and culture make each other up’’ (p. 88). Thus the object of study for
cultural psychology is neither an abstract mind nor an abstract cultural system
but the diversity in ‘ways of life,’ ‘symbolic states,’ or ‘mentalities’ that are
always and inseparably cultural and mental (Shweder, 1999). In the first article
devoted to cultural psychology in the Annual Review of Psychology, Shweder and
Sullivan (1993) summarize the discipline’s aims as follows: ‘‘Cultural psychology is,
first of all, a designation for the comparative study of the way culture and psy-
che make each other up. Second, it is a label for a practical, empirical, and philo-
sophical project designed to reassess the uniformitarian principle of psychic
unity and aimed at the development of a credible theory of psychological
pluralism. Third, it is a summons to reconsider the methods and procedures for
studying mental states and psychological processes across languages and cultures’’
(p. 499).

For a nascent cultural psychology fighting against the pervasive idea of a uni-
versal, abstract mind, Shweder (1991) proposed the aim: ‘‘to find ways to talk
about culture and psyche so that neither is by nature intrinsic or extrinsic to the
other’’ (p. 100). In 1995, Jaan Valsiner founded Culture & Psychology in order to
create an interdisciplinary ‘meeting place’ for such cultural advances,13 and this
journal has become the primary publication outlet for the discipline. Earlier,
journals such as Theory & Psychology and Feminism & Psychology provided an
important forum for the critical scrutiny of disciplinary tenants as well as the
advancement of theory-based research. On the anthropological side, Ethos as
well as Culture, Medicine and Psychiatry also advance research in cultural
psychology.

Over the last few decades, cultural psychology has developed into a complex
field that includes a plurality of research approaches: sociohistorical perspectives
(e.g. Cole, 1995), semiotic mediation theory (Valsiner, 2007), symbolic action
theory (Boesch, 1991), dialogical approaches (Hermans & Hermans-Konopka,
2010), hermeneutic approaches (Bruner, 1990, 2008; Richardson, Fowers, &
Guignon, 1999), enactivism (Baerveldt & Verheggen, 2012), macro-cultural psych-
ology (Ratner, 2012), as well as others (Magnusson & Marecek, 2012; Voestermans
& Verheggen, 2013). Recently this diversity has been summarized in The Oxford
Handbook of Culture and Psychology (Valsiner, 2012).

Despite the variability in their particular orientations and focuses, these
approaches oppose mainstream psychology on the basis of distinct epistemological
assumptions that articulate the inseparability between psychological and sociocul-
tural phenomena. Kirschner and Martin (2010) summarize these assumptions as
follows: First, sociocultural theories challenge individualistic epistemological div-
isions between selves and others, self and society, and individuals and culture, and
instead they frame psychological functions as ‘‘emerging out of ‘otherness,’ and as
enduringly permeated by it’’ (p. 7). From a social epistemological position, all
psychological phenomena are relational processes unfolding with and via others,
as well as through more enduring cultural symbols, traditions, and the power
relations within society. This implies that the very contents of psychological life
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are sociocultural and historical artifacts that have been appropriated from particu-
lar others and the social world at large; further, to study psychological phenomena
means to study how social, political, and cultural contexts come to determine
varied psychological life.

Second, while the sociocultural world invariably constitutes the possibilities for
selfhood, human agents ‘choose’ different ways of living and transform cultural
meanings by interpreting them in distinctive ways. Agency takes place as persons
take up and reconfigure cultural meanings and practices in order to create uniquely
meaningful lives; and since we do not make up our worlds but navigate and
negotiate our way through them, sociocultural theorists view humans not as self-
determining but self-interpreting beings.

Finally, given the first two principles, all knowledge is necessarily situated and
perspectival. Cultural researchers thus do not seek ‘objective,’ cause–effect models
that predict and control behavior but instead aim toward increasingly adequate,
historical understandings of how psychological phenomena unfold in context.
Further, because cultural psychology is itself constituted by mixed contexts,
research is recognized as a form of practice that cannot be separated from its
practical and moral effects. In Shweder’s words,

Cultural psychology is the study of the way cultural traditions and social practices

regulate, express, and transform the human psyche, resulting less in psychic unity

for humankind than in ethnic divergences in mind, self, and emotion. Cultural psych-

ology is the study of the ways subject and object, self and other, psyche and culture,

person and context, figure and ground, practitioner and practice, live together,

require each other, and dynamically, dialectically, and jointly make each other up

(1991, p. 73).

Taken together, cultural psychologists oppose individualist assumptions that
regard individuals separately from others and from the social and natural
world, and instead they maintain a social epistemology that assumes selves and
others constitute one another and the world. This social/individual dichotomy is
artificial in the first instance, created to manage disciplinary boundaries and
aggregationist research strategies. It functions to emphasize individually based
explanations of a sort, namely those that make up psychology’s variables and
functional explanations that focus not on persons but on aggregated parts of
persons. By rejecting such a position, cultural research focuses on the rich and
varied ways in which sociohistorically positioned persons actively respond to and
engage with others in particular contexts, creating new meanings in turn.
Importantly, research studies themselves take varied forms, depending on the
questions and focuses of interest. This means that cultural psychologists do not
have a single research ‘method’ shared by all, but rather, a shared understanding
of the psychological world as socially constituted. That is, there is no fixed
method but a concern with methodologies more generally (Ingleby, 2000;
Valsiner, 2014).
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Cross-cultural and cultural psychology: Basic differences

We can now see more clearly how the cultural position differs fundamentally from
that of cross-cultural psychology. As an extension of mainstream psychology, the
cross-cultural discipline maintains an individualist epistemology that imagines indi-
viduals as autonomous, cognitive agents who share a universal human nature that
can be discovered using scientific methods. The social world is external to this basic
nature, affecting it from the outside. In this framework, the aim of psychological
science is to find the most accurate measures for determining universally valid
truths, or as Berry (2013) has it, a global psychology based ‘‘on a universalist
vision’’ (p. 55). In practice this means conducting experiments (ideally) and psy-
chometric testing (more frequently), followed up by statistical analyses.
Importantly, from the individualist stance, cross-cultural research methods are
regarded separately from theory just as theory is separated from empirical reality
(Fuller, 2002). That is, methods serve as tools that collect objective empirical data,
whereas theories refer to the ‘pure’ universal laws that are distinguishable and
deducible from variable empirical reality. The statistical techniques of mainstream
psychology reflect this understanding in that they ‘extract’ aggregated means from
qualitative variability and take these as expressive of basic universal laws.14

Taking a social rather than individualist epistemological approach, cultural
psychologists advance a very different position. Because human life develops and
gains form through cultural meanings and traditions, there is no universal human
being that can be known outside of culture. Social epistemology begins from the
premise that there is but one world and that many people experience it differently
(Fuller, 2002). From here the problem of knowledge is not to identify absolute
truths but to understand how varieties of perception and action are possible.
Accordingly, instead of extracting universal principles from empirical cases, cul-
tural scholars identify within them theoretically relevant findings. Theoretical and
empirical dimensions are regarded as mutually constitutive: theory informs the
disclosure of empirical reality and empirical reality provides the possibilities for
theory. Thus for cultural psychologists, theory and method are not meaningfully
distinguishable, for they are integrated in the practice of theoretically informed
research. Moreover, by recognizing their role in the construction of research find-
ings, researchers do not claim universal knowledge and instead turn toward situ-
ated knowledge, ethics, and politics (Bruner, 2008; Kirschner & Martin, 2010;
Magnusson & Marecek, 2012). Scientific inquiry itself is regarded as a historically
situated, social practice carrying practical effects and implications that require
reflexive consideration.15

Interestingly, despite cultural psychologists’ deliberate attempts to dissociate
themselves from the individualist and experimental approach shared by main-
stream and cross-cultural psychology, over the last few decades, cross-cultural
psychologists have progressively broadened their discipline to incorporate the
work of cultural psychology. What is more, in recent years a growing number of
social psychologists appear to have adopted the name ‘cultural psychology’ as
an umbrella term for research that continues to bear strong resemblance with
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cross-cultural approaches. In our view, these developments require clarification
since they misconstrue the incommensurability between the two disciplines.
We develop this position in the second part of our paper.

When cross-cultural psychology encounters
cultural adversity

The rise of cultural approaches in the 1980s caused a stir in cross-cultural psych-
ology. As articulated by Shweder, cultural psychology posed a threat to
cross-cultural psychology. Debates about the name of the discipline’s primary
association, the IACCP, soon came to permeate presidential addresses, IACCP
conference sessions, journal publications (Davidson, 1994); and they were officially
tabled by the discipline’s founding members in the Cross-Cultural Psychology
Bulletin in the early 1990s (see Lonner, 1992 for the first entry in the debate).
At this time, the major proponents of discipline (e.g. Berry, Lonner, Segall)
defended its original name on the basis of two aligned arguments: first,
‘cross-cultural’ was considered broad enough to include the whole spectrum of
research approaches (cultural approaches included) whose mutual goal was
‘to take culture seriously’ (Dasen, 1993; Diaz-Guerrero, 1993); second, the title
of the association itself was deemed irrelevant, for what mattered was the
(broad) activities to which it referred (Dasen, 1993; Segall, 1993). Whereas the
first of these arguments dismisses the implications of cultural critiques, the latter
undermines the implications of ownership and control that lie implicit in associ-
ation titles. Yet, even when they were voiced by the presumed leaders of the dis-
cipline, these positions failed to settle increasing disputes over the nature and scope
of cross-cultural psychology.

The emergence of cultural psychological theories has over the last few decades
led to divided positions among cross-cultural psychologists. Staunch defenders of
the field—represented primarily by cross-cultural psychology’s founding mem-
bers—have resisted the significance of cultural critiques and instead subverted
them under the banner of an expanded cross-cultural program. At the same
time, a growing group of cross-cultural scholars has adopted cultural psychological
theory and appropriated the ‘cultural’ label to advance a new kind of experimental
discipline (e.g. Kitayama & Cohen, 2007). As we trace these developments, we hope
to show that the cross-cultural discipline may be uncertain about its status, and
that the new cultural psychology cannot resolve cross-cultural psychology’s
problems.

In the late 1990s, Segall, Lonner, and Berry (1998) tried to silence the IACCP’s
‘name issue’ in a review article published in the American Psychologist. Therein
they recount the story of their discipline within which they include a ‘quiet’ debate
about the name of the association, ‘‘bubbling up only in the 1990s . . . but a bet-
ter name for the enterprise than ‘cross-cultural psychology’ never emerged’’
(pp. 1101–1102). Consistent with this account, the authors maintain that ‘‘what
cross-cultural psychology is called is not nearly as important as what it does—to
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ensure that the broadest range of psychological topics be explored within the
broadest possible spectrum of ethnicity and culture and by diverse methodologies’’
(p. 1102). By elaborating the scope of their discipline, the authors could subvert
cultural approaches under a dominant cross-cultural model, and with time this
strategy grew especially necessary, for cultural psychologists grew in numbers
both in and outside of cross-cultural psychology.

The gradual construction of a broad cross-cultural psychology can be traced in
the successive volumes of Cross-Cultural Psychology: Research and
Applications—one of the discipline’s principal textbooks. In the first version
(Berry et al., 1992), the authors define cross-cultural psychology as a project pri-
marily concerned with testing universal psychological laws in different cultures and
ethnic groups using comparative psychological methods. Minimal attention is
given to cultural psychology, which is discussed primarily as an underdeveloped
challenge to the dominant cross-cultural stream. In the second, 2002 edition how-
ever, cultural psychology is introduced as one of the ‘‘three major traditions of
thinking in cross-cultural psychology’’ (Berry, Poortinga, Marshall, & Dasen, 2002,
p. 2), which, along with indigenous psychology and culture-comparative
approaches, may be reconciled into a single disciplinary project. In an effort
toward reconciliation, the authors argue that the ‘variable level of analysis’
(recognized by cross-cultural psychologists) need not be incompatible with the
cultural view when the latter is treated as an ‘‘exploratory phase in a research
effort that should consist of both exploration and verification’’ (p. 236). That is,
the qualitative research of cultural psychologists may be seen as fulfilling
the second major aim of the discipline, namely exploration and discovery
(see above). To fulfill the final aim however—that is, to integrate findings toward
a universal psychology—cultural psychological research must still be scrutinized
and translated into objective relations between independent and dependent
variables.16

Such an integrated program was never realized and in its stead disputes between
cross-cultural and cultural perspectives continued. In 1998, a ‘Theory and Method’
series was introduced in the Cross-Cultural Psychology Bulletin to address ‘‘a time
of conceptual challenge as cultural research engages increasingly with core issues of
theory and method’’ (Miller, 1998, p. 7). Aiming toward ‘‘a greater understanding
of the contrasting assumptions, goals, and methodological commitments informing
the multiple theoretical perspectives represented in cultural approaches to psych-
ology’’ (p. 7, emphases added),17 the series from the outset became a forum for
debating the differing assumptions of ‘empirical’ cross-cultural and ‘interpretive’
cultural perspectives (Kashima, 1998). Interestingly, most of the series’ contribu-
tors defended cultural psychological perspectives (Lillard, 1999; Ratner, 2000;
Yamaguchi, 2002). Lillard’s (1999) defense of Cole’s cultural psychology is
especially revealing: ‘‘the resurgence of interest in cultural psychology at this
point in the history of the [cross-cultural] discipline may well be due to a sense
of the dominant paradigm possibly having (for the time being) run its course’’
(p. 27). Outside of the ‘Theory and Method’ series, the Cross-Cultural
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Psychology Bulletin grew populated by research projects and stories from varied
theoretical perspectives (cross-cultural and cultural included), revealing a mixed
constitution of readers and affiliates of the discipline.18

By the time of the third and most recent version of the textbook (Berry,
Poortinga, Breugelmans, Chasiotis, & Sam, 2011), the authors could no longer
deny cultural psychology its distinctive research perspective. Consequently, the
cross-cultural discipline expanded yet again, and is now regarded as a multifaceted
enterprise made up of three central ‘interpretive positions’: the culture-compara-
tive, the cultural, and the indigenous. Most striking is the fact that theoretical
attempts to reconcile these disciplines have been abandoned, as they appear to
be no longer necessary. The authors maintain that cultural psychologists them-
selves have turned away from ‘a fairly strict relativism’ and now accept ‘culture-
comparative research’ that assumes universal aspects of human behavior (p. 298).
Whereas the former (‘‘fairly strict relativist’’) approach is supported with references
to Shweder, the more recent developments are based upon the latest Handbook of
Cultural Psychology (Kitayama & Cohen, 2007)19—which now merits scrutiny.

In our view, what the authors refer to by citing Kitayama and Cohen (2007) is
not a conciliatory effort on the part of cultural scholars but a severing movement
on the part of cross-cultural psychologists. This distinction is important because it
points not to the growing success but the growing inadequacy of the cross-cultural
program in light of a strengthening cultural critique. The contributors to Kitayama
and Cohen’s Handbook represent a growing number of cross-cultural scholars who
are openly associating themselves with the cultural program—and not the other
way around.

We do not mean to create disciplinary boundaries, divisions of argumentation,
or maintain artificial sub-disciplinary units. Instead, a false consensus conflates the
two approaches and threatens to confuse the very distinctions upon which they
were founded. Indeed, we argue that the new cultural psychology, remains indi-
vidualist and universalist, and in this sense fails to salvage cross-cultural psychology
from cultural critiques. Furthermore it perpetuates the misinterpretation of cul-
tural psychological work by cross-cultural psychologists.

In the introductory chapter to the Handbook, Markus and Hamedani (2007)
identify the members of the discipline ‘‘by their appreciation for the interdepend-
ence of the individual with the social, the material, and the historical, and by their
view of people as active meaning makers and world makers’’ (p. 7). Further,
cultural psychologists are said to follow well-known sociocultural theorists
(including Wundt and Shweder) who oppose static understandings of culture
(either as a set of internal traits, external norms, or predetermined sets of
people) and study ‘‘how psychological process[es] may be implicitly and explicitly
shaped by the worlds, contexts, or cultural systems that people inhabit’’ (p. 11). So
far, so good.

Yet, in their subsequent explanation of the major research frameworks in the
field, Markus and Hamedani (2007) demonstrate how such sociocultural postulates
are not assumed in most of these approaches, and even when they are theoretically
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recognized, they are not integrated into research practices. The authors list five
major ‘sociocultural’ frameworks: dimensional, ecocultural, dynamic constructivist,
cognitive toolkit, and sociocultural models. Whereas the first two simply are trad-
itional cross-cultural perspectives (put forward by Triandis and Berry, respect-
ively), the dynamic constructivist approach assigns culture only an intermittent
influence on cognitive information processing. The cognitive toolkit and sociocul-
tural models approach appear to bear the closest resemblance to cultural psycho-
logical scholarship in that both admit that psychological phenomena are
constituted in and through culture. Yet, upon further scrutiny, this admission
appears nominal only, as researchers working from these perspectives nonetheless
rely on experimental and psychometric research approaches that individualize and
turn culture, once again, into one of so many variables. Mind pre-exists culture on
this view, and whatever else culture may do, it does not essentially shape mind.

Overall, in our reading of the Handbook, we have found most of its research to
be focused on testing the generality of intellectual processes across groups (espe-
cially Eastern vs. Western groups) using mainstream (especially psychometric)
practices.20 Thus, despite identifying with cultural psychology, the contributors
do not extend its theoretical premises into their research practice. Instead, explan-
ations of psychological phenomena are grasped via abstract, variable-based frame-
works that not only separate mind from culture but also relate them through causal
laws. In this way the new cultural psychology retains the individualism of general
psychology and falls short of representing a genuinely cultural framework. As we
have discussed extensively above, cultural psychology opposes individualist
assumptions and instead maintains a social epistemology based on which it studies
psychological life as sociohistorically constituted.

In our view, while new cultural psychologists appear willing to grant the
explanatory power of (genuine) cultural psychological theories, by keeping with
mainstream methods and their statistical analyses, the new discipline does not
escape the individualism that it claims to be overcoming. Individualist assumptions
are inherent to aggregate, statistical research methods that operate on their basis.
Already by definition these methods cannot generate genuinely social explanations,
a problem also acknowledged by Markus and Hamedani (2007). Moreover, we
have argued that aggregate research approaches ultimately bypass the question
of individual variance, since they focus on population means and deviations. For
a genuinely cultural psychology, variable individual experience constitutes the cen-
tral question of interest: it is at the level of experience that psyche and culture
constitute one another. Accordingly, cultural psychologists turn their attention
toward regularities that can be found within the actual practices of situated
persons.

The latter point helps explain why earlier attempts at consolidating cultural
psychology with cross-cultural psychology (Berry et al., 2002)—which treated the
former as a ‘qualitative method’ or component within a larger experimental pro-
ject—were misguided: they undermined the implications of a social epistemological
position that eschews the abstract empirical work of aggregate statistical
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constructions. Against such conciliatory positions, we argue that cultural psych-
ology is not a qualitative method whose findings are to be supplanted by ‘objective’
statistical analyses. Rather, cultural psychology defines an exhaustive epistemo-
logical program that employs mixed approaches for conducting theoretically
informed research.

Not only cross-cultural psychologists but the new wave of experimental cultural
psychologists have failed to appreciate the implications of the social epistemology
that constitutes the sociocultural tradition. As we have argued, the latter refers to a
historical tradition that advances a sociocultural understanding of the human
world and therefore dismisses research that attempts to atomize this picture into
interactions among abstract variables. Yet it is clear that the cultural critique has
agitated cross-cultural psychology, disconcerting its most adamant proponents and
generating a new stream of scholars dispirited by the limited explanations of the
mainstream program.

Recently, Gabrenya (2009) investigated what he sensed to be a decades-long
ennui among IACCP conference attendees who feel that they no longer ‘fit in’
the discipline; are annoyed with the repetition of the same old ideas; and are
frustrated with the ‘inner clique’ that seems to dominate the Association (p. 13).
Gabrenya explains that while the IACCP seems to be doing well in some respects
(e.g. membership numbers, resources, conferences), ‘‘we also experience high year-
to-year turnover, conspicuous individuals stop attending conferences, and our
overall size has not kept up with the increased popularity of cultural studies in
Psychology’’ (p. 13). His survey reveals a growing diversity and emergent critiques
within the field. First, when asked to identify with the major research perspectives,
49% of respondents identified with cultural psychology, whereas 69% claimed
a high identification with cross-cultural psychology and 24% with indigenous
psychology (p. 14–15).21 Second, critiques of the discipline shared a common
thread: ‘‘a call for a broader approach to cultural studies and greater inclusiveness,
the latter usually point[ing] to the newer community that is collectively known as
‘cultural psychology’ ’’ (p. 16).22 Gabrenya found that ‘‘low quality science’’ was
the most frequent criticism (addressed by 25% of respondents), followed by
‘‘narrow theoretical and methodological approaches (mainly clinging to old ideas
and ignoring newer qualitative methods), JCCP’s narrow publication policies, and
weak research overall’’ (p. 18).

Overall, Gabrenya (2009) identifies significant internal disagreements within the
cross-cultural field, all of which are associated with the disruption created by cul-
tural theories. However, it is both premature and inaccurate to think of these
developments as indicative of the dominance of a sociocultural tradition. Not
only do cultural psychologists still represent a minority view in the psychological
field, but, as we have shown, their commitment to a sociocultural psychology is
also subject to dispute.

Gabrenya (2009) also distinguishes two groups of cultural psychologists: ‘‘those
who advocate for some form of social constructivist or Völkerpsychologie metathe-
ory, qualitative research, single-culture studies, and field research; and those who
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employ traditional experimental psychology methods, regardless of metatheoretical
or epistemological orientation’’ (p. 21). Yet, he finds that these distinctions are not
clear among members of the IACCP. When asked what is meant by ‘cultural psych-
ology,’ survey respondents saw the cultural field ‘‘as more relativist, qualitative,
and deeply theoretical’’ than the ‘‘somewhat more applied’’ (p. 21)
cross-cultural psychology. However, when asked to identify three prominent cul-
tural psychologists, respondents named the following scholars in order of fre-
quency: Shweder, Cole, Kitayama, Valsiner, Heine, and Markus. Gabrenya
interprets these findings as follows:

. . . it seems that IACCP members see cultural psychology primarily in terms of the

Shweder wing but tend to assimilate the active leaders to a common perspective. I fear

that an insufficiently articulated view of cultural psychology poses a problem for

understanding the relationship between IACCP and cultural psychology and resolving

their differences (p. 21).

We have made a comparable claim in this paper, and others have done this else-
where (e.g. Christopher, Wendt, Marecek, & Goodman, 2014; Cole, 1996;
Marvakis & Papadopoulos, 2002; Ratner, 2000). That is, we have argued that
cross-cultural and cultural psychology represent two distinct research traditions
with deeply rooted epistemological differences. For this reason, a consilience
between the disciplines seems premature, as they are largely incommensurable.
We see the new ‘hybrid’ cultural psychology as a direct outcome of this growing
struggle, representing an attempt to preserve the mainstream view while aligning
itself with the strength of cultural theory. Yet, because it perpetuates the individu-
alist program—and ultimately leaves culture outside of psychology—the project is
likely to fail.

Conclusions

That cross-cultural and cultural psychology appear to have carved up the world
differently and conceived of their work along entirely different lines does not seem
to matter a great deal to some. There are two related issues here: First, perhaps as
several commentators have noted, it is the actual research that matters, not whether
it is labeled cross-cultural or cultural psychology. Second, these could be con-
sidered institutional questions—‘‘cross-cultural psychology’’ was an acceptable
label for those attempting to institutionalize their existence within the psychology
departments of the 1970s and 1980s in North American and European universities.
Attempting to overcome psychology’s ‘‘culture-blindness’’ was a laudable goal of
early cross-cultural psychologists whose context was the emergence of cognitive
psychology and the individualism and mechanism of information processing psych-
ology as well as the cultural upheavals of the 1960s and 1970s. It became a recog-
nizable feature of some psychology departments that one might wish to carry out
‘‘cross-cultural’’ research to investigate the extent to which known phenomena
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might also be relevant to other ‘‘populations’’ of ‘‘subjects.’’ Furthermore, by
claiming that there is a universal psychology to be had, albeit one that needs to
be modified by a certain cultural sensitivity, cross-cultural psychologists never
threatened the overall intellectual project of a universal, individualist, experimental
psychology. As a historical anomaly then, why question what is merely a passing
problem of institutional identification?

That this is not just a matter of labeling or institutional affiliation alone should,
by now, be abundantly clear. The work of people such as Michael Cole, Jean Lave,
Ole Dreier, Jaan Valsiner, and Richard Shweder, among many others, seriously
challenged the hegemony of a discipline of psychology that seeks to find its epis-
temological and methodological center in a science of psychology that Wilhelm
Wundt had already warned was limited in its ability to inform us of the major
features of human life beyond sensory and perceptual capacities. As a general
descriptor, ‘‘cultural’’ in cultural psychology is not particularly useful insofar as
culture is a polysemic term. One reviewer of this paper asked, ‘‘which is the ‘true’
concept of culture?’’ We don’t disagree with Shweder (2001, p. 3153) that the
standard, post WWII anthropological accounts of culture are good reference
points for understanding the concept,

One can summarize the standard view by saying that ‘culture’ refers to community-

specific ideas about what is true, good, beautiful, and efficient. To be ‘cultural’ those

ideas about truth, goodness, beauty, and efficiency must be socially inherited and

customary. To be ‘cultural’ those socially inherited and customary ideas must be

embodied and/or enacted meanings; they must actually be constitutive of (and thereby

revealed in) a way of life.

Voestermans and Verheggen’s (2013) recent foray into cultural psychology likewise
takes up this problem, namely the question of culture not as label or metaphor but
as a descriptor of what relational and expressive bodies do. And constituting a way
of life through relational and expressive practices includes what Valsiner (2000)
calls the process of distancing, the use of semiotic devices to reflexively evaluate
past and present. What each of these positions avoids is the category mistake of
treating culture as an ‘‘independent variable’’ that is overlaid on a universal psych-
ology. A psychology that is rooted in a technology or technologies will in the first
instance be concerned only with the propagation of whatever types of knowledge
those technologies produce. Whether it is personality traits (are there extraverts
everywhere in the world?) or functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI) (what
brain structures are used when one thinks about one’s local deity?), the purpose is
to generate universal conceptions of human action. Naturally, such techniques
have their place—we do not propose that they be abandoned or that they are
not useful. But it is their universalizing elements that preclude understanding cul-
tural phenomena in the first instance.

The difficult work is explicating just how we might begin to unpack the layers of
culture, on the one hand, and psychology on the other hand so that a viable
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structure can be derived from the research problems at hand (Valsiner, 2014). The
overlapping interests between cross-cultural and cultural psychologists make this a
propitious time for cross-disciplinary dialogue on these issues. It is also time to
move on from a notion that a universal psychology is a required starting point to
understand the diverse and profound ways that people actually live on this planet
and to recognize that the diversity of forms of life that constitute human cultures
manifests itself in psychologies worthy of our understanding without an a priori
scientism to blinker us.
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Notes

1. Toomela (2012) has argued that there are actually three traditions, an argument we do
not take up in this article but will address briefly below.

2. One other distinction that is frequently brought up in this context (e.g. Berry, 2013;
Eckensberger, 2015) is the distinction between emic and etic approaches. Long a staple

of debates in anthropology it should by now be clear that there is no pure emic or etic
approach to be had, we are all members of some culture which will shape what we
determine to be important in our generalizations about culture.

3. Comte and Mill eventually came to disagree on the nature of introspection (Mill believed
in ‘‘interior observation’’) and the creation of an independent science of psychology
which remained a possibility for Mill.

4. Danziger (1990) writes, ‘‘[v]irtually everything that happened in modern psychology was
a repudiation of Wundt, explicitly or implicitly’’ (p. 34).

5. We note of course that there were many earlier attempts to consider ‘culture’ in psych-

ology, some long forgotten (e.g. Max Weinreich’s ‘‘culture and personality studies’’ in
Poland prior to WWII, see Zenderland, 2013). None of these early attempts rose to the
level of sub-disciplinary status however.

6. Note that these theories were largely generated in English speaking countries, by mostly

male investigators, using a restricted sample of undergraduate, white college students
as their source of data (see for a broader discussion Henrich, Heine, & Norenzayan,
2010).

7. It is important to note that not all cross-cultural psychologists have followed these the-
oretical and methodological trends (e.g. Greenfield, 1966, 2004). We believe however that
this picture is generally accurate for the majority of members of the discipline.
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8. Also in their introduction to this text, the authors state, ‘‘we believe that we will
eventually discover the underlying psychological processes that are characteristic of
our species, homo sapiens, as a whole’’ (Berry et al., 1992, pp. 3–4).

9. The individualist/collectivist approach is not without its opponents however. Scholars
have seriously criticized the simplicity of such dichotomous approaches, arguing, for
instance, that their distinguishing features (e.g. self-serving morality vs. civic bonds) ‘‘are

part of social lives almost everywhere’’ (Turiel, 2002, p. 299).
10. Summarizing the history of social understandings of the mind, Valsiner and van der

Veer (2000) describe it as (a) having had a slow progress; (b) comprising a multiplicity of

elaborations on the social nature of the mind; and (c) guided by social contexts both
within and outside of their authors’ immediate intellectual milieu (pp. 419–420).
Likewise Michael Cole (1996) has noted the elusiveness of attempts to create a
culture-inclusive psychology.

11. We have not addressed here the influence of German Critical Psychology and its pos-
ition of a psychology from the standpoint of the subject (Holzkamp, 1983). This trad-
ition too has long had an interest in developing alternative conceptions of culture in

psychology (e.g. Marvakis & Papadopoulos, 2002).
12. While we regard Shweder’s manifesto as a pivotal starting point for the history of

cultural psychology, other formulations have been proposed; see Cole (1996) and

Shweder and Sullivan (1993) for a discussion.
13. Potential authors were required to theorize persons as cultural systems, take develop-

mental and historical perspectives, be explicit about their theoretical orientation, and be
reflective of their own enterprise (i.e. acknowledge their views as particular psycho-

logical discourses, Valsiner, 1995).
14. Valsiner (2007) provides a simple and succinct summary of the cross-cultural psycho-

logical approach by noting its tautological logic. Researchers first choose two or more

pre-defined cultural groups (e.g. X and Y); then they observe their differences in perform-
ance using various tests; and finally they attribute the differences found to cultures X or Y.

15. Our distinction of cross-cultural and cultural psychology can be compared to Toomela’s

(2012) distinctions between ‘cause-effect science,’ ‘process-oriented science,’ and ‘struc-
tural-systemic science’. While these distinctions do not overlap directly, they illustrate
the need for a more general history of psychology’s relationship with ‘‘culture’’ and the

ambivalence with which the latter is taken up by the former.
16. This argument is exactly the same argument that has been used to dismiss qualitative

studies in psychology for many years. Until more recently, qualitative studies were
viewed as preparatory, introductory, exploratory, and so on, while quantitative, espe-

cially experimental research, was the gold standard of psychological investigation.
17. Note that ‘cultural’ in Miller’s (1998) quote refers to both cross-cultural and cultural

approaches.

18. At the same time, founders of the discipline continued to underplay the seriousness of
cultural critiques. In his contribution to the Cross-Cultural Psychology Bulletin, Lonner
(2000) writes: ‘‘nothing has happened to quell this search [for psychological univer-

sals]. . . The hunger for finding pancultural regularities is still real, viable, and palpable’’
(p. 35). Further, he reduces the disputes to a ‘‘friendly little debate between cultural
psychologists and cross-cultural psychologists’’ (p. 36) and, arguing against the incom-
patibility of cultural with cross-cultural frameworks, he concludes: ‘‘Regardless of the

approach that cultural scientists prefer, the search for psychological universals will
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continue. Why shouldn’t it? Abandoning the search would amount to neglecting one of
the main canons of science’’ (p. 37).

19. Other researchers also maintain that present-day cultural psychology has shifted its

position in the direction of the mainstream, experimental view (Dasen & Mishra,
2000; van de Vijver et al., 2011). It should be noted that the off-handed and vague
critique of a ‘‘fairly strict relativism’’ is a side-effect of the culture wars in the US

where being accused of relativism was equivalent to engaging in a postmodern form
of cynicism or nihilism. A reading of Shweder’s work would quickly show this to be not
only an unfair characterization but a significant and major (one might even say delib-

erate) misreading of his work.
20. In this we agree with Shweder (2007), who provides a more detailed assessment of these

and other issues in the Handbook.
21. Gabrenya (2009) adds, ‘‘because these fields are poorly defined and are not mutually

exclusive, respondents were allowed to endorse all or none of the options’’ (p. 14). USA
membership of the IACCP declined from 40% in 1999 to 27% in 2008. The IACCP
comprises a highly diverse membership base (with a third of its members living outside

of European and North American IACCP regions). Gabrenya then notes that ‘‘the
failure of IACCP to grow while cultural studies were catching on in psychology
during this decade is worrisome’’ (p. 15).

22. Whereas many commentators advance strong calls for change, arguably the sharpest
statement is made by Valery Chirkov (as cited by Gabrenya, 2009) who writes directly in
response to the IACCP Constitution: ‘‘Our statements are dusty and century-old prop-
ositions that have been laying on the shelves of the IACCP storehouse from the days

when a group of white, male, Anglo-Saxon highly-respected social psychologists, trained
mostly in North America and Western Europe within the framework of positivistic,
experimental model of psychology, decided to organize a ‘Gentlemen Club’ to spread

the ‘word of truth’ about human psychological functioning to the developing nations
and also use these nations as another interesting ‘independent variables’ to play with in
order to verify the truthfulness of their ‘fundamental knowledge’ about humans. With

no disrespect to the founders of our Association, I am suggesting to bring these prop-
ositions to light, wipe the dust from them and revise. We are living in the different world
and we need new thinking about it’’ (p. 17).
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Abstract

This article is an edited transcript of an interview with Prof Kenneth J Gergen, conducted

by Dr Bo Wang. The discussion was initiated in September 2014 at Nanjing Grand Hotel,

China and continued by exchanging ideas through e-mail. The focus of the interview was

Prof Kenneth J Gergen’s engagement with social constructionism. It is primarily con-

cerned with the historical context, recent trends, and prospects for the future of

social constructionism and its possible impact on Chinese psychology and society.
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BW: As far as I know, you were trained to do empirical research in your early
years. It seems to me that you once were influenced by positivistic version of
psychology. As you (1997) yourself stated, you ‘‘could establish experimental set-
tings in which precise causal linkages could be traced’’ (p. 113). Further, ‘‘highly
sophisticated and well-tested theoretical accounts’’ generated by these experiments
‘‘would not be biased by any particular ideology, political position, or ethical
commitment’’ (p. 114). But then there was a major turning point in your study.
How do you explain your theoretical transformation to social constructionism?

KG: I began my training as a social psychologist and was schooled in the principles
of empirical science and methods of experimentation. However, as a result of
experimental work I was conducting with grants from the National Science
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Foundation, I found myself reflecting about the assumptions underlying my work.
At the request of the editor of social psychology’s flagship journal, the Journal of
Personality and Social Psychology, I published an article in 1973 entitled, ‘‘Social
psychology as history.’’ In this article, I questioned the potential for the field to
accumulate knowledge of human action. It seemed that scientific descriptions and
explanations are inherently value-laden, and by educating the population about
social patterns, the grounds are established for altering these patterns. That is,
research on conformity subtly warns people against the dangers of conforming;
research on obedience is critical of obedience, and so on. I termed these effects of
social knowledge on cultural life, enlightenment effects, a concept later articulated
by the philosopher Ian Hacking as ‘‘looping effects.’’ If you extend these views you
begin to see that knowledge about social life does not accumulate, so much as
reflect cultural ways of life at a given point in history. My reflections created
enormous controversy at the time, and in many ways placed me under attack.
However, in replying to my critics, I also began to think far more deeply about
the short-comings of a foundational approach to knowledge. And too, as I began
to survey what was taking place elsewhere in the intellectual world, I began to find
that I was scarcely alone in my questioning the very idea of foundations of
knowledge.

With significant inspiration from the linguistic turn in philosophy, along
with developments in the history of science, the sociology of knowledge, and post-
structural literary theory, in particular, the rudiments of a social constructionist view
of knowledge began to take form. Among other things, it became clear that research
could only begin with at least some form of rudimentary theory already in place.
Facts do not drive theories; without shared theoretical assumptions, there are no
facts. Further, I proposed, the source of this theoretical a priori is not located in
individual minds, but in social interchange. In effect, all that we take to be knowledge
emerges from and is dependent upon agreements established within social groups.
And, given the values inherent in any social group, there is no fundamental separ-
ation between fact and value. Scientific inquiry thus becomes a pragmatic endeavor,
subject to value-based reflection, and inviting unconstrained creativity.

BW: How would you define social constructionism?

KG: I generally try to avoid the term social constructionism, as that term seems to
treat the ideas as complete and fixed. What I see, in contrast, is an array of dia-
logues about issues of truth, objectivity, values, the nature of persons, and so on
that are continuously unfolding—around the world. So there is no fully shared
dictum or set of fixed theorems. With this said, I tend to emphasize the way in
which our understandings of the real, the rational, and the good—along with the
ways of life in which these understandings emerge within the process of relating.

BW: Who has had the greatest impact on your theoretical studies in social
constructionism?
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KG: By far the most important influence on my work was the later philosophic
writing of Ludwig Wittgenstein, and most centrally his book, Philosophical
Investigations (2009). If you understand the implications of this work, you will
see that it not only transforms our understanding of philosophic and theoretical
inquiry, but the entire concept of social science. Many other theoretical writings
have been important. In philosophy, both Dewey and Nietzsche have figured sig-
nificantly in my constructionist work. In Psychology, Wolfgang Kohler and
Sigmund Koch have been especially important, in part because of their ability to
look beyond the narrow boundaries of the discipline, and to see psychology in a
cultural and historical context. Among my ‘‘textual friends’’ in the social construc-
tionist domain, I would also single out Kuhn, Foucault, Derrida, and Latour.
There are so many others . . ..

BW: The influence of social constructionism has spread beyond academic and
national boundaries. How do you understand the dissemination, influence and
the future of social constructionism in North America and around the globe?

KG: Constructionist ideas move rather easily around the globe, but struggle for
recognition in the US and parts of Europe. They are welcomed for one because
they are inclusive. That is, in psychology for example, all forms of theory and
research can claim legitimacy; nothing is ruled out. All approaches are equally
subject to critical limitations. Everyone has a voice at the table. Such a view invites
understanding and collaboration across cultures, instead of division and hegemonic
striving.

They are also welcomed because of the way in which they support the activities
of psychologists to work collaboratively with the culture in trying to solve its
problems. Especially in poorer countries, psychologists have felt they could not
engage in laboratory work because they had neither the time nor resources. Thus,
they could not become productive professionals. From a constructionist stand-
point, working actively with people in our communities is more important than
most laboratory research. Writing a research article that is buried in the shelves of a
library, and read by almost no one, is far less significant for example, than helping
a community to solve its conflicts.

BW: Sure. It is a very important theoretical commitment to solve problems col-
laboratively in accordance with local practice while being self-conscious about
one’s own context. So I was wondering considering China’s specific situation
and the problems faced by Chinese psychology, first, what do you think of the
growing popularity of your theories in China? Second, how do you understand the
possible connections between social constructionism and Marxism? Can social
constructionism be in a dialogue with Marx’s critique of political economy?

KG: You must know that I am most pleased to see such growth. I am pleased, for
one, because it means the Chinese are wise in seeing the severe limits of mainstream
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theory and research in Western psychology. The Western attempts to use experi-
ments to reveal the truth about human functioning have offered the world very little
of any utility, and in many ways imprisoned the imagination, and promoted an
arrogant orientation to the needs of society. I am also happy, because construction-
ism will invite Chinese culture to explore its own intellectual riches and wisdom, and
the ways these riches may fuel theory and research of utility in this country. These
same developments will mean that China will expand the resources of the world more
generally, and will foster mutually illuminating international exchange.

In addition, there is an important way in which the constructionist dialogues
owe a major debt to Marxist thought, and it is largely tied to his critique of political
economy. The Marxist argument that capitalist economic theory masked a self-
serving ideology of capitalism ultimately offered the form of argument adopted in
most Critical School writings across the disciplines. These same arguments also
served as one of the major building blocks for social construction, demonstrating
as they did (1) the possible ideological basis of virtually all truth claims, including
those shared within the sciences and (2) the specious belief that propositions about
the world function as pictures or mirrors of this world.

BW: A similar question. In your magnum opus ‘‘Relational Being: Beyond Self
and Community’’ (2009), you mentioned that ‘‘It should be clear that I do not
embark on this journey into relational being as a lone thinker.’’ (p. xvii) So you
presented ‘‘The Social Science Legacy’’ including William James, Erich Fromm,
Mary Gergen, and Carol Gilligan, etc., and ‘‘Philosophic Inheritance’’ including
Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Martin Heidegger, Emmanuel Levinas, the later
Wittgenstein, and Mikhail Bakhtin, etc. as your intellectual resources. But as we
know, Marx’s Thesis VI on Feuerbach argued, ‘‘Feuerbach resolves the religious
essence into the human essence. But the human essence is no abstraction inherent in
each single individual. In its reality it is the ensemble of the social relations.’’(Marx,
1992, p. 423) It means the theoretical emphasis on social relations in this regard is the
opposite of the isolated individualistic image of the human being represented by the
figure of Robinson Crusoe and presupposed by the classical economists such as
Adam Smith. In The German Ideology, Marx (1845) also claimed that ‘‘My relation
to my environment is my consciousness’’ (Marx then crossed it out though). Is this
also a form of relational being? Or could we count Marx as one of your ‘‘textual
companions’’? Actually in the same book, you clearly identified the problem of
‘‘disciplining’’ by saying ‘‘in a broad sense, the effect of disciplining is the elimination
of most of the potentials of its participants.’’ ‘‘An economist must be cautious in
exploring literary theory; a physicist who turns to theology is suspect; a psychologist
who fancies Marxist theory is looking for trouble.’’ (Gergen, 2009, p. 209) But if
Marx is excluded from the ideal of ‘‘Relational Being,’’ is that another form of
‘‘Disciplining’’ and cause of ‘‘Debilitation’’ as you mentioned?

KG: I appreciate your comments here, and perhaps Marx should have been one of
my textual companions in developing the ideas for relational being. I think my
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hesitation to explore Marxist theory is the result of the way in which its emphasis
so often seemed to be on the commune (community or circle of comrades). Yet,
as I saw it, by placing the community in the center of concern you essentially repeat
a major problem of individualism. That is, both orientations are built around a
conception of bounded entities, fundamentally divided. The conception I am trying
to develop is that of an unbounded relational process out of which the very con-
cepts of the individual and the community emerge.

BW: If so, namely if we count Marx in, then how could we differentiate Marx’s
conceptualization of ‘‘relations’’ and yours?

I read that in your book ‘‘The concept of coordinated action, or co-action, was
pivotal.’’ ‘‘As proposed, it is through coordinated action—not individual minds—
that meaning originates.’’ (p. 397) ‘‘Relational scenarios are coordinated actions
extending over time’’ (p. 107). Even ‘‘terms such as ‘thinking,’ ‘remembering,’
‘experiencing,’ and ‘feeling,’ do not refer to events inside the head of the individual,
but to coordinated actions within relationship’’ (xxviii). In addition, you con-
sidered ‘‘therapy as Relational Recovery.’’ ‘‘The Power of Coordinated Action’’
plays an important role in it. ‘‘Relational responsibility must itself issue from
coordinated action’’ (p. 365). That being said, it occurs to me that one of Marx’s
theoretical opponents, namely, Moses Hess (1812–1875) began to elaborate his
own ‘‘relational theory’’ by taking the communication (Verkehr) species-essence
(Gattungswesen) of human beings and their co-actions characterized by social
relation (Zusammenhang) as the ‘‘real being (wirkliches Wesen) of individuals
and real ability (wirkliches Vermgen) of human beings’’ as early as in the 19th
century (Hess, 1845). Would you please let us know the difference between Hess’s
relational theory and yours? Marx disagreed with Hess’s idea by proposing a new
form of ‘‘relational theory,’’ namely the relation of ‘‘sensuous-objective (gegen-
ständliche) activity.’’ In his opinion, the ‘‘relation’’ here has its own definitions
rather than a generalized and abstract one. And human social communications or
co-actions are but a decided level by a certain form of ‘‘mode of production.’’ In
brief, for slaves, being aware of their relational being and how they should be
immersed in co-action will not necessarily bring about their own liberation.

KG: I think it could be very interesting to explore the concept of relations embedded
in the corpus of Marx’ work, and indeed, within the spectrum of neo-Marxist writ-
ing. Again, I have my reservations. Particularly, if you take the position that our
forms of relationship are ultimately governed by our material conditions. This form
of structuralist explanation lies in contrast to the post-structural form of explanation
that I adopt in trying to make sense of relational process.

BW: So, perhaps we could further articulate relational process with historical con-
sciousness. It implies that a new possibility of thinking may be advanced as to how
we should deal with the usefulness of theories such as ‘‘relations’’ as an outcome of
historically contingent construction. As you also pointed to the role of history,
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noting that ‘‘Silenced is discussion of the historical and cultural processes of mean-
ing-making, processes that define what counts as a problem and a solution.’’
(Gergen, 2009, p. 281)

KG: My concerns with history and theory certainly began in the 1970s, and while
they have not fundamentally changed, new dimensions have been added since those
times. The original argument was that the attempt to establish historically tran-
scendent theories of social behavior was misguided. This was an argument against
the hypothesis testing form of research in which the goal was to establish something
equivalent to fundamental or timeless truth about human social behavior. As I
argued, our research is based on actions at a given point in history, and since
behavior changes across time, it is impossible to accumulate knowledge; most
research either reflects the current or past cultural conditions. In my subsequent
writings, I became interested in the fact that there is little psychological theory that
takes into account cross-time change. Our research is primarily involved in providing
snapshots of human activity at a given time in history. Needed, then, is a historical
psychology. In this vein, I edited a book together with Dr Mary Gergen entitled,
Historical Social Psychology (1984). When my constructionist work began, however,
my concerns expanded. Here, I first joined with critical psychologists whose critiques
were aimed at the negative effects of various popular theories (e.g. behaviorism,
cognitivism, neuro-psychology) on society. I also began to explore the potential for
using theory for the very purpose of altering social consciousness. I wrote about
generative theory, that is, theory specifically designed to unsettle existing assumptions
and to open new and more promising possibilities for human functioning.

BW: But it seems the possibilities of altering social consciousness are usually
attributed to the individual level according to mainstream psychology. Individual
subjects observed and manipulated by psychologists in the experiment have always
been a typical ‘‘Model Animal’’ of mainstream psychology. It finds an echo with
the often (mis)quoted neoliberalist line: ‘‘There is no such thing as society! There
are individual men and women and there are families’’ (Thatcher, 1987). How do
you articulate social constructionism with the critique of social nominalism of this
kind? What do you think of the possible relevance for social constructionism to
resolve the ‘‘individualized trend’’ which is dominating psychological studies?

KG: As one of the nominalist critiques goes, constructionists reduce the world to
words (e.g. ‘‘there’s nothing outside language’’) and thus fail to grapple with real-
world issues. This would be to misunderstand constructionist ideas.
Constructionists point out that together we create understandings of what exist
(which are often but not always reflected in language), and these shared under-
standings guide our actions. As you can also see, this orientation doesn’t rule out
individualism, as this is one construction of human action, and useful for many
purposes. But we are simultaneously invited to view this tradition critically, and to
open a space for creating alternative conceptions.
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BW: I once exchanged ideas with Prof Henderikus Stam at the University of
Calgary about the dissemination of social constructionism around the world
(Wang, 2013). He said that North American social scientists spent a considerable
time working through the implications of social constructionism in the 1990s. In his
opinion, first, it must be acknowledged that there are several versions of social
constructionism both inside and outside psychology. The term came into popular
use through the work of Berger and Luckmann (The Social Construction of Reality,
1966) and later evolved into what we now take to be social constructionism
through the work of you, Rom Harré and John Shotter, among others.
However, there are also versions of social constructionism outside of psychology
that are different again, particularly in sociology. Some people think that debates
about social constructionism will be short-lived since there are two features of
social constructionism that are important to note. First, it allows us to recognize
that without language and a community of users we cannot locate ourselves in a
world. We are in some sense prisoners of language, as Nietzsche had it, but it is
working out what is meant by some sense that is the difficult part. Being caught in
language does not necessarily mean being a prisoner to it. And recognizing the
importance of our socially constituted existence does not mean we cannot try to
explore it, alter it, recapture it for alternative meanings, and so on. Second, recog-
nizing the importance of our socially constituted existence is not a research pro-
gram; it is merely a backdrop or background to our further explorations. Hence,
social constructionism is notoriously difficult to elaborate in a forward looking and
expansive research enterprise. This may not matter for all concerned, but there is a
sense among psychologists that it is always backward looking, ever pointing to
what is and saying ‘‘ah, but that is merely a social construction.’’ This is not fair of
course to the work of people such as Rom Harré or John Shotter who have
attempted to articulate alternative versions of social constructionism. But it does
appear as a limit to social constructionism. Do you have any comments to make
about these arguments?

KG: Social constructionist ideas did come into prominence in the 1990s, primarily
because many of the ideas were central to other intellectual developments, includ-
ing the replacement of foundational philosophy of science with social accounts of
knowledge, the replacement of structuralism with post-structuralism in social
theory, the linguistic turn in philosophy, all related to the general postmodern
shift in the intellectual and cultural worlds. In a sense, while Berger and
Luckmann were an important prelude, their work did not reflect any of these
movements, and thus played a less central role in the later trajectory of construc-
tionist thought. It is the case that the predominance of constructionist writings in
the early decades were critical, illuminating the constructed character of virtually
everything we took for granted, scientific truths among them. However, while this
work continues, the newer work is far more constructive, attempting to build new
theories, foster new forms of inquiry, and directly engaging with society in creating
new practices. For example, I just visited a school system in Wuxi in which they
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have used constructionist ideas to transform relations among teachers, among
administrators, and between teachers and students. These new practices are most
exciting. This is but one example among many hundreds I could point to around
the world.

BW: I’d like to shift briefly: looking back on your career, what kind of influence
does social constructionism have on your personal life?

KG: The effects are enormous, and especially when you add the relational dimen-
sion I referred to earlier. At the outset, because I understand what people do in
terms of the multiply constructed worlds in which they live, I become much more
tolerant and curious than I had been in my ‘‘essentialist’’ days. I don’t jump so
quickly into judging whether they are right or wrong but try to understand the
worlds in which they live; I may even gain from this curiosity in terms of seeing new
ideas or values worth exploring. I also see people’s behavior as more contingent,
that is, tied to the conditions in which they live—both physically and in terms of
their constructions. This lends itself to an increased optimism in the possibility for
change, and a search for creative ways to being about change. Ideas like this are
relevant not only to my home life but to the educational institutions in which I
work, my relations with colleagues, and in my community.

BW: What would you say to Chinese scholars and practitioners, if they decide to
pursue social constructionism in China?

KG: Personally speaking, I think there are enormous potentials. First, you shift
away from the traditional view of psychological science as a means of mirroring the
world for what it is, that is, giving us a ‘‘true picture’’ of human behavior. The
search for The Truth is both divisive and limiting. Psychologists begin to compete
as to who has ‘‘the real truth,’’ and when any group believes they are superior to
others in this regard, they stop listening. Consider, for example, the wars between
cognitivists and behaviorists, and now between the neuropsychologists and virtu-
ally everything else psychological. These are more like paradigm clashes, simply
different ways of making sense of the world, and each offers certain possibilities
while suppressing the others. So, we open new vistas of theory and research prac-
tices. This has been especially important in the US with the rapidly expanding
interest in qualitative research. As I have argued in recent papers, constructionist
ideas also invite us to develop research practices that go beyond reporting on what
is now the case, to creating new futures. Here, we move toward pursuing psycho-
logical theory and research as a means of bringing about a better world. You don’t
separate yourself from the society, with an attitude of ‘‘I will observe you and know
the truth about you,’’ but work with people collaboratively to develop multiple
understandings, and to take actions that contribute directly to better conditions.
Good examples of such research are provided by the many forms of action
research, a very important movement in the West.
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Culture and Mind: Their Fruitful

Incommensurability

Jerome Bruner

Abstract I reflect here on the historical junctures where anthropology and psychology cross paths,

creating foundations for a general cultural psychology in the present.1 I am particularly attuned to

those points of intersection that inform understanding of mind in culture and culture in mind. I focus on

institutions as means for canonizing the ordinary, on narrative as a mode of positioning the extra-

ordinary vis-à-vis mundane expectations, and on agency, each of which entails intersections of mind

and culture. Recent encounters with U.S. legal culture provide a ground for illustrating these inter-

twining relations of subjects and their cultural milieux. [culture, mind, law, institutions, selectivity]

I

Cultural psychology has a long and rather wobbly history. Yet despite its frequent procla-

mations of ‘‘new starts,’’ it has remained remarkably steady in its dedication to a single

cardinal issue: how mind comes under the sway of culture—mind as somehow ‘‘inside’’ and

subjective, culture as ‘‘outside’’ and superorganic (to borrow Alfred Kroeber’s classic term).

How, if you will, does the ‘‘outside’’ get ‘‘inside’’? That has been the guiding query.

More latterly, however, sharp ‘‘inner–outer’’ distinctions of this kind have come increasingly

under attack as relics of 19th-century dualism. Constructivist theorists, I among them,

complain that such distinctions resuscitate futile philosophical speculations better left

behind. Nonetheless, I propose to return to this ancient distinction once again, but with a

rather particular aim in mind. My hope is to achieve a better understanding of what might

be meant by the dichotomy between mind and culture.

Let’s begin by comparing the views on this matter of two towering figures in cultural

anthropology—views that seem at first deeply incompatible. On the one hand, there is

Alfred Kroeber, who insisted that culture is ‘‘superorganic,’’ that it is beyond individual

experience (Kroeber 1917:163–213). Yet, on the other hand, there is Clifford Geertz, who

insisted with equal conviction that culture must be viewed as a people’s ‘‘ways of imagining

the real,’’ that culture had best be viewed as inherently ‘‘local’’ (Geertz 1973b). Surely these

two views seem incommensurable, if not incompatible. Yet perhaps they reveal something

inherently challenging about our way of approaching the mind–culture distinction, and it is
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that that I want to address. Nowadays, in a constructivist spirit, we would say that Kroeber’s

transindividual, superorganic culture and Geertz’s subjectivized local one are, as it were,

both made not found ‘‘out there’’ in the world.2 Kroeber’s ‘‘culture’’ is arrived at by an

anthropologist observing some particular ‘‘people’s’’ way of life, their artifacts, their my-

thology, and their ways of coping. In that sense, such a culture ‘‘exists’’ principally in some

anthropologist’s monograph rather than in the minds of the Kwakiutls or Hopis or Navajo

with whom the anthropologist has lived and whose lifeways he or she has carefully studied.

Even Alfred Kroeber ‘‘in the field’’ must rely on local ‘‘informants’’ who tell him what they

believe to be ‘‘realities.’’ And as anthropologists are fond of saying, nobody knows the whole

culture. So it is he, the anthropologist, Alfred Kroeber himself, who must then put together

an account of the culture.

Is all that so very different from Geertz’s approach to culture as ‘‘individual ways of ima-

gining the real,’’ how indigenous locals imagine reality in their local settings? How,

precisely, does one put these vivid Geertzian fragments together to arrive at a view of that

culture ‘‘in general’’? Balinese culture, for example, may be well illustrated by the famous

local cockfight (Geertz 1973a), but even at that, those cockfights provide not much of

a panoramic insight into Balinese culture as a whole, not even as Geertz himself has so

brilliantly described it in his later works (Geertz 1960).3

All of which inevitably leads to further speculation about the relation between Kroeberian

ontological culture-in-the-large and Geertzian epistemic culture-as-local. Bring it home for

a moment with the meaning of a commonplace ‘‘wink’’ in our culture, the quick flick of an

eyelid. Let’s localize its occurrence, say, in an Anglo-American court of law. When you wink

at your co-counsel who has just delivered a first-class closing argument, it signifies some-

thing like ‘‘Well done!’’—a way of affirming your partnership with and approval of your

colleague. But you had better not wink at the judge or at a pretty young juror or, for that

matter, at your adversarial counsel. To explain each of these local variations, it seems to me,

inevitably require an excursion beyond the local: an account of the presumed impersonal-

ness of our culture’s legal system, the ‘‘neutral’’ judge and jury as integral to that system. The

system, we say, rests on a conception of closely regulated legal ‘‘adversariality.’’ In that light,

flirtatious or personalized winking is hardly a local matter. Nor, for that matter, is it fully

explicable by reference to the superorganic nature of our culture, even of our legal culture.

In a word, it is virtually impossible to describe a culture superorganically, that is, without

reference to what some ‘‘informant’’ has told you he takes to be ‘‘real.’’ And, at the same

time, one cannot fully understand one’s informant’s conception of the locally real without

some reference to the institutionally perduring nature of the ‘‘overall culture’’ of which the

local is a manifestation.

So how shall we proceed? People in all cultures, we would agree, not only have conceptions

of what is ‘‘real’’ in their local lives, but also have more general norms or ‘‘rules’’ as to how

we should behave with respect to those realities: culture is deontic as well as epistemic. But
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what is striking about many of culture’s normative prescriptions or ‘‘rules,’’ is that they seem

so often to be circumstantially contingent, even improvisatory. Or, to put it another way,

many cultural norms are implicit rather than explicit: ‘‘this is how you should proceed, ceteris

paribus.’’ But there are rarely enough specifications about what constitutes ‘‘all other things

being equal.’’ So you may not wink at a pretty young juror, but you are well advised to smile

(or at least look pleasantly) at the jury in toto, ‘‘but not too conspicuously.’’

So how in the world do cultures get across their rules and norms, complicated as they are, to

those who must live by them? Well, for one thing, cultures are far more specific about what

is forbidden than about what is permitted: what is ‘‘over the line’’ in some conventional

sense. The permissible has many more degrees of freedom, a matter we shall come to pre-

sently. Let me only comment before then, however, that it is a matter of deep perplexity to a

cognitive scientist like myself how any culture manages to get its rules and norms passed on

to those who enter it!

II

But before going further with that query, it might be helpful to turn back to how our in-

tellectual forebears dealt with the relationship between ‘‘outer’’ culture and the ‘‘inner’’

subjectivity of mind, to past efforts to construct a cultural psychology or, indeed, a psycho-

logical anthropology.

It would not be unfair to say that mainstream psychology has, in the main, steered clear of

cultural concerns, preferring to remain intraindividual, even to conceal culture by couching

its manifestations in individualism-oriented terms like stimuli and responses, reinforce-

ments, laws of mental association, and the like. How people internalize ‘‘the culture in which

they live’’ has been only vaguely explored, kept separate from mainline psychological

research and theory. Let me offer some illustrations.

Pavlov, for example, responded to socialist critiques of his theory of conditioning as being

too individualistic, by introducing a separate, so-called second signal system. This system

placed the social world on a symbolic level, thereby separating it from ‘‘naturalistic’’ psy-

chology which was governed by Pavlovian laws of ‘‘primary conditioning.’’ The second

system never took hold—in Russia or elsewhere—typical of psychology’s efforts to keep the

‘‘structured outside’’ out of its domain.

Pavlov’s shortfall was typical. There is a particularly informative recent survey of failed at-

tempts in the past to create a ‘‘cultural psychology’’ by Rainer Diriwaechter, tellingly

entitled Voelkerpsychologie: The Synthesis that Never Was (2004:85–109). He comments in his

introduction, ‘‘It is almost hard to believe that the name Voelkerpsychologie [cultural psy-

chology] was once widely used, becoming a part of the vocabulary of the educated German

public’’ (2004:85). The founding date of the new movement is usually set at 1860 when
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Lazarus and Steinthal brought out the first issue of the Zeitschrift fuer Voelkerpsychologie und

Sprachwissenschaft, a journal that continued in publication for 30 years. But, interestingly, not

a single article in its pages during its first 20 years made any reference at all to the efforts of

the then newly emerging discipline of experimental psychology, work by the towering

Helmholtz on higher-order perception, by Wundt on ‘‘creative synthesis’’ (vide infra), by

Ebbinghaus on memory, and so forth. The emphasis of the new journal, reflecting the spirit

of those times, was principally philological. But as Diriwaechter wryly comments, the

emphasis on historical philology ‘‘did not do much to shed light on the Volksgeist’’ (2004:89),

the shape of mind among people of different cultures.

After its first 20 years, the Zeitschrift shifted focus to folklore, for philology was rapidly going

out of fashion, emphasis having shifted to the new structural linguistics introduced by

Saussure’s Geneva school. Yet we must note that when the ‘‘new’’ Saussurian linguistics

finally tried its hand at understanding the mind–culture interaction (as with Whorf, Sapir,

and others in the 20th century who were pursuing the lead of the great von Humboldt), little

new came of it despite the enthusiasm engendered in the mid–20th century by the Whorfian

Hypothesis: that minds were shaped by the language into which thought had to be trans-

lated, particularly a language’s syntax and semantics.

Much earlier, in the 1880s, it had been principally Wilhelm Wundt, psychology’s very

own ‘‘father,’’ who had tried to create a general cultural psychology, his effort mostly in

vain. Wundt readily recognized that while the rigorous experimental methods of the then

new psychology could examine the inner ‘‘perceptions’’ of the individual, they were in-

appropriate for the study of the ‘‘higher’’ products of mind that emerge when humans

operate in a social world under the control of language, myth, customs, morals. His pro-

posal for a Voelkerpsychologie was a social–genetic one, with principal attention to how

modern humans emerged. And as was customary in those Darwin-obsessed times, he

offered a rough evolutionary sketch of this progression, starting with a universal primitive

Urmensch, progressing to a totemic period, then to an age of heroes and gods, and ending

with humankind as we know it in our times.

This progress, he argued, was to be analyzed psychologically, not just historically. And the

key psychological process at work in the emergence of humanity was what he called ‘‘crea-

tive synthesis,’’ the forming of new associative connections as individuals cope with the

evolving social world. His was not to be just an historical analysis of the emerging human

condition but, rather, a psychologizing of history aimed at understanding how mind shapes

and is shaped by emerging historical settings. But of those ‘‘settings’’ he had little to say,

aside from invoking highly individualized ‘‘creative synthesis.’’

Alas, Wundt today is virtually opaque, removed from cultural concerns by his in-the-single-

head atomistic, associationist views about mental activity as the linking of sensations. Not

only was his psychology pitilessly atomistic (see my recent article on this point (Bruner

2004:3–20), but its presumption about a universal Urmensch going through universal stages
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is quaintly antique. As for his methods for psychologizing history, they seem ad hoc and

arbitrary and, alas again, out of a past age. Another failure, indeed, another forgotten failure.

So what of the much later culture-and-personality movement, another effort to develop an

integrated cultural psychology. If Wundt could be criticized for imposing an inappropriate

associationist atomism on mind, the culture-and-personality movement did little better by

imposing a watered-down version of psychoanalytic personality theory cross-culturally. No

doubt, our understanding of personality development is enriched by studying the psycho-

dynamics of development as they manifest themselves in different cultures. But, alas, the

psychoanalytic emphasis presupposed such a universality of the Freudian family drama that

it masked many of the more mundane questions about cultural shaping, about the shaping of

‘‘everyday ordinariness’’ as it emerges in daily life.

But there are exceptions to psychology’s resistance to the culture issue, perhaps the most

notable being the Russian Lev Vygotsky and the ‘‘school’’ that grew up around him, always

at official risk in the Soviet Union, especially in the years after his early death in 1928.4

Vygotsky concentrated on the processes whereby mind, in his word, ‘‘internalizes’’ the cul-

ture in which it is nurtured. It should be said right off, however, that his ideas about both

culture and its internalization in the mind were influenced as much by the emergence

of post-revolutionary Russian literary theory as by psychology. Russian literary theorists

of the times, like Bakhtin,5 were centrally concerned with how literary representations of

reality created ‘‘possible worlds’’ (ostronenyi) in the minds of readers. But Vygotsky was also

deeply impressed by how new and changing worldviews produced by the Revolution among

Russia’s peasants also affected their sense of autonomous selfhood and their level of

abstraction.

Perhaps Vygotsky’s main contribution was to awaken a new awareness about mind–culture

issues and to provide it with a popular and provocative metaphor: how mind internalized

culture. Let it be noted, though, that his influence is still alive, strongly promoted by an

international ‘‘school’’ of followers, led principally by two American cultural psychologists,

Michael Cole and James Wertsch.6 And, worldwide, there is much less resistance today to

the ‘‘idea’’ of culture’s role in ‘‘shaping’’ mind. But the mechanisms by which this is brought

about are still rather vaguely formulated.

Yet there have also been efforts to overcome this shortcoming, ‘‘cognitive anthropology’’

being perhaps the most striking example, a movement principally inspired by the cognitive

revolution in mid-1950s and the decade following. Its aim was to explore folk taxonomic

systems as expressions of culturally induced cognitive tendencies. To quote from the

Introduction of one of its principal anthologies, ‘‘cognitive anthropology . . . focuses on

discovering how different people organize and use their cultures’’ (Tyler 1969:3).7 Interest-

ingly, a German counterpart of this movement, calling their discipline ‘‘cultural

psychology’’ brought out a volume some 20 years later, tellingly entitled Pursuit of Meaning,

still principally inspired by the mentalism of its German forebears (Straub 2006).
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Oddly, while the importance of culture in the shaping of mind is more widely recognized

among psychologists today, culture’s foundational, ‘‘obligatory’’ role in the forming of hu-

man nature is rarely made explicit. I can recall no statement by a psychologist that matches

the directness of the following one by Geertz:

Man’s nervous system does not merely enable him to acquire culture, it positively de-
mands that he do so if it is going to function at all. Rather than acting only to
supplement, develop, and extend organically based capacities logically and genetically
prior to it, it would seem to be ingredient to those capacities themselves. A cultureless
human would probably turn out to be not an intrinsically talented, though unfulfilled
ape, but a wholly mindless and consequently unworkable monstrosity.
[Geertz 1973b:68]

In the articles commenting on the mind–culture ‘‘interface’’ in this issue of Ethos, there are

many new stirrings in response to this classic problem. Change is obviously in progress. But

I shall not comment on these stirrings, for I want to explore where I think things are going

now from the particular perspective in which my own ideas are framed.

III

One crucial matter before we proceed, perhaps a philosophical rather than psychological

one. It too relates again to how we distinguish between what’s ‘‘outside’’ and what’s ‘‘inside.’’

Let me call it the problem of ‘‘institutionalization.’’ A culture, however we decide to char-

acterize it, imposes itself by creating stabilizing, enduring institutions: systems for the

exchange of information, of respect and affection, of goods and services, and of kinship ob-

ligations.8 Such institutions obviously shape identities: storekeepers, professors, mothers,

even indeed consumers of ‘‘literature’’ and its forms of genre.

Institutions, of course, are virtually in principle superorganic in Kroeber’s classic sense. For

all that, they inevitably shape the expectations and hopes of those under their sway. Perhaps

they do so by setting limits of what is permissible or justifiably possible and, in most legal

systems, specifying what is forbidden, backed up by a specification of enforceable punish-

ment. But, while few of us ever experience directly a society’s ‘‘police powers’’ prescribed for

violations of the law, for example, the very existence of such powers affects what we think is

possible for us. And, of course, there is also a more indirect effect exercised by literary or

mythological traditions: who wants to be accused of being Hamlet-like or like Madame

Bovary? Which is not to say that cultures do not offer ‘‘idealized’’ or positive models as well,

but these are principally emulative rather than controlling.

Institutionalized cultural prescriptions (again as in a body of law) rarely operate just from

‘‘outside.’’ In some form or other, they do indeed become ‘‘internalized’’ (to use Vygotsky’s

favorite, term). But how shall we characterize that process? Surely it is more than sheer

conformity. Conformity to what? One is reminded of the long-ago work of Floyd Allport
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(1924) on the now mostly forgotten concept of the ‘‘J-curve’’ of conformity behavior: that in

situations governed by social norms, human responses are not normally distributed but are

skewed to conform to a recognized norm in a J-curve rather than the usual Gaussian dis-

tribution. But Allport noted that people were unaware that they were behaving in such

a conforming fashion. Is sheer conformity a sufficient description of internalized

institutionalized cultural norms? Nor is it quite sufficient to say, with Emile Durkheim

(1963), that we ‘‘project’’ our culturally shaped convictions into a Kroeber-like superorganic

world in order to endow them, in his words, with ‘‘exteriority and constraint.’’ That descrip-

tion fails, somehow, to capture what is involved in the institutionalization of cultural norms.

To sum it up in a few words, we internalize our culture’s demands, make them our own as it

were, but we then somehow legitimize them by externalizing them into an institutionalized,

superorganic world ‘‘beyond’’ us. And we know precious little about the processes involved

in doing so!

IV

Let me turn now to my own halting and partial efforts to come to terms with how culture

affects mind, an approach that is almost exclusively dominated by the internalization issue.

I begin, of course, with a few rather self-evident propositions about how ‘‘culture’’ (which I

shall leave undefined, save to note that it is ‘‘outside’’) impacts mind.

1. Membership in a culture can be characterized as the sharing with others of conceptions

about what can be taken as ordinary in the round of living.

2. Such shared ordinariness is engendered and supported by institutionalized forms

needed to promote and maintain a society’s systems of exchange. A society could not long

exist, as Claude Lévi-Strauss has reminded us, without institutionalized, stabilizing

systems of exchange.

3. A shared sense of the ordinary is highly rewarding psychologically. It supports and

furthers the distinctively human, innate gift of intersubjectivity, being able to ‘‘know’’

and share each other’s mental lives. It is a distinctively human capacity.

4. Yet a culture must also provide its members with means for understanding and toler-

ating deviations from shared ordinariness. One of the principal ways in which it does so

is by framing its representations of the world in a way that renders deviations from

shared ordinariness both conventional and manageable. One of its principal means for

doing so is through narrative—a matter to which we will turn in a moment.

In a word, the impact of culture on mind is through the conventionalization of experience

into shared ordinariness, a conventionalization that makes place as well for rendering de-

viations from shared ordinariness into a comprehensible and manageable form, even to

‘‘disguise’’ them artfully. I shall only be able to say a few words about each of these, but I

hope I can make clear what I mean.
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About the first two matters—about the construction of and the interpersonal binding effects

of shared ordinariness—I shall come to these presently. Many students of the human con-

dition take these as self-evident, even as the conditions necessary for the emergence of a

culture-generating human species.9 And I hope I will be forgiven for bypassing the powerful

role of language in creating shared ordinariness.

Let me begin with my third point: the rewarding effect inherent in a shared sense of the

ordinary. I worked for over a decade on the early acquisition of language in infancy, and

particularly with its prelinguistic intersubjectivity-promoting precursors10 such as infant

pointing, the sharing of gaze direction, and the like. What stood out from the start was the

enormous satisfaction and pleasure of both mother and infant in mastering virtually any

form of sharing and promoting joint attention between them, whether on some event or

object or inner state. Lacking this, there develops the autistic child, isolated from the

sodality of shared ordinariness. The normal child does not have to be taught the arts of

intersubjectivity. And the autistic child, alas, cannot be taught them. Indeed, Self, as it were,

depends upon Other as a sharer.

I began this article by asking how culture ‘‘shapes’’ mind, the founding question of cultural

psychology. Perhaps the first part of the answer is that it does so by dint of just such de-

pendence of Self on Other: dependence and, interestingly, independence as well. Gradually,

as the textbooks like to put it, the infant manages to differentiate him or herself from the

world ‘‘outside,’’ from Other(s). But then starts a career of forming a shared world with

those from whom the infant has differentiated. It is then that, as it were, the child ‘‘enters’’

culture—or, as well, that culture ‘‘enters’’ the child.

And in time we shall say a bit more about the various modes of child-rearing that shape the

child to a culture’s ways. But, first, where does narrative come into this picture, the final item

on my list above?

V

To begin with, what is narrative? To put it formally, stories are accounts of the intrusion of

the unexpected on the expected; they are about violations of the shared ordinary, and about

how such violations are resolved. A story characteristically begins with some presupposed

version of shared ordinariness, then moves on to its violation (what Aristotle refers to as its

peripeteia), then recounts actions taken in the interest of restoring initial ordinariness or

creating a new version, and finally offers a resolution—often followed by a coda in the form

of a ‘‘moral.’’ Here is one such narrative, an account of something that befell me while I was

at work on this article:

I was walking through Washington Square Park the other day when this young guy
comes up to me and asks, ‘‘Hey, do you want to buy a theory? I’ve got some good
ones here.’’
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So I said, ‘‘What kind of theories have you got?’’ as I continued walking toward Bobst
Library, where I knew there’d be a cop out front.

And he replied: ‘‘Well, nothing but the best Kuhnian paradigms!’’

So I said ‘‘You’re pulling my leg!’’ And he laughed and said, ‘‘You don’t recognize me,
but I was in your big lecture course last year.’’

So I laughed and replied, ‘‘Not bad when you can use Kuhn’s The Structure of Scientific
Revolutions to cut capers here in Washington Square a year later.’’

There is no culture on the face of the earth that lacks narrative genres for recounting in story

form how the ordinary got elbowed by the unexpected, what steps were taken to cope with

it, and what finally happened and to what end.

What makes stories so universal? Recall Claude Lévi-Strauss’s concept of a culture as a

system of exchanges, for the exchange of affection and respect, of knowledge, of goods and

services. Each of these systems generates its conceptions of the ordinary and, indeed, offers

templates for delineating the possible. And, obviously, these coexisting systems often en-

gender conflicts, inconsistencies, incommensurabilities. Perhaps a culture’s narrative

forms—its fables, myths, folktales—come into being to standardize these conflicts and in-

consistencies, indeed to render them more manageable, more ordinary. And, indeed, we

know from the classic studies of Sir Frederic Bartlett and many since, that when stories de-

viate too much from ordinariness, they are converted back into a more conventional form in

memory (Bartlett 1932).

The life of mind seems everywhere to be caught in a never ending dialectic between the

ordinary and the unexpected, between the quotidian and the exceptional. Narrative seems to

be our natural form for rendering the two into a culturally and cognitively manageable form.

I commented earlier on the artfulness of narrative, suggesting that we may need it in order

to cope with deviations from the ordinary, to render them ‘‘manageable.’’ I once, long ago,

wrote a principally literary little book of ‘‘essays for the left hand’’ (Bruner 1979) in which I

argued that the function of art was to rescue the ordinary from its banality, to bring what was

taken for granted back under closer scrutiny. I realize now that it has always been com-

monplace to use that very narrative form to do just the opposite: to protect us from

unexpected (and undesired) exceptionalities. We convert the narrative form into a buffer

against the unexpected. Les extremes se touchent! Perhaps that was one reason why Oscar

Wilde’s famous remark about life imitating art was greeted with such ambivalence. In the

main, I think we’d like to keep open the question of whether art imitates life or, more dis-

turbingly, whether it’s the other way round, an uncertainty endemic to human culture?

VI

I confess that I am not really ‘‘conscious’’ of being a ‘‘cultural psychologist,’’ even when I

read well-observed and well-wrought anthropological monographs. Is my perspective any
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different, reading the works of (admittedly an old friend) Clifford Geertz than when, say, I

reread some of my own early articles, as when I was, say, trying to understand differences in

how Harvard undergraduates perceive value-laden and value-neutral objects, or the inter-

active play of four- and five-year-olds in the famous preschools of Reggio Emilia, or the

defensive political capers of newly liberated Frenchmen in the shelled-out Normandy of

1944. I seem, somehow and mindlessly, to ‘‘take it for granted’’ that, after all, they are all

human beings imbedded in particular cultural matrices, to be sure, but still basically human

beings. So how shall I think of culture shaping individual minds? Then I ask myself whether

it’s ever possible—given our inevitable and deep immersion in culture in the manner de-

scribed in my earlier citation from Geertz—is it ever possible to be a psychologist without

being a cultural psychologist—to look on Nature bare, as it were.

You do not have to travel to Fiji to be a ‘‘cultural’’ psychologist. Can you be anything but?

Even, indeed, if you are studying something as traditionally pared down as, say, the per-

ception of size in a psychology laboratory. Let me illustrate. I once studied how kids

perceived the size of coins. Well, it turned out that the size of coins is overestimated ac-

cording to their value: the more valuable the coin, the greater the overestimation of its size.

And if you compare well-off kids with poor ones, the poor kids overestimate more (Bruner

and Goodman 1947:33–44). Can you, then, really understand size perception without tak-

ing into account cultural considerations?

So culture gets to mind by influencing even how we see size? I got to know Kroeber when he

was a visiting professor at Harvard for a term and I a brash young lecturer. I wish now I’d

asked him how that curious finding fit into his notion of the superorganic nature of culture.

Indeed, even the old-style studies of rat learning have a certain cultural overlay. Let me tell

another story on myself. When I was still a gung-ho undergraduate, the professor with

whom I was doing one of those senior research-and-reading courses let me do a rat-learning

study. I’ll describe it first, and then explore it as a cultural metaphor.

It was my hunch that if you teach rats that there is nothing they can do to escape punish-

ment, punishment will lose its power to steer learning. Punishment under those

circumstances is just something you suffer through rather than learn from. So I divided my

rats into two carefully matched groups, individual members of both of which were put daily

into a shallow glass-topped box, the floor of which was a metal grid and the glass top so close

down that the poor animal could not escape the grid. The rats in one group got an un-

comfortable, inescapable jolt of electric shock from the floor-grid every 15 seconds. Those

in the other group heard a buzzing sound instead of getting shocked.

That part done, we then gave the rats a simple learning task. Each of them, individually, was

put into a tank of water from which they could escape by going up either of two ramps

leading to a dry platform—one ramp lighted, the other not, the position of the lighted one

randomly shifted back and forth between the right and left sides of the tank. The rats had to
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learn that the lighted ramp led safely out of the water, no matter what side it was on. If they

chose the unlighted ramp, they got shocked while going up it on their way to a dry platform.

That was it (McCulloch and Bruner 1943:333–336).

Well, the rats who had only received the buzzer treatment in that glass-topped box were full

of enterprise in the water tank. Once they had been shocked for trying to escape the water by

the wrong ramp, they would swim back and forth casing the joint, comparing the alternate

escape ramps. From there on, learning went fast.

Not so the rats who’d learned shock was inescapable in that glass-topped box. It was not just

that they were slow to learn, but how they went about it. When they experienced shock on

the wrong ramp, they’d go ‘‘resigned’’—charge right up it and damn the shock, never mind

whether it was lighted or not, shock was just something to be lived with not to be learned

from.

I think I already knew about poverty’s power to create helpless resignation in the face of

trouble, although I recall my left-wing sociology girlfriend kidding me with ‘‘You needed

rats to show that?’’ Never mind, I thought my little rat study had shed light on a ‘‘basic

psychological mechanism.’’ I was not much thinking about culture, although I’m sure I’d

taken or sat in on just about every anthropology course on offer at my university.

Years later, when I served during the Johnson era on a Presidential commission examining

the ill effects of poverty on children’s development, that study came back into mind. I even

thought about my sociology girlfriend’s remark. Maybe poverty produces the kind of

hopelessness that we’d produced in those shocked rats. So I suggested to Sargent Shriver

(then directing the Federal Office of Economic Opportunity in Washington) that it might

be a good idea to give poor, discouraged, hopeless kids a ‘‘head start,’’ a year or two of suc-

cessful preschool activity before they got to regular school. An empowering head start rather

than the disabling one imposed by poverty. Needless to say, I never said a word to Shriver

about rat experiments.

Had a subrosa cultural psychology been in the back of my mind way back then, senior year

in college working with rats? Who knows? It certainly was in the back of my girlfriend’s

mind! Indeed, you do not have to go to Bali to study the dynamics of culture. ‘‘Acquired

helplessness’’ has become part of the standard psychological literature—even attributed, as

noted, to fraught relations among authoritative and less privileged subcultures.

VII

So what, then, is cultural psychology? Or what should it be? I doubt the time has come (if

ever the time will come) to ‘‘systematize’’ it as our psychologist forebears tried to do. God

spare us another Wilhelm Wundt! Culture and its institutions self-evidently affect how
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mind works, few doubt that any longer, even in the psychologist’s ‘‘sacred’’ domain of per-

ception, as with that bizarre little coin-size experiment of mine. Culture even leads Javanese

cock-fighters to ignore the most fundamental rational rules of risk taking. But are there such

rules, independently of culture? That has surely been put in doubt by the Nobel Prize in

economics awarded to Daniel Kahneman for his work on ‘‘prospect theory’’ with Amos

Tversky. But is it ‘‘human’’ or ‘‘cultural’’ that their subjects disliked losing a certain sum of

money more than they liked winning an identical sum?11 Is it that way in Bali?

Can we ever study culturally naked human beings, although the question still remains how

‘‘culture’’ gets into ‘‘mind’’? I suspect, indeed, that there is some impenetrable in-

commensurability between the concept of culture and the concept of the individual mind.

Yet I am convinced that a psychology that excludes the individual’s embeddedness in culture

is bound to be shallow, if not absurd, just as absurd as an anthropologist ignoring universals

of ‘‘human nature’’ just because she’s in Bali. For all that, it has never been easy for psy-

chologists to come to terms with culture, or for anthropologists to be at ease with

generalized conceptions of ‘‘human nature.’’

For there are fruitful dilemmas to be explored at the interface between what we call in-

dividual mental functioning and what goes by the name of institutionalized culture, like how

different cultures deal with individual differences in, say, temperament, even though culture

itself helps shape temperament. While these dilemmas may remain unresolved, I am no

longer dismayed by this prospect. For our efforts to come to terms with both ‘‘individuality’’

and ‘‘culture’’ probably yield those fruitful dilemmas to which I refer. To be more specific,

let me illustrate three such.

The first dilemma arises when we ask how best to study the human condition. Is the in-

dividual, eo ipso, the proper study of humanity, as Alexander Pope urged, or had we better

consider humans in the social settings that provide identity, that shape desires, that even

forge notions about destiny? The answer, plainly, is that we must do both—although it is

anything but plain how to do so. Yet, in spite of that uncertainty, we manage to generate

some of our richest ideas about the relation between, say, individual human rights and the

requirements of an operable society, ideas ranging from Locke to Hobbes, from efficiency

‘‘principles’’ that guide corporate governance to the ‘‘self-evident’’ axioms that define a

democratic state as in the U.S. Bill of Rights.

The second one is related. Shall we take man as the agent of his acts (as we tend to do in U.S.

law, mostly) or is he the ‘‘victim’’ of circumstances, the helpless ‘‘output’’ of a social system?

The two perspectives (while seemingly irreconcilable) nonetheless enrich each other, even

where, as in the law, we debate the kinds of circumstances in a criminal case that may be

mitigating or aggravating in deciding upon sentencing. And few will doubt that such debates

have been fruitful and ‘‘consciousness raising.’’12 Indeed, as I write these lines, the Supreme

Court has just granted a habeas hearing in a death penalty appeal dealing with the issue of
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whether somebody who commits murder in the grip of a delusion can be sentenced to death

without violating the Eighth Amendment prohibition against cruel and unusual penalties.

Thirdly, knowing what we know about early childhood opportunities and eventual adult

competence, how shall we conceive of our responsibilities to the very young with regard to

protecting them against deleterious and irreversible influences? Does a voluntary Head

Start suffice? How to conceive of the interplay of ‘‘home culture’’ and individual mental

growth?

These are the kinds of ‘‘fruitful dilemmas’’ that I have in mind and I want to conclude by

exemplifying them more pointedly in the context of my present concerns. For my present

concerns are (at least seemingly or presumably) far removed from those long-ago crypto-

cultural rat studies on acquired helplessness! For I now occupy the anomalous position of a

university professor, a psychologist in a school of law. Yet in fact the mind–culture issue

lurks in the background of what lawyers do.

As a law school professor, I am indeed sympathetic to Professor Kroeber’s superorganic

dictum: how could it be otherwise? The corpus juris is presumed to stand on its own: an

autonomous body of law that is a matter of record. Yet I must also accept Geertz’s insistence

that culture is our ‘‘way of imagining the real.’’ Although we may never reconcile the two

philosophically, our struggle to do so in our courts of law tells us much about how we

manage the fraught distinction between culture and mind, the collective and the individual.

I offer an example from the domain of U.S. criminal law.

By way of introduction, in America we divide court trials for capital crimes into two phases:

a guilt phase and a sentencing phase. In the first phase, we leave out entirely (or are enjoined

to leave out) such psychological issues as whether or not the accused had this or that motive,

whether he was operating under this or that circumstance, and so forth. The question is

simply whether he did or did not commit the crime of which he is accused. (But even that is

not quite accurate because the guilt phase in a capital trial may require evidence of ‘‘malice

aforethought’’ if the accused is charged with first-degree murder). But generally, the guilt

phase is dedicated to determining simply whether the accused did or did not commit a

specified crime, period. In this sense, it is principally ‘‘outside,’’ to revert to that earlier

terminology.

But in the following sentencing phase, individual psyches and the cultural conditions that

created them become much more central. There is a vast body of literature and of legal

precedent that can be cited here and, indeed, that must be cited if the sentence of a capitally

convicted party is to be appealed. It is in this phase that the law court becomes something of

a seminar on the subject of crime, culture, and human nature. More on this in a moment.

The law, as H. L. A. Hart (1963)13 put it, rests on commonplace normative conceptions that

have become formalized into a legal system backed by powers of enforcement. For all that,
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law must somehow accord with the commonplace, whatever its source of authority. As we

say, ‘‘justice must not only be done, but must be seen to be done.’’ Kroeber and Geertz must

live together.

The very doctrine of stare decisis that legitimizes the use of legal precedent presupposes an

autonomous or ‘‘superorganic’’ body of law, the corpus juris, as I commented earlier. It is

supposed to be independent of individual psyches, or so we tell our law students. Yet what

are we to make of the great 18th-century Lord Mansfield proclaiming in the famed Somersett

Case that by nature man is free unless local statutes specify otherwise. His citation, interest-

ingly, was to Montesquieu as an authority on the inherent nature of man. The law, then, is

based on conceptions of human nature, ‘‘self-evident’’ conceptions about the inherent nat-

ure of man. It was Somersett’s Case, by the way, that was cited in Brown v. Board of Education,

not the expert psychological testimony I offered as an amicus curiae summarizing research on

the deleterious effects of segregation in one of the cases included in the Brown litigation

(Gebhart v. Bolton, State of Delaware, 1951).

Nobody, of course, has ever argued that a human’s inner life works itself out independently

of cultural context. Even Freud’s Oedipal drama, private as it was, presupposed a culturally

legitimized institution, the family. Families matter precisely because of their mix of the

institutional and the psychological. The incest taboo surely prevails precisely because it is an

interactive mix of the institutionalized and the personal. And the two interact over time,

inevitably.

The culture, again seconded by the law, holds that certain acts are forbidden. Any individual

is held legally responsible, individually, for committing one such. Virtually the only way out

of such responsibility is by filing a plea of mens rea, claiming incapacity to distinguish

between what is permitted and what forbidden. Mens rea is itself a cultural convention, its

criteria resting on culturally canonical conceptions about the nature of mind. And so too

such notions as mitigating and aggravating circumstances in the sentencing phase of a court

trial, as already noted.

There is a fascinating anthropological literature on how rights, responsibilities, and viola-

tions are conceived and managed in various indigenous cultures—Bronsaw Malinowski,

Max Gluckman, Sally Falk Moore, E. E. Evans-Pritchard, Donald Brenneis, and many

others. Indeed, I and my colleague Oscar Chase (who has recently published an overview of

this literature) use it in our seminar at the New York University School of Law in order to

combat our students’ ‘‘taken-for-granted’’ views about Anglo-American common-law prac-

tices (Chase 2005). I am struck by how many schools of law now take it upon themselves to

provide a comparative perspective, to help their students recognize that culture begins, as it

were, at home: that, indeed, you do not have to go to Fiji to find ‘‘it.’’

Indeed, the relation between individual mind and culture is by no means just an academic

issue. It has reverberations in virtually every domain of ‘‘practical’’ life. Indeed, it easily (and
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often) becomes a political issue. And perhaps just as well. For the mind–culture dilemma

bears on issues as pressing as welfare, education, human rights, and gender equality.

It is a happenstance of academic life that anthropology and psychology became separate dis-

ciplines. But it would be a great pity if their separation led to a suppression of those fruitful

dilemmas to which I have referred. Fortunately, the separation is lessening. And plainly, we

need such presumed hybrids as cultural psychology or psychological anthropology to funnel

the effort, perhaps because they are such fruitfully fraught dilemmas. I do not think the

dilemmas will soon be resolved and I am deeply suspicious of efforts to cover them over.

A truly general psychology cannot ignore culture in its effort to understand mind. Nor does

it suffice for a truly general anthropology to rest content with the view that culture is

exclusively ‘‘superorganic.’’ I think the dilemmas of both disciplines become fruitful when

squarely faced, as they are being faced increasingly (and under the pressure of circum-

stances) by those who must deal with them in the conflict-ridden setting of the law. I am

sometimes asked by colleagues whether I ‘‘miss’’ psychology, teaching and researching as

I do in a law school. In fact, and despite law’s efforts to be shed of concerns about ‘‘mind in

a bottle,’’ I find myself more often faced with those ‘‘fruitful dilemmas’’ about mind and

culture than ever before in my long academic life!

JEROME BRUNER is University Professor in the School of Law, New York University.

Notes

1. This article was first presented as a paper in a Guest Address at the 99th Annual Meeting of the American

Anthropological Association, San Francisco, November 15–19, 2000.

2. For a lucid account of the philosophical roots of constructivism, see Nelson Goodman 1984.

3. See also Geertz’s After the Fact: Two Countries, Four Decades, One Anthropologist (1995).

4. See particularly Vygotsky 1962 and Luria 1961.

5. See, for example, the excellent volume by Katerina Clark and Michael Holquist, Mikhail Bakhtin (1984).

6. See, for example, Michael Cole 1988 and Wertsch 1985.

7. The authors who contributed to that book did indeed succeed in turning anthropology ‘‘inward,’’ but they were

not in search of how to conceptualize the ‘‘mind–culture’’ relationship—and they included some of the leading

anthropological figures of their day—like Charles Frake, Harold Conklin, Brent Berlin, Floyd Lounsbury, and

Ward Goodenough.

8. I am obviously relying on Lévi-Strauss, especially Structural Anthropology (1963), in so characterizing culture.

9. For a thoughtful discussion of these issues, see Michael Tomasello and Joseph Call 1997.

10. See, for example, Jerome Bruner, Child’s Talk: Learning to Use Language (1983).
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11. For a particularly thoughtful discussion of the Tversky–Kahneman work and its impact, see Paul Brest 2006.

Unfortunately, Amos Tversky died several years before the Nobel Prize was awarded, and the prize is awarded only

to living scholars.

12. See, for example, amici curiae briefs originally submitted on writ of certiorari to the U.S. Court of Appeals for

the Fifth Circuit—Cole v. Quarterman (U.S. Supreme Court 05–11284) and Brewer v. Quarterman (U.S. Supreme

Court, 05–11287). Both are learned briefs from public-health related professional societies concerned with the issue

of whether early child abuse should be taken as a critical mitigating circumstance in the penalty phase of cases where

the defendants have been found guilty of capital crimes.

13. See also Lon L. Fuller, The Morality of Law (1964) and, especially, Robert M. Cover Nomos and Narrative: The

Supreme Court 1982 Term (1983).
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Abstract 
 

In this article, it is argued that the engagement of hermeneutics is common to both the 

creation of theory in humanistic psychology and the conduct of qualitative research.  The 

theories of Abraham Maslow and Carl Rogers serve as examples of the tacit use of 

hermeneutics in theory development.  With respect to qualitative research, the 

phenomenological psychological and grounded theory methods are connected with the 

concept of a human science approach to the social and health sciences, and are examined 

critically to expose the hermeneutic involvement in them.  A call is put out for a meta-

methodology of qualitative research based on the methodical type of hermeneutics.  

Benefits of such a methodology are suggested, especially enhanced integration of the 

theory and research in humanistic psychology.   



                                                               Hermeneutics and Humanistic Psychology 3

 

Hermeneutics and Humanistic Psychology 

What came to be known as humanistic psychology originated in the 1950s in the interest 

of restoring to psychology the nature of what is involved in being a person.  Psychology 

was seen to have reduced persons downward to unconscious drives and wishes, on the 

one hand, and to behaviors controlled by environmental contingencies, on the other.  For 

the founders of humanistic psychology, these downward reductions deprived psychology 

of the full range of its subject matter.1  To correct the reductions, the founders took into 

account cognition, emotion, feeling, will, morality, ethics, esthetics, as well as 

intrapersonal, interpersonal and transpersonal relationships.     

 The magnificence of this scope makes humanistic psychology a world-view more 

than a discipline of psychology as such.2   This nature of humanistic psychology has 

always caused tension.  On the one hand, it has been reluctant to join mainstream 

psychology to avoid being bound by its constraints.  On the other, it has desired to be 

within it to alter the constraints themselves.  This conflict is reflected in the ways in 

which its participants have engaged in humanistic psychology.  Some identifying with the 

arts and humanities have either engaged in rationalist theorizing or have integrated 

artistic performance into their professional practices of psychology.  Others identifying 

with research have valued rational-empiricism and the positivistic methods going with it.  

Still others have disputed this approach to knowledge production, valuing non-

positivistic, qualitative methods instead.   

 Diversity and the tensions like these can be contained within a world-view.  But, 

the impact of humanistic psychology surely would be enhanced if it were more 
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integrated.  The present essay is written in the interest of promoting such integration.  I 

take the position that there is a common theme uniting the three kinds of humanistic 

psychologists:  this is the theme of hermeneutics as method.  This is not an easy argument 

to make. Those identifying with a realist epistemology (theory of knowledge) and 

positivistic methodology (theory of method) are inclined to view the argument as a 

regression to the humanities and the arts from which psychology has tried to emancipate 

itself; while those identifying with a relativist epistemology and methodological 

pluralism worry that it threatens to replace what they see as the methodolatry entailed in 

positivism with yet another one, albeit of a different kind (e.g., Reicher, 2000; cf. Elliott, 

Fischer & Rennie, 2000).  Hence, in order to inspire confidence in hermeneutics as 

method, it is necessary to demonstrate that it offers a way of moving psychology forward 

by accommodating realism and relativism. I believe that this accommodation is possible 

by applying hermeneutics, so long as it is looked at in the right way. 

 The essay has four parts.  In the first I consider briefly the meaning of the term 

“hermeneutics;” and I amplify that meaning in terms of three main types of hermeneutics, 

and where they stand today.  In the second, I bring hermeneutics into humanistic 

psychology by arguing that even the founders identifying with positivism developed their 

ideas through a tacit engagement in hermeneutics.  In the third, I consider deficiencies in 

the methodologies of two main approaches to qualitative research.  Finally, I conclude 

with a proposal of a program to develop a meta-methodology of qualitative research 

based on hermeneutics as the expression of human science, and outline the advantages of 

doing so as I see them.   

 I lead off with the nature of hermeneutics.   



                                                               Hermeneutics and Humanistic Psychology 5

Hermeneutics 

Definition of the term.  Hermeneutics has been defined as “the theory of the 

operation of understanding in relation to the interpretation of text” (Ricoeur, 1978, p. 

141).  But what is meant by “text?”  For the Greeks and medieval Scholastics, it meant 

sacred and legal documents.  In the 19th century Schleiermacher and his associates, 

however, saw hermeneutics as “the primary aspect of social experience, not only for the 

scholarly interpretation of texts or documents of the past, but also for understanding the 

mystery of the inwardness of the other person” (Gadamer, 1984, p. 57).  Others such as 

Karl Jaspers have generalized it even more to include the interpretation of oral 

communications, when proposing that psychoanalysis is a matter of hermeneutics (Erwin, 

1997).   

Meanwhile, in contemporary philosophy it is maintained that all science is a 

matter of interpretation. Does that mean that all science is thereby hermeneutical?  The 

answer is both “yes” and “no.”  Anthony Giddens observed that the physical sciences 

involve a single hermeneutic, while the human sciences involve a double hermeneutic.  

Thus, in reference to his discipline of sociology, he wrote, “Sociology…deals with a pre-

interpreted world where the creation and production of meaning-frames is a very 

condition of that which it seeks to analyze, namely human social conduct” (Giddens, 

1976, p. 158).  The term “human social conduct” has an exteriorized, behavioral 

connotation.  It does not take into account human experience beneath the surface of 

conduct.  As maintained by the above 19th century hermeneuticists, there are texts about 

this experience as well, and these are the kinds of texts of interest to psychology, 

especially psychologists engaged in activities like psychotherapy.  In any case, in current 
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thought, the term “hermeneutics” generally is reserved for fields of enquiry entailing the 

double hermeneutic.  Thus, putting all this together, I define hermeneutics as the 

interpretation of written and oral texts about matters that include human experience and 

social conduct. 

Three contemporary types of hermeneutics.  In contemporary thought, there are 

three types of hermeneutics -- the methodical, philosophical, and critical kinds (Palmer, 

1969).  The first is about making hermeneutics into a method.  The second attempts to 

answer the question, “How is understanding possible? (Gadamer, 1997).  The third 

applies hermeneutics to the study of social change, emancipation in particular.  

Historically, methodical hermeneutics first appeared in the 16th century (Dilthey, 1996), 

in contrast to the more recent development of philosophical hermeneutics (Gadamer, 

1992/1960) and critical hermeneutics (Habermas, 1984/1981).  In a later section I 

distinguish how these types are positioned in terms of ontology (the nature of being), 

epistemology, methodology, and method.  For now, however, I will touch on ontology by 

pointing out that there are important differences in these three kinds of hermeneutics in 

terms of human agency.  Methodical hermeneutics locates it in the person.  Philosophical 

hermeneutics reduces it upwards to tradition and culture.  Critical hermeneutics drops it 

down a notch from this level in order to allow for human agency, but only in terms of 

speech acts, which is still an upward reduction (Wiley, 1994).   

The Tacit Hermeneutic Nature of the Work by Founders of Humanistic Psychology: The 

Cases of Maslow and Rogers 

 In one way or other, the founders of humanistic psychology engaged in 

hermeneutics although they seldom saw their work in this light. Abraham Maslow and 
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Carl Rogers are cases in point.  Maslow is noted for his theory of motivation crowned by 

the need for self-actualization (Maslow, 1987), Rogers for his person-centered theory of 

psychotherapy and the necessary and sufficient for conditions for therapeutic personality 

change (Rogers, 1951, 1957, 1959).   

Maslow’s theory of motivation.  Maslow reported that his theory was sourced in 

his idolization of two of his teachers, Ruth Benedict and Max Wertheimer.  He was 

interested in studying them to learn what made them the way they were.  He proceeded to 

observe, more intently than before, how they behaved.  He succeeded in interviewing 

them.  He made note of what he learned in the interviews.  He sought out other people 

who seemed to display the qualities he noted, and interviewed them.  He ended up 

interviewing people from many walks of life (Maslow, 1967).  He also read biographies 

of people who seemed to share the qualities he was learning about.  He developed a 

system of categories organized in a hierarchical structure.  When doing this, in several 

respects his approach was remarkably like the grounded theory method (cf. Glaser & 

Strauss, 1967; Maslow, 1987; see also Josselson & Lieblich, 2001 who characterize his 

work as ‘holistic qualitative’).  The result was his theory of motivation.   

Maslow wrote that he got support from Michael Polanyi’s thesis of the 

subjectivity involved in the production of science (Polanyi, 1964/1958).  It is noteworthy 

that in this book Polanyi wrote about natural science, not human science, and certainly 

not the kind of human science envisaged by Vico, Dilthey and Wundt.  Maslow (1966) 

saw Polanyi’s insertion of scientists’ subjectivity into the production of scientific ideas as 

true of how he, Maslow, had developed his theory.  Nevertheless, like Polanyi, Maslow 

saw his subjectivity to be involved in the development of theory, where its validation 
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required objective measurement of the variables specified by the theory.  He both 

developed his own psychometric instrument to measure it and advocated further such 

psychometric work.  In this sense, Maslow was a positivist.   

 As far as I know, the word “hermeneutics” never appears in Maslow’s writings.  

Yet it is clear that he operated as a methodical hermeneuticist in the development of his 

theory.  He asked questions about his experience in an attempt to understand it.  He 

talked to people and developed understandings of what they said.  He read about people 

and applied his previous understandings to what he read, and vice versa, thereby 

engaging the hermeneutic circle of having the meaning of the whole of the text inform 

the meaning of the parts of the text, and vice versa.    

Although Maslow (1967) viewed the development of his theory as pre-science, he 

nevertheless felt sufficiently confident in it to present it to the world short of this kind of 

validation.  My sense is that he did so because, although he did not see it in these terms, 

his theory was grounded in his hermeneutic understanding of his and others’ experience 

of the phenomenon in which he was interested, where the experiences were articulated as 

texts about the phenomenon, in both respects.  

 Rogers’s Person-Centered Theory of Personality Change.  Carl Rogers’s person-

centered theory of personality change was sourced in American values of liberalism and 

individualism.  In his parents’ being devout Christians.  In his observing when a child 

that potatoes in the family’s root-cellar sent huge sprouts toward the dim light, as if 

searching for a way to grow.  In his conduct of experiments on the farm to determine how 

best to grow things.  In his experience of the success of a university course that he and 

fellow students created and ran without a professor, for degree credit.  In John Dewey’s 
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instrumental philosophy that stresses adaptation and growth, and which challenges mind-

body dualism.  In Kurt Goldstein’s view emphasizing that persons are organisms.  In the 

notion of self-actualization that Kurt Goldstein proposed and Maslow endorsed.  In his 

successful seeking of parents’ counsel of how to deal with their children, referred to the 

clinic where he worked.  In his reading works by Otto Rank that stressed creative will.  In 

his attention to psychotherapy conversation recorded electronically.   In his shyness as a 

person that extended into adulthood, and in his sensitivity, compassion and doggedness.   

He formalized his understanding into a theory of personality and of the necessary 

and sufficient conditions of therapeutic personality change.  Like Maslow, during the 

years when he engaged in science he was a positivist at heart and he proceeded to lead an 

extensive research program where he tested his theory with measures of therapists’ 

empathy, unconditional positive regard and congruence predicting clients’ processes of 

change, in turn measured.  Also like Maslow, he did not see the development of his 

theory as an expression of methodical hermeneutics.  But that’s what it was.  It was an 

understanding derived from a purposeful and systematic interpretation of his memories, 

experiences and beliefs integrated with his interpretation of the meaning of his and 

others’ observations of their experiences and social conduct.      

Methodical Hermeneutics, Human Science, and Qualitative Research 

A connection can be made between methodical hermeneutics, human science, and 

qualitative research.  The first two moments are most easily linked in terms of the work 

of Wilhelm Dilthey.  He sought a way of extending Kant’s critique of pure reason to a 

critique of history.  Kant’s critique was sourced in the natural sciences:  Dilthey found the 

epistemology coming from Kant and other Enlightenment rationalists to have “no true 
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blood flowing in the veins of the knowing subject…it is only the diluted juices of reason, 

a mere process of thought” (abridged from a quotation by Dilthey given in Rickman, 

1988, p. 135).  Dilthey took account of Erlebnis, or lived experience.  Correspondingly, 

he came to the same conclusion that Vico had arrived at a century before, namely that the 

study of the nature of being human requires its own kind of science, a human science.  

Initially he thought that descriptive psychology would serve as the foundational 

discipline for all of the human sciences.  Eventually he abandoned this idea and turned to 

hermeneutics (Makkreel, 1992).  In making this turn, he considered suitable texts to be 

objective signs of lived experience as they are found in literature, art and architecture.   

He dismissed introspection because it was too subjective.3  He also held that human 

experience is so complex that it can only be understood in terms of the individual, 

whether an individual person or historical event.  In doing so he employed the 

hermeneutic circle (see above).  He also used induction, but in the opposite way it is used 

normally, in that he applied types to the understanding of the individual rather than 

conceptualizing as types those commonalities seen in aggregates of individuals. 4  In a 

nutshell, this was his methodical hermeneutics.   In terms of ontology, it entailed the 

modern concept of an agential self.  In terms of epistemology, it was a life-long attempt 

to accommodate realism and relativism (for the history of the attempt to effect this 

accommodation, beginning with Aristotle, see, e.g., Coffey, 1917/1958; Wiley, 1994). 

 After Dilthey, methodical hermeneutics lay fallow until the 1960s, when Betti 

(1980/1962) and Hirsch (1967) gave it a rebirth.  Both challenged the upward reduction 

of the person into tradition and culture foundational to Gadamer’s philosophical 

hermeneutics. Their challenges could not overcome the support it got from the similar 
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upward reduction made in fashionable postmodern and post-structural thought, however.  

Instead, the attempt to resurrect methodical hermeneutics was dismissed by Gadamer as a 

regressive return to what he described as Dilthey’s Romantic modernism.  In 

consequence, there has never been a concerted attempt to make methodical hermeneutics 

into a methodology adequate for contemporary qualitative research methods (see, e.g., 

the contributions to the edited work by Messer, Sass & Wolfolk, 1988).   Meanwhile, 

there is little to be gotten out of philosophical hermeneutics in terms of method because 

this approach to hermeneutics operates at the level of ontology, not epistemology and 

certainly not method.  The result of all this is that methodical hermeneutics has been left 

in a vacuum since the development of philosophical hermeneutics.   Meanwhile, although 

critical hermeneutics has more connection to the human sciences by virtue of its focus on 

social emancipation, Habermas’s project mainly is cast at the level of epistemology; it 

has much less to say about methodology, and even less about method (see McCarthy, 

1978).    

The Rise of Qualitative Research   

In the midst of this situation in contemporary hermeneutics new ways of doing 

research were developed in sociology, psychology and related disciplines.  These 

methods were sourced in anthropology, symbolic interactionism, phenomenology, and 

conversation analysis.  They came to be known as “qualitative” research methods, in 

contrast with “quantitative” methods.  These qualitative research methods have been 

divided along ontological and epistemological lines.  Forms of language analysis such as 

conversation, discourse and narrative analysis generally reduce upward the concept of the 

person to language, and have relativism as their epistemology.  Alternatively, the 
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grounded theory method and the empirical-phenomenological method of  

phenomenological psychology do not reduce the person either upward or downward and 

endorse, if only tacitly, an epistemology that accommodates realism and relativism.  

Thus, in these respects Dilthey’s ontological positioning and epistemological struggles 

are preserved.  Correspondingly, these two methods relate to Dilthey’s concept of human 

science and this connection is observed from time to time (e.g., Fischer, 1977; Giorgi, 

1970; Giorgi, Knowles & Smith, 1979; Rennie, 1995; Wertz, 2001).   

As indicated, Dilthey took some steps toward translating his notion of human 

science into method, but he left much to be done to make this work, especially at the 

level of methodology.  In developing this theme, in this section I consider briefly the 

empirical-phenomenological method of phenomenological psychology and then the 

grounded theory method, in this respect.5  

 The empirical-phenomenological method of phenomenological psychology.   The 

empirical-phenomenological method of phenomenological psychology is designed to 

describe the structures of lived experience (Churchill, 2000, Churchill & Richer, 2000; 

Churchill & Wertz, 2001).  It is often portrayed by its users as having a hermeneutical 

element, although the connection with Dilthey’s hermeneutics is played down.  Instead, 

hermeneutics is addressed more implicitly than explicitly through reference to 

Heidegger’s existential phenomenology, which in its development involved a turn to 

hermeneutics.  In this way users of the empirical- phenomenological method can justify it 

as phenomenological rather than hermeneutical while recognizing Heidegger’s criticism 

of Husserl’s claim that it is possible in phenomenology to achieve apodictic descriptions 

of the essences of phenomena (on this critique see, e.g.,  Churchill & Richer,  2000; 
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Dreyfus, 1991).  Fashioning a phenomenological psychological method out of a 

combination of Husserlian transcendental and Heideggerian hermeneutic phenomenology 

is not easy to achieve coherently, even when mediated by Merleau-Ponty’s 

phenomenology of perception (Merleau-Ponty, 1962/1945, 1963/1938; cf. Churchill, 

2000), in my view.  Husserl’s phenomenology is a rational-intuitive method that purports 

to transcend empiricism, or, as Husserl often described it, “mere psychology” (Husserl, 

1931/1913).  Thus, to use it to descend to empiricism is oxymoronic, a position to which 

Husserl adhered despite his attempt to make a departure into phenomenological 

psychology toward the end of this career (see Scanlon’s Introduction in Husserl, 

1977/1962). When Heidegger’s (1996/1927) phenomenology is turned to as a way out of 

this incoherence, it is necessary to derive from it implications for method.  But his 

phenomenology is about ontology, not epistemology, and has nothing to say about 

method.  This situation leaves phenomenological psychologists in the position, when 

referring to Dilthey’s approach to hermeneutics, of emphasizing description more than 

understanding (see Churchill, 2000; Churchill & Richer, 2000; Churchill & Wertz, 2001), 

seemingly to make their method accord better with phenomenology.  This tactic reverses 

the balance between the two activities seen in Dilthey’s writings (Dilthey, 1996, 2002a, 

2002b, 2002c).  Correspondingly, in being tied to description as their mandate, 

phenomenological psychologists are constrained against formulating their descriptions 

into theory.  I return to this point presently. 

The grounded theory method.  The grounded theory method was founded by two 

sociologists (Glaser & Strauss, 1967) who were discontent with what they saw to be the 

overly rational, top-down theorizing normative for their discipline.  They developed a 
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way of “discovering” theory by grounding it in empirical events and conceptualizing 

commonalities among them, organized by a core category, or supreme commonality.  

They initially came to agreement on this development of a radically new method despite 

having had quite different backgrounds.  Glaser’s background is in descriptive, 

quantitative sociology whereas Strauss’s was in symbolic interactionism (Blumer, 1969).  

Although the method has become quite popular in the social and health sciences, as it 

stands it, too, entails many problems.  The root of them is epistemological.  Although 

Glaser and Strauss have recognized that the production of a grounded theory is always 

relative to whoever produces it, they made no attempt to justify this position 

epistemologically, either initially (i.e., Glaser & Strauss, 1967) or in later amplifications 

and revisions of the method (e.g., Glaser, 1978; Strauss & Corbin, 1990). This neglect 

has left it open to alternative epistemologies (see, e.g., Madill, Jordan & Shirley, 2000).  

Much disarray has resulted.  Glaser and Strauss themselves came into bitter conflict about 

the proper conduct of the method (cf. Glaser, 1992; Strauss & Corbin, 1990; see Rennie, 

1998).  Although Strauss’s revised version is more popular than the original method 

defended by Glaser, elements of Strauss’s revised method are routinely ignored.  Many 

users reduce the method to mere theme analysis, thereby falling into the practice that the 

method was designed to go beyond (see Glaser & Strauss, 1967).  Some people insist on 

group consensus of categories (e.g., Elliott, et al., 1994), others not (e.g., Rennie, 2000).  

And so on.   

Meanwhile, although Glaser has always maintained that the method can be 

applied to “quantitative” data as well as “qualitative” data, it usually has been applied to 

the latter.  These data have the form of notes made on the behavior of people, reports by 
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people on their experiences and social conduct, the researcher’s own experience and 

conduct, and literature relevant to the phenomenon under study.  All of this is text, and all 

is interpreted because that’s what the categories produced by grounded theorists are:  

interpretations.   Thus the methodology of the method resolves to hermeneutics, even 

though it is seldom seen as such.6  Nor is it recognized that seeing the method in this light 

provides guidance on how the method is to be positioned epistemologically.   

This takes me to methodical hermeneutics as a possible meta-methodology of 

qualitative research.   

Methodical Hermeneutics as a Possible Meta-methodology of Qualitative Research 

For some time now there has been much talk of unified science.  This ideal 

mitigates the concept of a human science that is different than natural science, especially 

if the two are seen to be incommensurable.  But what if it were decided that natural 

science is incommensurable with the study of human experience and conduct because in 

order to engage in such study it is crucial not to reduce the person downward, and that all 

expressions of natural science do just that?  Would there then be justification for a human 

science?  Then, to complicate matters further, what if it were concluded that upward 

reductions of the person to language, culture and/or tradition also undermine the ontology 

to which epistemology, methodology and method need to be directed?  Would there then 

be a renewal of the call for the development of a human science that avoids that 

reduction?  My answer to both questions is, “yes.” As indicated, efforts to correct both 

reductions at the level of ontology have been made by humanistic psychologists.  

Nevertheless, it is easier to make the correction at the level of ontology than at the level 

of method.  In order to do that, epistemology and methodology need to be taken into 
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account as well.  Up to now, this task has been too daunting.  The tendency for qualitative 

research methodologists of all stripes has been to shift their epistemology to align with 

either downward or upward reductions of the person, as the case may be.  Downward 

reducers gravitate to realism and express it as neo-positivism.  This gravitation includes 

an emphasis on description which, incidentally, cuts across not only the empirical-

phenomenological method but the grounded theory one as well (for reference to grounded 

theory on this score, see Rennie & Fergus, 2006).  In contrast, upward reducers adopt a 

relativist epistemology which they express as methodical pluralism with few constraints.  

And it is understandable why this happens: Adopting either a realist or relativist 

epistemology is easier than attempting to make workable one that accommodates realism 

and relativism.  These adoptions can also, peculiarly, seem morally right (Wiley, 1994).  

Those opting for realism have the prestige of natural science on their side, while those 

siding with relativism have the popularity of postmodernism and post-structuralism on 

theirs.   

 Thus, in order for humanistic psychology to fulfill its vision of restoring the 

person into psychology, it needs a science commensurable with this objective.  It needs a 

human science, or, more precisely, it needs a better human science than it has achieved 

thus far.  It needs one that can stand on par with natural science.  I am thus calling for 

qualitative researchers to be as bold in the development of a qualitative research meta-

methodology as the founders of humanistic psychology were in advancing a vision of 

what it means to be a person.  As indicated throughout, my sense is that the promise of 

such a meta-methodology lies in hermeneutics.   
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The project I am calling for is immense.  Its requires determining if indeed 

hermeneutics can be seen to address the ontology of being human and the epistemology 

involved in knowing about the person.  It needs to examine critically the ways in and 

extent to which hermeneutics is indeed operative in existing approaches to qualitative 

research, and to the point where they can justifiably be put under one roof.  It requires a 

critique of methodical hermeneutics as it stands.  It even requires alliance with those 

contemporary thinkers who have worked at restoring the respect given by Scholastic 

thinkers to rhetoric, because of the close connection between it and hermeneutics (Eden, 

1987; Hernadi, 1987).  Up to now, methodical hermeneutics has been proposed as an 

appropriate methodology for the grounded theory method (Rennie, 1998, 1999, 2000; 

Rennie & Fergus, 2006); I now suggest a project to test the generalizability of this 

methodology to all of the qualitative research methods.   

 I believe that it would be through this project that a closer connection could be 

made between humanistic theory, practice and method.  Hermeneutics is about 

understanding, just as are theories of human nature.  The reason these understandings 

have impact is because they resonate with people.  And they resonate because they 

articulate what people sense about themselves and others.  The theories produced by the 

founders of humanistic psychology have both scope and focus.  The scope pulls in the 

inchoate experience of the consumer, whether reader or client, while the focus articulates 

it in ways that considered useful.  One of the problems with qualitative research is that it 

has been too micro-analytic, insufficiently theoretical.  The language-analytic methods 

such as discourse analysis and narrative analysis are designed to have a narrow focus; the 
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empirical-phenomenological method falls into it with its emphasis on description; and the 

grounded theory method does so as well when it results in only themes, and descriptive 

ones at that.  In order for qualitative research to have the impact enjoyed by theory and its 

implementation in practice, it will have to produce more abstract understandings, more 

principles involved in being human. 

 In conclusion, I see a project of developing a qualitative research meta-

methodology, entailing methodical hermeneutics, to hold forth many benefits.  It would 

speak to the ontology of being human.  It would uncover and justify an appropriate 

epistemology.  It would provide sanction for rhetoric.  It would provide a corrective to 

the flaws in existing methods, and unite them.  It would elevate human science from 

where it is currently in relation to natural science.  It would be an avenue toward and 

justification of bold ideas and would connect qualitative research with the ways 

humanistic psychologists have developed theory and engaged in practice all along.    
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Endnotes 

                                                 
1 For downward reductions of the person to, e.g., the levels of biology and behavior, and for upward 
reductions to, e.g., tradition, culture, or language, see Wiley (1994). 
 
2 I am indebted to Constance Fischer for pointing this general idea out to me.  
  
3 Dilthey was against introspection because he judged it to be insufficiently objective to offset historical 
skepticism (see Dilthey, 2002c).  Dilthey had in mind Neitzsche and other historians and philosophers who 
drew on their own experience exclusive of the experience of others.  The practice, engaged in by present-
day qualitative researchers, of comparing several persons’ verbal reports on the same kind of experience to 
ascertain commonalities among them establishes an objectivity which, although unlikely to be universal, is 
at least objective conditional to the cultural matrix in which the reporters are embedded.  This development 
goes a considerable distance toward mitigating Dilthey’s mistrust of introspection.  
  
4 This needs to be challenged as well (see Rennie, 2000). 
 
5 I focus mainly on these two methods and only touch on the methods derived from conversation analysis 
because the relativist epistemology common to them poses special problems that are too complex to 
address here.  My sense is that these methods do indeed entail a tacit use of hermeneutics but to establish 
the point would require a fine-grained analysis of the procedures used in the methods.    
 
6 A number of years ago Addison (1989) used hermeneutics as an aid to a grounded theory analysis but saw 
them as entailing different assumptions; while Wilson & Hutchinson (1991) proposed that Heideggerian 
hermeneutics can be triangulated with the grounded theory method.  In my view, these early attempts to 
relate hermeneutics to the method failed to penetrate the fundamental way in which it is resolvable to 
hermeneutics of the methodical kind (see Rennie, 2000).   
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Preface

The focus of this book is the history of modern psychology, the period beginning in the
late 19th century, when psychology became a separate and independent discipline. Al-
though we briefly review earlier philosophical thought, we concentrate on issues directly
related to the establishment of psychology as a new and distinct field of study. Our pur-
pose is to present a history of modern psychology, not the centuries of philosophical
work that preceded it.

We recount the history of psychology in terms of people, ideas, and schools of
thought, as well as the times that influenced their development. Since the formal begin-
ning of the field in 1879, psychology’s methods and subject matter have changed as each
new idea captured the loyalty of adherents and dominated the field. Our interest, then, is
in the developing sequence of approaches that have defined psychology over the years.

Each school of thought is discussed as a movement arising within a historical and social
context. Contextual forces include the intellectual spirit of the times (the Zeitgeist), plus social,
political, and economic factors such as the effect of war, prejudice, and discrimination.

Although the chapters are organized in terms of the schools of thought, we also rec-
ognize that these systems resulted from the work of scholars, researchers, organizers, and
promoters. It is people, not abstract forces, who write articles, conduct research, present
papers, popularize ideas, and teach the next generation of psychologists. We discuss the
contributions of the pivotal men and women, noting that their work was often affected
not only by the times in which they flourished but also by their personal experiences.

We describe each school of thought in terms of its connection to the scientific ideas
and discoveries that preceded and followed it. Each school evolved from or revolted
against the existing order, and in its turn inspired viewpoints that challenged, opposed,
and eventually replaced it. With the hindsight of history, then, we can trace the pattern
and the continuity of the development of modern psychology.

New to the Tenth Edition

• Thorough update of all subject areas, especially more recent movements in psychology.
• New introduction to Chapter 1 to show the relevance of the past for the present by

discussing similarities in the results of two experiments that explore the concept of
multitasking. One is a classic study from 1861 and the other is dated 2009.

• An overview of metaphors for the human mind, from the clockwork universe and
automata to modern-day computers.

• Early 19th-century neurasthenia and its relationship to multitasking.
• Evidence of mechanical computers as early as 100 B.C.
• The mechanization of phrenology – a highly successful business in its day – with the

development of a machine to read the bumps and indentations on the human skull.
• The contemporary relevance of Wilhelm Wundt’s research on the personal equation.
• The phenomenon of simultaneous discovery.
• The contributions of Charles Darwin.
• New biographical material on William James, Sigmund Freud, Herbert Spencer, James

McKeen Cattell, Alfred Binet, Henry Goddard, Ivan Pavlov, John B. Watson, Abra-
ham Maslow, Carl Jung, and other important figures.

xv i



• The dominance of psychological research by psychologists at universities and labora-
tories in the United States: Can the results of these findings, influenced by American
culture and using Americans as subjects, be generalized to people in other parts of the
world?

• The controversial use of IQ tests at Ellis Island, New York, to process new immigrants
to the United States.

• Psychological testing in World War I.
• The stunning change in the role and importance of clinical psychology as a result of

World War II.
• The dispute between Lightner Witmer and Wilhelm Wundt about the proper use of

introspective data.
• John B. Watson’s behaviorist child-rearing techniques and their effects on his family.
• The Brelands and the IQ Zoo – pigs, chickens, raccoons, rabbits, ducks, dolphins, and

whales – and what they meant for psychology.
• Early research on sex and on dreams that pre-dated the work of Sigmund Freud.
• New information on the so-called cure of Freud’s famous patient Anna O.
• Social self-efficacy and the modeling effects of viewing violence on television and in

video games.
• The variability hypothesis, or the functional inequality of women (the notion that

men were inherently intellectually superior to women).
• The influence of video games on dreams and on behavior.
• The psychodynamics of gum chewing.
• Topics in cognitive psychology including embedded cognition, cognitive neuroscience,

neuroprosthetics, evolutionary psychology, animal personality and intelligence, artifi-
cial intelligence, and unconscious cognition.

• Current developments in positive psychology.

As we prepared the tenth edition of this textbook many years after writing the first one,
we were struck anew by the dynamic nature of the history of psychology. This history is
not fixed or finished but in a continuing state of growth. An enormous amount of schol-
arly work is continually being produced, translated, and reevaluated. Information from
nearly 180 new sources has been added, some published as recently as 2010, and revi-
sions have been made to material from the previous edition.

We have included information on websites that provide additional material on the
people, theories, movements, and research discussed in this book. We have explored
hundreds of sites and chosen the most informative, reliable, and current, as of the time
of publication. The In Their Own Words sections provide original writings by the key
figures in the history of psychology, presenting in each theorist’s distinctive personal
style – and the style of the times – a unique perspective on psychology’s methods, pro-
blems, and goals. These sections have been reevaluated and edited for clarity and
comprehension.

At the beginning of each chapter we offer a teaser, a brief narrative built around a
person or event designed to introduce the major theme of the chapter. These sections
immediately define the subject matter and tell the student that history is about real peo-
ple and real situations. These topics include, among others:

• The mechanical duck that ate, digested, and defecated on a silver platter. All the rage
in Paris in 1739, it was to become a metaphor for a new conception of the functioning
of the human body as a machine.

• The campus clown and perception
• Charles Darwin’s fascination with Jenny the Orangutan, who wore a frilly dress and

drank tea from a cup
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• Why Wilhelm Wundt couldn’t multitask, and what that meant for the new
psychology

• The 1909 Tennessee drug bust against the deadly substance caffeine, and the psychol-
ogist who proved the government wrong

• Why John B. Watson held the hammer while his pretty young graduate assistant held
the baby

• The IQ Zoo, Priscilla the Fastidious Pig, and Bird Brain, who beat B. F. Skinner at a
game of tic-tac-toe

• What Wolfgang Köhler was really doing on the most famous island in the history of
psychology

• Sigmund Freud’s boyhood dream about his mother and what it really meant

New photographs, tables, and figures have been chosen for this new edition. Chapters
contain outlines, discussion questions, and annotated reading lists. Important terms are
boldfaced in the text and defined in the margin glossary and back of the book. The fol-
lowing supplements are available:

For instructors:
• Instructor’s Manual with Test Bank (print) by Wendi Everton of Eastern Connecticut

State University (1111353689).
• ExamView, computerized testing software that includes content from the print test

bank (1111353735).
• Book companion website for instructors that includes electronic files of the print In-

structor’s Manual, PowerPoint lecture slides, and more (1111353727).
• NEW! Instructor’s Edition (1111829322).

For students:
• Free book companion website that provides flashcards, crossword puzzles, tutorial

quizzes, and web links.
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C HA P T E R 1
The Study of the History
of Psychology

Did You See the Clown?
Suppose you were walking across the campus and you were approached by a person dressed
like a clown. He is wearing bright purple and yellow clothing with oversize sleeves decorated
with polka dots, red shoes, wild eye make-up, a white wig, a large red nose, and floppy blue
shoes—and he is riding a unicycle. We don’t know about your campus, but we rarely see
clowns around ours. If we did, we probably would notice them, wouldn’t you? How could
you not notice something as obvious and odd as a clown? That was what Ira Hyman, a psy-
chologist at Western Washington University, wanted to find out. He asked a student to dress
up like a clown and ride around the main campus square where hundreds of people were walk-
ing to and from classes (Hyman, Boss, Wise, McKenzie & Caggiano, 2009; Parker-Pope, 2009).

When students reached the edge of the quadrangle, trained observers asked 151 of them if
they had seen anything unusual, such as a clown. Only half of the students who were walking
by themselves said they noticed the clown.More than 70 percent of those walking with another
person saw the clown. Only 25 percent of those who were talking on their cell phones were
aware of the clown. In other words, 3 of every 4 students talking on their phones were oblivi-
ous to the appearance of a clown on a unicycle right in front of them. They had been so dis-
tracted by their conversations or their texting that they could not recollect the bizarre sight.
Now you might be thinking that this would be a disappointment to a clown who is trying to
attract attention, but more importantly, what does it have to do with the history of psychology?

Consider what the results of this experiment tell us about ourselves. They suggest that
we may find it difficult, if not impossible, to pay attention to more than one stimulus at
a time. In other words, it is really hard to focus on more than one thing.

Does this make you question the value of multitasking, something you most likely do
routinely? You probably consider it normal to listen to music while you write a paper, or
send a text message while you eat, but are you truly concentrating on either of these activi-
ties? Scientists in many fields are investigating the usefulness and effectiveness of multitask-
ing, just as the researchers did in the gorilla study, but their conclusions are not new. Similar
results were demonstrated more than 150 years ago, in 1861, by a German psychologist.

That long-ago experiment (described in Chapter 4) also shows us that the study of the past
is relevant for the present, but first we must become aware of what was done in the past. His-
tory has much to tell us about the world today, and early developments in the field of psychol-
ogy help us understand the nature of psychology in the twenty-first century. That is one
answer to the question you may be asking yourself: namely, “Why am I taking this course?”

Why Study the History of Psychology?
We just noted one example of how understanding the past can be useful. Another exam-
ple is the fact that this course is being offered at your school at all. It indicates that the
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faculty believes it is important to learn about the history of the field. Courses in the his-
tory of psychology have been taught since 1911, and many colleges require them for psy-
chology majors.

A survey of 374 colleges, taken in 2005, found that 83 percent provided coursework in
the history of psychology (Stoloff et al., 2010). Another survey of 311 psychology depart-
ments reported that 93 percent offered such courses (Chamberlin, 2010). Of all the
sciences, psychology is unique in this regard. The majority of science departments do
not offer studies in the history of their fields, nor do the faculty of those departments
consider that history to be vital to their students’ development.

The history of psychology is a significant area of study within the discipline of psy-
chology with its own journals, its own division (Division 26) within the American Psy-
chological Association, and its own research center (The Archives of the History of
American Psychology) at the University of Akron, Ohio (www3.uakron.edu/ahap/).

The Archives contains the world’s largest collection of material on the history of psy-
chology, including more than 50,000 books, 15,000 photographs, 6,000 films, audio and
video tapes, hundreds of thousands of letters, manuscripts, lecture notes, testing appara-
tus, and laboratory equipment. The American Psychological Association (APA), founded
in 1892, also maintains historical archives about the organization and its membership. Its
Web site, www.apa.org/archives/apa-history.aspx, will direct you to oral histories, photos,
biographies, obituaries, and relevant material in the Library of Congress collections.

In determining how all of this academic interest in the history of the field helps you
understand psychology today, consider what you already know from taking other psy-
chology courses: namely, that there is no single form, approach, or definition of psychol-
ogy on which all psychologists agree. You have learned that there is an enormous
diversity, even divisiveness and fragmentation, in professional and scientific specializa-
tion and in subject matter.

Some psychologists focus on cognitive functions, others deal with unconscious forces,
and still others work only with overt behavior or with physiological and biochemical
processes. Modern psychology includes many subject areas that seem to have little in
common beyond a broad interest in human nature and behavior and an approach that
attempts in some general way to be scientific.

The only framework that binds these diverse areas and approaches and gives them a co-
herent context is their history, the evolution over time of psychology as an independent disci-
pline. Only by exploring psychology’s origins and development can we see clearly the nature
of psychology today. Knowledge of history brings order to disorder and imposes meaning on
what appears to be chaos, putting the past into perspective to explain the present.

Many psychologists practice a similar technique, agreeing that the influence of the
past helps shape the present. For example, some clinical psychologists attempt to under-
stand their adult clients by exploring their childhood and examining the forces and
events that may cause their patients to behave or think in certain ways. By compiling
case histories, clinicians reconstruct the evolution of their clients’ lives, and often that
process leads to explanations of present behaviors and patterns of thought.

Behavioral psychologists also accept the influence of the past in shaping the present.
They believe that behavior is determined by prior conditioning and reinforcing experi-
ences. In other words, the current state of a person can be explained by his or her his-
tory—the way we were can tell us something about the way we are now.

So it is with the field of psychology. This book will show you that studying the history
of psychology is the most systematic way to integrate the areas and issues of modern
psychology. This course will enable you to recognize relationships among ideas, theories,
and research efforts and to understand how pieces of the psychology puzzle come to-
gether to form a coherent picture. You might consider this course to be a case study,
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an exploration of the people, events, and experiences that have made psychology what it
is today.

We should add that the history of psychology is a fascinating story on its own, offer-
ing drama, tragedy, heroism, and revolution—and its share of sex, drugs, and really
weird behavior. Despite false starts, mistakes, and misconceptions, overall there is a clear
and continuing evolution that has shaped contemporary psychology and provides us
with an explanation for its richness.

The Development of Modern Psychology
Here is another question. For our study of the history of psychology, where do we start?
The answer depends on how we define psychology. The origins of the field we call psy-
chology can be traced to two different time periods, some 2,000 years apart. Thus, psy-
chology is among the oldest of all scholarly disciplines as well as one of the newest.

First, we can trace ideas and speculations about human nature and behavior back to
the fifth century BC, when Plato, Aristotle, and other Greek philosophers were grappling
with many of the same issues that concern psychologists today. These ideas include some
of the basic topics you covered in your introductory psychology classes: memory, learn-
ing, motivation, thought, perception, and abnormal behavior. There seems to be little
disagreement among historians of psychology that the “views of our forebears over the
past 2,500 years set the framework within which practically all subsequent work has
been done” (Mandler, 2007, p. 17). Thus, one possible starting point for a study of the
history of psychology would take us back to ancient philosophical writings about pro-
blems that later came to be included in the formal discipline we know as psychology.

Conversely, we could choose to view psychology as one of the newer fields of study
and begin our coverage approximately 200 years ago, when modern psychology emerged
from philosophy and other early scientific approaches to claim its own identity as a for-
mal field of study.

How should we distinguish between modern psychology, which we cover in this book,
and its roots—that is, the prior centuries of its intellectual forerunners? The distinction has
less to do with the kinds of questions asked about human nature than with the methods
used to seek the answers to those questions. It is the approach taken and the techniques
employed that distinguish the older discipline of philosophy from modern psychology
and mark the emergence of psychology as a separate, primarily scientific, field of study.

Until the last quarter of the nineteenth century, philosophers studied human nature
by speculating, intuiting, and generalizing based on their own experience. However, a
major transformation occurred when philosophers began to apply the tools and methods
already successful in the biological and physical sciences to explore questions about hu-
man nature. Only when researchers came to rely on carefully controlled observation and
experimentation to study the human mind did psychology begin to attain an identity
separate from its philosophical roots.

The new discipline of psychology needed precise and objective ways of dealing with
its subject matter. Much of the history of psychology, after its separation from its roots
in philosophy, is the story of the continuing development of tools, techniques, and meth-
ods to achieve this increased precision and objectivity, refining not only the questions
psychologists asked but also the answers they obtained.

If we seek to understand the complex issues that define and divide psychology today,
then a more appropriate starting point for the history of the field is the nineteenth century,
the time when psychology became an independent discipline with distinctive methods of
inquiry and theoretical rationales. Although it is true, as we noted, that philosophers such
as Plato and Aristotle concerned themselves with problems that are still of general interest,
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they approached these problems in ways vastly different from those of today’s psycholo-
gists. Those scholars were not psychologists in the contemporary usage of the term.

A noted scholar of the history of psychology, Kurt Danziger, refers to the early philo-
sophical approaches to questions of human nature as the “prehistory” of modern psy-
chology. He believes that the “history of psychology is limited to the period when
psychology recognizably emerges as a disciplinary subject matter and that it is extremely
problematical to talk about psychology as having a history before that” (Danziger, quoted
in Brock, 2006, p. 12).

The idea that the methods of the physical and biological sciences could be applied to
the study of mental phenomena was inherited from both philosophical thought and
physiological investigations of the seventeenth to nineteenth centuries. That exciting era
forms the immediate background out of which modern psychology emerged. We shall
see that while the nineteenth-century philosophers were clearing the way for an experi-
mental attack on the functioning of the mind, physiologists were independently ap-
proaching some of the same problems from a different direction. The nineteenth-
century physiologists were making great strides toward understanding the bodily me-
chanisms underlying mental processes. Their methods of study differed from those of
the philosophers, but the eventual union of these disparate disciplines—philosophy and
physiology—produced a new field of study that quickly earned its own identity and stat-
ure. This new field grew rapidly to become one of the most popular subjects for college
students today.

The Data of History: Reconstructing
Psychology’s Past
Historiography: How We Study History

In this book, A History of Modern Psychology, we are dealing with two disciplines, his-
tory and psychology, using the methods of history to describe and understand the devel-
opment of psychology. Because our coverage of the evolution of psychology depends on
the methods of history, let us introduce briefly the notion of historiography, which re-
fers to the techniques and principles employed in historical research.

Historians face several problems that psychologists do not share. The data of history—
that is, the materials historians use to reconstruct lives, events, and eras—differ markedly
from the data of science. The most distinctive feature of scientific data is the way they are
gathered. For example, if psychologists want to investigate the circumstances under which
people act to help those in distress, or the impact of variable reinforcement schedules on
the behavior of laboratory rats, or whether children imitate aggressive behavior they see on
television or in videogames, then they will construct situations or establish conditions from
which data can be generated.

The psychologists may conduct a laboratory experiment, observe behavior under con-
trolled real-world conditions, take a survey, or calculate the statistical correlation be-
tween two variables. In using these methods, scientists have a measure of control over
the situations or events they choose to study. In turn, those events can be reconstructed
or replicated by other scientists at other times and places. Thus, the data can be verified
later by establishing conditions similar to those of the original study and repeating the
observations.

In contrast, the data of history cannot be reconstructed or replicated. Each situation
occurred at some time in the past, perhaps centuries ago, and historians might not have
bothered to record the particulars of the event at the time or even to record the details
accurately.

Historiography: The
principles, methods,
and philosophical
issues of historical
research.
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Today’s researchers cannot control or reconstruct past events to examine them in the
light of present knowledge. If the historical incident itself has been lost to view, then how
can historians deal with it? What data can they use to describe it, and how can we pos-
sibly know for sure what happened?

Although historians cannot repeat a situation to generate pertinent data, they still
have significant information to consider. The data of past events are available to us as
fragments, descriptions written by participants or witnesses, letters and diaries, photo-
graphs and pieces of laboratory equipment, interviews, and other official accounts. It is
from these sources, these data fragments, that historians try to recreate the events and
experiences of the past.

This approach is similar to that of archaeologists who work with fragments of past
civilizations—such as arrowheads, shards of clay pots, or human bones—and try to de-
scribe the characteristics of those civilizations. Some archaeological excavations yield
more detailed data fragments than others, allowing for more accurate reconstructions.
Similarly, with excavations in history the data fragments may be so great as to leave little
doubt about the accuracy of the account. In other instances, however, the data fragments
may be lost, distorted, or otherwise compromised.
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Lost or Suppressed Data

In some cases, the historical record is incomplete because data have been lost, sometimes
deliberately. Consider the case of John B. Watson, the founder of the behaviorism school
of thought. Before he died in 1958, at the age of 80, he systematically burned his letters,
manuscripts, and research notes, destroying the entire unpublished record of his life and
career. Thus, these data are forever lost to history.

Sometimes data have been misplaced. In 2006 more than 500 handwritten pages were
discovered in a household cupboard in England. They were determined to be the official
minutes of Royal Society meetings for the years 1661 to 1682, recorded by Robert Hooke,
one of the most brilliant scientists of his time. The papers revealed early work done with
a new scientific tool, the microscope, and detailed the discovery of bacteria and sperma-
tozoa. Also included was Hooke’s correspondence with Isaac Newton about the subject
of gravity and the movement of the planets (see Gelder, 2006; Sample, 2006).

In 1984, the papers of Hermann Ebbinghaus, who was prominent in the study
of learning and memory, were found some 75 years after his death. In 1983, 10 large
boxes were uncovered that contained the handwritten diaries of Gustav Fechner,
who developed psychophysics. These diaries covered the period from 1828 to 1879, a
significant time in the early history of psychology, yet for more than 100 years psychol-
ogists were unaware of their existence. Many authors had written books about the work
of Ebbinghaus and Fechner without having access to these important collections of
personal papers.

Charles Darwin has been the subject of more than 200 biographies. Surely we can as-
sume that the written record of Darwin’s life and work would be accurate and complete
by now. Yet as recently as 1990, well over 100 years after Darwin’s death, large amounts
of new material became available, including notebooks and personal letters that were not
available for consideration by earlier biographers. Uncovering these new fragments of
history means that more pieces of the puzzle can be set in place.

In rare and bizarre instances, the data of history may be stolen and not recovered, if
at all, for many years. In 1641, an Italian mathematician stole more than 70 letters writ-
ten by the French philosopher Rene Descartes. One of the letters was discovered in 2010
in a collection housed at a college in the United States. It was subsequently returned to
France (Smith, 2010).

Other data may be hidden deliberately or altered to protect the reputation of the peo-
ple involved. Sigmund Freud’s first biographer, Ernest Jones, intentionally minimized
Freud’s use of cocaine, commenting in a letter, “I’m afraid that Freud took more cocaine
than he should, though I’m not mentioning that [in my biography]” (Isbister, 1985, p.
35). We will see when we discuss Freud (Chapter 13) that recently uncovered data con-
firm Freud’s cocaine use for a longer period than Jones was willing to admit in print.

When the correspondence of the psychoanalyst Carl Jung was published, the letters
were selected and edited in such a way as to present a favorable impression of Jung
and his work. In addition, it was revealed that Jung’s so-called autobiography was written
not by him but by a loyal assistant. Jung’s words were “altered or deleted to conform to
the image preferred by his family and disciples. … Unflattering material was, of course,
left out” (Noll, 1997, p. xiii).

In a similar instance, a scholar who catalogued the papers of Wolfgang Köhler, a
founder of the school of thought known as Gestalt psychology, was perhaps too devoted
an admirer. When he oversaw the selection of materials for publication, he restricted se-
lected information to enhance Köhler’s image. The papers had been “carefully selected to
present a favorable profile of Köhler.” A later historian reviewing the papers confirmed
the basic problem with the data of history, “namely, the difficulty of determining the
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extent to which a set of papers is a true representation of a person or a slanted one, ei-
ther favorable or unfavorable, biased by the person who selected the papers to be made
public” (Ley, 1990, p. 197).

These instances illustrate the difficulties faced by scholars in assessing the worth of
historical materials. Are the documents or other data fragments accurate representations
of the person’s life and work, or have they been chosen to foster a certain impression,
whether positive, negative, or something in between? Another biographer stated the
problem as follows: “The more I study human character, the more convinced I become
that all records, all reminiscences, are to a greater or lesser degree based on illusions.
Whether the distorting lens is that of bias, vanity, sentimentality, or simple inaccuracy,
there is no Absolute Truth” (Morris, quoted in Adelman, 1996, p. 28).

Let us offer one more example of suppressed data fragments. The father of psycho-
analysis, Sigmund Freud, died in 1939, and in the more than 70 years since his death
many of his papers and letters have been published or released to scholars. A large col-
lection of papers is held by the Library of Congress in Washington, D.C. Some of these
documents will not be made available for many more years, at the request of the Freud
estate. The formal reason for this restriction is to protect the privacy of Freud’s patients
and their families, and perhaps the reputation of Freud and his family as well.

A noted Freud scholar found considerable variation in the release dates of this mate-
rial. For example, one letter to Freud from his eldest son is sealed until the year 2032. A
letter from one of Freud’s mentors will not be released until 2102, some 177 years after
the man’s death, leaving us to wonder what could be so remarkable about that letter as
to require such secrecy for such a long period of time. Psychologists do not know how
these archival documents and manuscripts will affect our understanding of Freud and his
work. Until these data fragments are available for study, however, our knowledge of one
of psychology’s pivotal figures remains incomplete and perhaps inaccurate.

Data Distorted in Translation

Another problem with the data of history relates to information that comes to the histo-
rian in distorted form. Here the data are available, but they have been altered in some
way, perhaps through faulty translation from one language to another or through distor-
tions introduced deliberately or carelessly by a participant or observer recording the rel-
evant events.

We refer to Freud again for examples of the misleading impact of translations. Not
many psychologists are sufficiently fluent in the German language to read Freud’s origi-
nal work. Most people rely on a translator’s choice of the most appropriate words and
phrases, but the translation does not always convey the original author’s intent.

Three fundamental concepts in Freud’s theory of personality are id, ego, and super-
ego, terms with which you are already familiar. However, these words do not represent
Freud’s ideas precisely. These words are the Latin equivalents of Freud’s German words:
id for Es (which literally translates as “it”), ego for Ich (“I”), and superego for Über-Ich
(“above-I”).

Freud wanted to describe something intimate and personal with his use of Ich (I) and
to distinguish it from Es (it), the latter being something distinct from or foreign to “I.”
The translator’s use of the words ego and id instead of I and it turned these personal
concepts into “cold technical terms, which arouse no personal associations” (Bettelheim,
1982, p. 53). Thus, the distinction between I and it (ego and id) is not as forceful for us
as Freud intended.

Consider Freud’s term free association. Here the word association implies a connec-
tion between one idea or thought and another, as though each one acts as a stimulus to
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elicit the next one in a chain. This is not what Freud proposed. His term in German was
Einfall, which does not mean association. Literally, it means an intrusion or an invasion.
Freud’s idea was not to describe a simple linking of ideas but rather to denote something
from the unconscious mind that is uncontrollably intruding into or invading conscious
thought. Thus, our historical data—Freud’s own words—were misinterpreted in the act
of translation. An Italian proverb, Traditore—Tradutore (to translate is to betray), makes
this point clearly.

Self-Serving Data

The data of history also may be affected by the actions of the participants themselves in
recounting pivotal events. People may, consciously or unconsciously, produce biased ac-
counts to protect themselves or enhance their public image. For example, the behavioral
psychologist B. F. Skinner described in his autobiography his rigorous self-discipline as a
graduate student at Harvard University in the late 1920s:

I would rise at six, study until breakfast, go to classes, laboratories, and libraries with
no more than fifteen minutes unscheduled during the day, study until exactly nine
o’clock at night and go to bed. I saw no movies or plays, seldom went to concerts, had
scarcely any dates and read nothing but psychology and physiology (Skinner, 1967,
p. 398).

This description seems a useful data fragment providing insight into Skinner’s charac-
ter. However, 12 years after this material was published and 51 years after the events
described, Skinner denied that his graduate school days had been so difficult. He said,
“I was recalling a pose rather than the life I actually led” (Skinner, 1979, p. 5).

Although Skinner’s school days are of minor importance in the history of psychology,
his differing versions illustrate the difficulty that historians face. Which set of data, or
which version of the incident, is more accurate? Which characterization comes closer to
reality? Which has been influenced by vague or self-serving memories? And how are we
to know?

In some cases it is possible to seek corroborating evidence from colleagues or observers.
If Skinner’s graduate school regimen were significant for historians of psychology, they
could try to locate Skinner’s classmates or their diaries or letters and compare their recol-
lections of Skinner’s Harvard days with his own. One biographer attempting to do so was
told by a former classmate that Skinner finished his laboratory work sooner than other
graduate students and liked to spend his afternoons playing Ping-Pong (Bjork, 1993).

Thus, some distortions in history can be investigated and the controversies resolved
by consulting other sources. This method was applied to Freud’s account of certain life
events. Freud liked to depict himself as a martyr to his psychoanalytic cause, a visionary
scorned, rejected, and vilified by the medical and psychiatric establishment. Freud’s first
biographer, Ernest Jones, reinforced these claims in his books (Jones, 1953, 1955, 1957).

Data uncovered later revealed a different situation. Freud’s work had not been ignored
during his lifetime. By the time Freud was middle-aged his ideas were exerting an im-
mense influence on the younger generation of intellectuals. His clinical practice was
thriving, and he could be described as a celebrity. Freud himself had clouded the record.
The false impression he fostered was perpetuated by several biographers, and for decades
our understanding of Freud’s influence during his lifetime was inaccurate.

What do these problems with the data of history tell us about our study of the history
of psychology? They show primarily that our understanding of history is dynamic. The
story constantly changes and grows, and is refined, enhanced, and corrected whenever
new data are revealed or reinterpreted. Therefore, history cannot be considered finished
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or complete. It is always in progress, a story without an ending. The historian’s narrative
may only approximate or approach the truth, but it does so more fully with each new
finding or new analysis of the data fragments of history.

Contextual Forces in Psychology
A science such as psychology does not develop in a vacuum, subject only to internal in-
fluences. Because it is part of the larger culture, psychology also is affected by external
forces that shape its nature and direction. An understanding of psychology’s history
must consider the context in which the discipline evolved, the prevailing ideas in the sci-
ence and culture of the day—the Zeitgeist or intellectual climate of the times—as well as
the existing social, economic, and political forces.

We will see instances throughout this book of how these contextual forces influenced
psychology’s past and continue to shape its present and future. Let us consider a few ex-
amples of contextual forces, including economic opportunity, the world wars, and preju-
dice and discrimination.

Economic Opportunity

The early years of the twentieth century saw dramatic changes in the nature of psychol-
ogy in the United States and in the type of work that psychologists were doing. Largely
because of economic forces, increasing opportunities emerged for psychologists to apply
their knowledge and techniques to solve real-world problems. The primary explanation
for this situation was practical. As one psychologist said, “I became an applied psycholo-
gist in order to earn a living” (H. Hollingworth, quoted in O’Donnell, 1985, p. 225).

Toward the end of the nineteenth century, the number of psychology laboratories in
the United States was rising steadily, but so was the number of psychologists competing
for jobs. By 1900, there were three times as many psychologists with doctoral degrees as
there were labs to employ them. Fortunately, the number of teaching jobs was increasing
as states throughout the Midwest and the West established universities. At most of them,
however, psychology, as the newest science, received the smallest amount of financial
support. Compared to more established departments such as physics and chemistry, psy-
chology consistently ranked low in annual appropriations. There was little money for re-
search projects, laboratory equipment, and faculty salaries.

Psychologists quickly realized that if their academic departments, budgets, and in-
comes were ever to improve, they would have to prove to college administrators and
state legislators that psychology could be useful in solving social, educational, and indus-
trial problems. So, in time, psychology departments came to be judged on the basis of
their practical worth.

At the same time, because of social changes in the American population, psychologists
were presented with an exciting opportunity to apply their skills. The influx of immi-
grants to the United States, along with their high birth rate, made public education a
growth industry. Public school enrollments increased 700 percent between 1890 and
1918, and high schools were being built at the rate of one a day. More money was being
spent on education than on defense and welfare programs combined.

Many psychologists took advantage of this situation and actively pursued ways to ap-
ply their knowledge and research methods to education. This pursuit marked a funda-
mental shift of emphasis in American psychology, from experimentation in the
academic laboratory to the application of psychology to the issues of teaching and
learning.

Zeitgeist: The intellec-
tual and cultural
climate or spirit of the
times.
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The World Wars

War is another contextual force that helped shape modern psychology by providing job
opportunities for psychologists. We will see in Chapter 8 that the experiences of American
psychologists in aiding the war effort in World Wars I and II accelerated the growth of
applied psychology by extending its influence into such areas as personnel selection, psy-
chological testing, and engineering psychology. This work demonstrated to the psycho-
logical community at large, and to the public, how useful psychology could be.

World War II also altered the face and fate of European psychology, particularly in
Germany (where experimental psychology began) and in Austria (the birthplace of psy-
choanalysis). Many prominent researchers and theorists fled the Nazi menace in the
1930s, and most of them settled in the United States. Their forced exile marked the final
phase of psychology’s relocation from Europe to the United States.

War had a personal impact on the ideas of several major theorists. After witnessing
the carnage of World War I, for example, Sigmund Freud proposed aggression as a sig-
nificant motivating force for the human personality. Erich Fromm, a personality theorist
and antiwar activist, attributed his interest in abnormal behavior to his exposure to the
fanaticism that swept his native Germany during the war.

Prejudice and Discrimination

Another contextual factor is discrimination by race, religion, and gender. For many
years, such prejudice influenced basic issues such as who could become a psychologist
and where he or she could find employment.

Discrimination against women Widespread prejudice against women has existed
throughout psychology’s history. We will see numerous instances in which women were
denied admission to graduate school or excluded from faculty positions. Even when
women were able to obtain such appointments, they were paid lower salaries than men
and encountered barriers to promotion and tenure. For many years, the only academic
jobs typically open to women were at women’s colleges, although these schools often
practiced their own form of prejudice by refusing to hire married women. The reasoning
was that a woman was incapable of managing both a husband and a teaching career.

Eleanor Gibson received awards from the APA as well as several honorary doctorates
and the National Medal of Science for her work on perceptual development and learning.
When Gibson applied to graduate school at Yale University in the 1930s, she was told that
the director of the primate laboratory would not permit women in his facility. She also was
barred from attending seminars on Freudian psychology. Further, women were not allowed
to use the graduate students’ library or cafeteria, which were reserved for men only.

Thirty years later, the situation had not changed very much. Sandra Scarr, a develop-
mental psychologist, recalled her 1960 admission interview for graduate school at
Harvard University. Gordon Allport, the eminent personality psychologist, told her that
Harvard loathed accepting women. He said, “Seventy-five percent of you get married,
have kids and never finish your degrees, and the rest of you never amount to anything
anyway!” Scarr added:

Then, I did get married, and I had a baby in my third year of graduate school, and I
was immediately written off. No one would take me seriously as a scientist; no one
would do anything for me—write letters, help me find a job. No one believed that a
woman with young kids would do anything. So I went and beat on doors and said,
“Okay, here I am” until I got hired. Finally, after about 10 years and after I published
a lot of articles, my colleagues began to treat me seriously as a psychologist (Scarr, 1987,
p. 26).
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Despite such examples of obvious discrimination, psychology’s record for equitable
treatment of men and women is far more enlightened than that of other scholarly disci-
plines and professions. By the beginning of the twentieth century, 20 women had earned
doctoral degrees in psychology. In the 1906 edition of the reference work American Men
of Science (note the title), 12 percent of the listed psychologists are women, a high figure
considering the barriers to their graduate education. These women were actively encour-
aged to join the APA.

James McKeen Cattell, a pioneer in the mental testing movement (see Chapter 8),
took the lead in urging the acceptance of women in psychology, reminding male collea-
gues that they ought not “draw a sex line” (unpublished letter quoted in Sokal, 1992, p.
115). At the APA’s second annual meeting in 1893, Cattell nominated two women for
membership. Largely because of his efforts, the APA was the first scientific society to ad-
mit women. Between 1893 and 1921, the APA elected 79 women to membership, 15
percent of the total of new members during that period. By 1938, 20 percent of all psy-
chologists listed in American Men of Science were women, and women accounted for al-
most one-third of the membership of the APA. By 1941, more than 1,000 women had
earned graduate degrees in psychology, and one-fourth of all psychologists who held
Ph.D.s were women (Capshaw, 1999).

As early as 1905, Mary Whiton Calkins became APA’s first woman president; in 2007,
Sharon Brehem became APA’s eleventh woman president. Other professional societies
denied women full participation for many years. Female doctors were not permitted to
join the American Medical Association until 1915 (Walsh, 1977). Female lawyers were
excluded from the American Bar Association until 1918; the ABA did not elect its first
female president until 1995 (Furumoto, 1987; Scarborough, 1992).

Discrimination based on ethnic origin Well into the 1960s, Jewish men and
women faced admissions quotas in colleges and graduate schools. A study of dis-
crimination against Jews during that time at three elite universities—Harvard, Yale, and
Princeton—found exclusionary practices to be widespread. Admissions officers and col-
lege presidents routinely spoke of keeping the “Jewish invasion” under control. In 1922
the director of admissions at Yale University wrote a report entitled “The Jewish
Problem.” He described Jews as an “alien and unwashed element” (Friend, 2009,
p. 272). In the 1920s the policy at Harvard University was to accept no more than
10 to 15 percent of the Jews who applied for admission to each entering class. Jews
who were admitted to these elite schools were often segregated, not allowed to join frater-
nities or prestigious dining and social clubs. Too high a percentage of Jewish students was
seen as a threat; “If Jews get in,” one researcher was told, “they would ruin Princeton”
(Karabel, 2005, p. 75).

Those Jewish students who did gain admission and eventually earn a doctoral degree
in psychology still experienced anti-Semitism. The late 1800s saw the founding of Johns
Hopkins University in Baltimore, Maryland, and of Clark University in Worcester,
Massachusetts, both important institutions in the early history of psychology. It was their
policy to exclude Jewish professors from faculty positions. In other colleges, academic
jobs for Jewish psychologists were rare. Julian Rotter, a leading personality theorist who
received his doctoral degree in 1941, recalled that he “had been warned that Jews simply
could not get academic jobs, regardless of their credentials” (Rotter, 1982, p. 346). He
began his professional career working at a state mental hospital instead of a university.

When Isadore Krechevsky was unable to find a teaching appointment after he earned
his Ph.D., he changed his name to David Krech. Toward the end of his distinguished
career in social psychology, he recalled, “I had suffered too many indignities because of
the name ‘Krechevsky’ ” (Krech, 1974, p. 242).
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David Bakanovsky, a graduate student at the University of Iowa in the 1940s, was told
that he would never be able to obtain an academic position. “His progress was blocked
by several faculty members who believed that Iowa had graduated too many Jewish stu-
dents” (Weizmann & Weiss, 2005, p. 317). He changed his name to Bakan and went on
to a distinguished career.

Harry Israel was Protestant, but his name made him an obvious target for discrimination.
Two of his graduate professors at Stanford University suggested that he change it (Vicedo,
2009). When they later recommended Israel for a faculty position at a large university, the
dean of that school replied, “It makes no difference about his qualification. I simply can’t
take a man with that name” (Leroy & Kimble, 2003, p. 280). Harry Israel adopted his father’s
middle name and had a highly successful psychology career as Harry Harlow.

Abraham Maslow was urged by his professors at the University of Wisconsin to
change his first name to “something less obviously Jewish” so that he would have a better
chance of obtaining an academic job (Hoffman, 1996, p. 5). Maslow refused to do so.

After receiving his doctorate from Columbia University in 1931, Daniel Harris was
told by Robert Woodworth that he could not become Woodworth’s assistant during the
next academic year because he was Jewish. Woodworth said Harris “shouldn’t be too
hopeful in an academic career” (Harris, quoted in Winston, 1996, p. 33).

Writing about one of his graduate students, Harvard psychologist E. G. Boring noted,
“He is a Jew, and on this account we have not found it so far easy to place him in a
college teaching position in psychology, because of the personal prejudice that exists
against Jews in many academic circles and possibly especially in psychology” (quoted in
Winston, 1998, pp. 27–28). These and similar incidents drove many Jewish psychologists
into clinical psychology, which offered greater job opportunities, rather than the more
futile pursuit of an academic career.

In 1945 the editor of the Journal of Clinical Psychology proposed that a limit be placed
on Jewish applicants to graduate training in that specialty area. He argued that it would
be unwise to allow any one group to “take over” the field, and that if too many Jews were
allowed to become clinical psychologists it could jeopardize public acceptance of clinical
work. To their credit, a majority of the psychology community voiced strong opposition
to the proposal (Harris, 2009).

African Americans have faced considerable prejudice from mainstream psychology. In
1940, only four black colleges in the United States offered undergraduate degree pro-
grams in psychology. In those instances when blacks were permitted to enroll at pre-
dominantly white universities, they confronted a variety of barriers to achievement. In
the 1930s and 1940s, many colleges did not even allow black students to live on campus.
Francis Sumner, the first black student to earn a doctoral degree in psychology, received
what was considered in 1917 to be a highly positive letter of recommendation to gradu-
ate school. His advisor described him as “a colored man … relatively free from those
qualities of body and mind which many persons of different race find so objectionable”
(Sawyer, 2000, p. 128). When Sumner enrolled at Clark University as a graduate student,
the administration arranged a separate table in the dining hall for him—and those few
students who were willing to eat with him.

The major university providing psychology instruction for black students was Howard
University in Washington, D.C. In the 1930s, the school was known as the “Black
Harvard” (Phillips, 2000, p. 150). Between 1930 and 1938, only 36 black students were
enrolled in graduate psychology programs in universities outside the American South;
the majority of these students were at Howard. Between 1920 and 1950, 32 blacks earned
doctoral degrees in psychology. From 1920 to 1966, the 10 most prestigious psychology
departments in the United States awarded 8 doctorates to blacks, out of a total of more
than 3,700 doctoral degrees granted (Guthrie, 1976; Russo & Denmark, 1987). In 1933
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Inez Beverly Prosser became the first black woman to earn a Ph.D. in psychology. How-
ever, her career was restricted to teaching at small southern, historically black colleges
(Benjamin, 2008).

Kenneth Clark, later noted for his research on the effects of racial segregation on chil-
dren, graduated from Howard University in 1935 with a bachelor of science degree in
psychology. He was often refused service at restaurants in the Washington, D.C., area
because of his race. He organized a student protest demonstration against segregation
in 1934 and was arrested and charged with disorderly conduct. He noted that this was
the beginning of his career as an activist on behalf of integration (Phillips, 2000). Clark’s
application for admission to graduate school at Cornell University was rejected on the
basis of race because, he was told, Ph.D. candidates “developed a close interpersonal, so-
cial relationship. They worked very closely with the professors and they were sure that I
would be uncomfortable, that I would feel awkward in the situation” (Clark, quoted in
Nyman, 2010, p. 84). In 1940 Clark became the first African American to earn a doctoral
degree from Columbia University and the first to receive a permanent professorship at
the City College of New York (Philogene, 2004).

Mamie Phipps Clark also earned a doctoral degree at Columbia but faced both race
and sex discrimination. She wrote that “following my graduation it soon became appar-
ent to me that a black female with a Ph.D. in psychology was an unwanted anomaly in
New York City in the early 1940s” (M. P. Clark, quoted in Cherry, 2004, p. 22).
Although her husband Kenneth Clark was on the faculty at City College, Mamie Phipps
Clark was effectively barred from academic jobs. She found work analyzing research
data, a minor position she described as “humiliating” for a Ph.D. psychologist (M. P.
Clark, quoted in Guthrie, 1990, p. 69).

Working with Kenneth Clark, Mamie Clark opened a storefront center to provide
psychological services, including testing, to children. Their efforts prospered and became
the noted Northside Center for Child Development. In 1939 and 1940, the Clarks con-
ducted an important research program on racial identity and self-concept in black chil-
dren. The results of their work were cited in the 1954 U.S. Supreme Court’s landmark
decision to end racial segregation in public schools. In 1971, Kenneth Clark served as
president of the APA, the first African American to be elected to that post.

Despite his considerable accomplishments, Clark considered his life to be a series of
“magnificent failures.” At the age of 78 he said that he was “more pessimistic now than I
was two decades ago” (K. Clark, quoted in Severo, 2005, p. 23).

Earning a Ph.D. was only the first hurdle for blacks; next was finding a suitable job.
Few universities hired blacks as faculty members, and most business organizations that
employed applied psychologists (a major source of jobs for female psychologists) were
effectively closed to African Americans. The historically black colleges were the primary
sources of employment, but working conditions rarely afforded opportunities for the
kind of scholarly research that led to professional visibility and recognition. In 1936, a
professor at a black college described the situation as follows: “Lack of money, overwork,
and other unpleasant factors make it practically impossible for him to do anything out-
standing in the field of pure scholarship. He cannot buy books on a large scale himself,
and he cannot get them at his school libraries, because there are no really adequate li-
braries in the Negro schools. Probably the worst handicap of all is the lack of a scholarly
atmosphere about him. There is no incentive, and, of course, no money for research in
most schools” (A. P. Davis, quoted in Guthrie, 1976, p. 123).

Since the 1960s, the APA has made determined efforts to bring greater diversity to the
field by expanding opportunities for ethnic minorities to attend graduate schools and to
increase their presence among college faculty. Despite these initiatives, minority repre-
sentation of Ph.D. faculty on campus has not kept pace with the proportion of African
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Americans or Hispanic Americans in the general population. For example, according to
data issued by the APA in 2007, 66 percent of the current Ph.D. graduate students in
psychology were white; 7.4 percent were black, 7.6 percent Hispanic, and 6 percent
Asian.

When we consider the effects of prejudice as a contextual factor restricting the access
of women and minorities to education and employment opportunities in psychology, it
is important to note the following. Yes, the history of psychology as described in this and
other textbooks includes the contributions of few female and minority scholars because
of the discrimination they faced. However, it is also true that few white men are singled
out for attention, relative to their numbers in the field. This is not the result of deliberate
discrimination. Rather, it is a function of the way history in any field is written.

The history of a discipline such as psychology involves describing major discoveries, illu-
minating questions of priority, and identifying “great individuals” in the context of a
national or international Zeitgeist. Those who carry out the day-to-day work of a disci-
pline are unlikely to find themselves in this spotlight. Psychologists who bring consider-
able talent to bear behind the scenes—teaching courses, seeing clients, performing
experiments, sharing data with colleagues seldom are publicly recognized beyond a
small group of peers. (Pate & Wertheimer, 1993, p. xv)

Thus, history ignores the everyday work of the majority of psychologists, regardless of
their race, gender, or ethnic origin.

Conceptions of Scientific History
Two ways to view the historical development of scientific psychology are the personalis-
tic approach and the naturalistic approach.

The Personalistic Theory

The personalistic theory of scientific history focuses on the achievements and contribu-
tions of specific individuals. According to this viewpoint, progress and change are attrib-
utable directly to the will and charisma of unique persons who alone redirected the
course of history. A Napoleon or a Hitler or a Darwin was, so this theory goes, the prime
mover and shaper of great events. The personalistic conception implies that the events
never would have occurred without the appearance of these monumental figures. The
theory says, in effect, that the person makes the times.

At first glance, it seems clear that science is the work of the intelligent, creative, and
energetic men and women who alone determine its direction. We often define an era by
the name of the person whose discoveries, theories, or other contributions mark the pe-
riod. We talk of physics “after Einstein” or of sculpture “after Michelangelo.” It is appar-
ent in science, in the arts, and in popular culture that individuals have produced
dramatic—sometimes traumatic—changes that have altered the course of history.

Therefore, the personalistic theory has obvious merit, but is it sufficient by itself to
explain entirely the development of a science or a society? No. Often, the contributions
of scientists, artists, and scholars were ignored or suppressed during their lifetimes, only
to be recognized long afterward. These instances imply that the intellectual, cultural, or
spiritual climate of the times can determine whether an idea will be accepted or rejected,
praised or scorned. The history of science is also the story of discoveries and insights
that were initially rejected. Even the greatest thinkers and inventors have been con-
strained by the Zeitgeist, by the spirit or climate of the times.

Thus, the acceptance and application of a great person’s discovery or idea may be lim-
ited by prevailing thought, but an idea too unorthodox for one time and place may be

Personalistic theory:
The view that progress
and change in scien-
tific history are attrib-
utable to the ideas of
unique individuals.
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readily received and supported a generation or a century later. Slow change is often the
rule for scientific progress.

The Naturalistic Theory

We can see, then, that the notion that the person makes the times is not entirely correct.
Perhaps, as the naturalistic theory of history proposes, the times make the person, or at
least make possible the recognition and acceptance of what that person has to say.
Unless the Zeitgeist and other contextual forces are receptive to the new work, its propo-
nent may not be heard, or they may be shunned or put to death. Society’s response, too,
depends on the Zeitgeist.

Consider the example of Charles Darwin. The naturalistic theory suggests that if
Darwin had died young, someone else would have developed a theory of evolution in the
mid-nineteenth century because the intellectual climate was ready to accept such a way
of explaining the origin of the human species. (Indeed, someone else did develop the
same theory at the same time, as we see in Chapter 6.)

The inhibiting or delaying effect of the Zeitgeist operates not only at the broad cul-
tural level but also within science itself, where its effects may be more pronounced. The
concept of the conditioned response was suggested by the Scottish scientist Robert Whytt
in 1763, but no one was interested then. Well over a century later, when researchers were
adopting more objective research methods, the Russian physiologist Ivan Pavlov elabo-
rated on Whytt’s observations and expanded them into the basis of a new system of psy-
chology. Thus, a discovery often must await its time. One psychologist wisely noted,
“There is not much new in this world. What passes for discovery these days tends to be
an individual scientist’s rediscovery of some well-established phenomenon” (Gazzaniga,
1988, p. 231).

Instances of simultaneous discovery also support the naturalistic conception of scien-
tific history. Similar discoveries have been made by individuals working far apart geo-
graphically, often in ignorance of one another’s work. In 1900, three investigators
unknown to one another coincidentally rediscovered the work of Austrian botanist
Gregor Mendel, whose writings on genetics had been largely ignored for 35 years.

Other examples of simultaneous discovery in science and technology include calculus,
oxygen, logarithms, sun spots, and the conversion of energy, as well as the invention of
color photography and the typewriter, all discovered or promoted at approximately the
same time by at least two researchers (Gladwell, 2008; Ogburn & Thomas, 1922).

Nevertheless, the dominant theoretical position in a scientific field may obstruct or
prohibit consideration of new viewpoints. A theory may be believed so strongly by the
majority of scientists that any investigation of new issues or methods is stifled.

An established theory can determine the ways in which data are organized and ana-
lyzed as well as the research results permitted to be published in mainstream scientific
journals. Findings that contradict or oppose current thinking may be rejected by a jour-
nal’s editors, who function as gatekeepers or censors, enforcing conformity of thought by
dismissing or trivializing revolutionary ideas or unusual interpretations.

An analysis of articles that appeared in two psychology journals (one published in the
United States and the other in Germany) over a 30-year period from the 1890s to 1920
examined the question of how important each article was considered to be at the time of
publication and at a later date. Level of importance was measured by the number of cita-
tions to the articles in subsequent publications. The results showed clearly that by this
measure, the level of scientific importance of the articles depended on whether the “re-
search topics [were] in the focus of scientific attention at the time” (Lange, 2005, p. 209).
Issues not in keeping with currently accepted ideas were judged to be less important.

Naturalistic theory:
The view that progress
and change in scien-
tific history are attrib-
utable to the Zeitgeist,
which makes a culture
receptive to some
ideas but not to others.
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In the 1970s, psychologist John Garcia attempted to publish the results of research
that challenged the prevailing stimulus-response (S-R) learning theory. Major journals
refused to accept his articles, even though the work was judged to be well done and
had received professional recognition. Garcia, a Hispanic American, was elected to the
Society of Experimental Psychologists and received the APA’s Distinguished Scientific
Contribution Award for his research. Eventually his work was published in lesser-
known, smaller-circulation journals, but this situation delayed the dissemination of his
ideas.

The Zeitgeist within science can have an inhibiting effect on methods of investigation,
theoretical formulations, and the definition of the discipline’s subject matter. For exam-
ple, we will describe the tendency in early scientific psychology to focus on consciousness
and subjective aspects of human nature. Not until the 1920s could it be said, as some
joked, that psychology finally “lost its mind” and then lost consciousness altogether.
But a half century later under the impact of a different Zeitgeist, psychology regained
consciousness as an acceptable subject for investigation, responding to the changing in-
tellectual climate of the times.

Perhaps we can more readily comprehend this situation if we make an analogy with
the evolution of a living species. Both science and species change or adapt in response to
the demands of their environment. What happens to a species over time? Very little, as
long as its environment remains largely constant. When conditions change, however, the
species must respond appropriately or face extinction.

Similarly, a science exists in the context of an environment, its Zeitgeist, to which it
must be responsive. The Zeitgeist is not so much physical as it is intellectual, but like the
physical environment, it is subject to change. We see evidence of this evolutionary pro-
cess throughout the history of psychology. When the Zeitgeist favored speculation, med-
itation, and intuition as paths to truth, psychology also favored those methods. Later,
when the intellectual spirit of the times dictated an observational and experimental ap-
proach to truth, the methods of psychology moved in that direction. At the beginning of
the twentieth century, when one form of psychology was transplanted to a different in-
tellectual soil, it became two distinct species of psychology. (This move occurred when
psychologists brought the original German psychology to the United States, where it
was modified to become a uniquely American psychology.)

Our emphasis on the Zeitgeist does not negate the importance of the personalistic
conception of scientific history—that is, the significant contributions of great men and
women—but it does require us to consider their ideas in context. A Charles Darwin or
a Sigmund Freud does not single-handedly alter the course of history through sheer force
of genius. He or she does so only because the path has already been cleared.

Therefore, in this book we approach the historical development of psychology in terms
of both personalistic and naturalistic viewpoints, although the Zeitgeist plays the major
role. When scientists propose ideas that are too far out of phase with accepted intellectual
and cultural thought, their insights are likely to die in obscurity. Individual creative work is
more like a prism that diffuses, elaborates, and magnifies current though, rather than a
beacon. Remember, however, that both viewpoints will shed light on the path ahead.

Schools of Thought in the Evolution of
Modern Psychology
During the last quarter of the nineteenth century—the initial years of psychology’s evo-
lution as a distinct scientific discipline—the direction of the new psychology was influ-
enced by Wilhelm Wundt. A German physiologist, Wundt had definite ideas about the
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form this new science (his new science) should take. He determined its goals, subject
matter, research methods, and topics to be investigated. In this pursuit he was influenced
by the spirit of his times, by the current thinking in philosophy and physiology. Never-
theless, it was Wundt in his role as the agent of the Zeitgeist who drew together threads
of philosophical and scientific thought. Because he was such a compelling promoter of
the inevitable, psychology for some time was shaped by his vision.

Before long, however, controversy arose among the growing numbers of psycholo-
gists. New social and scientific ideas were being advanced. Some psychologists, reflecting
more modern currents of thought, disagreed with Wundt’s version of psychology and
proposed their own. By around 1900, several systematic positions and schools of thought
coexisted uneasily. We may think of them as differing definitions of the nature of
psychology.

The term school of thought refers to a group of psychologists who become associated
ideologically, and sometimes geographically, with the leader of a movement. Typically
the members of a school of thought share a theoretical or systematic orientation and in-
vestigate similar problems. The emergence of the various schools of thought and their
subsequent decline and replacement by others is a striking characteristic of the history of
psychology.

This stage in the development of a science, when it is still divided into schools of
thought, has been referred to as “preparadigmatic.” (A paradigm—a model or pattern—
is an accepted way of thinking within a scientific discipline that provides essential ques-
tions and answers.) The notion of paradigms in scientific evolution was advanced by
Thomas Kuhn, a historian of science, whose 1970 book, The Structure of Scientific Revo-
lutions, has sold more than a million copies.

The more mature or advanced stage in the development of a science is reached when
it is no longer characterized by competing schools of thought—that is, when the majority
of the scientists agree on theoretical and methodological issues. At that stage, a common
paradigm or model defines the entire field.

We can see paradigms at work in the history of physics. The Galilean-Newtonian con-
cept of mechanism was accepted by physicists for 300 years, during which time virtually all
physics research was conducted within that framework. Then, when a majority of physi-
cists came to accept Einstein’s model—a new way of viewing the subject matter—the
approach of Galileo and Newton was replaced. This replacement of one paradigm by
another is what Kuhn meant by a scientific revolution.

Psychology has not yet reached the paradigmatic stage. Throughout psychology’s his-
tory, scientists and practitioners have been seeking, embracing, and rejecting various de-
finitions of the field. No single school or viewpoint has succeeded in unifying these
assorted positions. Cognitive psychologist George Miller said that “no standard method
or technique integrates the field. Nor does there seem to be any fundamental scientific
principle comparable to Newton’s laws of motion or Darwin’s theory of evolution”
(Miller, 1985, p. 42).

More than 15 years later, the state of psychology had changed little. Scholars referred
to the history of the field as a “sequence of failed paradigms” (Sternberg & Grigorenko,
2001, p. 1075). Noted historian Ludy Benjamin wrote, “A common lament among psy-
chologists today … is that the field of psychology is far along a path of fragmentation or
disintegration [with] a multitude of independent psychologies that soon will be or al-
ready are incapable of communicating with one another” (Benjamin, 2001, p. 735).

Another contemporary psychologist described the field “not as a unified discipline but
as a collection of psychological sciences” (Dewsbury, 2009, p. 284). Yet another acknowl-
edged “fragmentation, hyperspecialization, and ostensible incommensurability among
our theories, areas of research, and methodologies” (Hunt, 2005, p. 358).
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Thus, psychology may be more fragmented today than at any time in its history, with
each faction clinging to its theoretical and methodological orientation, approaching the
study of human nature with different techniques and promoting itself with specialized
jargon, journals, and the trappings of a school of thought.

Each of the early schools of thought within psychology was a protest movement, a
revolt against the prevailing systematic position. Each school loudly criticized what it
saw as the weaknesses of the older system and offered new definitions, concepts, and re-
search strategies to correct the perceived failures. When a new school of thought cap-
tured the attention of a segment of the scientific community, those scholars rejected the
previous viewpoint. Typically these intellectual conflicts between old and new positions
were fought with righteous fervor.

Sometimes leaders of the older school of thought never became convinced of the
worth of the new system. Usually more advanced in age, these psychologists remained
too deeply committed to their position, intellectually and emotionally, ever to change.
Younger, less committed adherents of the old school were more easily attracted to fresh
ideas and became supporters of the new position, leaving the others to cling to their tra-
ditions and their work in increasing isolation. The German physicist Max Planck wrote,
“A new scientific truth does not triumph by convincing its opponents and making them see
the light, but rather because its opponents eventually die, and a new generation grows up
that is familiar with it” (Planck, 1949, p. 33). Charles Darwin wrote, at a young age, “What
a good thing it would be if every scientific man was to die when 60 years old, as afterwards
he would be sure to oppose all new doctrines” (Darwin, quoted in Boorstin, 1983, p. 468).

Different schools of thought have developed during the course of the history of psy-
chology, each an effective protest against what had gone before. Each new school used its
older opponent as a base against which to push and gain momentum. Each position pro-
claimed what it was not and how it differed from the established theoretical system. As
the new system developed and attracted supporters and influence, it inspired opposition,
and the whole combative process began anew. What was once a pioneering, aggressive
revolution became, with its own success, the established tradition, and inevitably it then
succumbed to the vigorous force of the next youthful protest movement. Success de-
stroys vigor. A movement feeds on opposition. When the opposition has been defeated,
the passion and ardor of the once-new movement die.

It is in terms of the historical development of the schools of thought that we describe
the advance of psychology. Great men and women have made inspiring contributions,
but the significance of their work is most easily understood when examined within the
context of the ideas that preceded theirs, the ideas on which they built, and the work
their contributions eventually inspired.

Plan of the Book
We describe the philosophical and physiological precursors of experimental psychology
in Chapters 2 and 3. The psychology of Wilhelm Wundt (Chapter 4) and the school of
thought called structuralism (Chapter 5) developed from these philosophical and physi-
ological traditions.

Structuralism was followed by functionalism (Chapters 6, 7, and 8), behaviorism
(Chapters 9, 10, and 11), and Gestalt psychology (Chapter 12), all of which evolved
from or revolted against structuralism. On a roughly parallel course in time, though not
in subject matter or methodology, psychoanalysis (Chapters 13 and 14) grew out of ideas
about the nature of the unconscious and the medical interventions to treat the mentally ill.

Psychoanalysis and behaviorism instigated a number of sub-schools. In the 1950s,
humanistic psychology, incorporating principles of Gestalt psychology, developed in

Structuralism: E. B.
Titchener’s system of
psychology, which
dealt with conscious
experience as depen-
dent on experiencing
persons.

Functionalism: A sys-
tem of psychology
concerned with the
mind as it is used in an
organism’s adaptation
to its environment.

Behaviorism: Watson’s
science of behavior,
which dealt solely with
observable behavioral
acts that could be de-
scribed in objective
terms.

Gestalt psychology:
A system of psychology
that focuses largely on
learning and percep-
tion, suggesting that
combining sensory
elements produces
new patterns with
properties that did not
exist in the individual
elements.

Psychoanalysis: Sig-
mund Freud’s theory of
personality and system
of psychotherapy.

Humanistic
psychology: A system
of psychology that
emphasizes the study
of conscious experi-
ence and the whole-
ness of human nature.
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reaction to behaviorism and psychoanalysis (Chapter 14). Around 1960, cognitive
psychology challenged behaviorism to revise psychology’s definition once again. The
major focus of the cognitive system is a return to the study of conscious processes.
That idea, along with contemporary developments such as evolutionary psychology,
cognitive neuroscience, and positive psychology, is the subject of Chapter 15.

Discussion Questions
1. What can we learn from studying the history of

psychology?
2. Why can psychologists claim that psychology is

one of the oldest scholarly disciplines as well as
one of the newest? Explain why modern psy-
chology is a product of both nineteenth-century
and twentieth-century thought.

3. In what ways do the data of history differ from
the data of science? Give examples of how his-
torical data can be distorted.

4. In what ways have contextual forces influenced
the development of modern psychology?

5. Describe the obstacles faced by women, Jews, and
African Americans in pursuing careers in psy-
chology, especially during the first half of the
twentieth century.

6. How does the process of writing history in any
field necessarily restrict the number of people
whose work can be singled out for attention?

7. Describe the differences between personalistic
and naturalistic conceptions of scientific history.
Explain which approach is supported by cases of
simultaneous discovery.

8. What is the Zeitgeist? How does the Zeitgeist
affect the evolution of a science? Compare the
growth of a science with the evolution of a living
species.

9. What is meant by the term “school of thought”?
Has the science of psychology reached the para-
digmatic stage of development? Why or why not?

10. Describe the cyclical process by which schools of
thought begin, prosper, and then fail.
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C HA P T E R 2
Philosophical Influences on
Psychology

The Defecating Duck and the Glory of France
It looked like a duck. It quacked like a duck. It rose up on its legs when the keeper held
out his hand to offer it kernels of grain. It stretched its neck forward, grabbed the grain
in its beak, and swallowed it, just like a duck. And then it defecated onto a silver platter—
just like a duck? Only it was not a duck, at least not a real one. It was a mechanical duck, a
machine full of levers and cogs and springs that caused it to move and to imitate a duck’s
behavior. One wing alone contained more than 400 parts. It was considered one of the
great wonders of its time.

The duck’s inventor, Jacques de Vaucanson, charged an admission fee equivalent to
the average of one week’s wages to view this marvel of the age. He quickly became rich
as a result, and his mechanical model became “the talk of all the salons, as the nation’s
leaders debated how it worked and just what it signified for politics, philosophy, and life
itself” (Singer, 2009, p. 43). That is a lot to ask of a defecating duck!

The year was 1739; the place was Paris, France. The defecating duck drew enormous
crowds from many European countries. People marveled that inventors could fashion
such a lifelike creation. They watched it move and eat and swallow and defecate, in awe
that such a glorious, miraculous machine had been made possible. Even the great philos-
opher Voltaire beheld the duck and wrote, “Without the shitting duck, there would be
nothing to remind us of the glory of France” (Voltaire, quoted in Wood, 2002, p. 27).
More than 100 years later, the great scientist Hermann von Helmholtz (see Chapter 3)
wrote that the duck was “the marvel of the last century” (quoted in Riskin, 2004, p. 633).

Well, you might ask, what is the big deal? Why was this mechanical toy considered
such a wonder? Today we can see far more complicated and realistic figures at any
theme park. But remember, this was the eighteenth century, and such a contraption
had rarely been seen. The great public interest in the amazing French duck was part of
a newfound fascination with all sorts of machines that were being invented and perfected
for use in science, industry, and entertainment.

The Spirit of Mechanism
Throughout England and Western Europe, a vast number of machines were put to daily
use to extend human muscle power. Pumps, levers, pulleys, cranes, wheels, and gears
powered water mills and windmills to grind grain, saw wood, weave textiles, and accom-
plish other forms of labor-intensive work, thus freeing European society from its depen-
dence on human brawn. Machines became familiar to people at all levels of society, from
peasant to aristocrat, and soon they were accepted as a natural part of everyday life.

In the royal gardens of the day, mechanical devices were being built to provide
whimsical forms of amusement. Water running through underground pipes operated
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mechanical figures that performed an astonishing variety of movements, played musical
instruments, and produced sounds approximating human speech. As people strolled
through the gardens they would unwittingly step on hidden pressure plates, activating
the mechanisms and sending water coursing through the pipes to set the figures in mo-
tion. Of all the new devices, however, it was the mechanical clock that would have the
greatest impact on scientific thought.

You may wonder what this massive growth of technology has to do with the history
of modern psychology. We are referring to a time 200 years before the formal founding
of psychology as a science, and to physics and mechanics, disciplines far removed from
the study of human nature. Nevertheless, the relationship is compelling and direct be-
cause the principles embodied by those machines, mechanical figures, and clocks that
first appeared in the seventeenth century influenced the direction of the new
psychology.

The Zeitgeist of the seventeenth to nineteenth centuries was the intellectual soil that
nourished the new psychology. The underlying philosophy—the basic contextual force—
of the seventeenth century was the spirit of mechanism, the image of the universe as a
great machine. This doctrine held that all natural processes are mechanically determined
and are capable of being explained by the laws of physics and chemistry.

The idea of mechanism originated in physics, then called natural philosophy, as a re-
sult of the work of the Italian physicist Galileo Galilei (1564–1642) and the English phys-
icist and mathematician Isaac Newton (1642–1727), who had been trained as a
clockmaker. Everything that existed in the universe was assumed to be composed of par-
ticles of matter in motion. According to Galileo, matter was made up of discrete corpus-
cles or atoms that affected one another by direct contact. Newton revised Galileo’s
version of mechanism by suggesting that movement was communicated not by actual
physical contact but by forces that acted to attract and repel the atoms. Newton’s idea,
although important in physics, did not radically change the basic concept of mechanism
and the way it was applied to problems of a psychological nature.

If the universe consists of atoms in motion, then every physical effect (the movement
of each atom) follows from a direct cause (the movement of the atom that strikes it).
Because the effect is subject to the laws of measurement, it should be predictable. The
operation of the physical universe was thus considered to be orderly, like a smoothly
running clock or any other good machine. It was thought that once scientists grasped
the laws by which the world functioned, they could determine how it would run in the
future.

The methods and findings of science were growing apace with technology during this
period, and the two meshed effectively. Observation and experimentation became the
distinguishing features of science, followed closely by measurement. Scholars attempted
to define and describe every phenomenon by assigning it a numerical value, a process
that was vital to the study of the machinelike universe. Thermometers, barometers, slide
rules, micrometers, pendulum clocks, and other measuring devices were perfected, and
they reinforced the notion that it was possible to measure every aspect of the natural
universe. Even time, previously deemed incapable of being reduced to smaller units,
could now be measured with precision.

The precise measurement of time had both scientific and practical consequences.
“Without accurate time-keeping instruments, there could be no measurement of small
increments of time elapsed between observations and thus no consolidation of the ad-
vances in scientific understanding begun with the help of the telescope and microscope”
(Jardine, 1999, pp. 133–134). In addition, astronomers and navigators needed exact time-
measuring devices to accurately record the movements of celestial bodies. These data
were vital to determining the location of ships on the open seas.

Mechanism: The doc-
trine that natural pro-
cesses are
mechanically deter-
mined and capable of
explanation by the laws
of physics and
chemistry.

22 Chapter 2: Philosophical Influences on Psychology



The Clockwork Universe
The mechanical clock was the ideal metaphor for the seventeenth-century spirit of mech-
anism. Historian Daniel Boorstin referred to the clock as the “mother of machines”
(Boorstin, 1983, p. 71). Clocks in the seventeenth century were a technological sensation,
as astonishing and influential as computers would become in the twentieth century. No
other mechanical device had such an impact on human thought at all levels of society. In
Europe, clocks were being produced in great quantity and variety.

Note that the Chinese had devised huge mechanical clocks as early as the tenth cen-
tury. It is possible that news of their invention stimulated the development of clocks in
Western Europe. However, the Europeans’ refinement of clockwork mechanisms and
their enthusiasm for elaborate, even fanciful, clocks was unmatched (Crosby, 1997).

Some were small enough to fit on a tabletop or even to be carried on one’s person.
With advancing technology, portable clocks were developed that were small enough to
be carried around. At first they were worn on a chain around the neck as a symbol of
the person’s wealth. They became such a status symbol that members of the Calvinist
and Puritan religious sects, “objecting to such ostentatious display, began carrying them
in their pockets. Thus was born the pocket watch, popular until well into the twentieth
century” (Newton, 2004, p. 62).

Larger clocks, housed in church towers and government buildings, could be seen and
heard by residents for miles around. In this way, clocks became available to everyone,
regardless of social class or economic circumstances. Also, however, people came to de-
pend on clocks and to be governed by them. For the first time, punctuality became part
of daily life. Activities came to be measured in units of time. Life was “regularized and
became more orderly” and, as a result, more predictable (Shorto, 2008, p. 208).

Because of the regularity, predictability, and precision of clocks, scientists and philo-
sophers began to think of them as models for the physical universe. Perhaps the world
itself was a vast clock made and set in motion by the Creator. Scientists such as the
British physicist Robert Boyle, the German astronomer Johannes Kepler, and the French
philosopher René Descartes agreed with this idea, expressing the belief that the harmony
and order of the universe could be explained in terms of the clock’s regularity—which is
built into the machine by the clockmaker just as the regularity of the universe was
thought to be built into it by God.

This idea also became a model in the founding of the United States and the development
of American politics. A commentator observed 200 years later that the Founding Fathers
“who were influenced by Newtonian physics and the deist idea of God as cosmic clockmaker,
devised a constitutional system of separated powers, checking and balancing one another,
mimicking what they considered our solar system’s clockwork mechanics” (Will, 2009, np).
Thus, the idea of a clockwork universe transformed nearly every aspect of human experience.

Determinism and Reductionism

When seen as a clocklike machine, the universe—once it was created by God and set in
motion—would continue to function efficiently without any outside interference. Thus,
the clock metaphor for the universe encompasses the idea of determinism, the belief
that every act is determined or caused by past events. In other words, we can predict
the changes that will occur in the operation of the clock—as well as in the universe—
because we understand the order and regularity with which its parts function.

It was not difficult to gain insight into the structure and workings of a clock. Anyone
could easily disassemble a clock and see exactly how its springs and gears operated. This
led scientists to popularize the notion of reductionism. The workings of machines such
as clocks could be understood by reducing them to their basic components.

Determinism: The doc-
trine that acts are de-
termined by past
events.

Reductionism: The
doctrine that explains
phenomena on one
level (such as complex
ideas) in terms of phe-
nomena on another
level (such as simple
ideas).
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Similarly, we could understand the physical universe (which, after all, was just another
machine) by analyzing or reducing it to its simplest parts—its molecules and atoms.
Eventually, reductionism would come to characterize every science, including the new
psychology.

Some obvious questions followed: If the clock metaphor and the methods of science
could be used to explain the workings of the physical universe, would they also be appro-
priate for the study of human nature? If the universe was a machine—orderly, predict-
able, observable, and measurable—could human beings be considered in the same way?
Were people, and even animals, also some type of machine?

Automata

The intellectual and social aristocrats of the seventeenth century already had the models
for this idea in their water-powered garden figures, and the proliferation of clocks pro-
vided similar models for everyone else. As the technology was refined, more sophisti-
cated mechanical contraptions, built to imitate human movement and action, were
offered for popular entertainment. These devices were called automata, and they were
capable of performing marvelous and amusing feats with precision and regularity.

Automata had been developed much earlier than the seventeenth century. Ancient
Greek and Arabic manuscripts contain descriptions of mechanized figures. China also
excelled in constructing automata; Chinese literature tells of mechanical animals and
fish and of human figures devised to pour wine, carry cups of tea, sing, dance, and play
musical instruments. In the sixth century, a large clock had been built in what was then
called Palestine. When it struck the hours, an elaborate set of mechanical figures was set
in motion. As a result, the art of creating automata spread through much of the Islamic
world (Rossum, 1996). But more than a thousand years later, when seventeenth-century
Western European scientists, intellectuals, and artisans devised automata, they were
thought to be new. The fundamental work of those earlier civilizations had been lost.

Two of the most complex and spectacular European automata were the defecating
duck and an animated flute player, which contained “an infinity of wires and steel chains
[that] form the movement of the fingers, in the same way as in living man, by the dila-
tion and contraction of the muscles. It is doubtless the knowledge of the anatomy of man
that guided the author in his mechanics” (Riskin, 2003, pp. 601–602). The flute player
not only produced sounds, which popular musical toys could do, but it played the instru-
ment. Standing five-and-a-half feet tall, the height of the average man of the day, this
automaton contained a mechanical part that duplicated every muscle or other body
part needed to play the flute.

Nine bellows pumped differing amounts of air into the figure’s chest, depending on
which of the 12 tunes it was programmed to perform. The air was forced through a
single pipe (corresponding to a human trachea) and into the mouth, where it was con-
trolled by the metal tongue and lips before entering the flute, thus giving the impres-
sion that the figure was actually breathing. Fingers opened and closed over the
instrument’s holes to produce precise sounds. Both of these automata “blurred the
line between man and machine, between the animate and the inanimate” (Wood,
2002, p. xvii).

Another musical automaton, the so-called “Lady Musician,” played five different mel-
odies on a harpsichord. Her mechanical eyes followed mechanical fingers as they moved
over the keys, and she appeared to be breathing in time with the music. Another marvel
was the figure of a small boy seated at a desk, programmed to move its hand as if writing
letters.

Automata can be seen today in the central squares of many European cities, where
mechanical figures in the town hall’s clock tower march in circles, bang drums, and
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strike bells with hammers on the quarter hour. In France’s Strasbourg Cathedral, repre-
sentations of Biblical figures bow hourly to a statue of the Virgin Mary, while a rooster
opens its beak, sticks out its tongue, flaps its wings, and crows. At England’s Wells
Cathedral, pairs of knights in armor circle each other in mock combat. As the clock
strikes the hour, one knight knocks the other off his horse. The Bavarian National
Museum in Munich, Germany, houses a parrot 16 inches tall. As the clock strikes the
hour, the parrot whistles, flaps its mechanical wings, rolls its eyes, and drops a small steel
ball from its tail.

The accompanying photo shows the inner workings of a 16-inch figure of a monk,
now in the collection of the National Museum of American History in Washington,
D.C. The monk is programmed to move within the space of a two-foot square. Its feet
appear to kick out from beneath its robe, but actually the statue is moving on wheels. It
beats its chest with one arm and waves with the other, nods its head, and opens and
shuts its mouth.

The philosophers and scientists of the time believed that this kind of clockwork tech-
nology might fulfill their dream of creating an artificial being. Clearly, many of the early
automata give that appearance. We could think of them as the Disney figures of their
era, and it is easy to understand why people reached the conclusion that living beings
were simply another kind of machine.

People as Machines

Look again at the inner workings of the monk in the photo. A person examining it could
clearly understand the functioning of the gears, levers, and ratchets that accounted for
the figure’s movements. The English philosopher Thomas Hobbes (1588–1679) wrote,
“for what is the heart but a spring, and the nerves but so many strings; and the joints
but so many wheels, giving motion to the whole body” (Hobbes, quoted in Zimmer,
2004, p. 97).

Descartes and other philosophers also adopted automata as models for human beings.
Not only was the universe a clockwork machine, so too were its people. Descartes wrote
that this idea would not “appear at all strange to those who are acquainted with the dif-
ferent automata, or moving machines, fabricated by human industry … such persons will
look upon this body as a machine made by the hands of God, which is incomparably
better arranged and adequate to movements more admirable than in any machine of hu-
man invention” (Descartes, 1637/1912, p. 44). People might be better and more efficient
machines than the ones the clockmakers built, but they were machines nonetheless.

Thus, clocks and automata paved the way for the ideas that human functioning and
behavior were governed by mechanical laws and that the experimental and quantitative
methods so successful in uncovering the secrets of the physical universe could be applied
to human nature. In 1748, the French physician Julien de La Mettrie (who died of an
overdose of pheasant and truffles) reported a hallucination he had experienced during a
high fever. The dream persuaded him that people were machines, albeit enlightened
ones, like a watch that wound its own springs (Mazlish, 1993).

This notion became a driving force of the Zeitgeist in science and philosophy and, for
a considerable time, altered the prevailing image of human nature, even among the gen-
eral population. For example, during the U.S. Civil War (1861–1865), a Northern mili-
tary officer, commenting on the death of a friend, wrote that nothing was left of him
“but the broken machine that the soul once put in motion” (Lyman, quoted in Agassiz,
1922, p. 332).

The mechanical image of human beings permeated the literature of the nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries in novels and children’s tales. People were fascinated by
the idea that lifelike figures could be recreated by machines. Hans Christian Andersen,
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the Danish storyteller, wrote The Nightingale about a mechanical bird. The English nov-
elist Mary Wollstonecraft Shelley’s perennially popular book, Frankenstein, features a
machine-monster that destroys its creator. The famous Oz books for children by the
American writer L. Frank Baum—the basis for the classic movie The Wizard of Oz—are
full of mechanical men.

And so the legacy of the seventeenth to nineteenth centuries includes the conception
of humans operating as machines, along with the scientific method by which human
functioning could be investigated. Bodies were likened to machines, the scientific outlook
was dominant, and life was subject to mechanical laws. In a rudimentary way, mecha-
nism also was applied to human mental functioning. The result was a machine that sup-
posedly could think.

The Calculating Engine

Charles Babbage (1791–1871) developed a fascination with clocks and automata as a boy.
He was attracted particularly to the mechanical figure of a dancing lady, an object he
managed to purchase later in life. Babbage was unusually intelligent and gifted in math-
ematics, which he studied on his own as an adolescent. When he enrolled at Cambridge
University, he was disappointed to discover that he understood more about math than
the faculty did. He later became a mathematics professor at Cambridge as well as a
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Fellow of the Royal Society and one of the best-known intellectuals of the age. His life-
long quest was to develop a calculating machine that could perform mathematical opera-
tions faster than humans and then print the results. In pursuing this goal, Babbage
formulated the basic principles that drive modern computers.

We note that Babbage may not have been the first to develop a mechanical computing
machine. The so-called Antikythera computer was discovered in 1900 in the wreckage of
a ship sunk around the year 100 BC off the Greek island of Antikythera. The gadget was
about the size of a modern laptop and contained a series of 37 gears which, when a date
was entered, could crank out information about the position of the sun, moon, and other
planets (Seabrook, 2007).

Whereas the automata we discussed above imitated human physical actions,
Babbage’s calculator imitated human mental actions. In addition to tabulating the values
of mathematical functions, the machine could play chess, checkers, and other games. It
even had a memory that held intermediate results until they were needed to complete a
given calculation. Babbage called his calculator “the difference engine” (see accompa-
nying photo), and he referred to himself as “the programmer.” The difference engine
consisted of some 2,000 precisely engineered brass and steel parts—shafts, gears, and
disks—all of which were powered, or set into motion, by a hand crank. This machine,
which still works, marks the beginning of the development of today’s sophisticated com-
puters. It is considered to represent a major breakthrough in the attempt to simulate hu-
man thought, to fabricate a mechanism that would display “artificial” intelligence (see
Chapter 15).

One of Babbage’s biographers noted, “The significance of the machine being auto-
matic cannot be overstated. By cranking the handle, that is, by exerting a physical force,
you could for the first time achieve results that up to that point in history could only
have been arrived at by mental effort—thinking. It was the first successful attempt to ex-
ternalize a faculty of thought in an inanimate machine” (Swade, 2000, p. 83).

Babbage planned to promote his new machine to the most influential people of the
day and to garner their support so that he could construct an even more advanced de-
vice. He held grand parties at his London house, inviting up to 300 of the social, intellec-
tual, and political elite. Charles Darwin was a guest; the writer Charles Dickens attended.
Important people were eager to be seen at the home of the brilliant raconteur, inventor,
and celebrity, to be in the presence of Babbage and his marvelous machine. The com-
plete engine was too big to exhibit at home, however, so Babbage had a working model
of a portion of it built to entertain his visitors. The model was two-and-a-half feet tall,
two feet wide, and two feet deep.

After 10 years, Babbage was forced to abandon his work on the difference engine be-
cause of high cost overruns, to the point where the government withdrew its support. A
British government official said that if the machine ever were completed, it should “first
be set to calculating how much money went into its construction!” (quoted in Green,
2001, p. 136).

Babbage turned his attention to designing a larger device, which he called “the analyt-
ical engine.” This machine could be programmed, through the use of punch cards, and
had a separate memory and information processing capability. It also had an output ca-
pability for printing the results of its tabulations. The analytical engine has been likened
to a “general purpose digital computing machine” (Swade, 2000, p. 115). Unfortunately,
the machine was never built due to lack of funds. The government declined to get in-
volved with Babbage’s projects again.

One of Babbage’s loyal supporters—and one of the few people who understood the ma-
chine’s operation—was the 18-year-old math prodigy, Ada, Countess of Lovelace (1815–
1852). Babbage called her his “Enchantress of Numbers.” She referred to herself as the
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“Bride of Science” (Babbage, quoted in Johnson, 2008, p. 76). Ada had been a willful child,
and her mother had tried to discipline her wild tendencies by prescribing the study of
mathematics. Her independent tendencies were not dampened, but she turned out to be
a mathematical genius. Later in life she developed extreme mood swings, became addicted
to opium and morphine, and lost considerable money through gambling (Lewis, 2009).

Ada was fascinated by Babbage’s machine and published a clear explanation of how
the calculating machine functioned and its potential uses and philosophical implications.
She was the first to recognize the fundamental limitation of a “thinking” machine, which
is that it cannot, on its own, originate or create anything new. The machine can do only
what it is instructed—or programmed—to do.

It is also interesting to note that she was the daughter of the poet Lord Byron (George
Noel Gordon), whose memorable lines include, “ ’Tis strange, but true; for truth is al-
ways strange,—Stranger than fiction.” In 1980, the U.S. Department of Defense named
the programming language for its military computer control system “Ada.”

Babbage never explicitly stated that his machines could think, but he did not dissuade
others from making such a claim. One historian observed that Babbage invariably re-
ferred to his machines’ actions as capable of “replacing” or “substituting” for certain
types of mental activities, such as performing mathematical calculations more rapidly
than humans (Green, 2005).

Babbage became despondent when he could no longer obtain funding for his work,
and after Ada’s death from cancer at age 37 he turned bitter and resentful. He reportedly
said that he had never known one happy day in his entire life. He “hated mankind in
general, Englishmen in particular, and the English government and organ-grinders most

Babbage’s calculating machine, which survives intact at the Science Museum in
London, England.
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of all” (Morrison & Morrison, 1961, p. xiii). His battle against organ-grinders and other
street musicians brought him considerable notoriety among Londoners, many of whom
derided him as a “crackpot.” He frequently wrote letters of protest to the newspapers,
complaining that the grating noise from the street dampened his mental powers and in-
terfered with his work.

Overall, he came to believe that his efforts to develop a calculating machine had been
wasted and that the importance of his contributions would never be recognized. Never-
theless, Babbage did eventually receive ample credit for his work. In 1946, when the first
fully automatic computing machine was developed at Harvard University, one computer
pioneer referred to that accomplishment as the realization of Babbage’s dream. In 1991,
to commemorate the bicentennial of Babbage’s birth, a team of British scientists con-
structed a duplicate of one of Babbage’s dream machines, based on his original drawings.
The device consists of 4,000 parts and weighs three tons. It performs calculations flaw-
lessly (Dyson, 1997).

Charles Babbage, who typified the nineteenth-century notion of humans operating as
machines, clearly was far ahead of his times. His calculating machine, a forerunner of the
modern computer, marked the first successful attempt to duplicate human cognitive pro-
cesses and develop a form of artificial intelligence. Scientists and inventors of Babbage’s
day predicted that there would be no limit to what machines might be designed to do or
to the humanlike functions they might perform.

The Beginnings of Modern Science
We noted that the seventeenth century saw far-ranging developments in science. Until
that time, philosophers had looked to the past for answers, to the works of Aristotle
and other ancient scholars, and to the Bible. The ruling forces of inquiry were dogma
(the doctrine proclaimed by the established church) and authority figures. In the seven-
teenth century, a new force became important: empiricism, the pursuit of knowledge
through observation and experimentation. Knowledge handed down from the past be-
came suspect. In its place, the golden age of the seventeenth century became illuminated
by discoveries and insights that reflected the changing nature of scientific inquiry.

Among the many scholars whose creativity marked that period, the French mathema-
tician and philosopher René Descartes contributed directly to the history of modern
psychology. His work helped to free scientific inquiry from the control of rigid, centuries-
old theological and intellectual beliefs. Descartes symbolized the transition to the modern
era of science, and he applied the idea of the clockwork mechanism to the human body.
For these reasons, we can say that he inaugurated the era of modern psychology.

René Descartes (1596–1650)

Descartes was born in France on March 31, 1596. He inherited enough money from his
father to finance a life of intellectual pursuits and travel. From 1604 to 1612, he was a
pupil at a Jesuit school, where he studied mathematics and the humanities. He also dis-
played considerable talent in philosophy, physics, and physiology. Because Descartes’s
health was poor, the school’s director excused the young man from morning religious
services and permitted him to lie in bed until noon, a habit Descartes retained all his
life. During these quiet mornings he did his most creative thinking.

After completing his formal education, Descartes chose to sample the pleasures of life in
Paris. Eventually he found this tiresome and chose a quieter life devoted to the study of
mathematics. At the age of 21, he served as a gentleman-volunteer in the armies of Holland,
Bavaria, and Hungary, and was known as a fine swordsman and adventurer. He loved to
dance and to gamble; he proved a successful gambler because of his mathematical skills.

Empiricism: The pur-
suit of knowledge
through the observa-
tion of nature and the
attribution of all
knowledge to
experience.
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Descartes was attracted to women who squinted, and on that basis he offered the fol-
lowing explanation to people who fall in love. He wrote, “When I was a boy I fell in love
with a girl who had a bit of a squint, and for a long time afterwards, whenever I saw
someone with a squint I felt the passion of love. … So if we love someone without know-
ing why, we can assume that that person is somehow similar to someone else whom we
loved before, even if we don’t know precisely how” (Descartes, quoted in Buckley, 2004,
pp. 107–108).

His only lasting romantic attachment was a three-year affair with a Dutch woman,
Helene Jans, who gave birth to their daughter Francine. Descartes adored the child and
was heartbroken when she died in his arms at the age of five. A biographer wrote that
Descartes was inconsolable, experiencing “the deepest regret he had ever felt in his life”
(quoted in Rodis-Lewis, 1998, p. 141). Descartes remained celibate for the rest of his life.

Descartes was keenly interested in applying scientific knowledge to practical concerns.
He investigated ways to keep his hair from turning gray and conducted experiments on
the maneuverability of wheelchairs. He also anticipated the notion of conditioning in
dogs, some 200 years before Pavlov refined the concept (see Chapter 9). According to
one biographer, Descartes, in 1630, told a friend that “after you whip a dog six or eight
times to the sound of a violin, the sound of the violin alone will make the dog whimper
and tremble with fear” (quoted in Watson, 2002, p. 168).

While on duty with the army, Descartes had several dreams that changed his life. As
he recalled, he spent the day of November 10 alone in a stove-heated room, deep in
thought about his mathematical and scientific ideas. He fell asleep, and in his dreams—
as he later interpreted it—he was rebuked for his idleness. The “Spirit of Truth” took
possession of his mind and persuaded him to devote his life’s work to the proposition
that mathematical principles can be applied to all the sciences and thus produce certainty
of knowledge. He resolved to doubt everything, particularly dogma and lore from the
past, and accept as true only that of which he could be absolutely certain.

Returning to Paris, he again found life too distracting. By selling the estates he had
inherited from his father, Descartes was able to afford to move to a country house in
Holland. His need for solitude was so great that he lived in 13 towns and two dozen
houses over 20 years, keeping his address secret from all but close friends, with whom
he corresponded frequently. His only apparent requirements were proximity to a Roman
Catholic church and to a university. According to one biographer, Descartes’ motto was,
“He lives well who is well hidden” (Gaukroger, 1995, p. 16).

A more recent biographer described Descartes at this stage of his life as follows:

… a man of immense self-regard and of immeasurable ambition … a proud, excit-
able, egotistical little man. Dogmatic about his own views, he accused everyone who
disagreed with him of misunderstanding or of being stupid. He was suspicious, quick
to take offense and to anger, slow to cool. He insisted that he was unaffected by
personal attacks but he never forgot an insult, slight, or an injury. (Watson, 2002,
pp. 165, 187–188)

Descartes wrote extensively on mathematics and philosophy, and his growing fame
from these writings caught the attention of 20-year-old Queen Christina of Sweden,
who requested that he instruct her in philosophy. Although exceedingly reluctant to
abandon his freedom and privacy, and fearing that he would die in Sweden, he neverthe-
less had great respect for royal demands.

On September 7, 1649, Descartes boarded a ship, “dressed up in his new green silk
suit, white collar, lace-spangled gloves, curly wig, and boots with turned up toes,” pre-
pared for the month-long voyage to Stockholm (Watson, 2002, p. 290). His appearance
at the royal court was not a success, however. The queen insisted on having her lessons
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at 5 o’clock in the morning in a poorly heated library during an unusually bitter winter.
“I am not in my element here,” Descartes wrote to a friend, “and I want only peace and
quiet” (quoted in Rodis-Lewis, 1998, p. 196). To another friend he wrote, “I think that in
winter men’s thoughts here freeze like the water” (quoted in Watson, 2002, p. 304). The
increasingly frail Descartes withstood the early hour and extreme cold for nearly four
months before contracting pneumonia. He died on February 11, 1650.

An interesting postscript to the death of a man who, as we will see, devoted consider-
able thought to the interaction between the mind and the body is the disposition of his
own body. Sixteen years after Descartes’s death, his friends decided that the body should
be returned to France. They sent a coffin to Sweden, but it was too short to contain the
remains, so the solution reached by Swedish authorities was to cut off the head and bury
it until other arrangements could be made.

While the rest of the corpse was being prepared for the journey home, France’s ambassa-
dor to Sweden decided he wanted a souvenir, and he severed the right forefinger. The body,
now minus its head and one finger, was buried in Paris amid much pomp and ceremony.
Some time later, an army officer in Sweden dug up Descartes’s skull as a memento. For
150 years, it passed from one Swedish collector to another until it was finally interred in Paris.

Descartes’s notebooks and manuscripts were shipped to Paris after his death, but the
boat sank just before docking. The papers lay submerged for three days. It took 17 years
of restoration work before they could be published. Almost 200 years after Descartes’s
death, an Italian mathematician stole 72 of his letters and took them to England, provid-
ing another example of data lost to history. Only 45 of these letters have been recovered,
the latest in 2010 (Cohen, 2010). Fortunately, Descartes’s ideas have fared better than the
remains of his corpse and his writings.

The Contributions of Descartes: Mechanism and
the Mind-Body Problem
Descartes’s most important work for the development of modern psychology was his at-
tempt to resolve the mind-body problem, an issue that had been controversial for cen-
turies. Throughout the ages scholars had argued about how the mind, or mental
qualities, could be distinguished from the body and all other physical qualities. The basic,
deceptively simple question was this: Are mind and body—the mental world and the ma-
terial world—distinct from each other? For thousands of years, scholars had taken a du-
alistic position, arguing that the mind (the soul or spirit) and the body had different
natures. However, accepting the dualistic position raises other questions. If the mind
and body are of different natures, what is their relationship? How do they interact? Are
they independent, or does one influence the other?

Before Descartes, the accepted theory was that the interaction between mind and body
flowed essentially in one direction. The mind could exert an enormous influence on the
body, but the body had little effect on the mind. One view is that the body and mind are
related in the same way that a puppet and its puppeteer are joined. The mind is like the
puppeteer, pulling the strings of the body.

Descartes accepted this position; in his view, mind and body were indeed of different
essences. But he deviated from tradition by redefining the relationship. In Descartes’s
theory of mind-body interaction, the mind influences the body but the body exerts a
greater influence on the mind than previously supposed. The relationship is not in one
direction only, but rather is a mutual interaction. This idea, considered radical in the
seventeenth century, has important implications for psychology.

After Descartes published his doctrine, many of his contemporaries decided they
could no longer support the conventional idea that the mind was the master of the two

Mind-body problem:
The question of the
distinction between
mental and physical
qualities.
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entities—the puppeteer pulling the strings—functioning almost independently of the
body. As a result, scientists and philosophers came to assign a greater importance to
the physical or material body. Functions previously attributed to the mind were now
considered functions of the body.

For example, the mind was believed to be responsible not only for thought and rea-
son, but also for reproduction, perception, and movement. Descartes disputed this belief,
arguing that the mind had only a single function, that of thought. To Descartes, all other
processes were functions of the body.

Thus, he introduced an approach to the long-standing mind-body problem that fo-
cused attention on a physical-psychological duality. In so doing, he redirected the atten-
tion of scholars from the abstract theological concept of soul to the scientific study of the
mind and mental processes. The outcome was that methods of inquiry shifted from sub-
jective metaphysical analysis to objective observation and experimentation. Whereas peo-
ple could only speculate about the nature and existence of the soul, they could actually
observe the operations and processes of the mind.

So, scientists accepted mind and body as two separate entities. Matter, the body’s ma-
terial substance, can be said to have extension (in that it takes up space) and to operate
according to mechanical principles. The mind, however, is free; it is unextended and
lacks physical substance. Descartes’s revolutionary idea is that mind and body, although
distinct, are capable of interacting within the human organism. The mind can influence
the body, and the body can influence the mind.

The Nature of the Body

Descartes argued that because the body is composed of physical matter, it must possess
those characteristics common to all matter; that is, extension in space and the capacity
for movement. If the body is matter, then the laws of physics and mechanics that ac-
count for movement and action in the physical world must apply to the body as well.
Therefore, the body is like a machine whose operation can be explained by the mechani-
cal laws that govern the movement of all objects in space. Following this line of reason-
ing, Descartes proceeded to explain the physiological functioning of the body in terms of
physics.

He was clearly influenced by the mechanistic spirit of the age, as reflected by the de-
velopment of automata and mechanical clocks. When he lived in Paris, he had been fas-
cinated by the mechanical marvels installed in the royal gardens. He spent many hours
treading on the pressure plates that caused water jets to activate the figures, making
them move and utter sounds.

When Descartes described the operation of the human body, he referred directly to
the mechanical figures he had seen. He compared the body’s nerves to the pipes through
which the water passed, and the body’s muscles and tendons to engines and springs. The
movements of the automata were not caused by voluntary action on their part but by
external forces such as the water pressure. The involuntary nature of this movement
was reflected in Descartes’s observation that bodily movements frequently occur without
a person’s conscious intention.

From this line of reasoning he arrived at the idea of the undulatio reflexa, a move-
ment not supervised or determined by a conscious will to move. For this conception,
Descartes is often called the author of the reflex action theory. This theory is a precur-
sor of modern behavioral stimulus-response (S-R) psychology, in which an external ob-
ject (a stimulus) brings about an involuntary response, such as the jerk of your leg when
the doctor taps your knee with a hammer. Reflexive behavior involves no thought or
cognitive process; it appears to be completely mechanical or automatic.

Reflex action theory:
The idea that an ex-
ternal object (a stimu-
lus) can bring about an
involuntary response.
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Descartes’s work also supported the growing trend in science toward the notion that
human behavior is predictable. The mechanical body operates in ways that can be ex-
pected or anticipated, as long as the inputs are known. In one example, Descartes com-
pared the control of muscular movement to the mechanical functioning of the choir
organs he had seen in church:

If you have ever had the curiosity to examine the organs in our churches, you know how the
bellows push air into receptacles called (presumably for this reason) wind-chests. And you
know how the air passes from these into one or other of the pipes, depending on how the
organist moves his fingers on the keyboard. You can think of our machine’s heart and arter-
ies, which push the animal spirits into the cavities of its brain, as being like the bellows,
which push air into the wind-chests; and of external objects, which stimulate certain nerves
and cause spirits contained in the cavities to pass into particular pores, as being like the fin-
gers of the organist, which press certain keys and cause the air to pass from the wind-chests
to particular pipes. (quoted in Gaukroger, 1995, p. 279)

Descartes found confirmation in contemporary physiology for his mechanical inter-
pretation of the workings of the human body. In 1628, the English physician William
Harvey uncovered the basic facts about blood circulation within the body. Other physiol-
ogists were studying the digestive processes. Scientists had determined that the muscles
of the body worked in opposing pairs, and that sensation and movement depended
somehow on the nerves.

Although researchers were making great strides in describing the functions and processes
of the human body, their findings often were inaccurate and incomplete. For example, the
nerves were believed to be hollow tubes through which liquid animal spirits flowed, not un-
like water flowing in the pipes that powered mechanical figures. However, our concern here is
not with the accuracy or completeness of seventeenth-century physiology, but rather with its
support for a mechanical interpretation of the body.

Established church dogma held that animals did not possess souls. Therefore, they were
assumed to be automata. This idea preserved the difference between humans and animals
so essential to Christian thought. If animals were automata and did not have souls, then
they did not have feelings either. So the researchers of Descartes’ time could conduct their
research on live animals, before anesthesia was available. One writer described their amuse-
ment “at [the animals’] cries and yelps since these were nothing but the hydraulic hisses and
vibrations of machines” (Jaynes, 1970, p. 224). Thus, animals belonged entirely to the cate-
gory of physical phenomena. They had no immortality, no thought processes, and no free
will. Their behavior could be explained wholly in mechanistic terms.

The Mind-Body Interaction

According to Descartes, the mind is nonmaterial—it lacks physical substance—but it is
capable of thought and other cognitive processes. Consequently, the mind provides hu-
man beings with information about the external world. In other words, while the mind
has none of the properties of matter, it does have the capacity to think, and it is this
characteristic that sets the mind apart from the material or physical world.

Because the mind thinks, perceives, and wills, it must somehow influence and be
influenced by the body. For example, when the mind decides to move from one place
to another, this decision is carried out by the body’s muscles, tendons, and nerves. Simi-
larly, when the body is stimulated—for example, by light or heat—it is the mind that
recognizes and interprets these sensory data and determines the appropriate response.

Before Descartes could complete his theory about the interaction of mind and body,
he needed to locate the actual physical part of the body where the mind and the body
mutually interacted. He conceived of the mind as unitary, which meant that it must
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interact with the body only at a single point. He also believed that the interaction occurred
somewhere within the brain because research had shown that sensations travel to the brain
and movement originates within the brain. It was obvious to Descartes that the brain had
to be the focal point for the mind’s functions. The only structure of the brain that is single
and unitary (that is, not divided and duplicated in each hemisphere) is the pineal body or
conarium, and Descartes chose this as the logical site of the interaction.

Descartes used mechanistic terms to describe how the mind-body interaction occurs.
He suggested that the movement of animal spirits in the nerve tubes makes an impres-
sion on the conarium and from this impression the mind produces a sensation. In other
words, a quantity of physical motion (the flow of animal spirits) produces a mental qual-
ity (a sensation). The reverse can also occur: The mind can make an impression on the
conarium (in some way Descartes never made clear), and by inclining to one direction or
another, the impression can influence the flow of animal spirits to the muscles, resulting
in a physical or bodily movement.

The Doctrine of Ideas

Descartes’s doctrine of ideas also had a profound influence on the development of mod-
ern psychology. He suggested that the mind produces two kinds of ideas: derived and
innate. Derived ideas arise from the direct application of an external stimulus, such as
the sound of a bell or the sight of a tree. Thus, derived ideas (the idea of the bell or the
tree) are products of the experiences of the senses. Innate ideas are not produced by
objects in the external world impinging on the senses but develop instead out of the
mind or consciousness. Although the potential existence of innate ideas is independent
of sensory experiences, they may be realized in the presence of appropriate experiences.
Among the innate ideas Descartes identified are God, the self, perfection, and infinity.

In later chapters we note how the concept of innate ideas led to the nativistic theory of
perception (the idea that our ability to perceive is innate rather than learned) and also influ-
enced the Gestalt school of psychology, which, in turn, influenced the more contemporary
cognitive movement in psychology. The doctrine of innate ideas is also important because it
inspired opposition among early empiricists and associationists, such as John Locke, and
among later empiricists, such as Hermann von Helmholtz and Wilhelm Wundt.

Descartes’s work served as a catalyst for many trends that would converge in the new
psychology. His noteworthy systematic contributions include the following:

• The mechanistic conception of the body
• The theory of reflex action
• The mind-body interaction
• The localization of mental functions in the brain
• The doctrine of innate ideas

With Descartes we see the idea of mechanism applied to the human body. So wide-
spread was the mechanistic philosophy in defining the Zeitgeist of that era that it was
inevitable that someone would decide to apply it to the human mind. Let us now turn
to that significant event: the reduction of the human mind to a machine.

Philosophical Foundations of the New Psychology:
Positivism, Materialism, and Empiricism
Auguste Comte (1798–1857)

By the middle of the nineteenth century, 200 years after Descartes’ death, the long period
of prescientific psychology had come to an end. During this time, European philosophical
thought had become infused with a new spirit: positivism. The term and the concept are

Derived and innate
ideas: Derived ideas
are produced by the
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the work of the French philosopher Auguste Comte, who, when he learned he was dying,
said that his death would be an irreparable loss to the world.

Comte undertook a systematic survey of all human knowledge. To make this ambi-
tious task more manageable, he decided to limit his work to facts that were beyond ques-
tion; that is, those facts that had been determined solely through the methods of science.
Thus, his positivistic approach referred to a system based exclusively on facts that are
objectively observable and not debatable. Everything of a speculative, inferential, or
metaphysical nature he declared illusory, and thus rejected.

Comte believed that the physical sciences had already reached a positivist stage, no
longer dependent on unobservable forces or religious beliefs to explain natural phenom-
ena. However, for the social sciences to reach a more advanced stage of development,
they, too, would have to abandon metaphysical questions and explanations and build
solely on observable facts. So influential were Comte’s ideas that positivism became a
popular and dominant force in the European Zeitgeist of the late 1800s. “Everyone was
a positivist, or at least professed to be” (Reed, 1997, p. 156).

It is amazing that Comte was able to exert such a major and lasting influence over
European thought, considering his financial and emotional problems. He never held a
formal academic position. His writings provided little more than subsistence income,
supplemented by fees for public lectures and occasional gifts from admirers. He was bril-
liant but troubled, and he struggled with frequent periods of dementia.

[He] would often crouch behind doors and act more like an animal than a human….
Every lunch and dinner, he would announce he was a Scottish Highlander from one of
Walter Scott’s novels, stick his knife into the table, demand a juicy piece of pork, and
recite verses of Homer. … One day, when his mother joined [Comte and his wife] for a
meal, an argument broke out at the table, and Comte took a knife and slit his throat.
The scars were visible for the rest of his life. (Pickering, 1993, p. 392)

Early in his career Comte had supported the notion of equality for women, as well as
other feminist causes, but he changed his mind when he married a strong-willed, highly
intelligent woman. He described his marriage as the biggest mistake of his life. (His ideas
on positivism fared better than his personal life.)

The widespread acceptance of positivism meant that scholars would consider two
types of propositions. A historian described them as follows: “One refers to the objects
of sense, and it is a scientific statement. The other is nonsense!” (Robinson, 1981,
p. 333). Knowledge derived from metaphysics and from theology was the “nonsense.”
Only knowledge derived from science was held to be valid.

Other ideas in philosophy also supported anti-metaphysical positivism. The doctrine
of materialism stated that the facts of the universe could be described in physical terms
and explained by the properties of matter and energy. The materialists proposed that
even human consciousness could be understood in terms of the principles of physics
and chemistry. The materialists’ work on mental processes focused on physical properties—
the anatomical and physiological structures of the brain.

A third group of philosophers, those who advocated empiricism, were concerned with
how the mind acquires knowledge. They argued that all knowledge is derived from sensory
experience. Positivism, materialism, and empiricism became the philosophical foundations
of the new science of psychology. Of these three philosophical orientations, empiricism
played the major role. Empiricism could be related to the growth of the mind; that is, to
how the mind acquires knowledge. According to the empiricist view, the mind grows
through the progressive accumulation of sensory experiences. This idea contrasts with the
nativistic view exemplified by Descartes, which holds that some ideas are innate.

We consider some of the major British empiricists: John Locke, George Berkeley,
David Hartley, James Mill, and John Stuart Mill.

Materialism: The doc-
trine that considers the
facts of the universe to
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plained in physical
terms by the existence
and nature of matter.
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John Locke (1632–1704)

John Locke, the son of a lawyer, studied at universities in London and Oxford and re-
ceived his bachelor’s degree in 1656 and his master’s degree shortly thereafter. At first
he was an indifferent student, amusing himself by “reading, romance, and writing flirta-
tious letters to women he never actually pursued. He developed an amateur’s curiosity
about medicine, filling notebooks with recipes that called for hedgehog grease and
carved-up puppies. He once took the heart out of a frog and watched the animal leap
about until it died. Locke did these things more to pass the time than with any pretense
of practicing the new science” (Zimmer, 2004, p. 241).

After several years as a student, he finally showed a serious interest in one subject:
natural philosophy. He remained at Oxford a few more years, tutoring in Greek, writing,
and philosophy, and then took up the practice of medicine. He developed an interest in
politics and in 1667 went to London to become secretary to the Earl of Shaftesbury and,
in time, the confidant and friend of this controversial statesman.

Shaftesbury’s influence in the government declined, and in 1681 he fled to Holland
after participating in a plot against King Charles II. Although Locke was not involved
in the plot, his relationship with the earl brought him under suspicion, and so he, too,
left for Holland. Several years later, Locke was able to return to England, where he be-
came commissioner of appeals and wrote books on education, religion, and economics.
He was concerned about religious freedom and the right of people to govern themselves.
His writings brought him much fame and influence, and he was known throughout
Europe as a champion of liberalism in government. Some of his work had an impact
on the writers of the American Declaration of Independence.

Locke’s major work of importance to psychology is An Essay Concerning Human Un-
derstanding (1690), which was the culmination of 20 years of study. This book, which
appeared in four editions by 1700 and was translated into French and Latin, marks the
formal beginning of British empiricism.

How the mind acquires knowledge. Locke was concerned primarily with cognitive
functioning; that is, the ways in which the mind acquires its knowledge. In tackling this
issue, he rejected the existence of innate ideas, as proposed by Descartes, and argued that
humans are born without any knowledge whatsoever. Aristotle had held a similar notion
centuries before, that the mind at birth was a tabula rasa, a blank or clean slate on which
experience would write. Locke admitted that certain concepts—such as the idea of God—
may seem to us as adults to be innate, but that is only because we were taught those
ideas in childhood and cannot remember a time when we were unaware of them. Thus,
Locke explained the apparent inherent nature of some ideas in terms of learning and
habit. How, then, does the mind acquire knowledge? To Locke, as for Aristotle earlier,
the answer was that the mind acquired knowledge through experience.

Sensation and reflection. Locke recognized two kinds of experiences, one deriving
from sensation and the other from reflection. The ideas that derive from sensation—from
direct sensory input from physical objects in the environment—are simple sense impres-
sions. These sense impressions operate on the mind, and the mind itself also operates on
the sensations, reflecting on them to form ideas. This mental or cognitive function of re-
flection as a source of ideas depends on sensory experience because the ideas produced by
the mind’s reflection are based on impressions already experienced through the senses. In
the course of human development, sensations appear first. They are a necessary forerunner
of reflections because there must first be a reservoir of sense impressions for the mind to be
able to reflect on. In reflecting, we recall past sensory impressions and combine them to
form abstractions and other higher-level ideas. Thus, all ideas arise from sensation and re-
flection, but the ultimate source remains our sensory experiences.
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You may wonder why we are asking you to read something that Locke wrote more than 300
years ago. After all, you are reading about Locke in this section of the textbook, and your in-
structor is discussing him in class. Remember, however, that textbook authors and teachers pro-
vide you with their own versions, visions, and perceptions. Authors and teachers must reduce,
abstract, and synthesize the original data of history to distill them tomanageable proportions. In
that process, something of the unique form, style, and even content of the original may be lost.

To understand fully any system of thought, one should, ideally, read the original data of
history on which writers base their books and professors create their lectures. In practice,
of course, this is rarely possible. That is why we are providing you with samples of the original
data—the theorists’ own words—for many of the contributors to the development of psycho-
logical thought. These excerpts show you how the theorists presented their ideas and acquaint
you with the explanatory style previous generations of students were required to study.

IN THEIR OWN WORDS

Original Source Material on Empiricism from An Essay
Concerning Human Understanding (1690)

John Locke

Let us then suppose theMind to be, as we say, white Paper, void of all Characters, without

any Ideas; How comes it to be furnished? Whence comes it by that vast store, which the

busy and boundless Fancy of Man has painted on it, with an almost endless variety?

Whence has it all the materials of Reason and Knowledge? To this I answer, in one word,

From Experience. In that, all our Knowledge is founded; and from that it ultimately derives

it self. Our observation employ’d either about external, sensible Objects; or about the in-

ternal Operations of our Minds, perceived and reflected on by our selves, is that which

supplies our Understandings with all the materials of thinking. These two are the Foun-

tains of Knowledge fromwhence all the Ideas we have, or can naturally have, do spring.

First, Our Senses, conversant about particular sensible Objects, do convey in to the Mind

several distinct perceptions of things, according to those variouswayswherein those Objects

do affect them: And thus we come by those ideas we have of Yellow,White, Heat, Cold, Soft,

Hard, Bitter, Sweet, and all those which we call sensible qualities, which when I say the

senses convey into the mind, I mean they from external Objects convey into the mind what

produces there those Perceptions. This great Source of most of the ideas we have, depend-

ing wholly upon our Senses, and derived by them to the Understanding, I call Sensation.
Secondly, The other Fountain from which Experience furnisheth the Understanding

with Ideas, is the Perception of the Operations of our own Minds within us, as it is em-

ploy’d about the Ideas it has got: which Operations, when the Soul comes to reflect on

and consider do furnish the Understanding with another set of Ideas, which could not be

had from things without: and such are Perception, Thinking, Doubting, Believing, Reason-

ing, Knowing, Willing, and all the different actings of our ownMinds; which we being con-

scious of and observing in our selves do from these receive into our Understandings as

distinct Ideas, as we do from Bodies affecting our Senses. This Source of Ideas every

Man haswholly in himself: And though it be not Sense, as having nothing to dowith exter-

nal Objects; yet it is very like it andmight properly enough be call’d internal Sense. But as I

call the other Sensation, so I call this Reflection, the Ideas it affords being such only as the

Mind gets by reflecting on its own Operations within it self. By Reflection, then, I would be

understood to mean that notice which the Mind takes of its own Operations and the man-

ner of them, by reason whereof there come to be Ideas of these Operations in the Under-

standing. These two, I say—External, Material things as the objects of Sensation; and the

Operations of our own Minds within as the Objects of Reflection—are, to me, the only

Originals fromwhence all our Ideas take their beginnings.
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Simple ideas and complex ideas. Locke distinguished between simple ideas and
complex ideas. Simple ideas can arise from both sensation and reflection and are
received passively by the mind. Simple ideas are elemental; they cannot be analyzed
or reduced to even simpler ideas. Through the process of reflection, however, the
mind actively creates new ideas by combining simple ideas. These new, derived ideas
are what Locke called complex ideas. They are compounded of simple ideas, and
hence they are capable of being analyzed or resolved into their simpler component
ideas.

The theory of association. The notion of combining or compounding ideas and the
reverse notion of analyzing them marks the beginning of the mental-chemistry approach
to the problem of association. In this view, simple ideas may be linked or associated to
form complex ideas. Association is an early name for the process psychologists call
“learning.” The reduction or analysis of mental life into simple ideas or elements, and the
association of these elements to form complex ideas, became central to the new scientific
psychology. Just as clocks and other mechanisms could be disassembled—reduced to their
component parts—and reassembled to form a complex machine, so could human ideas.

Locke treated the mind as though it behaved in accordance with the laws of the natu-
ral universe. The basic particles or atoms of the mental world are the simple ideas, con-
ceptually analogous to the atoms of matter in the mechanistic universe of Galileo and
Newton. These elements of the mind cannot be broken down into simpler elements,
but, like their counterparts in the material world, they can combine, or be associated, to
form more complex structures. Thus, association theory was a significant step in the di-
rection of considering the mind, like the body, to be a machine.

Primary and secondary qualities. Another proposition important to early psychol-
ogy is Locke’s distinction between primary and secondary qualities as they apply to sim-
ple sensory ideas. Primary qualities exist in an object whether or not we perceive them.
The size and shape of a building are primary qualities, whereas the building’s color is a
secondary quality. Color is not inherent in the object itself but rather depends on the
experiencing person, and not all people perceive a particular color in the same way. Sec-
ondary qualities such as color, odor, sound, and taste exist not in the object but in a
person’s perception of the object. The tickle of a feather is not in the feather but in our
reaction to the feather’s touch. The pain inflicted by a knife is not in the knife but in our
experience in response to the wound.

A popular experiment described by Locke illustrates these ideas. Prepare three
containers of water: one cold, one lukewarm, and one hot. Place your left hand in
the cold water and your right hand in the hot water, then put both hands in the luke-
warm water. One hand will perceive this water as warm and the other will perceive it
as cool. The lukewarm water itself is the same temperature for both hands; it cannot be
both warm and cool at the same time. The secondary qualities or experiences of warmth
and coolness exist in our perception and not in the object (in this case, the water).

Consider another example. If we did not bite into an apple, its taste would not exist.
Primary qualities, such as the size and shape of the apple, exist whether or not we per-
ceive them. Secondary qualities, such as the taste, exist only in our act of perception.

Locke was not the first scholar to distinguish between primary and secondary quali-
ties. Galileo had proposed essentially the same notion:

I think that if ears, tongues, and noses were removed, shapes and numbers and motions
[primary qualities] would remain, but not odors nor tastes nor sounds [secondary

Simple and complex
ideas: Simple ideas are
elemental ideas that
arise from sensation
and reflection; complex
ideas are derived ideas
that are compounded
of simple ideas and
thus can be analyzed
or reduced to their
simpler components.

Association: The no-
tion that knowledge
results from linking or
associating simple
ideas to form complex
ideas.

Primary and secondary
qualities: Primary
qualities are charac-
teristics such as size
and shape that exist in
an object whether or
not we perceive them;
secondary qualities are
characteristics such as
color and odor that
exist in our perception
of the object.
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qualities]. The latter, I believe, are nothing more than names when separated from liv-
ing beings (quoted in Boas, 1961, p. 262).

The distinction between primary and secondary qualities is consonant with the mech-
anistic position, which holds that matter in motion constitutes the only objective reality.
If matter were all that existed objectively, then our perception of anything else—such as
colors, odors, and tastes—must be subjective. Only primary qualities can exist indepen-
dently of the perceiver.

In making this distinction between objective and subjective qualities, Locke was rec-
ognizing the subjectivity of much human perception, an idea that intrigued him and
stimulated his desire to investigate the mind and conscious experience. He proposed sec-
ondary qualities in an attempt to explain the lack of precise correspondence between the
physical world and our perception of it.

Once scholars accepted the theoretical distinction between primary and secondary
qualities—that some existed in reality and others existed only in our perception—it was
inevitable that someone would ask whether there was any real difference between them.
Perhaps all perception exists only in terms of secondary qualities, those qualities that are
subjective and dependent on the observer. The philosopher who did ask, and answer, this
question was George Berkeley.

George Berkeley (1685–1753)

George Berkeley was born and educated in Ireland. A deeply religious man, he was
ordained a deacon in the Anglican Church at the age of 24. Shortly thereafter, he
published two philosophical works that were to exert an influence on psychology, An
Essay Towards a New Theory of Vision (1709) and A Treatise Concerning the Princi-
ples of Human Knowledge (1710). With these books, his contribution to psychology
ended.

Berkeley traveled extensively throughout Europe and held a number of jobs in
Ireland, including a teaching position at Trinity College in Dublin. He became finan-
cially independent when he received a sizable gift of money from a woman he met
once at a dinner party. After spending three years in Newport, Rhode Island, Berkeley
donated his house and library to Yale University. For the last years of his life,
he served as Bishop of Cloyne. When he died, his body was left untended in bed
until it began to decompose, in accordance with his instructions. Berkeley believed
that putrefaction was the only sure sign of death, and he did not wish to be buried
prematurely.

Berkeley’s fame—or at least his name—remains known in the United States today.
In 1855, a Yale University clergyman, the Reverend Henry Durant, established a
school in California. He named it “Berkeley” in honor of the good bishop, or perhaps
in recognition of Berkeley’s poem, “On the Prospect of Planting Arts and Learning in
America,” which includes the oft-quoted line, “Westward the course of empire takes
its way.”

Perception is the only reality. Berkeley agreed with Locke that all knowledge of the
external world comes from experience, but he disagreed with Locke’s distinction between
primary and secondary qualities. Berkeley argued that there were no primary qualities.
There were only what Locke called secondary qualities. To Berkeley, all knowledge was
a function of—or depended on—the experiencing or perceiving person. Some years later,
his position was given the name mentalism, to denote its emphasis on purely mental
phenomena.

Mentalism: The doc-
trine that all knowledge
is a function of mental
phenomena and de-
pendent on the per-
ceiving or experiencing
person.
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Berkeley suggested that perception is the only reality of which we can be sure. We
cannot know with certainty the nature of physical objects in the experiential world—the
world that is derived from or based on our own experiences. All we can know is how we
perceive or experience those objects. Thus, because perception is subjective—that is,
within ourselves—it does not mirror the external world. A physical object is nothing
more than an accumulation of sensations we experience concurrently, so that they be-
come associated in our mind by habit. According to Berkeley, then, the world of our ex-
periences becomes the summation of our sensations.

There is no material substance of which we can be certain because if we take away the
perception, the quality disappears. Thus, there can be no color without our perception of
color, no shape or motion without the perception of shape or motion.

Berkeley was not saying that real objects exist in the physical world only when they
are perceived. His theory was that because all experience is within ourselves, relative to
our own perception, we can never know precisely the physical nature of objects. We can
rely only on our own unique perception of them.

He recognized, however, that there was stability and consistency in the objects of the
material world and that objects existed independent of our perception of them, and so he
had to find some way to account for this. He did so by invoking God; Berkeley was, after
all, a bishop. God functioned as a kind of permanent perceiver of all the objects in the
universe. If a tree fell in the forest (as the old riddle goes), it would make a sound even if
no one were there to hear it, because God would always be perceiving it.

The association of sensations. Berkeley applied the principle of association to ex-
plain how we come to know objects in the real world. This knowledge is essentially a
construction or composition of simple ideas (mental elements) bound by the mortar of
association. Complex ideas are formed by joining the simple ideas that are received
through the senses, as he explained in An Essay Towards a New Theory of Vision:

Sitting in my study I hear a coach drive along the street; I look through the [window]
and see it; I walk out and enter it. Thus, common speech would incline one to think I
heard, saw, and touched the same thing … the coach. It is nevertheless certain the ideas
[admitted] by each sense are widely different, and distinct from each other; but, having
been observed constantly to go together, they are spoken of as one and the same thing.
(Berkeley, 1709/1957a)

The complex idea of the coach is fashioned from the sound of its wheels on the cob-
blestone street, the sturdy feel of its frame, the fresh smell of its leather seats, and the
visual image of its boxy shape. The mind constructs complex ideas by fitting together
these basic mental building blocks—the simple ideas. The mechanical analogy in the
use of the words “constructs” and “building blocks” is not coincidental.

Berkeley also used association to explain visual depth perception. He examined the prob-
lem of how we perceive the third dimension of depth given that the human eye has a retina of
only two dimensions. His answer was that we perceive depth as a result of our experience. We
associate visual impressions with the sensations that occur as our eyes adjust to seeing objects
at different distances and with the movements we make in approaching or retreating from the
objects we see. In other words, the continuous sensory experiences of walking toward or
reaching for objects, plus the sensations from the eye muscles, become linked to produce
the perception of depth. When an object is brought closer to the eyes, the pupils converge;
when the object is moved away, this convergence diminishes. Thus, depth perception is not
a simple sensory experience but an association of ideas that must be learned.

Berkeley was continuing the growing associationist trend within empirical philosophy
by attempting to explain a purely psychological, or cognitive, process in terms of the
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association of sensations. His explanation accurately anticipated the modern view of
depth perception in its consideration of the physiological cues of accommodation and
convergence.

David Hartley (1705–1757)

David Hartley was prepared to follow his father’s career path and become a minister, but
because he quarreled frequently with established church doctrine, he wisely turned to
medicine instead. He led a quiet and uneventful life working as a doctor, even though
he never completed his medical degree, and on his own pursued the study of philosophy.
In 1749, he published Observations on Man, His Frame, His Duty, and His Expectations,
considered by many scholars to be the first systematic treatise on association.

Association by contiguity and repetition. Hartley’s fundamental law of association
is contiguity, by which he attempted to explain the processes of memory, reasoning,
emotion, and voluntary and involuntary action. Ideas or sensations that occur together,
simultaneously or successively, become associated so that the occurrence of one is con-
nected with the occurrence of the other. Further, Hartley proposed that repetition of
sensations and ideas is necessary for associations to be formed.

Hartley agreed with Locke that all ideas and knowledge are derived from experiences
conveyed to us through the senses; there are no innate associations, no knowledge pres-
ent at birth. As children grow and accumulate a variety of sensory experiences, mental
connections of increasing complexity are established. In this way, higher systems of
thought have been developed by the time we reach adulthood. This higher-order mental
life—skills such as thinking, judging, and reasoning—may be analyzed or reduced to the
mental elements or simple sensations from which it was compounded. Hartley was the
first to apply the theory of association to explain all types of mental activity.

The influence of mechanism. Like other philosophers before him, Hartley viewed
the mental world in mechanistic terms. In one respect, he exceeded the aims of other
empiricists and associationists: Not only did Hartley attempt to explain psychological
processes in light of mechanical principles, but he also tried to similarly explain their
underlying physiological processes.

Isaac Newton had asserted that one characteristic of impulses in the physical world is
that they vibrate. Hartley applied this idea to the functioning of the human brain and
nervous system. He suggested that the nerves were solid structures (not hollow tubes,
as Descartes believed), and that vibrations of the nerves transmitted impulses from one
part of the body to another. These vibrations initiated smaller vibrations in the brain,
which were the physiological counterparts of ideas. The importance of Hartley’s doctrine
for psychology is that it is yet another attempt to use scientific ideas about the mechani-
cal universe as a model for understanding human nature.

James Mill (1773–1836)

James Mill was born in Scotland, the son of a shoemaker, which ordinarily would have
limited his job prospects considerably. His mother, however, refused to permit that. She
had “great ambitions for him, and from the very first, James was made to feel that he
was superior and the center of attention” (Capaldi, 2004, p. 1). She insisted that he stay
away from other children and devote his time to study. This proved to be a Spartan reg-
imen, and one to which he would later subject his son.

Mill was educated at the University of Edinburgh in Scotland and served for a short
time as a clergyman. When he discovered that no one in his congregation understood his
sermons, he left the Church of Scotland to earn his living as a writer. His most famous

Repetition: The notion
that the more fre-
quently two ideas oc-
cur together, the more
readily they will be
associated.
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literary work is the History of British India, which took 11 years to complete. His most
important contribution to psychology is Analysis of the Phenomena of the Human Mind
(1829).

The mind as a machine. James Mill applied the doctrine of mechanism to the hu-
man mind with a rare directness and comprehensiveness. His stated goal was to destroy
the illusion of all subjective or psychic activities and to demonstrate that the mind was
nothing more than a machine. Mill believed that empiricists who argued that the mind
was merely similar to a machine in its operations had not gone far enough. The mind
was a machine—it functioned in the same predictable, mechanical way as a clock. It
was set in operation by external physical forces and run by internal physical forces.

According to this view, the mind is a totally passive entity that is acted on by external
stimuli. We respond to these stimuli automatically; we are incapable of acting spontane-
ously. Mill therefore had no place in his theory for the concept of free will.

As the title of Mill’s major work suggests, he proposed that the mind be studied by
the method of analysis; that is, by reducing the mind to its elementary components.
You will recognize that this is the mechanistic doctrine. To understand complex phe-
nomena, whether in the mental or the physical worlds—whether ideas or clocks, for ex-
ample—it is necessary to break them down into their smallest component parts. Mill
wrote that a “distinct knowledge of the elements is indispensable to an accurate concep-
tion of that which is compounded of them” (Mill, 1829, Vol. 1, p. 1).

To Mill, sensations and ideas are the only kinds of mental elements that exist. In the
familiar empiricist-associationist tradition, all knowledge begins with sensations from
which are derived, through the process of association, higher-level complex ideas. Asso-
ciation was a matter of contiguity or concurrence alone, and it could be simultaneous or
successive.

Mill believed that the mind had no creative function because association is a totally
automatic, passive process. The sensations that occur together in a certain order will be
reproduced mechanically as ideas, and these ideas occur in the same order as their cor-
responding sensations. In other words, association is mechanical, and the resulting ideas
are merely the accumulation or sum of the individual mental elements.

John Stuart Mill (1806–1873)

James Mill agreed with Locke’s suggestion that the human mind at birth was like a blank
slate on which experience would write. When his son John was born, Mill vowed that he
would determine the experiences that would fill the boy’s mind, and he embarked on a
rigorous program of private tutoring. Every day, for up to five hours, he drilled the child
in Greek, Latin, algebra, geometry, logic, history, and political economy, questioning
young John repeatedly until he answered correctly (Reeves, 2009).

He was kept away from the distraction of other children, frequently admonished and
corrected for making mistakes, and never praised for his achievements. He once de-
scribed his father as “excessively severe. No fault, however trivial, escaped his notice;
none goes without reprehension or punishment of some sort” (quoted in Capaldi, 2004,
p. 10).

In his autobiography, John Stuart Mill wrote that his father “demanded of me not
only the utmost that I could do, but much that I could by no possibility have done …
no holidays were allowed, lest the habit of work should be broken and a taste for idleness
acquired” (J. S. Mill, 1873/1909, pp. 10, 27). Although his was a harsh upbringing, he
succeeded in learning all his father thought he should know.

At the age of three, John Stuart Mill could read Plato in the original Greek. At 11, he
wrote his first scholarly paper, and by 12 he had mastered the standard universityJOHN STUART MILL
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curriculum. At 18, he described himself as a “logical machine,” and by 21 he suffered
from major depression. He wrote of his mental breakdown: “I was in a dull state of
nerves … the whole foundation on which my life was constructed fell down. … I seemed
to have nothing left to live for” (Mill, 1873/1909, p. 83). It was several years before he
recovered a sense of self-worth. Later in life he blamed his parents for his mental diffi-
culties, his father for his strictness and his mother who, as he said, never showed any
regard for him. “I thus grew up in the absence of love and in the presence of fear”
(J. S. Mill, quoted in Kamm, 1977, p. 15).

Mill worked for the East India Company, handling routine correspondence about
England’s governance of India. “He was such a demon for work that growing overheated
through feverish memo-writing he would gradually strip off his clothes and work gravely
at his stool without waistcoat or pants, as his colleagues watched in prim Victorian won-
der” (Gopnik, 2009, p. 86).

At the age of 25, Mill fell in love with Harriet Taylor, a beautiful and intelligent mar-
ried woman. Mrs. Taylor would have a major influence on Mill’s work and life. The two
developed a close friendship and mutual affection that became widely known. Even by
today’s standards, it was an unusual relationship. After repeated demands from her hus-
band that she stop spending so much time with Mill, Harriet negotiated a compromise.
She and Mill would continue to see one another but she would live with her husband,
vowing to be loyal and faithful to both men by abstaining from sexual activities with ei-
ther. This situation continued for 20 years, until Harriet’s husband died. After the so-
cially acceptable two-year mourning period, Harriet and John Stuart Mill were able to
marry.

She assisted in his work, so much that he referred to her as the “chief blessing of my
existence” (Mill, 1873/1909, p. 111). He was heartbroken when she died only seven years
later. He built a cottage for himself from which he could gaze upon her grave. “It is
doubtful,” he wrote, “if I shall ever be fit for anything public or private again … the
spring of my life is broken” (quoted in Capaldi, 2004, p. 246). This quotation is impor-
tant because of the mechanical image Mill used; a spring was the engine, the motivating
force of machines such as clocks and automata, and by extension, of humans as well. At
the age of 52 he found a new “spring” in Harriet’s 27-year-old daughter, Helen, who re-
mained his companion for the rest of his life. In letters he referred to her as his daughter,
but in reality she acted more like a governess. “He had adored being dominated by
Harriet; he enjoyed being dominated by Helen” (Kamm, 1977, p. 133).

Mill later published an essay entitled “The Subjection of Women,” written at
Helen’s suggestion and inspired by Harriet’s marital experiences with her first hus-
band. He was appalled that women had no financial or property rights, and he com-
pared the plight of women to that of other disadvantaged groups. He condemned the
ideas that a wife was expected to submit to sex with her husband on demand, even
against her will, and that divorce on the grounds of incompatibility was not then per-
mitted. He proposed that marriage be more a partnership between equals than a mas-
ter/slave relationship (Rose, 1983). Sigmund Freud later translated Mill’s essay on
women into the German language, and in letters to his fiancée sneered at Mill’s notion
of equality of the sexes. Freud wrote, “The position of woman cannot be other than
what it is: to be an adored sweetheart in youth, and a beloved wife in maturity”
(Freud, 1883/1964, p. 76). We can see that Mill was more advanced in his thinking
on this issue than was Freud.

Mental chemistry. Through his writings on various topics, John Stuart Mill became
an influential contributor to what was soon to become formally the new science of psy-
chology. He argued against the mechanistic position of his father, James Mill, who
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viewed the mind as passive, something acted upon by external stimuli. To John Stuart
Mill, the mind played an active role in the association of ideas.

He proposed that complex ideas are not merely the summation of simple ideas
through the process of association. Complex ideas are more than the sum of the individ-
ual parts (the simple ideas). Why? Because they take on new qualities that are not found
in the simple elements. For example, if you mix blue, red, and green light in the proper
proportion, you end up with white, which is an entirely new quality. According to this
view—which came to be known as creative synthesis—the proper combining of mental
elements always produces some distinct quality that was not present in the elements
themselves.

Thus, John Stuart Mill was influenced in his thinking by the research then being un-
dertaken in chemistry, which provided him with a different model for his ideas than the
physics and mechanics that formed the context for the ideas of his father and the earlier
empiricists and associationists. Chemists were demonstrating the concept of synthesis, in
which chemical compounds were found to exhibit attributes and qualities not present in
their component parts or elements. For example, the proper mixture of the elements hy-
drogen and oxygen produces water, which has properties not found in either of the
elements. Similarly, complex ideas formed by combining simple ideas take on character-
istics not found in their elements. Mill called this approach to the association of ideas
“mental chemistry.”

John Stuart Mill also made a significant contribution to psychology by arguing that it
was possible to make a scientific study of the mind. He made this assertion at a time
when other philosophers, notably Auguste Comte, were denying that the mind could be
examined by the methods of science. In addition, Mill recommended a new field of
study, which he called “ethology,” devoted to factors that influence the development of
the human personality.

Contributions of Empiricism to Psychology
With the rise of empiricism, many philosophers turned away from earlier approaches to
knowledge. Although concerned with some of the same problems, their methods for con-
sidering these problems became atomistic, mechanistic, and positivistic.

Reconsider the principles of empiricism:

• The primary role of the process of sensation
• The analysis of conscious experience into elements
• The synthesis of elements into complex mental experiences through the process of

association
• The focus on conscious processes

The major role that empiricism was playing in shaping the new scientific psychology
was about to become evident, and we will see that the concerns of the empiricists formed
psychology’s basic subject matter.

By the middle of the nineteenth century, philosophers had established the theoretical
rationale for a natural science of human nature. What was needed next, to translate the-
ory into reality, was an experimental attack on the same subject matter. And that was
soon to occur, thanks to the physiologists, who supplied the kind of experimentation
that would complete the foundation for the new psychology.

Creative synthesis: The
notion that complex
ideas formed from
simple ideas take on
new qualities; the
combination of the
mental elements cre-
ates something greater
than or different from
the sum of the original
elements.
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Discussion Questions
1. Why was the defecating duck such a sensation in

Paris in 1739? What did it have to do with the
development of the new psychology?

2. Explain the concept of mechanism. How did it
come to be applied to human beings?

3. How did the development of clocks and automata
relate to the ideas of determinism and reductionism?

4. Why were clocks considered to be models for the
physical universe?

5. What were the implications of Babbage’s calculat-
ing engine for the new psychology? Describe the
contribution of Ada Lovelace to Babbage’s work.

6. How did Descartes’s views on the mind-body is-
sue differ from earlier views?

7. How did Descartes explain the functioning and
interaction of the human body and the human
mind? What is the role of the conarium?

8. How did Descartes distinguish between innate
ideas and derived ideas?

9. Define positivism, materialism, and empiricism.
What contributions did each viewpoint make to
the new psychology?

10. Describe Locke’s definition of empiricism. Dis-
cuss his concepts of sensation and reflection, and
of simple and complex ideas.

11. What is the mental-chemistry approach to asso-
ciation? How does it relate to the idea that the
mind is like a machine?

12. How did Berkeley’s ideas challenge Locke’s dis-
tinction between primary and secondary quali-
ties? What did Berkeley mean by the phrase
“perception is the only reality”?

13. How did Hartley’s work exceed the aims of the
other empiricists and associationists? How did
Hartley explain association?

14. Compare the explanations of association offered
by Hartley, James Mill, and John Stuart Mill.

15. Contrast and compare the positions of James
Mill and John Stuart Mill on the nature of the
mind. Which view had the more lasting impact
on psychology?
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C HA P T E R 3
Physiological Influences on
Psychology

David K. Makes a Mistake: The Importance of the
Human Observer
David Kinnebrook got his shoes shined every night, but that was the only perk he re-
ceived from his job. Otherwise his work was lonely, tedious, and highly demanding. He
had to live in the same building where he worked and to be available from 7 in the
morning until 10 at night, seven days a week. In addition, many nights an alarm bell
rang in his tiny bedroom, summoning him to work again. For this he was paid a tiny
salary, given three meals a day, and, oh yes, he had his shoes shined.

What were the qualifications for this dream job? One of the scientists who operated
the facility wrote, “I want indefatigable, hard-working, and above all obedient drudges,
men who will be contented to pass their day in using their hands and eyes in the me-
chanical act of observing and the remainder of it in the dull process of calculations”
(quoted in Croarken, 2003, p. 286).

After Kinnebrook finally left, his replacement described the job as follows:

Nothing can exceed the tediousness and ennui of the life the assistant leads in this
place, excluded from all society, except perhaps that of a poor mouse which may occa-
sionally sally forth from a hole in the wall. … Here forlorn, he spends his days, weeks,
and months, in the same long wearisome computations, without a friend to shorten the
tedious hours, or a soul with whom he can converse” (quoted in Croarken, 2003, p. 285).

The place was the Royal Observatory in Greenwich, England; the year was 1795. Kin-
nebrook worked as assistant to the Reverend Nevil Maskelyne (1732–1811), the Royal
Astronomer. He held the job one year, eight months, and 22 days before he was fired—
and he never knew how losing his job would play such an important role in the founding
of the new science of psychology.

It all began with a difference of five-tenths of a second. That is not much, you may be
thinking, but it was too much for the Royal Astronomer. Maskelyne, when he noticed
that Kinnebrook’s observations of the time required for a star to pass from one point to
another were slower than his own, rebuked the man for his mistakes and warned him to
be more careful. Kinnebrook tried, but the differences increased. Maskelyne wrote:

I think it necessary to mention that my assistant, Mr. David Kinnebrook, who had
observed the transits of the stars and planets very well, in agreement with me, all the
year 1794, and for the great part of the present year, began, from the beginning of
August last, to set them down half a second of time later than he should do, according
to my observations; and in January of the succeeding year, 1796, he increased his
error to eight-tenths of a second.
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As he had unfortunately continued a considerable time in this error before I no-
ticed it, and did not seem to me likely ever to get over it, and return to a right method
of observing, therefore, though with reluctance, as he was a diligent and useful assistant
to me in other respects, I parted with him (quoted in Howse, 1989, p. 169).

And so Kinnebrook was fired. He took a job as a schoolmaster until his death 14
years later, and thus he passed into that crowded place known as obscurity, never to
know that he had not really made errors after all (Rowe, 1983).

For 20 years the Kinnebrook incident was ignored, until the phenomenon was inves-
tigated by Friedrich Wilhelm Bessel (1784–1846), a German astronomer interested in er-
rors of measurement. He suspected that the so-called mistakes made by Maskelyne’s
assistant were attributable to individual differences—personal differences among people
over which they have no control. If so, Bessel reasoned, then differences in observation
times would be found among all astronomers, a phenomenon that came to be called the
“personal equation.” Bessel proceeded to test his hypothesis and found it to be correct.
Even among the most experienced astronomers, disagreements were common.

Bessel’s finding led to two conclusions. First, astronomers would have to take into ac-
count the nature of the human observer because personal characteristics and perceptions
would necessarily influence the reported observations. Second, if the role of the human
observer had to be considered in astronomy, then surely it was also important in every
other science that relied on observational methods.

Empirical philosophers such as Locke and Berkeley had discussed the subjective na-
ture of human perception, arguing that there is not always—or even often—an exact cor-
respondence between the nature of an object and our perception of it. Bessel’s work
provided data from a hard science—astronomy—to illustrate and support that point. As
a result, scientists were forced to focus on the role of the human observer to account
fully for the results of their experiments. They began to study the human sense
organs—those physiological mechanisms through which we receive information about

Old Royal Observatory, Greenwich, England.

An
ge
lo
Ho
rn
ak
/C
OR

BI
S

48 Chapter 3: Physiological Influences on Psychology



our world—as a way of investigating the psychological processes of sensing and perceiving.
Once the physiologists began to study sensation in this manner, a science of psychology
was but a short and inevitable step away.

Developments in Early Physiology
The physiological research that stimulated and guided the new psychology was a product
of the scientific work of the late nineteenth century. As with all such endeavors, it had its
antecedents—earlier work on which it built. Physiology became an experimentally ori-
ented discipline during the 1830s, primarily under the influence of the German physiol-
ogist Johannes Müller (1801–1858), who advocated the use of the experimental method.
Müller held the prestigious position of professor of anatomy and physiology at the Uni-
versity of Berlin. He was phenomenally productive, publishing on the average one schol-
arly paper every seven weeks. He maintained this pace for 38 years before committing
suicide during a bout of depression.

One of his most influential publications was the Handbook of the Physiology of Man-
kind, published between 1833 and 1840. These volumes summarized the physiological
research of the period and systematized a large body of knowledge. They cited many
new studies, indicating the rapid growth in experimental work. The first volume was
translated into English in 1838 and the second in 1842, which attests to the interest in
physiological research shown by scientists in many countries outside Germany.

Müller is also noteworthy in physiology and psychology for his theory of the specific
energies of nerves. He proposed that the stimulation of a particular nerve always leads to
a characteristic sensation, because each sensory nerve has its own specific energy. This
idea stimulated a great deal of research aimed at localizing functions within the nervous
system and pinpointing sensory receptor mechanisms on the periphery of the organism.

Research on Brain Functions: Mapping from the Inside

Several early physiologists made substantial contributions to the study of brain functions
by conducting research directly on brain tissue. Their efforts constituted the first at-
tempts to map the brain’s functions; that is, to determine the specific parts of the brain
that controlled different cognitive functions. This work is significant for psychology not
only because it delimited the brain’s specialized areas, but also because it refined the re-
search methods that later became widespread in physiological psychology.

A pioneer in the investigation of reflex behavior was Marshall Hall (1790–1857), a
Scottish physician working in London. Hall observed that decapitated animals would
continue to move for some time when he stimulated various nerve endings. He con-
cluded that different levels of behavior arise from different parts of the brain and ner-
vous system. Specifically, Hall postulated that voluntary movement depends on the
cerebrum, reflex movement on the spinal cord, involuntary movement on direct stimula-
tion of the muscles, and respiratory movement on the medulla.

The research of Pierre Flourens (1794–1867), a professor of natural history at the
Collège de France in Paris, involved systematically destroying parts of the brain and spi-
nal cord in pigeons and observing the consequences. Flourens concluded that the cere-
brum controls higher mental processes, parts of the midbrain control visual and auditory
reflexes, the cerebellum controls coordination, and the medulla governs heartbeat, respi-
ration, and other vital functions.

The findings of Hall and Flourens, although generally considered valid, are for our
purposes second in importance to their use of the extirpation method. In extirpation,
the researcher attempts to determine the function of a given part of the brain by remov-
ing or destroying it and observing the resulting changes in the animal’s behavior.

Extirpation: A tech-
nique for determining
the function of a given
part of an animal’s
brain by removing or
destroying it and
observing the resulting
behavior changes.
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The mid-nineteenth century saw the introduction of two additional experimental ap-
proaches to brain research: the clinical method and the electrical stimulation technique.
The clinical method was developed in 1861 by Paul Broca (1824–1880), a surgeon at a
hospital for the insane near Paris. Broca performed an autopsy on a man who for many
years had been unable to speak intelligibly. The clinical examination revealed a lesion in
the third frontal convolution of the left hemisphere of the cerebral cortex. Broca labeled
this section of the brain the speech center; later it came to be known, appropriately, as
Broca’s area.

The clinical method is a useful supplement to extirpation because it is difficult to secure
human subjects who agree to the removal of parts of their brain, even for extra credit in
their psych lab. As a sort of posthumous extirpation, the clinical method provides the op-
portunity to examine the damaged area of the brain, the area assumed to be responsible
for a behavioral condition that existed while the patient was still alive. (Broca’s own brain
has been preserved in the Musee de l’Homme in Paris.)

The electrical stimulation technique for studying the brain was first promoted in
1870 by Gustav Fritsch and Eduard Hitzig. This technique involves the use of weak elec-
trical currents to explore the cerebral cortex. Fritsch and Hitzig found that stimulating
certain cortical areas in rabbits and dogs resulted in motor responses, such as move-
ments of the front and back legs. With the development of increasingly sophisticated
electronic equipment, electrical stimulation has become a productive technique for
studying brain functions.

Research on Brain Functions: Mapping from the Outside

Among the scientists attempting to map the brain from the inside was the German phy-
sician Franz Josef Gall (1758–1828), who dissected the brains of deceased animals and
humans. His work confirmed the existence of both white and gray matter in the brain,
the nerve fibers connecting each side of the brain to the opposite side of the spinal cord,
and the fibers connecting both halves of the brain.

After completing this painstaking research program, Gall turned his attention to the
outside of the brain. He wanted to find out if the size and shape of the brain would re-
veal information about brain faculties. With regard to brain size, his studies on animals
showed the tendency for species with larger brains to display more intelligent behavior
than species with smaller brains. When he began to investigate the shape of the brain,
however, Gall ventured into controversial territory. He founded a movement called cra-
nioscopy, later known as phrenology, which proposed that the shape of a person’s skull
revealed his or her intellectual and emotional characteristics. In promoting this idea,
Gall’s reputation plummeted; he was no longer viewed by his colleagues as a respected
scientist but rather as a quack and a fraud.

Gall believed that when a mental characteristic—such as conscientiousness, benevo-
lence, or self-esteem—was particularly well developed, there would be a corresponding
protrusion or bulge on the surface of the skull in the area controlling that characteristic.
If that ability was weak, there would be an indentation in the skull. After examining the
bumps and dents of a great many people, Gall mapped the location of 35 human attri-
butes (see Figure 3.1).

Johann Spurzheim, a student of Gall, and George Combe, a Scottish phrenologist, did
much to popularize the movement. They traveled throughout Europe and the United
States, giving lectures and demonstrations on phrenology. Their success was rapidly over-
shadowed by two brothers, Orson and Lorenzo Fowler, well-educated sons of a farmer in
upstate New York. The Fowler brothers became interested in phrenology from reading
the works of Spurzheim and Combe, and they went on to develop an amazingly

Clinical method: Post-
humous examination of
brain structures to de-
tect damaged areas
assumed to be
responsible for behav-
ioral conditions that
existed before the
person died.

Electrical stimulation:
A technique for ex-
ploring the cerebral
cortex with weak
electric current to ob-
serve motor responses.
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successful business enterprise. Millions of Americans had their heads examined and the
bumps on their skulls read by the Fowlers and their associates. The brothers:

opened clinics in New York, Boston, and Philadelphia in the late 1830s. They franchised
their business to other cities, principally through the training of phrenological examiners,

FIGURE 3.1 The
power and organs of the
mind.

AFFECTIVE FACULTIES INTELLECTUAL FACULTIES

PROPENSITIES SENTIMENTS PERCEPTIVE REFLECTIVE

? Desire to live 10 Cautiousness 22 Individuality 34 Comparison
* Alimentiveness 11 Approbativeness 23 Configuration 35 Causality
1 Destructiveness 12 Self-Esteem 24 Size
2 Amativeness 13 Benevolence 25 Weight and
3 Philoprogenitiveness 14 Reverence Resistance
4 Adhesiveness 15 Firmness 26 Coloring
5 Inhabitiveness 16 Conscientiousness 27 Locality
6 Combativeness 17 Hope 28 Order
7 Secretiveness 18 Marvelousness 29 Calculation
8 Acquisitiveness 19 Ideality 30 Eventuality
9 Constructiveness 20 Mirthfulness 31 Time

21 Imitation 32 Tune
33 Language

Source: Suggested by J. Spurzheim. Phrenology, or the Doctrine of Mental Phenomena, 1834.
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and provided phrenological supplies … such as busts for display and teaching, calipers of
varying sizes for measurements, display charts for the wall, manuals to sell, and, for the itin-
erant phrenologists, carrying cases for tools and supplies (Benjamin & Baker, 2004, pp. 4–5).

Theirs was an incredibly profitable business that remained successful well into the
twentieth century. In 1838 they started a magazine, the American Phrenological Journal,
which was published for more than 70 years. Clients arrived in such huge numbers that
the practice often resembled a carnival sideshow. Phrenologists went from town to town,
“visiting during market days, setting themselves up for a short time, and offering their
services for a fee … they sold books and charts, much as today’s rock groups sell
T-shirts and posters at their concerts” (Sokal, 2001, p. 25).

Phrenological societies were formed, and the reading of heads became so widespread
that many American businesses used the technique to select their employees. Phrenology
practitioners claimed they could use it to assess a child’s level of intelligence and to
counsel couples experiencing marriage difficulties. Thus, the belief that phrenology could
be applied to practical problems was a major reason for its success in the United States.
In 1929 Charles Lavery and Frank White established the Psycograph Company of Min-
neapolis and developed a machine to read the bumps on people’s heads. The device, con-
sisting of nearly 2,000 parts, was lowered over the client’s skull and measured 32 separate
points. The machine printed out a report that gave scores on 32 mental attributes rang-
ing from self-esteem to combativeness. This mechanical phrenologist became so popular
that 33 machines were built and used with great financial success for several years (Joyce
& Baker, 2008).

The most effective criticism of Gall’s original cranioscopy theory grew out of the brain
research conducted by Pierre Flourens. By systematically destroying parts of the brain
(using the method of extirpation), Flourens found that the shape of the skull did not
match the contours of the underlying brain tissue. In addition, brain tissue was too soft
to produce changes such as bulges and dents in the bony surface of the skull. Flourens
and other physiologists also demonstrated that the areas Gall designated for specific
mental functions were in error. So while you may now be feeling your own skull for
bumps, you can be assured that they do not reveal anything about your intellectual or
emotional functioning.

Gall failed in his attempt to map the brain from the outside, but his ideas reinforced
the growing belief among scientists that through the application of extirpation, clinical,
and electrical stimulation methods, it was possible to localize specific brain functions.

There is a lesson to be learned from the success and later failure of phrenology that
is applicable to all movements in all time periods. There is not necessarily a relation-
ship between the popularity of an idea, trend, or school of thought and its validity.
Daniel Robinson, a noted historian of psychology, observed that “Gall’s phrenology
flourished as long as has psychoanalytic theory [and] its findings and sayings filled a
score of journals…. Educated citizens in all the right and interesting centers of culture
were serious about palpating each other’s heads. Thus does another moral lesson in-
trude itself: Impact per se establishes nothing regarding the validity or adequacy of
works” (Robinson, 2003, p. 200). In other words, just because something is popular
does not mean it is true.

Research on the Nervous System

Considerable research on the structure of the nervous system and the nature of neural
activity also was being conducted during this period. Recall the two early descriptions
of neural activity: Descartes’s nerve tube theory and Hartley’s theory of vibrations.
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Toward the end of the eighteenth century, the Italian researcher Luigi Galvani (1737–
1798) had suggested that nerve impulses were electrical. Galvani’s work was continued
by his nephew, Giovanni Aldini. One historian wrote that Aldini “mixed serious research
with showmanship. One of the more gruesome of Aldini’s displays, designed to empha-
size the effectiveness of electrical stimulation for obtaining spasmodic movements from
muscles, involved using the recently severed heads of two criminals” (Boakes, 1984, p. 96).

Experimental work proceeded so rapidly that by the middle of the nineteenth century,
scientists accepted as fact the electrical nature of nerve impulses. They came to believe
that the nervous system was essentially a conductor of electrical impulses and that the
central nervous system functioned like a switching station, shunting the impulses onto
either sensory or motor nerve fibers.

Although this position was a great advance over Descartes’s nerve tube theory and
Hartley’s theory of vibrations, it was conceptually similar. Both the newer and the older
viewpoints were reflexive: Something from the external world (a stimulus) made an im-
pact on a sense organ and thereby excited a nerve impulse. The nerve impulse traveled to
the appropriate place in the brain or central nervous system. There, in response to the
impulse, a new impulse was generated and transmitted along the motor nerves to trigger
the organism’s response.

The direction of travel for nerve impulses in the brain and spinal cord was revealed
by the Spanish physician Santiago Ramón y Cajal (1852–1934), a professor of anatomy at
the medical school of the University of Zaragoza and director of the Zaragoza Museum.
For his discoveries, he received the Helmholtz Medal from the Royal Academy of
Sciences in Berlin in 1905 and the Nobel Prize in 1906. Because the Spanish language
was not used in the scientific journals of the day, however, Ramón y Cajal had difficulty
communicating his findings to the scholarly community. Frustrated, he “was often sad-
dened to read of ‘new’ discoveries in English, German, or French journals that were really
rediscoveries of his own work published much earlier in Spanish” (Padilla, 1980, p. 116).
His situation presents another instructive example of the barriers faced by scientists who
work outside the mainstream culture.

Researchers also were investigating the anatomical structure of the nervous system.
They found that nerve fibers were composed of separate structures (neurons) that some-
how were connected at specific points (synapses). These findings were consistent with a
mechanistic image of human functioning. Scientists believed that the nervous system,
like the mind, was made up of atomistic structures, bits of matter that combined to pro-
duce a more complex product.

The Mechanistic Spirit

The spirit of mechanism was dominant in nineteenth-century physiology, as it was in the
philosophy of that time. Nowhere was this spirit more pronounced than in Germany. In the
1840s, a group of scientists, many of them former students of Johannes Müller, founded
the Berlin Physical Society. These scientists, all in their twenties, were committed to a single
proposition: that all phenomena could be accounted for by the principles of physics.

What they hoped to do was connect physiology with physics; that is, to develop a
physiology in the framework of mechanism. In a dramatic gesture, four of the scientists
swore a solemn oath, signing it, according to legend, with their own blood. Their decla-
ration stated that the only forces active within an organism are the common physico-
chemical ones. And so the threads came together in nineteenth-century physiology:
materialism, mechanism, empiricism, experimentation, and measurement.

The developments in early physiology indicate the kinds of research techniques and
the discoveries that supported a scientific approach to the psychological investigation of
the mind. While philosophers were paving the way for an experimental attack on the
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mind, physiologists were experimentally investigating the mechanisms that underlie men-
tal phenomena. The next step was to apply the experimental method to the mind itself.

The British empiricists had argued that sensation was the only source of knowledge. The
astronomer Bessel had demonstrated the impact on observation of individual differences in
sensation and perception. Physiologists were defining the structure and function of the senses.
It was time to experiment with and to quantify this doorway to the mind: the subjective, men-
talistic experience of sensation. Techniques had been available to investigate the body, and now
they were being developed to explore the mind. Experimental psychology was ready to begin.

The Beginnings of Experimental Psychology
Four scientists can be credited with the initial applications of the experimental method to the
mind, the subject matter of the new psychology: Hermann von Helmholtz, Ernst Weber,
Gustav Theodor Fechner, and Wilhelm Wundt. All were German scientists who had been
trained in physiology, and all were aware of the impressive developments in modern science.

Why Germany?

The sciences were developing in most of Western Europe in the nineteenth century, partic-
ularly in England, France, and Germany. No one nation had a monopoly on the enthusiasm,
conscientiousness, or optimism with which the tools of science were being applied to a vari-
ety of research problems. Why, then, did experimental psychology begin in Germany and
not in England, France, or elsewhere? The answer seems to lie in certain unique character-
istics that made German science a more fertile breeding ground for the new psychology.

The German Approach to Science For a century, German intellectual history had
paved the way for an experimental science of psychology. Experimental physiology was
firmly established and recognized to a degree not yet achieved in France and England. The
so-called German temperament was well suited to the precise description and classification
work needed in biology, zoology, and physiology. Whereas scientists in France and England
favored the deductive, mathematical approach, German scientists—with their emphasis on
the careful, thorough collection of observable facts—adopted an inductive approach.

Because biological and physiological sciences do not lend themselves to grand general-
izations from which facts can be deduced, biology was accepted only slowly by the scien-
tific communities of England and France. In contrast, Germany, with its faith in
taxonomic description and classification, welcomed biology to its family of sciences.

Further, the Germans defined science broadly. Science in France and England was
limited to physics and chemistry, which could be approached quantitatively. Science in
Germany included such areas as phonetics, linguistics, history, archaeology, esthetics,
logic, even literary criticism. French and English scholars were skeptical about applying
science to the complex human mind. Not so the Germans, and they plunged ahead, un-
constrained, using the tools of science to explore and measure all facets of mental life.

The Reform Movement in German Universities In the early nineteenth century, a
wave of educational reform swept over German universities devoted to the principles of
academic freedom. Professors were encouraged to teach whatever they wished, without
outside interference, and to conduct research on topics of their choice. Students were
free to take whatever courses they preferred, unrestricted by a fixed curriculum. This
freedom—unknown in English and French universities—also extended to the consider-
ation of new areas of scientific inquiry, such as psychology.

The German style of university provided the ideal environment for the flourishing of
scientific inquiry. Professors could not only lecture on whatever interested them, but they
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could also direct students in experimental research in well-equipped laboratories. No
other country actively promoted such an approach to science (Watson, 2010).

Germany also provided greater opportunities to learn and practice new scientific tech-
niques; here we see the impact of prevailing economic conditions (a contextual factor).
Germany had many universities. Prior to 1870, the year it became a unified nation with a
central government, Germany had consisted of a loose confederation of autonomous
kingdoms, duchies, and city-states. Each of these districts had a well-financed university
with a highly paid faculty and state-of-the-art laboratory equipment.

England at that time had only two universities—Oxford and Cambridge—and neither
facilitated, encouraged, or supported scientific research in any discipline. Further, they
opposed adding new fields of study to the curriculum. In 1877, Cambridge vetoed a re-
quest to teach experimental psychology because it would “insult religion by putting the
human soul on a pair of scales” (Hearnshaw, 1987, p. 125). Experimental psychology
would not be taught at Cambridge for another 20 years and was not offered at Oxford
until 1936. The only way to practice science in England was in the manner of the
gentleman-scientist, living on an independent income, the way of Charles Darwin or
Francis Galton (see Chapter 6). The situation was similar in France.

The United States had no universities devoted to research until 1876, when Johns Hopkins
University was founded in Baltimore, Maryland. This new university was based on the
German model; its primary goal was to make scientific research the core and focus of
graduate student training. Indeed, Baltimore itself was considered “a little fragment of
Germany that had resettled on the Eastern seaboard.” According to the psychologist and phi-
losopher John Dewey (see Chapter 7), “students and teachers [in the club room at Hopkins]
met to drink German beer and sing German songs” (quoted in Martin, 2002, p. 56).

The founding of Hopkins has been called the “beginning of the great transformation
in American higher learning,” and it served as the model for other U.S. universities that
were emerging by the beginning of the twentieth century (Cole, 2009, p. 20).

Before that time, however, there were more opportunities for scientific research in
Germany than in other countries. In pragmatic terms, we may say that a person could
make a living as a research scientist in Germany but not in France, England, or the United
States. Thus, the chances of becoming a well-paid, respected professor were higher in
Germany than elsewhere, although it remained difficult to attain the very top positions.
The promising university scientist was required to produce research judged by peers to be
a major contribution, research more significant than the typical doctoral dissertation. Conse-
quently, most of the people selected for university careers were of extremely high caliber.
Once these scientists joined the faculty, the pressure on them to publish was fierce.

Although the competition was intense and the demands high, the rewards were more
than worth the effort. Only the best succeeded in nineteenth-century German science,
and the result was a series of breakthroughs in all sciences, including the new psychol-
ogy. Thus, it is no coincidence that the people directly responsible for the growth of sci-
entific psychology were German university professors.

Hermann von Helmholtz (1821–1894)
One of the greatest scientists of the nineteenth century, Hermann von Helmholtz was a
prolific researcher in physics and physiology. Psychology ranked third among his areas
of scientific contribution, yet his work, together with that of Fechner and Wundt, was
instrumental in beginning the new psychology. He emphasized a mechanistic and deter-
ministic approach, assuming that the human sense organs functioned like machines. He
also liked technical analogies, such as comparing the transmission of nerve impulses to
the operation of the telegraph (see Ash, 1995).
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Helmholtz’s Life

Born in Potsdam, Germany, where his father taught at the Gymnasium (in Europe, a
high school/junior college preparatory for the university), Helmholtz was tutored at
home because of his delicate health. At 17, he enrolled in a Berlin medical institute where
no tuition was charged to students who agreed to become army surgeons after gradua-
tion. Helmholtz served for seven years, during which time he continued his studies in
mathematics and physics and published several articles. In a paper on the indestructibil-
ity of energy, he mathematically formulated the law of the conservation of energy. After
leaving the army, Helmholtz accepted a position as associate professor of physiology at
the University of Königsberg. Over the next 30 years, he held academic appointments in
physiology at universities in Bonn and Heidelberg, and in physics at Berlin.

The tremendously energetic Helmholtz delved into several scholarly areas. In doing
research on physiological optics, he invented the ophthalmoscope, a device still used to
examine the retina of the eye. This revolutionary instrument made possible the diagnosis
and treatment of retinal disorders. As a result, Helmholtz’s name “spread quickly
throughout the academic and public worlds. At a stroke he achieved career advancement
and worldly recognition,” all by the age of 30 (Cahan, 1993, p. 574).

Helmholtz’s three-volume work on physiological optics (Handbook of Physiological
Optics, 1856–1866) proved to be so influential and enduring that it was translated into
English 60 years later. He published research on acoustical problems in On the Sensa-
tions of Tone (1863), which summarized his own findings plus the rest of the available
literature. He also wrote on such diverse subjects as afterimages, color blindness, the
Arabian-Persian musical scale, human eye movements, the formation of glaciers, geo-
metrical axioms, and hay fever. In later years, Helmholtz contributed indirectly to the
invention of wireless telegraphy and radio.

In the fall of 1893, returning from a trip to the United States that included a visit to
the Chicago World’s Fair, Helmholtz suffered a fall aboard ship. Less than a year later he
had a stroke that left him semiconscious and delirious. His wife wrote, “His thoughts
ramble on confusedly, real life and dream life, time and scene, all float mistily by in his
brain… It is as if his soul were far, far away, in a beautiful ideal world, swayed only by
science and the eternal laws” (quoted in Koenigsberger, 1965, p. 429).

The Helmholtz motor, powered by an electromagnetic device, generated energy for many laboratory
instruments.
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Helmholtz’s Contributions to the New Psychology

Of major importance to psychology are Helmholtz’s investigations of the speed of the
neural impulse and his research on vision and hearing. Scientists had assumed that the
nerve impulse was instantaneous, or at least that it traveled too fast to be measured.
Helmholtz provided the first empirical measurement of the rate of conduction by stimu-
lating a motor nerve and the attached muscle in the leg of a frog. He arranged the dem-
onstration so that the precise moment of stimulation and of the resulting movement
could be recorded. Working with nerves of different length, he recorded the delay be-
tween stimulation of the nerve near the muscle and the muscle’s response, and did the
same for stimulation farther from the muscle. These measurements yielded the conduc-
tion speed of the neural impulse: 90 feet per second.

Helmholtz also experimented on the reaction times for sensory nerves in human sub-
jects, studying the complete circuit from stimulation of a sense organ to the resulting motor
response. The findings showed such enormous individual differences—as well as differences
for the same person from one trial to the next—that he abandoned the research.

Helmholtz’s demonstration that the speed of conduction was not instantaneous sug-
gested that thought and movement follow each other at a measurable interval and do not
occur simultaneously, as had been thought. However, Helmholtz was interested in the
measurement itself and not its psychological significance. Later, the implications of his
research for the new psychology were recognized by others, who made reaction-time ex-
periments a fruitful line of research. Helmholtz’s work was one of the earliest instances
of experimentation and measurement for a psychophysiological process.

His studies on vision also had an impact on the new psychology. Helmholtz investi-
gated the external eye muscles and the mechanism by which internal eye muscles focus
the lens. He revised and extended a theory of color vision published in 1802 by Thomas
Young, and this work is now known as the Young-Helmholtz theory of color vision. No
less important is Helmholtz’s research on audition, specifically the perception of tones,
the nature of harmony and discord, and the problem of resonance. The enduring influ-
ence of his ideas and experiments is evident from the fact that they are still cited in mod-
ern psychology textbooks.

He focused on the applied or practical benefits of scientific research. Helmholtz did
not believe in conducting experiments just to accumulate data. In his view, the mission
of a scientist was to gather information and then to extend or apply that growing body
of knowledge to practical problems. We will see the further development of this
approach in the functionalist school of psychology that took root in the United States
(see Chapters 7 and 8).

Helmholtz was not a psychologist, nor was psychology his major interest, but he con-
tributed a large and important body of knowledge to the study of the human senses.
Thus, his work helped strengthen the experimental approach to the study of topics that
would become central to the new psychology.

Ernst Weber (1795–1878)
Ernst Weber, the son of a theology professor, was born in Wittenberg, Germany. He
earned his doctorate at the University of Leipzig in 1815 and taught anatomy and physi-
ology there from 1817 until his retirement in 1871. His primary research interest was the
physiology of the sense organs, an area in which he made outstanding contributions.
Thus, he applied physiology’s experimental methods to problems of a psychological na-
ture. Previous research on the sense organs had been conducted almost exclusively on
the higher senses of vision and hearing. Weber explored new fields, notably cutaneous
(skin) senses and muscular sensations.ERNST WEBER
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Two-Point Thresholds

A significant contribution to the new psychology involved Weber’s experimental deter-
mination of the accuracy of the two-point discrimination of the skin—that is, the dis-
tance between two points that must be spanned before subjects report feeling two
distinct sensations. Without looking at the apparatus, which resembles a drawing com-
pass, subjects are asked to report whether they feel one or two points touching the skin.
When the two points of stimulation are close together, subjects report a sensation of be-
ing touched at only one point. As the distance between the two sources of stimulation is
increased, subjects report uncertainty about whether they feel one or two sensations. Fi-
nally, a distance is reached where subjects report two distinct points of touch.

This procedure demonstrates the two-point threshold, the point at which the two sepa-
rate sources of stimulation can be distinguished. Weber’s research marks the first system-
atic, experimental demonstration of the concept of threshold (the point at which a
psychological effect begins to be produced), an idea widely used in psychology from its be-
ginnings to the present day. (In chapter 13 we discuss the concept of threshold as it applies
to consciousness—to that point at which unconscious ideas in the mind become conscious).

Just Noticeable Differences

Weber’s research led to the formulation of psychology’s first quantitative law. He wanted
to determine the just noticeable difference (jnd)—that is, the smallest difference be-
tween weights that could be detected. He asked his subjects to lift two weights—a stan-
dard weight and a comparison weight—and to report whether one felt heavier than the
other. Small differences between the weights resulted in judgments of sameness; large
differences resulted in judgments of disparity between the weights.

As his research program progressed, Weber found that the just noticeable difference be-
tween two weights was a constant ratio, 1:40, of the standard weight. In other words, a weight
of 41 grams was reported to be “just noticeably different” from a standard weight of 40 grams,
and an 82-gram weight was just noticeably different from a standard weight of 80 grams.

Weber then asked how muscle sensations might contribute to a person’s ability to
distinguish between the weights. He found that subjects could make such discriminations
much more accurately when they lifted the weights themselves (by receiving muscular sen-
sations in hands and arms) than when the experimenter placed the weights in their hands.
Actually hefting the weights involved tactile (touch) and muscular sensations, whereas
when the weights were placed in the palms, only tactile sensations were experienced.

Because subjects could detect smaller differences between the weights when the
weights were lifted (a ratio of 1:40) than when the weights were placed in the hand (a
ratio of 1:30), Weber concluded that the internal muscular sensations in the first instance
must have an influence on the subjects’ ability to discriminate.

From these experiments, Weber suggested that discrimination among sensations de-
pended not on the absolute difference between two weights but on their relative difference
or ratio. His experiments on visual discrimination found that the ratio was smaller than
for the muscle sense experiments. He then proposed a constant ratio for the just notice-
able difference between two stimuli that would be consistent for each of the human senses.

Weber’s research showed that there is not a direct correspondence between a physical
stimulus and our perception of it. Like Helmholtz, however, Weber was interested only
in the physiological processes and did not appreciate the significance of his work for psy-
chology. His research provided a method for investigating the relationship between body
and mind—between the stimulus and the resulting sensation. This was a vital break-
through; what was required now was for someone to act on its importance.

Two-point threshold:
The threshold at which
two points of stimula-
tion can be distin-
guished as such.

Just noticeable
difference: The smal-
lest difference that can
be detected between
two physical stimuli.
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Weber’s experiments stimulated additional research and focused the attention of later
physiologists on the usefulness of the experimental method for studying psychological
phenomena. Weber’s research on thresholds and the measurement of sensations was of
paramount importance to the new psychology and has influenced virtually every aspect
of psychology to the present day.

Gustav Theodor Fechner (1801–1887)
Gustav Theodor Fechner was a scholar who followed diverse intellectual pursuits during
a remarkably active life. He was a physiologist for seven years, a physicist for 15, a psy-
chophysicist for 14, an experimental estheticist for 11, a philosopher for 40—and an in-
valid for 12. Of these endeavors, the work on psychophysics brought his greatest fame,
although he did not wish to be so remembered by posterity.

Fechner’s Life

Fechner was born in a village in southeastern Germany where his father was the minister.
He began medical studies at the University of Leipzig in 1817, and while there he attended
Weber’s lectures on physiology. Fechner remained at Leipzig for the rest of his life.

Even before he graduated from medical school, Fechner’s humanistic viewpoint rebelled
against the prevailing mechanism of his scientific training. Under the pen name “Dr.
Mises” he wrote satirical essays ridiculing medicine and science. This conflict between the
two sides of his personality persisted throughout his life—his interest in science and his
interest in the metaphysical. Obviously troubled by the current atomistic approach to
science, he subscribed to what he called his “day view”—that the universe can be regarded
from the standpoint of consciousness. This stood in opposition to the prevailing “night
view”—that the universe, including consciousness, consisted of nothing but inert matter.

After completing his medical studies, Fechner began a career in physics and mathe-
matics at Leipzig and also translated handbooks of physics and chemistry from French
into German. By 1830, he had translated more than a dozen volumes, and this activity
brought him recognition as a physicist. In 1824, he began lecturing in physics at the uni-
versity and conducting his own research. By the late 1830s he had become interested in
the problem of sensation, and while investigating visual afterimages he seriously injured
his eyes by looking directly at the sun through colored glasses.

In 1833, Fechner obtained the prestigious appointment of professor at Leipzig, where-
upon he fell into a depression that endured for several years. He complained of exhaus-
tion and had difficulty sleeping. He could not digest food, and even though his body
approached starvation, he felt no hunger. He was unusually sensitive to light and spent
most of his time in a darkened room whose walls were painted black, listening while his
mother read to him through a narrowly opened door.

He tried to take long walks—at first only at night, when it was dark, and then in day-
light with his eyes bandaged—hoping to ease the boredom and gloom. As a form of ca-
tharsis, he composed riddles and poems. He dabbled in alternative medical therapies,
including laxatives, electric shock, steam treatments, and the application of burning sub-
stances to the skin; none of them provided a cure.

Fechner’s illness may have been neurotic in nature. This idea is supported by the bi-
zarre way in which he recovered. A friend reported a dream in which she prepared him
a meal of raw spiced ham marinated in Rhine wine and lemon juice. The next day she
fixed the dish and brought it to Fechner. He tasted it, reluctantly, but ate more and more
of the ham every day, declaring that he felt somewhat better. The improvement in his con-
dition was short lived, and after six months the symptoms worsened to the point where he
feared for his sanity. Fechner wrote, “I had the distinct feeling that my mind was
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hopelessly lost unless I could stem the flood of disturbing thoughts. Often the least impor-
tant matters bothered me in this manner and it took me often hours, even days, to rid
myself of these worries” (Kuntze, 1892, quoted in Balance & Bringmann, 1987, p. 42).

Fechner forced himself to undertake routine chores—a sort of occupational therapy—
but was limited to tasks that did not make demands on his mind or his eyes. “I made
strings and bandages, dipped candles … rolled yarn and helped in the kitchen sorting
[and] cleaning lentils, making bread crumbs, and grinding a sugarloaf into powdered
sugar. I also peeled and chopped carrots and turnips … a thousand times I wished to
be dead” (Fechner in Kuntze, 1892, quoted in Balance & Bringmann, 1987, p. 43).

In time, Fechner’s interest in the world around him revived, and he maintained the
diet of wine-soaked ham. He had a dream in which the number 77 appeared, persuad-
ing him that he would be well in 77 days—and of course he was. His depression turned
to euphoria and delusions of grandeur, and he claimed God had chosen him to solve
all the world’s mysteries. Out of this experience he developed the notion of the
pleasure principle, which many years later influenced the work of Sigmund Freud (see
Chapter 13).

Fechner lived to the age of 86, in excellent health, and made major contributions to
science, despite the fact that more than 40 years earlier the University of Leipzig had
declared him an invalid and paid him an annual pension for the rest of his life.

Mind and Body: A Quantitative Relationship

October 22, 1850, is a significant date in the history of psychology. While lying in bed
that morning, Fechner had a flash of insight about the connection between mind and
body: It could be found, he said, in a quantitative relationship between a mental sensa-
tion and a material stimulus.

An increase in the intensity of a stimulus, Fechner argued, does not produce a one-
to-one increase in the intensity of the sensation. Rather, a geometric series characterizes
the stimulus and an arithmetic series characterizes the sensation. For example, adding the
sound of one bell to that of an already ringing bell produces a greater increase in sensation
than adding one bell to 10 others already ringing. Therefore, the effects of stimulus inten-
sities are not absolute but are relative to the amount of sensation that already exists.

What this simple yet brilliant revelation means is that the amount of sensation (the
mental quality) depends on the amount of stimulation (the physical quality). To measure
the change in sensation, we must measure the change in stimulation. Thus, it is possible
to formulate a quantitative or numerical relationship between the mental and material
worlds. Fechner crossed the barrier between body and mind by relating one to the other
empirically, making it possible to conduct experiments on the mind.

Although the concept was now clear to Fechner, how was he to proceed? A researcher
would have to measure precisely both the subjective and the objective, the mental sensa-
tion and the physical stimulus. To measure the physical intensity of the stimulus—such
as the level of brightness of a light or the weight of a standard object—was not difficult,
but how could one measure sensation, the conscious experiences the subjects reported
when they responded to the stimulus?

Fechner proposed two ways to measure sensations. First, we can determine whether a
stimulus is present or absent, sensed or not sensed. Second, we can measure the stimulus
intensity at which subjects report that the sensation first occurs; this is the absolute
threshold of sensitivity—a point of intensity below which no sensation is reported and
above which subjects do experience a sensation.

Although the idea of an absolute threshold is useful, its usefulness is limited because
only one value of a sensation—its lowest level—can be determined. To relate both inten-
sities, we must be able to specify the full range of stimulus values and their resulting

Absolute threshold:
The point of sensitivity
below which no sen-
sations can be de-
tected and above
which sensations can
be experienced.
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sensation values. To accomplish this, Fechner proposed the differential threshold of
sensitivity: the least amount of change in a stimulus that gives rise to a change in sensa-
tion. For example, by how much must a weight be increased or decreased before subjects
will sense the change—before they will report a just noticeable difference in sensation?

To measure how heavy a particular weight feels to a person (how heavy a subject senses
it to be), we cannot use the physical measurement of the object’s weight. However, we can
use that physical measurement as a basis for measuring the sensation’s psychological
intensity. First, we measure by how much the weight must be decreased in intensity
before a subject is barely able to discriminate the difference. Second, we change the
weight of the object to this lower value and measure the size of the differential threshold
again. Because both weight changes are just barely noticeable to the subject, Fechner
assumed they were subjectively equal.

This process can be repeated until the object is barely felt by the subject. If every de-
crease in weight is subjectively equal to every other decrease, then the number of times
the weight must be decreased—the number of just noticeable differences—can be taken
as an objective measure of the subjective magnitude of the sensation. In this way we are
measuring the stimulus values necessary to create a difference between two sensations.

Fechner suggested that for each of the human senses there is a certain relative in-
crease in stimulus intensity that always produces an observable change in the intensity
of the sensation. Thus, the sensation (the mind or mental quality) as well as the stimulus
(the body or material quality) can be measured. The relationship between the two can be
stated in the form of an equation: S = K log R, in which S is the magnitude of the sensa-
tion, K is a constant, and R is the magnitude of the stimulus. The relationship is logarith-
mic; one series increases arithmetically and the other geometrically.

In his later writings, Fechner noted that this idea for describing the mind-body rela-
tionship had not been suggested to him by Weber’s work, even though he had attended
Weber’s lectures at the University of Leipzig and Weber had published on the topic a
few years earlier. Fechner maintained that he did not discover Weber’s work until after
he had begun the experiments designed to test his hypothesis. It was only some time
later that Fechner realized that the principle to which he gave mathematical form was
essentially what Weber’s work had shown.

Methods of Psychophysics

The immediate result of Fechner’s insight was his research on psychophysics. (The word
defines itself: the relationship between the mental [psycho-] and material [physics]
worlds.) In the course of this work, which included experiments on lifted weights, visual
brightness, visual distance, and tactile distance, Fechner developed one and systematized
two of the three fundamental methods used in psychophysics research today.

The method of average error, or method of adjustment, consists in having subjects
adjust a variable stimulus until they perceive it to be equal to a constant standard stim-
ulus. Over a number of trials, the mean, or average, value of the differences between the
standard stimulus and the subjects’ setting of the variable stimulus represents the error
of observation. This technique is useful for measuring reaction times as well as visual
and auditory discriminations. In a larger sense, it is basic to much psychological re-
search; every time we calculate a mean we are essentially using the method of average
error.

The method of constant stimuli involves two constant stimuli, and the aim is to mea-
sure the stimulus difference required to produce a given proportion of correct judg-
ments. For example, subjects first lift a standard weight of 100 grams and then lift a
comparison weight of, say, 88, 92, 96, 104, or 108 grams. The subjects must judge
whether the second weight is heavier, lighter, or equal to the first.

Differential threshold:
The point of sensitivity
at which the least
amount of change in a
stimulus gives rise to a
change in sensation.

Psychophysics: The
scientific study of the
relations between
mental and physical
processes.
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In the method of limits, two stimuli (for example, two weights) are presented to the
subjects. One stimulus is increased or decreased until subjects report that they detect a
difference. Data are obtained from a number of trials, and the just noticeable differences
are averaged to determine the differential threshold.

Fechner’s psychophysics research program lasted seven years. He published two brief pa-
pers in 1858 and 1859, and in 1860 he offered the complete exposition in the Elements of
Psychophysics, a textbook of the exact science of the “functionally dependent relations …
of the material and the mental, of the physical and psychological worlds” (Fechner,
1860/1966, p. 7). This book is an outstanding original contribution to the development of
scientific psychology. Fechner’s statement of the quantitative relationship between stimulus
intensity and sensation was considered, at the time, to be of comparable importance to the
discovery of the laws of gravity.

The following material is a portion of Elements of Psychophysics, in which Fechner
discussed the difference between matter and mind, between the stimulus and the re-
sulting sensation. In the section reprinted here, Fechner also distinguishes between
what he called “inner” and “outer” psychophysics. Inner psychophysics refers to the
relationship between the sensation and the accompanying brain and nerve excitation.
It was not possible, in Fechner’s day, to measure precisely such physiological processes.
Therefore, he chose to deal with outer psychophysics, the relationship between the
stimulus and the subjective intensity of the sensation, as measured by his psychophysi-
cal methods.

IN THEIR OWN WORDS

Original Source Material on Psychophysics from Elements of
Psychophysics (1860)

Gustav Fechner

Psychophysics should be understood here as an exact theory of the functionally de-

pendent relations of body and soul or, more generally, of the material and the mental,

of the physical and the psychological worlds.

We count as mental, psychological, or belonging to the soul, all that can be grasped by

introspective observation or that can be abstracted from it; as bodily, corporeal, physical,

or material, all that can be grasped by observation from the outside or abstracted from it.

These designations refer only to those aspects of the world of appearance, with whose re-

lationships psychophysics will have to occupy itself, provided that one understands inner

and outer observation in the sense of everyday language to refer to the activities through

which alone existence becomes apparent.

In any case, all discussions and investigations of psychophysics relate only to the

apparent phenomena of the material and mental worlds, to a world that either ap-

pears directly through introspection or through outside observation, or that can be de-

duced from its appearance or grasped as a phenomenological relationship, category,

association, deduction, or law. Briefly, psychophysics refers to the physical in the

sense of physics and chemistry, and to the psychical in the sense of experiential psy-

chology, without referring back in any way to the nature of the body or of the soul be-

yond the phenomenal in the metaphysical sense.

In general, we call the psychic a dependent function of the physical, and vice versa,

insofar as there exists between them such a constant or lawful relationship that, from

the presence and changes of one, we can deduce those of the other.

The existence of a functional relationship between body and mind is, in general,

not denied; nevertheless, there exists a still unresolved dispute over the reasons for

this fact, and the interpretation and extent of it.
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At the beginning of the nineteenth century, the German philosopher Immanuel Kant
insisted that psychology could never be a science because it was impossible to experiment
on or measure psychological processes (Sturm, 2006). Because of Fechner’s work—which,
indeed, made it possible to measure mental phenomena—Kant’s assertion could no lon-
ger be taken seriously. It was largely because of Fechner’s psychophysical research that
Wilhelm Wundt conceived his plan for an experimental psychology. Fechner’s methods
have proved applicable to a wider range of psychological problems than he ever imag-
ined. Most important, he gave psychology what every discipline must possess if it is to
be called a science: precise and elegant techniques of measurement.

With no regard to the metaphysical points of this argument (points which concern

rather more the so-called essence than the appearance), psychophysics undertakes to

determine the actual functional relationship between the modes of appearance of body

and mind as exactly as possible.

What things belong together quantitatively and qualitatively, distant and close, in

the material and in the mental world? What are the laws governing their changes in

the same or in opposite directions? These are the questions in general that psycho-

physics asks and tries to answer with exactitude.

In other words, but still with the same meaning: what belong together in the inner

and outer modes of appearance of things, and what laws exist regarding their respec-

tive changes?

Insofar as a functional relationship linking body and mind exists, there is actually noth-

ing to prevent us from looking at it and pursuing it from the one direction rather than from

the other. One can illustrate this relationship suitably by means of a mathematical function,

an equation between the variables x and y, where each variable can be looked upon at will

as a function of the other, and where each is dependent upon the changes of the other.

There is a reason, however, why psychophysics prefers to make the approach from the

side of the dependence of the mind on the body rather than the contrary, for it is only the

physical that is immediately open to measurement, whereas the measurement of the psy-

chical can be obtained only as dependent on the physical …

By its nature, psychophysics may be divided into an outer and an inner part, depending

on whether consideration is focused on the relationship of the psychical to the body’s ex-

ternal aspects, or on those internal functions with which the psychic are closely related …

The truly basic empirical evidence for the whole of psychophysics can be sought only

in the realm of outer psychophysics, inasmuch as it is only this part that is available to

immediate experience. Our point of departure therefore has to be taken from outer psy-

chophysics. However, there can be no development of outer psychophysics without con-

stant regard to inner psychophysics, in view of the fact that the body’s external world is

functionally related to the mind only by the mediation of the body’s internal world …

Psychophysics, already related to psychology and physics by name, must on the

one hand be based on psychology, and on the other hand promises to give psychol-

ogy a mathematical foundation. From physics outer psychophysics borrows aids and

methodology; inner psychophysics leans more to physiology and anatomy, particu-

larly of the nervous system, with which a certain acquaintance is presupposed …

Sensation depends on stimulation; a stronger sensation depends on a stronger stim-

ulus; the stimulus, however, causes sensation only via the intermediate action of some

internal process of the body. To the extent that lawful relationships between sensation

and stimulus can be found, they must include lawful relationships between the stimulus

and this inner physical activity, which obey the same general laws of interaction of

bodily processes and thereby give us a basis for drawing general conclusions about the

nature of this inner activity …

Quite apart from their import for inner psychophysics, these lawful relationships,

which may be ascertained in the area of outer psychophysics, have their own impor-

tance. Based on them, as we shall see, physical measurement yields a psychic measure-

ment, on which we can base arguments that in their turn are of importance and interest.
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The Formal Founding of Psychology
By the middle of the nineteenth century, the methods of the natural sciences were being
used to investigate purely mental phenomena. Techniques had been developed, appara-
tus devised, important books written, and widespread interest aroused. British empirical
philosophers and astronomers emphasized the importance of the senses, and German
scientists were describing how the senses functioned. The positivist intellectual spirit of
the times, the Zeitgeist, encouraged the convergence of these two lines of thought. Still
lacking, however, was someone to bring them together, someone to “found” the new sci-
ence. This final touch was provided by Wilhelm Wundt.

Discussion Questions
1. What was David Kinnebrook’s role in the devel-

opment of the new psychology?
2. What was the significance of Bessel’s work for the

new psychology? How did it relate to the work of
Locke, Berkeley, and other empirical philosophers?

3. How did developments in early physiology
support the mechanistic image of human nature?

4. Discuss the methods that scientists developed to
map brain functions.

5. Describe Gall’s cranioscopy method and the
popular movement that derived from it. How
were they discredited?

6. What was the ultimate goal of the Berlin Physical
Society?

7. Explain how developments in physiology
combined with British empiricism to produce the
new psychology.

8. For what reasons did experimental psychology
emerge in Germany and not elsewhere?

9. What is the significance of Helmholtz’s research
on the speed of the neural impulse?

10. Describe Weber’s research on two-point thresh-
olds and on just noticeable differences. What was
the importance of these ideas for psychology?

11. What was Fechner’s insight on October 22, 1850?
How did Fechner measure sensations?

12. What is the relationship between the intensity of
the stimulus and the intensity of the sensation, as
represented by the equation S = K log R?

13. What psychophysical methods did Fechner use?
How did psychophysics influence the
development of psychology?

14. Do you think experimental psychology would
have developed when it did without Fechner’s
work? Without Weber’s work? Why?

15. What is the difference between inner
psychophysics and outer psychophysics? Which
was Fechner forced to focus on? Why?
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C HA P T E R 4
The New Psychology

No Multitasking Allowed
Wilhelm Wundt had never heard of multitasking. Even if he had, he would not have
believed it was possible to pay attention to more than one stimulus or to engage in
more than one mental activity at precisely the same moment in time, such as sending a
text message and noticing a clown on the campus. Of course, no one had heard of mul-
titasking in the middle of the nineteenth century before there were phones of any kind,
much less instant messages, e-mail, videogames, and other electronic gadgets simulta-
neously claiming our time and attention.

The year was 1861, and in the United States the Civil War was beginning. In Germany,
an ambitious Wilhelm Wundt was a 29-year-old researcher in physiology and a part-time
lecturer at the University of Heidelberg. Described by colleagues as absentminded and
given to daydreaming, he was trying to make his way in the world by teaching basic labo-
ratory techniques to undergraduate students. In his makeshift lab at home, he was attempt-
ing to conduct research to spark the development of the new science of psychology.

Lately Wundt had been thinking about what Friedrich Bessel, the German astrono-
mer, had called the “personal equation,” the errors of measurement among astronomers
that had led to the firing of David Kinnebrook back in 1796. As explained by one histo-
rian of psychology, Wundt was intrigued by the

systematic differences between astronomers in their measures of the passage of stars
across grid lines in telescopes. These slight differences [a mere half-second with Kinneb-
rook and Maskelyne] depended on whether the astronomer first focused his attention
on the star or on his timing device. (Blumenthal, 1980, p. 121)

If the observer looked first at the star, he obtained one reading; if he looked at the
grid line first, he made a slightly different reading. It was impossible for the observer to
focus his attention on both objects at the same instant. Wundt’s interest in this problem
led him to modify a pendulum clock so that it presented both an auditory and a visual
stimulus, in this case a bell and a pendulum swinging past a fixed point. He called the
instrument a Gedankenmesser, meaning “thought meter” or “mind gauge,” and he used it
to measure the mental process of perceiving the two stimuli.

Choosing himself as the only subject in this experiment, he concluded that it was impossible
to perceive these two things at the same moment. He could either attend to the sound of the
bell or to the sight of the pendulum passing a specific point. The results of his measurements
showed that it took one-eighth of a second to register both stimuli sequentially. To the casual
observer, the stimuli appeared to occur simultaneously, but not to the trained researcher.

Wundt’s finding that we cannot attend to or focus clearly on more than one thing at a
time has, as we noted, a strikingly contemporary application. A rapidly growing body of
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literature demonstrates consistently the distracting effects of text messaging while driving,
for example, and that multitasking, in the words of one writer, can “make you stupid” be-
cause we cannot effectively manage more than one cognitive task at a time (see Gorlick,
2009; Hosking, Young, & Regan, 2009; Lin, 2009; Richtel, 2010; and Shellenbarger, 2004).

Thus, Wundt was far ahead of his time when he wrote that “consciousness holds only
a single thought, a single perception. When it appears as if we have several percepts
simultaneously, we are deceived by their quick succession” (quoted in Diamond, 1980b,
p. 39). With that discovery, Wilhelm Wundt had measured the mind. Yes, Fechner had
done it before him, but it was Wundt who used the experiment as the basis for a new
science. (And David Kinnebrook never knew the part he played.)

The Founding Father of Modern Psychology
Wundt was the founder of psychology as a formal academic discipline. He established
the first laboratory, edited the first journal, and began experimental psychology as a sci-
ence. The areas he investigated—sensation and perception, attention, feeling, reaction,
and association—became basic chapters in textbooks yet to be written. That so much
of the history of psychology after Wundt is characterized by opposition to his view of
psychology does not detract from his stature or achievements as its founder.

Why have the honors for founding the new psychology fallen to Wundt and not
Fechner? Fechner’s Elements of Psychophysics was published in 1860, approximately 15
years before Wundt began psychology. Wundt himself wrote that Fechner’s work repre-
sented the “first conquest” in experimental psychology (Wundt, 1888, p. 471). When
Fechner died, his papers were left to Wundt, who offered a eulogy at Fechner’s funeral.
In addition, Wundt’s disciple, E. B. Titchener, referred to Fechner as the father of exper-
imental psychology (Benjamin, Bryant, Campbell, Luttrell, & Holtz, 1997). Historians
agree on Fechner’s importance; some even question whether psychology could have be-
gun when it did, if not for Fechner’s work. So why don’t historians credit Fechner with
founding psychology?

The answer lies in the nature of the process of founding a school of thought. Found-
ing is a deliberate and intentional act. It involves personal abilities and characteristics
that differ from those necessary for brilliant scientific contributions. Founding requires
the integration of prior knowledge and the publication and promotion of the newly
organized material. One historian of psychology wrote:

When the central ideas are all born, some promoter takes them in hand, organizes
them, adding whatever else seems . . . essential, publishes and advertises them, insists
upon them, and in short “founds” a school. (Boring, 1950, p. 194)

A more recent commentary on the nature of founding speaks of the necessity of sell-
ing an idea to the scientific community: “To make a great contribution to knowledge,
successfully completing the task of assuring the impact of an idea is as important as
the idea’s originality. Successfully selling the idea is perhaps even more important”
(Berscheid, 2003, p. 110).

Wundt’s contribution to the founding of modern psychology stems not so much from
any unique scientific discovery as from his vigorous promotion, or selling, of the idea of
systematic experimentation. Thus, founding is quite different from originating, although
the distinction is not intended to be a disparaging one. Founders and originators are
both essential to the formation of a science, as indispensable as the architect and the
builder in the construction of a house.

With this distinction in mind, we can understand why Fechner is not identified as the
founder of psychology. Stated simply, he was not trying to found a new science. His goal
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was to understand the relationship between the mental and material worlds. He sought
to describe a unified conception of mind and body that had a scientific basis.

Wundt, however, set out deliberately to found a new science. In the preface to the first
edition of his Principles of Physiological Psychology (1873–1874), he wrote, “The work I
here present to the public is an attempt to mark out a new domain of science.” Wundt’s
goal was to promote psychology as an independent science. Nevertheless, it bears repeating
that although Wundt is considered to have founded psychology, he did not originate it.
We have seen that psychology emerged from a long line of creative efforts.

During the last half of the nineteenth century, the Zeitgeist was ready for the applica-
tion of experimental methodology to problems of the mind. Wundt was a vigorous agent
of what was already developing, a gifted promoter of the inevitable.

Wilhelm Wundt (1832–1920)
Wundt’s Life

Wilhelm Wundt spent his early years in small towns near Mannheim, Germany. His
childhood was lonely (his older brother was at boarding school), and his sole diversion
seemed to be the fantasy of becoming a famous writer. His grades in school were poor.
Wundt’s father was a pastor, and although both parents were described as sociable,
Wundt’s memories of his father were unpleasant. Wundt recalled that one day his father
visited the school and smacked him across the face for not paying attention to the
teacher. Beginning in the second grade, his education was turned over to his father’s as-
sistant, a young vicar for whom the boy developed a strong emotional attachment. When
the vicar was transferred to a neighboring town, Wundt became so upset that he was
allowed to live with the vicar until the age of 13.

A strong tradition of scholarship was prevalent in the Wundt family, with ancestors
of intellectual renown in virtually every field. Nevertheless, it seemed that this impressive
line would not be continued by young Wundt. He spent more time daydreaming than
studying, and he failed his first year at Gymnasium. He did not get along with his class-
mates and was ridiculed by his teachers. Gradually, however, Wundt learned to control
his reveries and even became relatively popular. Although he always disliked school, he
worked to develop his intellectual interests and abilities. By the time he graduated at the
age of 19, he was prepared for university studies.

Wundt decided to become a physician, to pursue the twin goals of working in science
and earning a living. He undertook medical training at the University of Tübingen and
the University of Heidelberg; at the latter he studied anatomy, physiology, physics, med-
icine, and chemistry. He came to realize that the practice of medicine would not be to his
liking, and he changed his major to physiology.

After a semester of study at the University of Berlin with the great physiologist
Johannes Müller, Wundt returned to the University of Heidelberg to complete his doc-
torate in 1855. He held an appointment as lecturer in physiology at Heidelberg from
1857 to 1864 and was appointed laboratory assistant to Helmholtz. Wundt found it
dreary to spend his time drilling undergraduates in their laboratory fundamentals, so he
resigned from that duty. In 1864, he was promoted to associate professor, and he
remained at Heidelberg for another 10 years.

While engrossed in his research in physiology, Wundt began to conceive of the study
of psychology as an independent experimental scientific discipline. He first outlined his
ideas in a book entitled Contributions to the Theory of Sensory Perception, published in
sections between 1858 and 1862. He described his own original experiments, conducted
in a makeshift laboratory built in his house, and he described the methods he considered
appropriate for the new psychology, using the term “experimental psychology” for the
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first time. Along with Fechner’s Elements of Psychophysics (1860), Wundt’s Contributions
book is considered to mark the literary birth of the new science.

The following year, Wundt published Lectures on the Minds of Men and Animals
(1863). An indication of this book’s importance was its revision almost 30 years later,
with an English translation and repeated reprintings even after Wundt’s death. In it
Wundt discussed many issues—such as reaction time and psychophysics—that were to
occupy the attention of experimental psychologists for years to come.

Beginning in 1867, Wundt taught a course at Heidelberg on physiological psychology,
the first formal offering of such a course in the world. Out of his lectures came another
significant book, Principles of Physiological Psychology, published in two parts in 1873
and 1874. Wundt revised the book in six editions over 37 years, the last published in
1911. Indisputably his masterpiece, the Principles firmly established psychology as an in-
dependent laboratory science with its own problems and methods of experimentation.

For many years, successive editions of the Principles of Physiological Psychology served
as a storehouse of information and a record of psychology’s progress for experimental
psychologists. The term “physiological psychology” in the title may be misleading. At
the time, the word “physiological” was used synonymously with the German word mean-
ing “experimental.” Wundt was actually teaching and writing about experimental psy-
chology, not physiological psychology as we know it today (Blumenthal, 1998).

The Leipzig Years

Wundt began the longest and most important phase of his career in 1875 when he be-
came professor of philosophy at the University of Leipzig, where he worked prodigiously
for 45 years. He established a laboratory at Leipzig shortly after he arrived, and in 1881
he founded the journal Philosophical Studies, the official publication of the new labora-
tory and the new science. He had intended to call the journal Psychological Studies, but
he changed his mind apparently because there already was such a journal (although it
dealt with occult and spiritualistic issues). In 1906, Wundt was able to rename his jour-
nal Psychological Studies. Now equipped with a handbook, a laboratory, and a scholarly
journal, psychology was well under way.

Wundt’s lab and his growing reputation drew a large number of students to Leipzig to
work with him. Among these were many students who became pioneers, spreading their
versions of psychology to subsequent generations. They included several Americans,
most of whom returned to the United States to begin laboratories of their own. Thus,
the Leipzig laboratory exerted an immense influence on the development of modern psy-
chology, serving as the model for new laboratories and continuing research. “Wundt and
the psychological laboratory at Leipzig were known worldwide as a modern and out-
standing scientific institution that provided an excellent introduction to the new experi-
mental psychology” (Muhlberger, 2008, p. 169).

In addition to facilities established in the United States, laboratories were founded by
Wundt’s students in Italy, Russia, and Japan. More of Wundt’s books were translated
into Russian than any other language, and Russian adulation of Wundt led Moscow psy-
chologists to construct a virtual duplicate of Wundt’s lab in 1912. Another replica was
built by Japanese students at Tokyo University in 1920, the year Wundt died, but it
was destroyed during a student riot in the 1960s.

Wundt was a popular lecturer. At one time the enrollment in his Leipzig courses exceeded
600 students. His classroom manner was described in 1890 by his student E. B. Titchener:

The [attendant] swung the door open, and Wundt came in. All in black, of course, from
boots to necktie; a spare, narrow-shouldered figure, stooping a little from the hips; he
gave the impression of height, though I doubt if in fact he stands more than 5 ft. 9.

68 Chapter 4: The New Psychology



He clattered—there is no other word for it—up the side-aisle and up the steps of
the platform; slam bang, slam bang, as if his soles were made of wood. There was some-
thing positively undignified to me about this stamping clatter, but nobody seemed to
notice it.

He came to the platform, and I could get a good view of him. Hair iron-grey, and
a fair amount of it, except on the top of his head—which was carefully covered by long
wisps drawn up from the side. …

The lecture was given without reference to notes: Wundt, so far as I could tell,
never looked down once at the bookrest, though he had some little shuffle of papers
there between his elbows. …

Wundt did not keep his arms lying on the rest: the elbows were fixed, but the arms
and hands were perpetually coming up, pointing and waving. … the movements were
subdued, and seemed in some mysterious way to be illustrative. …

He stopped punctually at the stroke of the clock, and clattered out, stooping a little,
as he had clattered in. If it wasn’t for this absurd clatter I should have nothing but
admiration for the whole proceeding. (Baldwin, 1980, pp. 287–289)1

In his personal life, Wundt was quiet and unassuming, and his days were carefully
regimented. In the morning, Wundt worked on a book or article, read student papers,
and edited his journal. In the afternoon, he attended exams or went to the laboratory.
An American student recalled that Wundt’s laboratory visits were limited to five or 10
minutes. Apparently, despite his faith in laboratory research, “he was not himself a labo-
ratory worker” (Cattell, 1928, p. 545).

Later in the day, Wundt would take a walk and mentally prepare his afternoon lec-
ture, which he habitually delivered at four o’clock. Evenings were devoted to music, pol-
itics, and—in his younger years—activities concerned with student and worker rights. He
earned a comfortable living, and the family employed household servants and frequently
entertained.

Cultural Psychology

With the laboratory and the journal established and an immense amount of research un-
der direction, Wundt turned his energy to philosophy. During the years from 1880 to
1891, he wrote on ethics, logic, and systematic philosophy. He published the second edi-
tion of Principles of Physiological Psychology in 1880 and the third edition in 1887, and
he continued to contribute articles to his journal.

Another field on which Wundt focused his considerable talent had been sketched in
his first book: the creation of a social psychology. When he returned to this project, he
produced a 10-volume work, Cultural Psychology, published between 1900 and 1920.
(The title is often translated inaccurately as Folk Psychology.)

Cultural psychology dealt with the various stages of human mental development as
manifested in language, art, myths, social customs, law, and morals. The implications of
this publication for psychology are of greater significance than the actual content; it
served to divide the new science of psychology into two major parts: the experimental
and the social.

Wundt believed that the simpler mental functions, such as sensation and perception,
must be studied through laboratory methods. For investigating the higher mental pro-
cesses, such as learning and memory, however, scientific experimentation is impossible
because these processes are conditioned by language and other aspects of our cultural

1From “In Memory of William Wundt,” in W. G. Bringmann and R. D. Tweney (eds.) Wundt Studies:
A Centennial Collection, pp. 280–308. Reprinted by permission of the American Psychological Association.

Wilhelm Wundt (1832–1920) 69



training. To Wundt, the higher thought processes could be approached only by the non-
experimental means used in sociology, anthropology, and social psychology. The sugges-
tion that social forces are significant in the development of cognitive processes is still
considered important, but Wundt’s conclusion that these processes cannot be studied ex-
perimentally was soon challenged and disproved.

Wundt devoted 10 years to the development of his cultural psychology, which
provided him “the most satisfying experience in his working life” (Wong, 2009, p. 232).
However, the field as he envisioned it had little impact on American psychology. A sur-
vey covering 90 years of articles published in the American Journal of Psychology showed
that, of all the citations to Wundt’s publications, fewer than 4 percent were to Cultural
Psychology. In contrast, Wundt’s Principles of Physiological Psychology accounted for
more than 61 percent of the references to his works (Brozek, 1980).

One probable reason for the lack of interest in Wundt’s cultural psychology among
American psychologists was the timing of its publication: the period between 1900 and
1920. As we shall see, a new psychology was flourishing in the United States, an ap-
proach quite different from Wundt’s. American psychologists had developed confidence
in their own ideas and educational institutions by then and saw little need to pay atten-
tion to developments from Europe. One prominent researcher of that era noted that cul-
tural psychology was of no interest because it “came at a stage of the maturity of
American psychology in which American workers were far less open to foreign impres-
sions than they had been” in the 1880s and 1890s (Judd, 1961, p. 219).

Wundt continued with his systematic research and theoretical work until his death in
1920. Consistent with his well-regulated lifestyle, he managed to complete his psycholog-
ical reminiscences shortly before he died. Analyses of his productivity showed that he
wrote 54,000 pages between 1853 and 1920, an output of 2.2 pages per day (Boring,
1950; Bringmann & Balk, 1992). His childhood fantasies of becoming a famous writer
had been realized.

Wundt and his graduate students conduct an experiment on reaction time.
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The Study of Conscious Experience

Wundt’s psychology relied on the experimental methods of the natural sciences, particu-
larly the techniques used by the physiologists. Wundt adapted these scientific methods of
investigation for the new psychology and proceeded to study its subject matter in the
same way physical scientists were studying their own subject matter. Thus, the Zeitgeist
in physiology and philosophy helped shape both the methods of investigation of the new
psychology and its subject matter.

The subject matter of Wundt’s psychology was, in a word, consciousness. In a broad
sense, the impact of nineteenth-century empiricism and associationism was at least
partly reflected in Wundt’s system. In Wundt’s view, consciousness included many dif-
ferent parts and could be studied by the method of analysis or reduction. Wundt wrote,
“The first step in the investigation of a fact must therefore be a description of the indi-
vidual elements … of which it consists” (quoted in Diamond, 1980a, p. 85).

Beyond that point, however, there is little similarity between Wundt’s approach and
the viewpoint of the majority of the empiricists and associationists. Wundt did not agree
with the idea that the elements of consciousness were static (so-called atoms of the
mind), which were passively connected by some mechanical process of association.
Instead, Wundt believed that consciousness was active in organizing its own content.
Hence, the study of the elements, content, or structure of consciousness alone would
provide only a beginning to understanding psychological processes.

Voluntarism Because Wundt focused on the mind’s self-organizing capacity, he
labeled his system voluntarism, a term he derived from the word volition, defined as
the act or power of willing. Voluntarism refers to the power of the will to organize the
mind’s contents into higher-level thought processes. Wundt emphasized not the ele-
ments themselves, as had the British empiricists and associationists (and as Wundt’s stu-
dent Titchener would later do), but rather the process of actively organizing or
synthesizing those elements. It is important to remember, however, that although Wundt
claimed that the conscious mind had the power to synthesize elements into higher-level
cognitive processes, he nevertheless recognized that the elements of consciousness were
basic. Without the elements, there would be nothing for the mind to organize.

Mediate and immediate experience According to Wundt, psychologists should
be concerned with the study of immediate experience rather than mediate experience.
Mediate experience provides us with information or knowledge about something other
than the elements of an experience. This is the usual form in which we use experience to
acquire knowledge about our world. When we look at a rose and say, “The rose is red,”
for example, this statement implies that our primary interest is in the flower and not in
the fact that we are perceiving something called “redness.”

However, the immediate experience of looking at the flower is not in the object itself
but is instead in the experience of something that is red. For Wundt, immediate experi-
ence is unbiased or untainted by any personal interpretations, such as describing the ex-
perience of the rose’s red color in terms of the object—the flower—itself. Similarly, when
we describe our own feelings of discomfort from a toothache, we are reporting our im-
mediate experience. If we were simply to say, “I have a toothache,” then we would be
concerned with mediate experience.

In Wundt’s view, basic human experiences—such as the experiences of redness or of
discomfort—form the states of consciousness (the mental elements) that the mind
actively organizes. Wundt’s goal was to analyze the mind into its elements, its compo-
nent parts, just as the natural scientists were working to break down their subject
matter—the physical universe. The ideas of the Russian chemist Dimitri Mendeleev in
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developing the periodic table of chemical elements supported Wundt’s aim. Historians
have suggested that Wundt may have been striving to develop a “periodic table” of the
mind (Marx & Cronan-Hillix, 1987).

The Method of Introspection

Wundt described his psychology as the science of conscious experience, and therefore
the method of a scientific psychology must involve observations of conscious experience.
However, only the person having such an experience can observe it. Wundt decided that
the method of observation must necessarily involve introspection—the examination of
one’s own mental state. Wundt referred to this method as internal perception. The
method of introspection did not originate with Wundt; its use can be traced to Socrates.
Wundt’s innovation was the application of precise experimental control over the condi-
tions under which introspection was performed.

In physics, introspection had been used to study light and sound; in physiology, it had
been applied to research on the sense organs. To obtain information about the senses, for
example, an investigator applied a stimulus and asked the subject to report on the sensa-
tion produced. You will recognize this as similar to Fechner’s psychophysics research
methods. When subjects compared two weights and reported whether one was heavier,
lighter, or equal in weight to the other, they were introspecting; that is, they were report-
ing on their conscious experiences.

Introspection, or internal perception, as practiced in Wundt’s laboratory at the
University of Leipzig, was conducted under Wundt’s explicit rules and conditions:

• Observers must be able to determine when the process is to be introduced.
• Observers must be in a state of readiness or strained attention.
• It must be possible to repeat the observation several times.
• It must be possible to vary the experimental conditions in terms of the controlled

manipulation of the stimuli.

The last condition invokes the essence of the experimental method: varying the condi-
tions of the stimulus situation and observing the resulting changes in the subjects’ reported
experiences. Wundt believed that his form of introspection—internal perception—would
provide all the raw data necessary for the problems of interest to psychology, just as exter-
nal perception provided data for sciences such as astronomy and chemistry. In external
perception, the focus of observation is outside of the observer, such as a star or the reac-
tion produced by mixing chemicals in a test tube. With internal perception, the focus is
within the observer: his or her conscious experiences.

The purpose of practicing internal perception under stringent experimental conditions
is to produce accurate observations that are capable of being replicated, the way external
perception yields observations for the natural sciences that can be repeated indepen-
dently by other researchers. To achieve that goal, Wundt insisted that his observers be
carefully and rigorously trained to perform internal perceptions properly. Observers
were required to complete a staggering 10,000 individual introspective observations be-
fore they were judged sufficiently prepared to supply meaningful data for Wundt’s labo-
ratory research.

Through such persistent, repetitive training, subjects would be able to make observa-
tions mechanically and would quickly attend to the conscious experience being observed.
In theory, Wundt’s trained observers would not need to pause—to think about or reflect
on the process (and possibly introduce some personal interpretation)—but could report on
their conscious experience almost immediately and automatically. Thus, the interval be-
tween the acts of observing and reporting the immediate experience would be minimal.

Introspection: Exami-
nation of one’s own
mind to inspect and
report on personal
thoughts or feelings.
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Wundt rarely accepted the kind of qualitative introspection in which subjects simply
described their inner experiences. The type of introspective report he sought dealt pri-
marily with the subjects’ conscious judgments about the size, intensity, and duration of
various physical stimuli; these are the kinds of quantitative judgments made in psycho-
physical research. Only a small number of Wundt’s laboratory studies used reports of a
subjective or qualitative nature, such as the pleasantness of a stimulus, the intensity of an
image, or the quality of a sensation. Most of Wundt’s research involved objective mea-
surements provided by sophisticated laboratory equipment, and many of these measure-
ments were of reaction times recorded quantitatively.

One historian investigated Wundt’s use of qualitative versus quantitative data, and he
found that “in the nearly 180 experimental studies published between 1883 and 1903 in
the 20 volumes of the Philosophische Studien [Wundt’s first journal, Philosophical Stud-
ies], there are just four which use qualitative introspective data” (Danziger, 1980, p. 248).
When sufficient objective data had been accumulated, Wundt drew inferences from them
about the elements and processes of conscious experience.

Elements of Conscious Experience

Having defined the subject matter and methodology for his new science of psychology,
Wundt outlined his goals as follows:

• Analyze conscious processes into their basic elements.
• Discover how these elements are synthesized or organized.
• Determine the laws of connection governing the organization of the elements.

Sensations Wundt suggested that sensations were one of two elementary forms of experi-
ence. Sensations are aroused whenever a sense organ is stimulated and the resulting impulses
reach the brain. Sensations can be classified by intensity, duration, and sense modality.

Wundt recognized no fundamental difference between sensations and images because
images are also associated with excitation of the cerebral cortex.

Feelings Feelings are the other elementary form of experience. Sensations and feelings
are simultaneous aspects of immediate experience. Feelings are the subjective comple-
ments of sensations but do not arise directly from a sense organ. Sensations are accom-
panied by certain feeling qualities; when sensations combine to form a more complex
state, a feeling quality will result.

Wundt proposed a tridimensional theory of feelings, based on his personal introspec-
tive observations. Working with a metronome (a device that can be programmed to pro-
duce audible clicks at regular intervals), he reported that after experiencing a series of
clicks, he felt that some rhythmic patterns were more pleasant or agreeable than others.
He concluded that part of the experience of any pattern of sound is a subjective feeling of
pleasure or displeasure. (Note that the subjective feeling occurred at the same time as the
physical sensations associated with the clicks.) Wundt then suggested that this feeling state
could be located on a continuum ranging from highly agreeable to highly disagreeable.

Continuing the experiments, Wundt noticed a second kind of feeling while listening
to the metronome’s clicks: a slight tension in anticipation of each successive sound, fol-
lowed by relief after the awaited click had occurred. From this he concluded that in ad-
dition to a pleasure/displeasure continuum, feelings had a tension/relaxation dimension.
Further, he felt mildly excited when he increased the rate of clicks, and calmer, even
somewhat depressed, when he reduced the rate of clicks.

Thus, by varying the speed of the metronome and introspecting and reporting on his
immediate conscious experiences (his sensations and feelings), Wundt arrived at three
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independent dimensions of feeling: pleasure/displeasure, tension/relaxation, and excitement/
depression. Every elementary feeling could be effectively described by determining its loca-
tion within this three-dimensional space—that is, its position on each of the dimensions.

Because Wundt considered emotions to be complex compounds of elementary feel-
ings, if one could pinpoint the elementary feelings within the three-dimensional grid,
then emotions could be reduced to these mental elements. Although the tridimensional
theory of feelings stimulated a great deal of research at Leipzig and other European lab-
oratories of the day, it has not withstood the test of time.

Organizing the Elements of Conscious Experience

Despite his emphasis on the elements of conscious experience, Wundt did recognize that
when we look at objects in the real world, our perceptions have a unity or wholeness.
When we look out the window we see a tree, for example, not individual sensations or con-
scious experiences of brightness, color, or shape that trained observers in a laboratory re-
port as a result of their introspections. Our visual experience in the real world comprehends
the tree as a whole, not as the elementary sensations and feelings that constitute the tree.

How is the unified conscious experience compounded from the elementary parts?
Wundt explained the phenomenon through his doctrine of apperception. The process of
organizing mental elements into a whole is a creative synthesis (also known as the law of
psychic resultants), which creates new properties from the building up or combining of the
elements. Wundt wrote, “Every psychic compound has characteristics which are by no
means the mere sum of the characteristics of the elements” (Wundt, 1896, p. 375). You
have probably heard the saying that the whole is different from the sum of its parts. This
is the idea promoted by the Gestalt psychologists (see Chapter 12). The notion of creative
synthesis has its counterpart in chemistry. Combining chemical elements produces com-
pounds or resultants that contain properties not found in the original elements.

To Wundt, apperception is an active process. Our consciousness is not merely acted
on by the elemental sensations and feelings we experience. Instead, the mind acts on
these elements in a creative way to make up the whole. Thus, Wundt did not conceive
of the process of association in the passive, mechanical way favored by most of the Brit-
ish empiricists and associationists.

Apperception: The
process by which
mental elements are
organized.

IN THEIR OWN WORDS

Original Source Material on the Law of Psychic Resultants
and the Principle of Creative Synthesis from Outline of
Psychology (1896)

Wilhelm Wundt

The law of psychical resultants finds its expression in the fact that every psychical

compound shows attributes which may indeed be understood from the attributes of

its elements after these elements have once been presented, but which are by no

means to be looked upon as the mere sum of the attributes of these elements. A com-

pound clang is more in its ideational and affective attributes than merely a sum of

single tones. In spacial and temporal ideas the spacial and temporal arrangement is

conditioned, to be sure, in a perfectly regular way by the cooperation of the ele-

ments that make up the idea, but still the arrangement itself can by no means be

regarded as a property belonging to the sensational elements themselves. The nativ-

istic theories that assume this implicate themselves in contradictions that cannot be

74 Chapter 4: The New Psychology



The Fate of Wundt’s Psychology in Germany

Although Wundtian psychology spread rapidly, it did not immediately or completely
transform the nature of academic psychology in Germany. In Wundt’s lifetime—indeed,
as late as 1941, two decades after Wundt’s death—psychology in German universities re-
mained primarily a subspecialty of philosophy, in part because some psychologists and
philosophers argued against separating psychology and philosophy. However, it also was
attributable to a significant contextual factor; namely, the government officials in charge
of funding German universities did not see sufficient practical value in psychology to war-
rant supplying the money to establish independent academic departments and laboratories.

When the Society for Experimental Psychology held a meeting in Berlin in 1912,
psychologists formally urged government officials to provide increased financial sup-
port. In response, Berlin’s mayor implied that first he would need to see some useful
results from all this psychological research. The message was clear: “If psychology
were to get more support, its representatives would have to prove its usefulness to soci-
ety” (Ash, 1995, p. 45).

solved; and besides, insofar as they admit subsequent changes in the original space-

perceptions and time-perceptions, they are ultimately driven to the assumption of

the rise, to some extent at least, of new attributes.

Finally, in the apperceptive functions and in the activities of imagination and under-

standing, this law finds expression in a clearly recognized form. Not only do the ele-

ments united by apperceptive synthesis gain, in the aggregate idea that results from

their combination, a new significance which they did not have in their isolated state,

but what is of still greater importance, the aggregate idea itself is a new psychical con-

tent that was made possible, to be sure, by these elements, but was by no means con-

tained in them. This appears most strikingly in the more complex productions of

apperceptive synthesis, as, for example, in a work of art or a train of logical thought.

The law of psychical resultants thus expresses a principle which we may desig-

nate, in view of its results, as a principle of creative synthesis. This has long been rec-

ognized in the case of higher mental creations, but generally not applied to the other

psychical processes. In fact, through an unjustifiable confusion with the laws of psy-

chical causality, it has even been completely reversed.

A similar confusion is responsible for the notion that there is a contradiction be-

tween the principle of creative synthesis in the mental world and the general laws of

the natural world, especially that of the conservation of energy. Such a contradiction

is impossible from the outset because the points of view for judgment, and therefore

for measurements wherever such are made, are different in the two cases, and must

be different since natural science and psychology deal not with different contents of

experience but with one and the same content viewed from different sides….

Physical measurements have to do with objective masses, forces, and energies.

These are supplementary concepts which we are obliged to use in judging objective ex-

perience; and their general laws, derived as they are from experience, must not be con-

tradicted by any single case of experience. Psychical measurements, which are

concerned with the comparison of psychical components and their resultants, have to

do with subjective values and ends. The subjective value of a whole may increase in

comparison with that of its components; its purpose may be different and higher than

theirs without any change in the masses, forces, and energies concerned. The muscular

movements of an external volitional act, the physical processes that accompany sense-

perception, association, and apperception, all follow invariably the principle of the con-

servation of energy. But the mental values and ends that these energies represent may

be very different in quality even while the quantity of these energies remains the same.
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The difficulty was that Wundt’s psychology, with its focus on describing and organiz-
ing the elements of consciousness, was not appropriate for solving real-world problems.
Perhaps that was one reason why Wundt’s psychology did not take root in the pragmatic
climate of the United States. Wundt approached psychology as a pure academic science;
he had no interest in applying his psychology to practical concerns. Therefore, despite its
widespread acceptance at universities in many other countries, Wundtian psychology at
home in Germany was relatively slow to develop as a distinct science.

By 1910, 10 years before Wundt died, German psychology had three journals and sev-
eral textbooks and research laboratories, but only four scholars listed themselves in offi-
cial directories as psychologists rather than philosophers. By 1925, only 25 people in
Germany called themselves psychologists, and only 14 of 23 universities had established
separate psychology departments (Turner, 1982).

At the same time in the United States, there were many more psychologists and psy-
chology departments. Psychological knowledge and techniques were being applied to
practical problems in business and education, yet we shall see that these departures
from Wundt’s agenda still owe their origins to his viewpoint.

Criticisms of Wundtian Psychology

Wundt’s position, like that of any innovator, was open to criticism. Especially vulnerable
was his method of internal perception or introspection. Critics asked: When introspec-
tion by different observers provides differing results, how do we decide who is correct?
Experiments using the introspection technique cannot always yield agreement because
introspective observation is self-observation—decidedly a private experience. As such,
disagreements cannot be settled by repeating the observations. Wundt recognized this
fault but believed that the method could be improved by providing greater training and
experience for the observers.

Wundt’s personal opinions on political matters also offered a target for criticism and
may explain what one historian described as “the precipitous decline of Wundtian psy-
chology between the World Wars [1918–1939]. … The massive body of Wundtian re-
search and writings all but disappeared in the English-speaking world” (Blumenthal,
1985, p. 44). Scholars have speculated that the decline is related to Wundt’s outspoken
remarks about World War I. He blamed England for starting the war, and he defended
Germany’s invasion of Belgium as an act of self-defense. These statements were self-
serving and incorrect, and they turned many American psychologists against Wundt
and his psychology (see Benjamin, Durkin, Link, Vestal, & Acord, 1992; Muhlberger,
2009; Sanua, 1993).

His political stance may also have cost him a Nobel Prize. Wundt had been nomi-
nated twice before, in 1907 and 1909, and in 1915 was one of six finalists. Although he
was “the best known psychologist in the world at the time and a person of considerable
accomplishments” he did not win (Benjamin, 2003, p. 735). World War I was in its sec-
ond bloody year, and anti-German sentiment was strong. Wundt’s sometimes vitriolic
defense of his homeland may well have contributed to his rejection for the prize.

Wundt’s system also faced increasing competition in the German-speaking world follow-
ing World War I. During Wundt’s later years, two other schools of thought arose in Europe
to overshadow his views: Gestalt psychology in Germany and psychoanalysis in Austria. In
the United States, functionalism and behaviorism eclipsed the Wundtian approach.

In addition, the prevailing economic and political contextual forces contributed to the dis-
appearance of the Wundtian system in Germany. The economy’s collapse after Germany’s
defeat in World War I left its universities in financial ruin. The University of Leipzig could
not even afford to purchase copies of Wundt’s latest books for its library. Wundt’s labora-
tory, at which he trained the first generation of psychologists, was destroyed during World
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War II in a British and American bombing raid on December 4, 1943. Thus, the nature,
content, form, and even the home of Wundtian psychology have been lost.

Wundt’s Legacy

Wundt began a new domain of science, as he had announced he would, and conducted
research in a laboratory he designed exclusively for that purpose. He published the re-
sults in his own journal and tried to develop a systematic theory of the nature of the
human mind. Some of his students went on to found laboratories to continue experi-
menting on the problems by using the techniques that Wundt set forth. Thus, Wundt
provided psychology with all the trappings of a modern science.

Of course, the times were ready for the Wundtian movement. It was the natural out-
growth of the development of the physiological sciences, particularly in German univer-
sities. However, that Wundt’s work was the culmination of this movement and not its
origin does not diminish its stature. The founding of psychology did require a great
deal of dedication and courage to bring such a movement to fulfillment, and thus the
results of Wundt’s efforts represent an achievement of such overwhelming importance
that we must accord Wundt a stature unique among psychologists of the modern period.
A survey of 49 American historians of psychology that was conducted 70 years after
Wundt’s death revealed that he was still considered the most important psychologist of
all time, quite an honor for a scholar whose system had long ago faded from view (Korn,
Davis, & Davis, 1991).

Wundt’s monumental contributions are not diminished by the fact that much of the his-
tory of psychology after Wundt consists of rebellion against the limitations he placed on the
field. Instead, we may consider that these developments enhanced his greatness. Revolutions
must have some target, something to push against, and as that target Wundt’s work pro-
vided a compelling and magnificent beginning to modern experimental psychology.

Other Developments in German Psychology
Wundt had a monopoly on the new psychology for only a short time; the science was
also beginning to flourish at other German laboratories. Although Wundt was obviously
the most important organizer and systematizer in the early days of psychology, others
were also influential in the field’s early development. Researchers who did not subscribe
to Wundt’s viewpoint proposed different ideas, but all were engaged in the common en-
terprise of expanding psychology as a science. Their work, along with Wundt’s work,
made Germany the undisputed center of the movement.

Developments in England would give psychology a radically different theme and
direction (see Chapter 6). Charles Darwin proposed a theory of evolution, and Francis
Galton began work on a psychology of individual differences. These ideas influenced
the direction of psychology when it came to the United States, even more than the
pioneering work of Wilhelm Wundt.

In addition, early American psychologists, most of whom had studied under Wundt
at Leipzig, returned to the United States and made of Wundtian psychology something
uniquely American. Thus, shortly after Wundt founded psychology, it divided into fac-
tions, and soon his approach was only one of several.

Hermann Ebbinghaus (1850–1909)
Only a few years after Wundt claimed it was impossible to conduct experiments on the
higher mental processes, a German psychologist working alone, isolated from any aca-
demic center of psychology, began to experiment successfully on the higher mental
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processes. Hermann Ebbinghaus became the first psychologist to investigate learning and
memory experimentally. In doing so, he not only showed that Wundt was wrong on that
point but also changed the way in which association, or learning, could be studied.

Ebbinghaus’s Life

Ebbinghaus was born near Bonn, Germany, in 1850 and undertook his college studies
first at the University of Bonn and then at universities in Halle and Berlin. During his
academic training his interests shifted from history and literature to philosophy, in
which he received his degree in 1873, following military service in the Franco-Prussian
War. He devoted seven years to independent study in England and France, where his
interests changed again, this time leading him toward science.

Three years before Wundt established his laboratory at Leipzig, Ebbinghaus bought at
a London bookstore a secondhand copy of Fechner’s great work, Elements of Psychophys-
ics. This chance encounter profoundly affected his thinking and, ultimately, the direction
of the new psychology.

Fechner’s mathematical approach to psychological phenomena was an exciting revela-
tion to Ebbinghaus, and he resolved to do for psychology what Fechner had done for
psychophysics, using rigid and systematic measurement. His goal was nothing less than
to apply the experimental method to the higher mental processes. Most likely influenced
by the popularity of the work of the British associationists, Ebbinghaus chose to under-
take his breakthrough research in the area of human learning.

Research on Learning

Before Ebbinghaus began his work, the customary way to study learning was to examine
associations that were already formed. This was the approach of the British association-
ists. In a sense, investigators were working backward, attempting to determine how the
connections had been established.

Ebbinghaus’s focus was different; he began his study with the initial formation of the
associations. In this way he could control the conditions under which the chains of ideas
were formed and thus make the study of learning more objective.

Ebbinghaus’s work on learning and forgetting has been judged one of the great in-
stances of original genius in experimental psychology. It was the first venture into a truly
psychological problem area, one that was not part of physiology, as was true with so
many of Wundt’s research topics. Thus, Ebbinghaus’s revolutionary research broadened
considerably the scope of experimental psychology. Recall that learning and memory had
never been studied experimentally. Indeed, the eminent Wilhelm Wundt had said they
could not be. Ebbinghaus set out to do so, even though he had no academic appoint-
ment, no university setting in which to conduct his work, no teacher, no students, and
no laboratory. Nevertheless, over a period of five years, he carried out alone a series of
carefully controlled and comprehensive studies using himself as the only subject.

For the basic measure of learning Ebbinghaus adapted a technique from the associa-
tionists who had proposed frequency of associations as a condition of recall. Ebbinghaus
reasoned that the difficulty of learning material could be measured by this frequency;
that is, by counting the number of repetitions needed for one perfect reproduction of
the material. Here we see the influence of Fechner, who measured sensations indirectly
by measuring the stimulus intensity necessary to produce a just noticeable difference in
sensation. Ebbinghaus approached the problem of measuring memory similarly, by
counting the number of trials or repetitions required to learn the material.

For the material to be learned, Ebbinghaus devised similar, but not identical, lists of
syllables. He repeated the task often enough to be confident of the accuracy of his results.
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Thus, he could cancel out variable errors from trial to trial and obtain an average mea-
sure. So systematic was Ebbinghaus in his experimentation that he regulated his personal
habits as well, keeping them as constant as possible and following an unvarying routine,
always learning the material at the same time each day.

Research with Nonsense Syllables

For the subject matter of his research—the material to be learned—Ebbinghaus invented
nonsense syllables, which revolutionized the study of learning. Wundt’s student, E. B.
Titchener (see Chapter 5), noted that the use of nonsense syllables marked the first sig-
nificant advance in the field since the time of Aristotle.

Ebbinghaus was looking for some alternatives to everyday words for his subject mat-
ter because he recognized an inherent difficulty in using stories or poetry as stimulus
materials. Meanings or associations have already been attached to words by people famil-
iar with the language. These existing associations can facilitate the learning of material.
These connections are already present at the time of the experiment, so they cannot be
controlled by the experimenter. Ebbinghaus wanted to use material that would be uni-
formly unassociated, completely homogeneous, and equally unfamiliar—material with
which there could be few, if any, past associations. The nonsense syllables he created,
typically formed of two consonants with a vowel in between (as in lef, bok, or yat), satis-
fied these criteria. He wrote all possible combinations of consonants and vowels on
cards, yielding a supply of 2,300 syllables from which he drew at random the stimulus
materials to be learned.

Later data of history—supplied a century later, in the 1980s, by a German psycholo-
gist who read all the footnotes in Ebbinghaus’s publications and in the workbook for a
set of his experiments, and who then compared the English translations with the original
German—provide us with a new interpretation to our understanding of nonsense sylla-
bles (Gundlach, 1986). They were not always limited to three letters, and they were not
necessarily nonsense.

This meticulous investigation of the data of history—in this case using Ebbinghaus’s
own writings—revealed that some of the syllables were four, five, or six letters long.
More important, what Ebbinghaus called a “meaningless series of syllables” as the subject
matter of his research was incorrectly translated into English as a “series of nonsense
syllables.” To Ebbinghaus, it was not the individual syllables that were designed to be
meaningless (although many were), but rather that the entire list of stimulus words would
be meaningless—deliberately constructed to be free of prior connections or associations.

This reinterpretation of Ebbinghaus’s writings also revealed that he was fluent in
English and French as well as German and had studied Latin and Greek. Therefore, he
would have had a difficult time deriving syllables that would have had no meaning for
him. The researcher concluded: “The vain struggle for the definitively nonsensical,
association-free syllable is the endeavor of some of [Ebbinghaus’s] followers” (Gundlach,
1986, pp. 469–470).

Ebbinghaus designed several studies using his meaningless series of syllables to deter-
mine the influence of various experimental conditions on human learning and retention.
One study investigated the difference between the speed of memorizing lists of syllables
versus the speed of memorizing material that had more apparent meaning. To determine
the difference, Ebbinghaus memorized stanzas of Byron’s poem, “Don Juan.” Each stanza
has 80 syllables, and Ebbinghaus found that it required approximately nine readings to
memorize one stanza. He then memorized a meaningless series of 80 syllables and discov-
ered that the task required nearly 80 repetitions. He concluded that meaningless or unas-
sociated material is approximately nine times harder to learn than meaningful material.

Nonsense syllables:
Syllables presented in
a meaningless series to
study memory
processes.
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He also studied the effect of the length of the material to be learned on the number of
repetitions necessary for a perfect reproduction. He found that longer material requires
more repetitions and, consequently, more time to learn. When Ebbinghaus increased the
number of syllables to be learned, the average time to memorize a syllable increased. Of
course these results are predictable in a general way: The more we have to learn, the lon-
ger it will take us. The significance of Ebbinghaus’s work is in his careful control of the
experimental conditions, his quantitative analysis of the data, and his conclusion that
learning time per syllable as well as total learning time both increase with longer lists of
syllables.

Ebbinghaus studied other variables he expected would also influence learning and
memory: the effects of overlearning (repeating the lists more times than necessary for
one perfect reproduction), associations within lists, reviewing material, and the time
elapsed between learning and recall. His research on the effect of time yielded the
famous Ebbinghaus’s forgetting curve, which shows that material is forgotten rapidly in
the first few hours after learning and more slowly thereafter (see Figure 4.1).

Ebbinghaus published his research results in a book titled On Memory: A Contribu-
tion to Experimental Psychology (1885), which may be the most brilliant single investiga-
tion in the history of experimental psychology. In addition to beginning a new field of
study that remains important today, his research program is an example of technical
skill, perseverance, and ingenuity. We cannot find in the history of psychology any other
investigator working alone who subjected himself to such a painstaking regimen of ex-
perimentation. The research was so exacting, thorough, and systematic that it continues
to be cited in psychology textbooks well over a century later.

Other Contributions to Psychology

Ebbinghaus, with the physicist Arthur König, founded in 1890 a journal called the Jour-
nal of Psychology and Physiology of the Sense Organs. A new journal was welcome in
Germany at the time because Wundt’s journal, the primary outlet for research reports
from the Leipzig laboratory, could not handle all of the work being produced. The need
for a new publication, a mere nine years after Wundt had begun his, is significant testi-
mony to the phenomenal growth of psychology in both size and diversity.

In their first issue, Ebbinghaus and König made a bold claim for the two disciplines
named in the journal’s title: psychology and physiology. These fields have “consequently
grown together … to form one whole; they promote and presuppose one another, and so

FIGURE 4.1 Ebbinghaus’s forgetting curve for nonsense syllables.
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constitute two coequal members of one great double science” (quoted in Turner, 1982,
p. 151). This declaration, only 11 years after Wundt established his experimental labora-
tory, also shows how far Wundt’s idea of psychology as a science had come.

In 1902 Ebbinghaus wrote a successful textbook, The Principles of Psychology, which
he dedicated to Fechner’s memory, and in 1908 he published A Summary of Psychology,
intended for a broader audience. Both books appeared in several editions. After Ebbin-
ghaus’s death from pneumonia in 1909, the books were revised by other writers.

Ebbinghaus did not make theoretical contributions to psychology. He created no for-
mal system and had no disciples. He did not found a school of thought, nor did he seem
to want to do so. Yet he is of importance not only to the study of learning and memory,
which he began, but also to experimental psychology as a whole.

One measure of a scientist’s overall historical worth is how well his or her position
stands the test of time. By that standard, Ebbinghaus can be seen as more influential
than Wundt. Ebbinghaus’s research brought objectivity, quantification, and experimenta-
tion to the study of learning, a topic that remained central to much of twentieth-century
psychology. It is because of Ebbinghaus’s vision and dedication that work on association
shifted from speculation about its attributes to formal scientific investigation. Many of
his conclusions about the nature of learning and memory remain valid more than a cen-
tury after he offered them.

Franz Brentano (1838–1917)
At about the age of 16, Franz Brentano began training for the priesthood. He studied at
universities in Berlin, Munich, and Tübingen in Germany, receiving a degree in philoso-
phy from Tübingen in 1864. He was ordained the same year, and two years later he be-
gan teaching philosophy at the University of Würzburg, where he also wrote and
lectured on the work of Aristotle. In 1870, the Vatican Council in Rome accepted the
doctrine of papal infallibility, an idea Brentano opposed. He resigned his professorship,
to which he had been appointed as a priest, and formally left the church.

Brentano’s most famous book, Psychology from an Empirical Standpoint, was published
in 1874, the year in which the second part of Wundt’s Principles of Physiological Psychology
appeared. Brentano’s book directly contradicted Wundt’s views, attesting to the dissent
already apparent in the new psychology. Also in that year, Brentano was appointed profes-
sor of philosophy at the University of Vienna. He remained in Austria for 20 years, and
his influence grew considerably. He was a popular lecturer, and a number of his students
later achieved prominence in psychology, notably Christian von Ehrenfels and Sigmund
Freud. Freud took five courses with Brentano and later referred to him as a “genius” and
“a damned clever fellow” (Gay, 1988, p. 29). In 1894, Brentano retired from teaching but
continued to study and write, dividing his time between Switzerland and Italy.

Brentano is considered one of the more important early psychologists because of his
diverse interests. We will see that he is an intellectual precursor of the Gestalt psychology
and humanistic psychology schools, and he also shared with Wundt the goal of making
psychology a science. Whereas Wundt’s psychology was experimental, Brentano’s was
empirical. According to Brentano, the primary method for psychology should be obser-
vation, not experimentation, although he did not totally reject the experimental method.
He considered an empirical approach to be generally broader in scope because it accepts
data from observation and individual experience as well as from experimentation.

The Study of Mental Acts

Brentano opposed Wundt’s fundamental idea that psychology should study the content
of conscious experience. He argued that the proper subject matter for psychology is
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mental activity, such as the mental action of seeing rather than the mental content of
what a person sees. Thus, Brentano’s act psychology questioned the Wundtian view
that mental processes involve contents or elements.

He argued that a distinction should be drawn between experience as a structure or
content, and experience as an activity. In looking at a red flower, for example, the sensory
content of redness is different from the act of experiencing or sensing redness. To Brentano,
that act of experiencing redness is an example of the true subject matter of psychology. He
stated that color is a physical quality, but the act of seeing the color is a mental quality or
activity. Of course, an act necessarily involves an object; some sensory content must be
present because the act of seeing is meaningless without something to be seen.

Brentano’s redefinition of psychology’s subject matter required a different method of
study because acts, unlike sensory contents, are not accessible through introspection, the in-
ternal perception method Wundt and his students were practicing at the Leipzig laboratory.
The study of mental acts required observation on a larger scale. Thus, we see Brentano’s
preference for more empirical rather than experimental methods for his act psychology.
He was not proposing a return to speculative philosophy. Remember that although Brenta-
no’s methodology was not experimental, he did rely on systematic observation.

Brentano advanced two ways to study mental acts:

1. Through memory (recalling the mental processes involved in a particular mental state).
2. Through imagination (imagining a mental state and observing the accompanying

mental processes).

Although Brentano’s position attracted its share of followers, Wundtian psychology
maintained prominence. Because Wundt published so much more than Brentano, his
position was the better known. Also, psychologists admitted that it was easier to study
sensations or conscious contents with the methods of psychophysics than it was to use
observation to study the more elusive acts.

Carl Stumpf (1848–1936)
Born into a medical family in Bavaria, Carl Stumpf became acquainted with science at an
early age but developed a greater interest in music. At the age of seven, he began studying
the violin and eventually mastered five other instruments. By age 10, he was composing mu-
sic. As a student at the University of Würzburg, he became interested in Brentano’s work
and focused his attention on philosophy and science. At Brentano’s suggestion, Stumpf at-
tended the University of Göttingen, where he received his doctoral degree in 1868.

In 1894, Stumpf was awarded the most prized professorship in German psychology, an
appointment at the University of Berlin. His years there were extremely productive. He
developed his original laboratory of three small rooms into a large and important institute.
Although his research programs never equaled Wundt’s in scope, Stumpf has been consid-
ered Wundt’s major rival. Stumpf trained two of the psychologists who later founded
Gestalt psychology (see Chapter 12), a school of thought that opposed Wundt’s views.

Stumpf’s early writings in psychology were concerned with the perception of space,
but his most influential work, in keeping with his lifelong interest in music, is Psychology
of Tone, published in two volumes (1883 and 1890). This work and later studies of music
earned him a place second only to Helmholtz in the field of acoustics, and they were
considered a pioneering effort in the psychological study of music.

Phenomenology

The influence of Brentano may explain why Stumpf accepted a less-rigorous approach to
psychology than what Wundt considered appropriate. Stumpf argued that the primary

Act psychology:
Brentano’s system of
psychology, which
focused on mental
activities (e.g., seeing)
rather than on mental
contents (e.g., that
which is seen).
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data for psychology are phenomena. Phenomenology, the kind of introspection Stumpf
favored, refers to the examination of unbiased experience; that is, experience just as it
occurs. He disagreed with Wundt about breaking experience down into elements. Stumpf
believed that to analyze experience by reducing it to mental contents or elements is to
make that experience artificial and abstract and thus no longer natural. Later, Edmund
Husserl, a student of Stumpf’s, proposed a philosophy of phenomenology, considered a
precursor of Gestalt psychology (see Chapter 12).

In a series of publications, Stumpf and Wundt waged a bitter fight about the intro-
spection of tones. Stumpf initiated the debate on a theoretical level, but Wundt made it
personal, spicing the controversy with “scathing invectives” (Stumpf, 1930/1961, p. 441).
Essentially, the question was: Whose introspection reports are more credible? When re-
porting on the experience of hearing musical tones, should we accept the results of
Wundt’s highly trained laboratory observers or the results of Stumpf’s expert musicians?
Stumpf simply refused to accept the results obtained at Wundt’s Leipzig laboratory.

While continuing to write about music and acoustics, Stumpf established a center for
the collection of recordings of primitive music from many countries throughout the
world. He founded the Berlin Association for Child Psychology, and he published a the-
ory of emotion that attempted to reduce feelings to sensations, an idea relevant to con-
temporary cognitive theories of emotion. Thus, Stumpf was one of several German
psychologists working independently of Wundt to expand psychology’s boundaries.

Oswald Külpe (1862–1915)
Initially a follower of Wundt, Oswald Külpe led a group of students in a protest move-
ment against what he saw as the limitations of Wundtian psychology. Throughout his
career in psychology, Külpe worked on problems that Wundt’s psychology ignored.

In 1881, Külpe began his studies at the University of Leipzig. He planned to study
history, but under Wundt’s influence he switched to philosophy and experimental
psychology, the latter then in its infancy. After receiving his degree, he became assistant
professor and assistant to Wundt, carrying on research in the psychology laboratory.
A student called him the “kind mother” of Wundt’s lab because he was always ready to
help students with their problems (Kiesow, 1930/1961, p. 167).

Külpe wrote an introductory textbook, Outline of Psychology (1893), and dedicated it
to Wundt. In the book, Külpe defined psychology as the science of the facts of experi-
ence that are dependent on the experiencing person.

In 1894 Külpe accepted a professorship at the University of Würzburg, and two years
later he established a psychology laboratory that soon would rival Wundt’s in impor-
tance. Among the students attracted to Würzburg were several Americans, including
James Rowland Angell who became a pivotal figure in the development of the function-
alist school of thought (see Chapter 7). Külpe remained devoted to his students and to
his research throughout his life. Never married, he was fond of explaining that “science
is my bride” (quoted in Ogden, 1951, p. 4).

Külpe’s Differences with Wundt

In the Outline of Psychology, Külpe did not discuss the process of thought; at that time,
his position was still compatible with Wundt’s view that it was impossible to experiment
on the higher mental processes. Only a few years later, however, Külpe had become con-
vinced that thought processes could indeed be studied experimentally. After all, Ebbin-
ghaus was studying memory, another of the higher mental processes. If memory could
be assessed in the laboratory, why not thought? Asking this question obviously meant
that Külpe was challenging Wundt’s definition of the scope of psychology.

Phenomenology:
Stumpf’s introspective
method that examined
experience as it oc-
curred and did not try
to reduce experience
to elementary compo-
nents. Also, an ap-
proach to knowledge
based on an unbiased
description of immedi-
ate experience as it
occurs, not analyzed or
reduced to elements.
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Systematic Experimental Introspection

Another difference between psychology as practiced at Würzburg and at Leipzig related
to introspection. Külpe developed a method he called systematic experimental intro-
spection, which involved, first, performing a complex task (such as establishing logical
connections between concepts), then having the subjects provide a retrospective report
about their cognitive processes during the task. In other words, subjects undertook
some mental process, such as thinking or judging, after which they examined how they
had thought or judged. Wundt prohibited the use of such retrospective, or after-the-fact,
reporting in his laboratory. Wundt studied conscious experience as it occurred, not the
memory of it after it had occurred. He was so displeased with Külpe’s methodology that
he referred to it as “mock” introspection.

Külpe’s approach was systematic because the total experience could be described pre-
cisely by dividing it into time periods. Similar tasks were repeated many times so that the
introspective reports could be corrected, corroborated, and amplified. These reports were
usually supplemented by additional questions, directing the subjects’ attention to specific
points.

Other differences existed between the introspective approaches of Külpe and Wundt.
Wundt was opposed to having his subjects describe their subjective conscious experi-
ences in detail. Most of his research focused on objective, quantitative measurements,
such as reaction times or the judgments of weights in psychophysical research. In con-
trast, Külpe’s systematic experimental introspection emphasized detailed subjective, qual-
itative reports from subjects about the nature of their thought processes. Külpe’s subjects
were expected to do more than make simple judgments about stimulus intensity. They
were asked to describe the complex mental operations they performed during their expo-
sure to the experimental task.

In Külpe’s systematic experimental introspection, the experimenter assumes a more
active role in the research process. In Wundt’s laboratory, the experimenter’s involve-
ment was limited to presenting the stimulus material and recording the results of the
subject’s observations. Therefore, Wundt’s experimenters did not intrude on the actual
observations. In Külpe’s approach, however, the experimenters asked direct questions of
the observers to elicit the details of their reactions to the experimental stimuli.

Such questioning demanded that the observers work harder to describe carefully and
accurately the complex mental events they had experienced. Külpe required more infor-
mation from them than reaction times, judgments of heavier versus lighter weights, or
other quantitative measurements. One historian suggested that Külpe was truly pushing
the narrow limits of Wundt’s form of introspection (Danziger, 1980).

In summary, then, Külpe’s approach was aimed directly at investigating what was go-
ing on in a subject’s mind during a conscious experience. His stated goals were to ex-
pand Wundt’s conception of psychology’s subject matter to encompass the higher
mental processes and to refine the introspective method.

Imageless Thought

What was the outcome of Külpe’s campaign to expand and refine psychology’s subject
matter and method? Wundt attempted to reduce conscious experience to its component
parts; that is, to its sensations and images. All experience, Wundt stated, is composed of
sensations and images. Yet the results of Külpe’s direct introspection of the thought pro-
cesses supported the opposite viewpoint—that thought can occur without any sensory or
imaginal content. This finding came to be identified as imageless thought, to represent
the idea that meanings in thought do not necessarily involve specific images. Külpe’s
research had identified a non-sensory aspect of consciousness.

Systematic
experimental
introspection: Külpe’s
introspective method
that used retrospective
reports of subjects’
cognitive processes
after they had com-
pleted an experimental
task.

Imageless thought:
Külpe’s idea that
meaning in thought can
occur without any
sensory or imaginal
component.
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It is interesting to note another instance of simultaneous discovery. Imageless
thought was proposed independently at about the same time by the American psychol-
ogist Robert Woodworth (see Chapter 7) and by the French psychologist Alfred Binet
(see Chapter 8).

Research Topics of the Würzburg Laboratory

Külpe and his students conducted research on a variety of topics. One significant contri-
bution was a study by Karl Marbe on the comparative judgment of weights. Although
sensations and images were present during the task, Marbe found that they seemed to
play no part in the process of judgment. Subjects were unable to report on how their
judgments of lighter or heavier weights came into their minds. This contradicted the ac-
cepted notion that in making such judgments, subjects retained a mental image of the
first weight and compared it with a sensory impression of the second weight.

A study by Henry Watt demonstrated that in a word-association task (i.e., asking sub-
jects to respond to a stimulus word), subjects had little relevant information to report
about their conscious process of judgment. This finding reinforced Külpe’s contention
that conscious experience could not be reduced solely to sensations and images. Watt’s
subjects were able to respond correctly without being consciously aware of any intention
to do so at the time they made their response. Watt concluded that their conscious work
was done before the task was performed, at the time when the instructions were given
and understood.

Watt’s subjects apparently established an unconscious set or determining tendency to
respond in the desired way, once they comprehended the instructions. When the rules
for the task had been understood and the determining tendency adopted, the actual
task was performed with little conscious effort. This research suggested that predisposi-
tions outside of consciousness were somehow able to control conscious activities. Thus,
experience depended not only on conscious elements but also on unconscious determin-
ing tendencies, suggesting that the unconscious mind can have an influence on human
behavior. This idea was later adopted by Sigmund Freud for his psychoanalytic school of
thought.

Comment
We can see that divisions and controversies engulfed psychology shortly after its formal
founding. For all their differences, however, the early psychologists were united in the
goal of developing an independent science of psychology. Even with their varying views
of psychology’s subject matter and methods, Wundt, Ebbinghaus, Brentano, Stumpf, and
others together irrevocably changed the study of human nature. One writer noted that
because of the efforts of these scholars, psychology was no longer

a study of the soul [but] a study, by observation and experiment, of certain reactions of
the human organism not included in the subject matter of any other science. The Ger-
man psychologists, in spite of their many differences, were to this extent engaged in a
common enterprise; and their ability, their industry, and the common direction of their
labors all made the developments in the German universities the center of the new
movement in psychology. (Heidbreder, 1933, p. 105)

Germany did not remain the center of the new movement for long. Soon, Wundt’s
student E. B. Titchener brought a different version of the founder’s psychology to the
United States.
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Discussion Questions
1. On what basis did Wundt conclude that a person

cannot engage in more than one mental activity
at precisely the same moment in time?

2. Why is Wundt, and not Fechner, considered the
founder of the new psychology?

3. Describe the differences between “founding” and
“originating” in science.

4. Describe Wundt’s cultural psychology. How did
it lead to division within psychology?

5. Why did cultural psychology have little impact
on American psychology?

6. How was Wundt’s psychology influenced by the
work of the German physiologists and the British
empiricists? Describe the concept of voluntarism.

7. What are elements of consciousness? What is
their role in mental life?

8. Distinguish between mediate and immediate
experience.

9. Describe Wundt’s methodology and his rules for
introspection. Did he favor quantitative or qual-
itative introspection? Why?

10. Distinguish between internal and external per-
ception. What is the purpose of apperception?

11. How did apperception relate to the work of
James Mill and John Stuart Mill?

12. Trace the fate of Wundtian psychology in
Germany. On what grounds was Wundt’s system
criticized?

13. Describe Ebbinghaus’s research on learning and
memory. How was it influenced by the work of
Fechner?

14. How does Brentano’s act psychology differ from
Wundtian psychology?

15. How did Stumpf differ with Wundt on intro-
spection and on the reduction of experience to
elements?

16. What did Külpe mean by systematic experimen-
tal introspection? How did Külpe’s approach
differ from Wundt’s?

17. How did the idea of imageless thought challenge
Wundt’s conception of conscious experience?

18. Despite their many differences, what did the
works of Wundt, Ebbinghaus, Brentano, and
Stumpf have in common?
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C HA P T E R 5
Structuralism

Swallow the Rubber Tube—A College Prank?
Would you volunteer to swallow a rubber tube that goes down to your stomach? And
then have hot water poured down the tube? And then ice-cold water? All for the glory
of psychological research? Do you need more time to decide on your answer?

If you had been a graduate student in psychology at Cornell University in upstate
New York around the beginning of the twentieth century, you would have been asked,
or urged, to do just that. Professor Edward Bradford Titchener, the psychologist con-
ducting the experiment, was such a formidable being that nearly all of his students
agreed to the often outrageous things he asked them to do in the name of science. The
students were providing data for the psychological system he was developing. How? They
were undertaking a form of introspection.

Introspection was a serious endeavor at Cornell in those days, and Titchener’s gradu-
ate students were dedicated to their work. Consider the stomach tube, for example; they
were asked to swallow the tube to study the sensitivity of their internal organs. Students
swallowed the tubes in the morning, and they remained in place throughout the day.
You can imagine that it was not easy to carry out ordinary activities with a tube down
your throat, and many students vomited before they were able to keep the tubes down.
At specified times, throughout the day the students went to the laboratory to have hot
water poured through the tubes, and then they reported on the sensations they were
experiencing. Later they repeated the process with cold water. In another experiment stu-
dents carried notebooks with them to the bathroom so they could record their feelings
and sensations whenever they urinated or defecated.

Then there was the sex study, another example of data lost to history for many years
before being recovered. Married students were asked to make notes of their elementary
sensations and feelings during sexual intercourse and to attach measuring devices to
their bodies to record physiological responses. This research was little publicized at the
time. It was revealed in 1960 by Cora Friedline, one of Titchener’s students, in a lecture
she gave at Randolph-Macon College in Lynchburg, Virginia.1 The study did become
common knowledge around the Cornell campus at the time, however, giving the psy-
chology laboratory a reputation as an immoral place. The housemother in the women’s
dormitory would not allow her students to visit the lab after dark. When word spread
that condoms had been attached to the stomach tubes that the graduate students were
swallowing, the talk in the dorm, Friedline said, was that the lab “wasn’t a safe place
for anyone to go.”

Swallow the Rubber
Tube—A College Prank?

Edward Bradford
Titchener (1867–1927)

Titchener’s Life

Titchener’s
Experimentalists: No
Women Allowed!

The Content of
Conscious Experience

Introspection

The Elements of
Consciousness

Criticisms of Structuralism

Criticisms of
Introspection

Additional Criticisms of
Titchener’s System

Contributions of
Structuralism

Discussion Questions

Recommended Resources

1We are grateful to F. B. Rowe for providing a copy of Friedline’s remarks, delivered in April 1960.
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Edward Bradford Titchener (1867–1927)
Although E. B. Titchener professed to be a loyal follower of Wilhelm Wundt, Titchener
dramatically altered Wundt’s system of psychology when he brought it from Germany to
the United States. Titchener offered his own approach, which he called structuralism, yet
claimed it represented psychology as set forth by Wundt. In reality, the two systems were
radically different, and the label “structuralism” can properly be applied only to Titch-
ener’s psychology. Structuralism attained a prominence in the United States and lasted
some two decades before it was overthrown by newer movements.

Wundt had recognized the elements or contents of consciousness, but his overriding
concern was their organization; that is, their synthesis into higher-level cognitive pro-
cesses through apperception. In Wundt’s view, the mind had the power to organize men-
tal elements voluntarily, a position that contrasted with the passive, mechanistic
explanation favored by most of the British empiricists and associationists.

Titchener focused on mental elements or contents, and their mechanical linking through
the process of association, but he discarded Wundt’s doctrine of apperception. Titchener’s
work concentrated on the elements themselves. In Titchener’s view, psychology’s funda-
mental task was to discover the nature of the elementary conscious experiences—to analyze
consciousness into its component parts and thus determine its structure.

Titchener spent his most productive years at Cornell University. He wore his
Oxford University academic gown to class and made every lecture a dramatic produc-
tion. The stage was carefully prepared by assistants under his watchful eye. The junior
faculty, required to attend all the lectures, filed through one door to take front row
seats. Professor Titchener entered through another door leading directly to the lecture
platform. Although he had studied with Wundt for only two years, he resembled his
mentor in many ways, copying the authoritative style, the formal lecture manners,
even the beard. Although Titchener was English by birth, he was “often mistaken by
those who knew him slightly, or who knew only about him, for a German” (Boring,
1927, p. 493). A former student, E. G. Boring, who later became a noted historian of
psychology, observed that Wundt and Titchener had similar personalities in that both
were autocratic and domineering. Titchener seemed to become more arrogant as
he grew older, and “he became progressively more intolerant of others’ dissent”
(Jeshmaridian, 2007, p. 20).

Titchener’s Life

Born in Chichester, England, into a family with impressive lineage but little money,
Titchener relied on his considerable intellectual abilities to win scholarships to college.
He attended Malvern College and later Oxford University, where he studied philosophy
and the classics and worked as a research assistant in physiology. He won many aca-
demic prizes along the way and was seen as a brilliant student with a flair for languages,
including Latin, Greek, German, French, and Italian. An Oxford professor once gave
Titchener a research article written in the Dutch language and asked him to report on
it in a week’s time. Titchener protested that he did not know Dutch. The professor told
him to learn it—and he did.

Titchener became interested in Wundtian psychology while at Oxford, an enthusiasm
not shared or encouraged by anyone else at the university. Obviously, then, he would
have to journey to Leipzig—the mecca for scientific pilgrims—to study under Wundt
himself. Titchener earned his doctoral degree at Leipzig in 1892. During his student
years, Titchener developed a close relationship with Wundt and his family. Titchener
was often invited to their home, and he spent at least one Christmas holiday with them
at their mountain retreat (Leys & Evans, 1990).
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Once Titchener received his doctorate, he hoped to become the English pioneer of
Wundt’s new experimental psychology. When Titchener returned to Oxford, however,
his colleagues remained skeptical of any so-called scientific approach to their favorite
philosophical topics. After staying only a few months, Titchener realized that better op-
portunities lay elsewhere. He left England for Cornell University in the United States to
teach psychology and direct the laboratory. He was then 25 years old, and he remained
at Cornell for the rest of his life. He died of a brain tumor at age 60; his brain has been
preserved in a glass jar on display at Cornell, part of a collection begun in 1889 to study
differences in brain characteristics (Young, 2010).

Titchener spent the years 1893 to 1900 establishing his laboratory, conducting
research, and writing scholarly articles; he eventually published more than 60. As his
brand of psychology attracted more students to Cornell, he relinquished the task of par-
ticipating personally in the research studies, leaving his students to conduct the experi-
ments. Thus, his systematic position reached its fullest development through the
direction of his students’ research. In 35 years at Cornell, he supervised more than 50
doctoral candidates in psychology, and most of their dissertations bear the imprint of
his ideas. Titchener exercised clear authority in selecting research problems for his stu-
dents, assigning topics related to issues about which he was curious. In this way he built
his system of structuralism, which he later referred to as the “only scientific psychology
worthy of the name” (quoted in Roback, 1952, p. 184).

Titchener translated Wundt’s books from German into English. By the time he had
completed work on the third edition of Wundt’s Principles of Physiological Psychology,
Wundt had already finished the fourth edition. Titchener translated the fourth edition,
only to learn that the tireless Wundt had published a fifth edition.

Titchener’s own books include An Outline of Psychology (1896), Primer of Psychology
(1898b), and the four-volume Experimental Psychology: A Manual of Laboratory Practice
(1901–1905). These Manuals, as the individual volumes of that work came to be called,
stimulated the growth of laboratory work in psychology in the United States and influ-
enced a generation of experimental psychologists. Titchener’s textbooks were widely used
and were translated into Russian, Italian, German, Spanish, and French.

Like Wundt, Titchener was praised as an outstanding teacher whose lectures were
always well attended; often the halls were filled to overflowing. When Boring went to
attend his first class by Titchener, he found students “spilling over into all the adjacent
rooms. I cannot exaggerate the magnetism of the lecturer. … I remember the lecture on
tonal beats as especially exciting; imagine making tonal beats exciting! I was then an
engineering student, and yet it was the memory of these lectures that caused me to
change to psychology five years later” (Boring, 1927, p. 494).

As Titchener aged, his hobbies diverted time and energy from his work in psychology.
He conducted a small musical ensemble at his home on Sunday evenings, and for many
years he was Professor in Charge of Music at Cornell before a music department was
formally established. His interest in coin collecting led him to learn Chinese and Arabic
so that he could decipher the characters on the coins. He corresponded frequently with
colleagues; most of the letters were typewritten, with additional notes written by hand.
Almost by accident he added the word “empathy” to the English language. In another
example of translation altering a word’s original intent (see Chapter 1), Titchener trans-
lated the German word for sympathy, from a paper written by a German psychologist,
into English as empathy, giving it quite a different meaning (Jahoda, 2005).

Eventually Titchener withdrew from social and university life and achieved the status
of a living legend at Cornell, though many faculty members had never met him or even
seen him. He preferred to work in his study at home. After 1909, he lectured only on
Monday evenings during each spring semester. His wife screened all callers and
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protected him from intrusions; it was understood that no student would phone him ex-
cept in an emergency.

Although he was autocratic in the manner of the stereotypical German professor,
Titchener was also helpful to students and colleagues, as long as they accorded him the
deference and respect he believed were his due. Stories are told of how junior faculty
members and graduate students washed his car and installed window screens at his
house in the summer, not on command but out of admiration.

Karl Dallenbach, a former student, quoted Titchener as saying that “a man could not
hope to become a psychologist until after he had learned to smoke” (Dallenbach, 1967,
p. 85). Accordingly, many students took to smoking cigars, at least in Titchener’s
presence. (Dallenbach also reported that he became quite ill from his first cigar.)

Cora Friedline reported the following experience with Titchener:

[She] was discussing her research in Titchener’s office when his ever-present cigar
caught his beard on fire. He was talking at the time and his imposing manner made
her reluctant to interrupt. Finally she said, “I beg your pardon, Dr. Titchener, but
your whiskers are on fire.” By the time he extinguished the flames, the fire had burned
through his shirt and his underwear.2

Titchener’s concern for his students did not end when they left Cornell, nor did his
impact on their lives. Dallenbach, on receiving his Ph.D., intended to go to medical
school, but Titchener obtained a teaching position for him at the University of Oregon.
Dallenbach had thought Titchener would approve of medical school, but he was wrong.
“I had to go to Oregon, as [Titchener] did not intend to have his training and work with
me wasted” (Dallenbach, 1967, p. 91).

E. G. Boring recalled that not all students reacted positively to Titchener’s attempts to
direct their lives. “Many of his more able graduate students came to resent his interfer-
ence and control and eventually rebelled, to find themselves suddenly on the outside, ex-
communicated, bitter, with return impossible” (Boring, 1952, pp. 32–33).

Also, Titchener’s relations with psychologists outside his own group were sometimes
strained. Elected to the APA by the charter members in 1892, he resigned shortly there-
after because the association declined to expel a member whom Titchener accused of
plagiarism. The story is told that a friend paid Titchener’s dues for many years so he
would continue to be listed as a member.

Titchener’s Experimentalists: No Women Allowed!

In 1904, a group of psychologists from Cornell, Yale, Clark, Michigan, and Princeton,
among others, who called themselves the Titchener Experimentalists, began meeting reg-
ularly to compare research notes. Titchener selected the topics and the guests and gener-
ally dominated the meetings. One of his rules was that no women were allowed. E. G.
Boring reported that Titchener wanted “oral reports that could be interrupted, dissented
from, and criticized in a smoke-filled room with no women present. Women were con-
sidered too pure to smoke” (Boring, 1967, p. 315).

Some women students from Bryn Mawr College in Pennsylvania attempted to attend
the group’s meetings, but they were quickly ordered to leave. Once they hid under a table
during a session while Boring’s fiancée, Lucy May, and another woman waited in the
next room “with the door ajar to hear what unexpurgated male psychology was like.”
Boring recalled that they came through “unscathed” (Boring, 1967, p. 322).

2From L. T. Benjamin, Jr., based on material in the Cora Friedline papers, Archives of the History of Ameri-
can Psychology, University of Akron, Ohio.
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Lucy May Boring, who lived for 110 years (1886 to 1996), earned her Ph.D. from Cornell
in 1912 and taught briefly at Vassar College andWells College before choosing marriage over
a career in psychology. Like many middle-class married women with high-level academic
training and credentials at that time, she worked quietly on her husband’s projects. She read
and advised on his publications, though her contributions were generally unacknowledged.

For the 1912 meeting of the Experimentalists, Christine Ladd-Franklin (1847–1930)
wrote to Titchener to request the opportunity to read a paper on her experimental psy-
chology research. She had worked on problems of color vision in G. E. Müller’s labora-
tory at the University of Göttingen in Germany and at Helmholtz’s laboratory in Berlin.
Previously she had completed the requirements for a Ph.D. in mathematics at Johns
Hopkins University, but she had been denied the degree because she was a woman; the
Hopkins administration finally relented, awarding her the doctorate 44 years later.

When Titchener refused her request to participate in the 1912 meeting, she wrote, “I
am shocked to know that you are still—at this year—excluding women from your meet-
ing of experimental psychologists. It is such a very old-fashioned standpoint!” (quoted in
Furumoto, 1988, p. 107). Not to be deterred in her campaign to participate, she contin-
ued her protests for years, calling Titchener’s policy immoral and unscientific.

Titchener wrote to a friend, “I have been pestered by abuse by Mrs. Ladd-Franklin for
not having women at the meetings, and she threatens to make various scenes in person and
in print. Possibly she will succeed in breaking us up, and forcing us to meet—like rabbits—
in some dark place underground” (quoted in Scarborough & Furumoto, 1987, p. 126).

Although Titchener continued to exclude women from the Experimentalists’ meet-
ings, he encouraged and supported their advancement in psychology. He accepted
women in his graduate studies program at Cornell, while Harvard and Columbia univer-
sities refused them admission.

More than one-third of the 56 doctorates Titchener awarded were to women. More
women completed doctoral degrees with Titchener than with any other male psycholo-
gist of the day. Titchener also favored the hiring of women faculty, an idea many of his

Titchener Experimentalists pose during a meeting in 1916; at least five members can be seen with cigars.
SOURCE: Archives of the History of American Psychology/University of Akron
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colleagues considered radical. In one instance, he insisted on hiring a female professor
despite the objection of the dean.

The first woman to earn a doctoral degree in psychology was Margaret Floy Wash-
burn; she was also Titchener’s first doctoral student. She recalled, “He did not quite
know what to do with me” (Washburn, 1932, p. 340). After Washburn received her de-
gree, she wrote an important book on comparative psychology (The Animal Mind, 1908)
and became the first female psychologist elected to the National Academy of Sciences.
She also served as president of the APA.

We mention Washburn’s success briefly to highlight Titchener’s continuing support
for women in psychology. Although he did not relent about permitting women to attend
meetings of the Titchener Experimentalists, he did work to open doors to women that
were kept firmly closed by most other male psychologists.

In 1929, two years after Titchener’s death, the Experimentalists were reborn as the
Society of Experimental Psychologists, which is still active today (www.sepsych.org). The
new organization admitted women members (Washburn was one of two female charter
members), and today it holds annual meetings to discuss the research of those invited to
attend (see Goodwin, 2005). In 2004, “the Society of Experimental Psychologists held its
centennial meeting on the campus at Cornell University. One of the faculty members at
Cornell brought a guest to the meeting: Titchener’s brain” (Benjamin, 2006a, p. 137).

The Content of Conscious Experience

According to Titchener, the subject matter of psychology is conscious experience as that
experience is dependent on the person who is actually experiencing it. This kind of expe-
rience differs from that studied by scientists in other fields. For example, light and sound
can be studied by physicists and by psychologists. Physicists examine the phenomena
from the standpoint of the physical processes involved, whereas psychologists consider
the light and sound in terms of how humans observe and experience these phenomena.

Other sciences are independent of experiencing persons. Titchener offered, from phys-
ics, the example of temperature. The temperature in a room may be measured at 85
degrees Fahrenheit, for example, whether or not anyone is in the room to experience it.
When observers are present in that room and report that they feel uncomfortably warm,
however, that feeling—that experience of warmth—is dependent on the experiencing indi-
viduals, the people in the room. To Titchener, this type of conscious experience was the
only proper focus for psychological research. Titchener described the difference between
dependent and independent experience in his 1909 book, A Textbook of Psychology.

MARGARET FLOY
WASHBURN

IN THEIR OWN WORDS

Original Source Material on Structuralism from A Textbook of
Psychology (1909)

E. B. Titchener3

All human knowledge is derived from human experience; there is no other source of

knowledge. But human experience, as we have seen, may be considered from different

points of view. Suppose that we take two points of view, as far as possible apart, and

discover for ourselves what experience looks like in the two cases. First, we will regard

experience as altogether independent of any particular person; we will assume that it

goes on whether or not anyone is there to have it. Secondly, we will regard experience

3Reprinted with permission of Macmillan Publishing Co. Inc., from A Textbook of Psychology by E. B.
Titchener (pp. 6–9). Copyright 1909 by Macmillan Publishing Co. Inc. Revised 1937 by Sophia K. Titchener.
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as altogether dependent upon the particular person; we will assume that it goes on only

when someone is there to have it. We shall hardly find standpoints more diverse. What

are the differences in experience, as viewed from them?

Take, to begin with, the three things that you first learn about in physics: space,

time, and mass. Physical space, which is the space of geometry and astronomy and

geology, is constant, always and everywhere the same. Its unit is the centimeter, and

the centimeter has precisely the same value wherever and whenever it is applied.

Physical time is similarly constant, and its constant unit is the second. Physical mass

is constant; its unit, the gram, is always and everywhere the same. Here we have ex-

perience of space, time, and mass considered as independent of the person who ex-

periences them.

Change, then, to the point of view which brings the experiencing person into account.

The two vertical lines in [Figure 5.1] are physically equal; they measure alike in units of

one centimeter. To you, who see them, they are not equal. The hour that you spend in

the waiting room of a village station and the hour that you spend in watching an amus-

ing play are physically equal; they measure alike in units of one second. To you, the one

hour goes slowly, the other quickly; they are not equal. Take two circular cardboard

boxes of different diameter (say, two centimeters and eight centimeters) and pour sand

into them until they both weigh, say, fifty grams.

The two masses are physically equal; placed on the pans of a balance [a scale],

they will hold the beam level. To you, as you lift them in your two hands, or raise

them in turn by the same hand, the box of smaller diameter is considerably the

heavier. Here we have experience of space, time, and mass considered as dependent

upon the experiencing person. It is the same experience that we were discussing just

now. But our first point of view gives us facts and laws of physics; our second gives

us facts and laws of psychology.

Now take three other topics that are discussed in the physical textbooks: heat,

sound, and light. Heat proper, the physicists tell us, is the energy of molecular motion;

that is to say, heat is a form of energy due to a movement of the particles of a body

among themselves. Radiant heat belongs, with light, to what is called radiant energy—

energy that is propagated by wave movements of the luminiferous ether with which

space is filled. Sound is a form of energy due to the vibratory movements of bodies,

and is propagated by wave movements of some elastic medium, solid, liquid, or

FIGURE 5.1
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In studying conscious experience, Titchener warned against committing what he called
the stimulus error, which confuses the mental process with the object we are observing.
For example, observers who see an apple and then describe that object as an apple—instead
of reporting the elements of color, brightness, and shape they are experiencing—are guilty
of committing the stimulus error. The object of our observation is not to be described in
everyday language but rather in terms of the elementary conscious content of the
experience.

When observers focus on the stimulus object instead of on the conscious content, they
fail to distinguish what they have learned in the past about the object (for example, that it
is called an apple) from their own direct and immediate experience. All that observers can
really know about the apple is that it is red, shiny, and round. When they describe anything
other than color, brightness, and spatial characteristics, they are interpreting the object, not
observing it. Thus, they would be dealing with mediate, not immediate, experience.

Titchener defined consciousness as the sum of our experiences as they exist at a given
time. The mind is the sum of an individual’s experiences accumulated over a lifetime.
Consciousness and mind are similar, except that consciousness involves mental processes
occurring at the moment whereas mind involves the total of these processes.

Structural psychology as Titchener envisioned it was a pure science. He was not con-
cerned with applying psychological knowledge. Psychology, he said, was not in the busi-
ness of curing sick minds or reforming society. Psychology’s only legitimate purpose was
to discover the facts of the structure of the mind. He believed scientists should remain
free of speculation about the practical worth of their work. For this reason he opposed
the development of child psychology, animal psychology, and all other areas that did not
fit with his introspective experimental psychology of the content of conscious experience.

Introspection

Titchener’s form of introspection, or self-observation, relied on observers who were rig-
orously trained to describe the elements of their conscious state rather than reporting the
observed or experienced stimulus by a familiar name. Titchener realized that everyone
learns to describe experience in terms of the stimulus—such as calling a red, shiny, and
round object an apple—and that in everyday life this is beneficial and necessary. In his
psychology laboratory, however, this practice had to be unlearned.

Titchener adopted Külpe’s label, systematic experimental introspection, to describe his
method. Like Külpe, Titchener used detailed, qualitative, subjective reports of his sub-
jects’ mental activities during the act of introspecting. He opposed Wundt’s approach,
with its focus on objective, quantitative measurements, because he believed it was not
useful for uncovering the elementary sensations and images of consciousness that were
the core of his psychology.

In other words, Titchener differed from Wundt in that Titchener was interested in the
analysis of complex conscious experience into its component parts, not in the synthesis

Stimulus error:
Confusing the mental
process under study
with the stimulus or
object being observed.

gaseous. In brief, heat is a dance of molecules; light is a wave motion of the ether;

sound is a wave motion of the air.

The world of physics, in which these types of experience are considered as inde-

pendent of the experiencing person, is neither warm nor cold, neither dark nor light,

neither silent nor noisy. It is only when the experiences are considered as dependent

upon some person that we have warmth and cold, blacks and whites and colors and

grays, tones and hisses and thuds.

And these things are the subject matter of psychology.
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of the elements through apperception. Titchener emphasized the parts, whereas Wundt
emphasized the whole. In line with most of the British empiricists and associationists,
Titchener’s goal was to discover the so-called atoms of the mind.

His approach to introspection apparently had been formed before he went to Leipzig
to study with Wundt. One historian suggested that while Titchener was still enrolled at
Oxford, he had been influenced by the writings of James Mill (Danziger, 1980).

Titchener also was influenced by philosophy’s mechanistic spirit, as is evident in his
image of the observers who supplied the data in his laboratory. In Titchener’s published
research reports, subjects are called reagents, a term used by chemists to denote sub-
stances that, because of their capacity for certain reactions, are used to detect, examine,
or measure other substances. A reagent is usually passive, an agent used to elicit or
prompt responses from some other substance.

Applying this concept to the human observers in Titchener’s laboratory, we see that he
considered his subjects to be like mechanical recording instruments, objectively reacting and
responding by noting the characteristics of the stimulus they are observing. The subjects
were to be nothing more than impartial, detached machines. In keeping with Wundt’s
idea, the trained observations would become so mechanized and habitual that the subjects
would no longer be aware that they were carrying out a conscious process. Titchener wrote:

In his attention to the phenomena under observation, the observer in psychology, no
less than the observer in physics, completely forgets to give subjective attention to the
state of observing … observers, as we know them, are already trained; the “state of
observing” has already been mechanized. (Titchener, 1912a, p. 443)

If observers in the laboratory are considered to be machines, then it is easy to suggest
that all human beings are machines. This thinking shows the continuing influence of the
Galilean-Newtonian mechanical view of the universe, an idea that did not disappear with
the eventual death of structuralism. As the history of psychology unfolds, we will see that

Titchener often met with students in his home study.
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this image of human-as-machine continued to characterize experimental psychology
through the first half of the twentieth century.

Titchener proposed taking an experimental approach to introspective observation in
psychology. He diligently followed the rules of scientific experimentation, noting that

an experiment is an observation that can be repeated, isolated, and varied. The more
frequently you can repeat an observation, the more likely are you to see clearly what is
there and to describe accurately what you have seen. The more strictly you can isolate
an observation, the easier does your task of observation become, and the less danger is
there of your being led astray by irrelevant circumstances, or of placing emphasis on the
wrong point. The more widely you can vary an observation, the more clearly will the
uniformity of experience stand out, and the better is your chance of discovering laws.
(Titchener, 1909, p. 20)

The reagents or subjects in Titchener’s laboratory introspected on a variety of stimuli
and provided lengthy, detailed observations of the elements of their experiences. For ex-
ample, a chord would be struck on a piano; the chord consisted of three individual notes
sounded together. The subjects would report on how many separate tones they could
distinguish, the mental characteristics of the sounds, and whatever other basic atoms or
elements of consciousness they could detect.

Another experiment involved a given word spoken aloud. As Titchener described it,
the reagent was asked to “observe the effect which this stimulus produces upon con-
sciousness: how the word affects you, what ideas it calls up, and so forth” (Titchener,
1910, quoted in Benjamin, 1997, p. 174). You can see from these examples why the in-
trospectors in Titchener’s laboratory had to be thoroughly trained, and how subjective,
or qualitative, their judgments necessarily were.

The Elements of Consciousness

Titchener posed three essential problems for psychology:

1. Reduce conscious processes to their simplest components.
2. Determine laws by which these elements of consciousness were associated.
3. Connect the elements with their physiological conditions.

Thus, the aims of Titchener’s structural psychology coincide with those of the natural
sciences. After scientists decide which part of the natural world they wish to study, they
proceed to discover its elements, to demonstrate how those elements are compounded
into complex phenomena, and to formulate laws governing those phenomena. The bulk
of Titchener’s research was devoted to the first problem, to discovering the elements of
consciousness.

Titchener defined three elementary states of consciousness: sensations, images, and
affective states. Sensations are the basic elements of perception and occur in the sounds,
sights, smells, and other experiences evoked by physical objects in our environment.
Images are the elements of ideas, and they are found in the process that reflects experi-
ences that are not actually present at the moment, such as a memory of a past experi-
ence. Affective states, or affections, are the elements of emotion and are found in
experiences such as love, hate, and sadness.

In An Outline of Psychology (1896), Titchener presented a list of the elements of sen-
sation uncovered through his research. The list includes nearly 44,500 individual sensa-
tion qualities; of these, 32,820 were identified as visual sensations and 11,600 were
identified as auditory sensations. Each element was believed to be conscious and distinct
from all others, and each could be combined with others to form perceptions and ideas.
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Although basic and irreducible, mental elements could be categorized, just as
chemical elements are grouped into classes. Despite their simplicity, mental elements
have attributes that allow us to distinguish among them. Titchener added duration
and clearness to the Wundtian attributes of quality and intensity. He considered these
four to be fundamental to all sensations in that they are present, to some degree, in all
experiences.

• Quality is the characteristic—such as “cold” or “red”—that clearly distinguishes each
element from every other element.

• Intensity refers to a sensation’s strength, weakness, loudness, or brightness.
• Duration is the course of a sensation over time.
• Clearness refers to the role of attention in conscious experience; experience that is the

focus of our attention is clearer than experience toward which our attention is not
directed.

Sensations and images possess all four of these attributes, but affective states have only
three: quality, intensity, and duration. Affective states lack clearness. Why? Titchener
believed it was impossible to focus attention directly on an element of feeling or emotion.
When we try to do so, the affective quality—such as the sadness or the pleasantness—
disappears. Some sensory processes, particularly those involving vision and touch, possess
another attribute, extensity, in that they take up space.

All conscious processes can be reduced to one of these attributes. The findings on
the problem of imageless thought from Külpe’s laboratory at Würzburg did not cause
Titchener to modify his position. He recognized that some poorly defined qualities may
occur during thought, but he suggested that these were still sensations or images. It was
obvious to Titchener that Külpe’s subjects had succumbed to the stimulus error because
they paid more attention to the stimulus object than to their conscious processes.

The graduate students at Cornell carried out a great deal of research on affective
states, and their findings led Titchener to reject Wundt’s tridimensional theory of
feelings. Titchener suggested that affections had only one dimension, that of pleasure/
displeasure. He denied Wundt’s dimensions of tension/relaxation and excitement/
depression.

In later years, Titchener began to modify his structural psychology in fundamental
ways. He dropped the concept of mental elements from his lectures around 1918,
suggesting that psychology should study not basic elements but the larger dimensions
or processes of mental life, which he listed as quality, intensity, duration, clearness, and
extensity. A few years later he wrote to a graduate student, “You must give up thinking
in terms of sensations and affections. That was all right ten years ago; but now it is
wholly out of date. You must learn to think in terms of dimensions rather than in terms
of systematic constructs like sensation” (Evans, 1972, p. 174).

By the 1920s, Titchener even began to question the term “structural psychology,” and
he took to calling his approach an existential psychology. He was reconsidering his intro-
spective method in favor of a phenomenological approach, examining experience just as
it occurs without trying to break it down into elements.

Had Titchener lived long enough to implement them, these dramatic shifts in view-
point might have altered radically the face and fate of structural psychology. These ideas
suggest a flexibility and openness to change that scientists like to think they possess, but
which not all can demonstrate. The evidence for these alterations was pieced together by
historians from a meticulous examination of Titchener’s letters and lectures (see Evans,
1972; Henle, 1974). Although these ideas were not incorporated formally into Titchener’s
system, they indicate the direction in which he was moving. Death prevented him from
reaching his goal.
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Criticisms of Structuralism
People often gain prominence in history because they oppose an older viewpoint, but
with Titchener the situation was reversed. He stood firm when everyone else had moved
beyond him. By the second decade of the twentieth century, the intellectual climate of
thought in American and European psychology had changed, but the formal published
statement of Titchener’s system had not. As a result, many psychologists came to regard
his structural psychology as a futile attempt to cling to antiquated principles and meth-
ods. Psychologist James Gibson, who met Titchener toward the end of the great man’s
life, noted that although Titchener “inspired genuine awe … my generation had no
need for his theory or his method. His influence was on the wane” (Gibson, 1967, p. 130).

Titchener believed he was establishing a foundation for psychology, but his efforts proved
to be only one phase in its history. The era of structuralism collapsed when Titchener died,
and that it was sustained for so long is an effective tribute to his commanding personality.

Criticisms of Introspection

The criticisms directed at the method of introspection are more relevant to the kind of
observation practiced at Titchener’s and Külpe’s laboratories, which dealt with subjective
reports of the elements of consciousness, than to Wundt’s internal perception method,
which dealt with more objective and quantitative responses to external stimuli.

Introspection, broadly defined, had been in use for decades, and attacks on the
method were not new. A century before Titchener’s work, the German philosopher
Immanuel Kant had written that any attempt at introspection necessarily altered the
conscious experience being studied because it introduced an observing variable into
the content of the conscious experience.

The positivist philosopher Auguste Comte attacked the introspective method, arguing
that if the mind were capable of observing its own activities, it would have to divide itself
into two parts—one doing the observing and the other being observed. Obviously, Comte
claimed, this was impossible (Wilson, 1991):

The mind may observe all phenomena but its own. … The observing and observed organ
are here the same, and its action cannot be pure and natural. In order to observe, your
intellect must pause from activity; yet it is this very activity that you want to observe. If
you cannot effect it, you cannot observe; if you do effect it, there is nothing to observe. The
results of such method are in proportion to its absurdity. (Comte, 1830/1896, Vol. 1, p. 9)

Additional criticism of introspection came from the English physician Henry Mauds-
ley who wrote about psychopathology:

There is little agreement among introspectionists. Where agreement does occur, it can
be attributed to the fact that introspectionists must be meticulously trained, and thereby
have a bias built into their observations. … Due to the extent of the pathology of mind,
self-report is hardly to be trusted. (Maudsley, 1867, quoted in Turner, 1967, p. 11)

Thus, there were substantial doubts about introspection long before Titchener modi-
fied and refined the method to make it conform to the requirements of science. Even as
his approach to introspection became more precise, the attacks continued.

One point relates to definition. Titchener apparently had difficulty defining exactly
what he meant by the introspective method. He attempted to do so by relating it to spe-
cific experimental conditions:

The course that an observer follows will vary in detail with the nature of the conscious-
ness observed, with the purpose of the experiment, [and] with the instruction given by
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the experimenter. Introspection is thus a generic term, and covers an indefinitely large
group of specific methodical procedures. (Titchener, 1912b, p. 485)

A second point of attack on Titchener’s methodology involves the question of precisely
what the structuralist introspectors were trained to do. Titchener’s graduate student obser-
vers were instructed to ignore certain classes of words (so-called meaning words) that had
become a fixed part of their vocabulary. For example, the phrase “I see a table” has no
scientific meaning to a structuralist; the word “table” is a meaning word, based on previ-
ously established and generally agreed-upon knowledge about the specific combination of
sensations we learn to identify and call a table. Thus, the observation “I see a table” told
the structural psychologist nothing about the elements of the observers’ conscious experi-
ence. The structuralist was interested not in the collection of sensations summarized in a
meaning word but in the specific elementary forms of the experience. Observers who said
“table” were committing what Titchener called the stimulus error.

If ordinary words were stricken from the vocabulary, how should trained observers
describe their experiences? An introspective language would have to be developed. Be-
cause Titchener (and Wundt) emphasized that external experimental conditions had to
be carefully controlled so that conscious experience could be determined precisely, any
two observers should have identical experiences; that is, their results should corroborate
one another. Because these highly similar experiences occurred under controlled condi-
tions, it was theoretically possible to develop a working vocabulary for the observers that
was free of meaning words. After all, it is because of our shared experiences in everyday
life that we are able to agree on common meanings for familiar words.

The idea of developing an introspective language was never realized. Observers fre-
quently disagreed, even when experimental conditions were most rigidly controlled. In-
trospectors at different laboratories reported different results. Even subjects at the same
lab introspecting on the same stimulus material often failed to make similar observations.
Nevertheless, Titchener maintained that agreement would be reached eventually. Had
there been sufficient uniformity in introspective findings, perhaps the school of structur-
alism might have lasted longer than it did.

Critics also charged that introspection was really a form of retrospection because
some time elapsed between the experience and the reporting of it. Recall that Ebbinghaus
had demonstrated that our rate of forgetting is most rapid immediately following an ex-
perience, so it seemed likely that some of the experience would be lost before introspec-
tion could be performed and reported. Structural psychologists answered this charge in
two ways: first, by specifying that observers work with the briefest time intervals, and,
second, by proposing the existence of a primary mental image that was alleged to main-
tain the experience for the observers until it could be reported.

We noted earlier that the very act of examining an experience in an introspective
manner may in some way alter it. For example, consider the difficulty of introspecting
the conscious state of anger. In the process of rationally paying attention to and trying
to dissect the experience into its elementary components, our anger is likely to subside or
disappear. Titchener maintained his belief, however, that his trained introspectors would
with continued practice perform their observational task automatically without con-
sciously altering the experience.

The notion of the unconscious mind, as proposed by Sigmund Freud in the early
years of the twentieth century (see Chapter 13), prompted another criticism of the intro-
spective method. If, as Freud claimed, part of our mental functioning is unconscious,
then clearly introspection is of no use in exploring it. One historian wrote:

The foundation of introspective analysis was the belief that all of the mind’s functioning
was accessible to conscious observation, for unless every aspect of human thought and
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emotion could be observed, introspection could provide at best only an incomplete and
fragmented picture of mental functioning. If consciousness represented only the visible
tip of the iceberg, with vast areas of the mind permanently curtained off behind power-
ful defensive barriers, then introspection was clearly doomed. (Lieberman, 1979, p. 320)

Additional Criticisms of Titchener’s System

Introspection was not the only target. The structuralist movement was accused of artifi-
ciality and sterility for attempting to analyze conscious processes into elements. Critics
charged that the whole of an experience cannot be recaptured by any later association
or combination of elementary parts. They argued that experience does not come to us
in individual sensations, images, or affective states but in unified wholes. Something of
the conscious experience is inevitably lost in any artificial effort to analyze it. The Gestalt
school of psychology (see Chapter 12) made effective use of this point in launching its
revolt against structuralism.

The structuralist definition of psychology also came under attack. By Titchener’s later
years, the scope of psychology included several specialties that the structuralists chose to
exclude because these areas did not fit their view of psychology. We noted that Titchener
regarded animal psychology and child psychology as not psychology at all. His concep-
tion of the field was too limited to embrace the new work being done and the new direc-
tions being explored. Psychology was moving beyond Titchener, and moving quickly.

Contributions of Structuralism
Despite these criticisms, historians give due credit to the contributions of Titchener and
the structuralists. Their subject matter—conscious experience—was clearly defined. Their
research methods, based on observation, experimentation, and measurement, were in the
highest traditions of science. Because consciousness can only be perceived by the person
having the conscious experience, the most appropriate method for studying that experi-
ence and that subject matter was some form of self-observation.

Although the subject matter and aims of the structuralists are no longer vital, the
method of introspection—more broadly defined as the giving of a verbal report based
on experience—continues to be used in many areas of psychology. Researchers in psy-
chophysics still ask subjects to report whether a second tone sounds louder or softer
than the first. Self-reports are requested from people exposed to unusual environments,
such as weightlessness for space flight. Clinical reports from patients, and responses on
personality tests and attitude scales, are introspective in nature.

Introspective reports involving cognitive processes such as reasoning are frequently
used in psychology today. For example, industrial/organizational psychologists obtain in-
trospective reports from employees about their interaction with computer terminals. This
information can be used to develop user-friendly computer components and ergonomic
chairs. Such verbal reports based on personal experience are legitimate forms of data col-
lecting. Also, cognitive psychology, with its renewed interest in conscious processes, has
conferred greater legitimacy on introspection (see Chapter 15). Thus, the introspective
method, though not the same as Titchener envisioned it, remains alive and well.

A significant contribution of structuralism was its service as a target of criticism.
Structuralism provided a strong, established orthodoxy against which newly developing
movements in psychology could array their forces. These newer schools of thought
owed their existence in no small measure to their progressive reformulation of the struc-
turalist position. We noted that advances in science require something to oppose. With
Titchener’s structuralism as an idea to oppose, psychology moved far beyond the initial
boundaries of his system.
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Discussion Questions
1. Why did some of Titchener’s graduate students

swallow rubber tubes, take notebooks to the
bathroom, and record their feelings during
intercourse?

2. Contrast and compare Titchener’s and Wundt’s
approaches to psychology.

3. Describe the paradoxical views of Titchener
regarding the place of women in psychology. Did
he act to assist them in their careers or
discriminate against them?

4. According to Titchener, what is the proper
subject matter for psychology? How does it differ
from the subject matter of other sciences?

5. What is the stimulus error? Give an example.
How, in Titchener’s view, could the stimulus
error be avoided?

6. What distinction did Titchener draw between
consciousness and mind?

7. Describe Titchener’s method of introspection.
How did it differ from Wundt’s?

8. Describe the difference between experience as
independent of the experiencing person and
experience as dependent on the experiencing

person. Give examples. According to Titchener,
which type provides the data for psychology?

9. What did Titchener’s use of the term reagent
indicate about his views of human subjects and of
people in general?

10. Describe Titchener’s three elementary states of
consciousness and the four attributes of mental
elements.

11. In what ways did Titchener begin to alter his
system late in his career?

12. What criticisms had been made of the method of
introspection before the work of Titchener?

13. On what grounds was Titchener’s approach to
introspection criticized? How did he answer his
critics?

14. How did Titchener distinguish between inspec-
tion and introspection?

15. What was the role of retrospection in psycholog-
ical research, according to Titchener?

16. What additional criticisms have been made of
Titchener’s structuralism? What contributions
has Titchener’s structuralism made to
psychology?
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C HA P T E R 6
Functionalism: Antecedent
Influences

Scientist Captivated by Childlike Jenny
Jenny was dressed much like any typical two-year-old and certainly behaved the way
two-year-old kids behaved. People flocked by the thousands to see her. They stared in
wonder, in awe, because Jenny—so childlike, so human—was actually an orangutan, an
ape, as most people called her. Jenny was on display in the giraffe cage at the London
Zoo. The year was 1838.

Few people in England, or anywhere in Europe, had ever seen such a creature, and
those who came to watch Jenny were amazed, even disconcerted, at her all-too-human
mannerisms. Outfitted in a frilly girl’s dress, she sat at a table, used a spoon to eat
from a plate, drank tea from a cup, and appeared to understand what her keeper told
her. She also seemed to recognize what she was and was not permitted to do.

One visitor wrote:

The keeper showed her an apple, but would not give it to her, whereupon she threw
herself on her back, kicked and cried, precisely like a naughty child. The keeper said,
“Jenny, if you will stop bawling and be a good girl, I will give you the apple.” She cer-
tainly understood every word of this, and though like a child, she had great work to
stop whining, she got the apple. (quoted in Aydon, 2002, p. 128)

Apparently Jenny reminded that visitor of his two young children, and he returned to
the zoo a few months later, bringing with him a mouth organ (a harmonica) and a mir-
ror. He played the instrument in front of her cage and then handed it through the bars
to her. She immediately put it to her lips, just as he had done. When he gave her the
mirror, she kept looking at it again and again, as though astonished by her reflection,
just as the man’s children had done the first time they saw a mirror.

He watched her take bread from another visitor, glancing first at her keeper to see if it
was all right for her to eat it. But Jenny also showed willful and disobedient behavior.
Often she would

… do a thing, which she has been told not to do. When she thinks [the] keeper will not
see her, then knows she has done wrong, and will hide herself. … When she thinks she
is going to be whipped, will cover herself with straw or a blanket. (quoted in Keynes,
2002, p. 50)

Observing Jenny’s actions had a profound effect on the visitor. He wrote the following
comment in his notebook: “Let man visit Orang-outang in domestication, see its intelli-
gence … and then let him boast of his proud pre-eminence. … Man in his arrogance
thinks himself a great work, worthy the interposition of a deity. More humble, and I be-
lieve true, to consider him created from animals” (quoted in Ridley, 2003, p. 9).
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Who was this distinguished visitor so impressed with Jenny? His name was Charles
Darwin.

The Functionalist Protest
Charles Darwin, and his notion of evolution, changed the focus of the new psychology
from the structure of consciousness to its functions. It was then inevitable that a func-
tionalist school of thought would develop.

Functionalism is concerned with how the mind functions or how it is used by an or-
ganism to adapt to its environment. The functional psychology movement focused on a
practical question: What do mental processes accomplish? Functionalists studied the
mind not from the standpoint of its composition—its mental elements or its structure—
but rather as a conglomerate or accumulation of functions and processes that lead to
practical consequences in the real world. The research undertaken by Wundt and by
Titchener revealed nothing of the outcomes or accomplishments of human mental activ-
ity, but that was not their goal. Such utilitarian concerns were inconsistent with their
purely scientific approach to psychology.

As the first uniquely American system of psychology, functionalism was a deliberate
protest against Wundt’s experimental psychology and Titchener’s structural psychology,
both of which were seen as too restrictive. These early schools of thought could not an-
swer the questions the functionalists were asking: What does the mind do? And how
does it do it?

As an outgrowth of this emphasis on mental functions, the functionalists became in-
terested in the potential applications of psychology to everyday problems of how people
function in and adapt to different environments. The rapid development of applied psy-
chology in the United States may be considered the most important legacy of the func-
tionalist movement.

We consider in this chapter the roots of the functional psychology movement, including
the works of Darwin, Galton, and early students of animal behavior. It is important to note
the time when these forerunners of functionalism were developing their ideas: the period
prior to and during the years in which the new psychology was first developing.

Darwin’s pioneering book about evolution, On the Origin of Species (1859), was pub-
lished a year before Fechner’s Elements of Psychophysics (1860) and 20 years before Wundt
established his laboratory at the University of Leipzig. Galton began work on the problem
of measuring individual differences in 1869, before Wundt wrote his Principles of Physio-
logical Psychology (1873–1874). Animal psychology experiments were conducted in the
1880s, before Titchener journeyed from England to Germany to study under Wundt.

Thus, major work on the functions of consciousness, on individual differences, and on
animal behavior was being performed at the same time Wundt and Titchener chose to
exclude these areas from their definitions of psychology. Not until psychologists brought
the new science to the United States would mental functions, individual differences, and
laboratory rats attain prominence in psychology.

The Evolution Revolution: Charles Darwin
(1809–1882)
The idea of evolution did not begin with Darwin. By the time he published his theory in
1859, there was really nothing new about it (see Gribbin, 2002). The suggestion that living
things change with time, which is the fundamental notion of evolution, can be traced to
the fifth century BC, although it was not until the late eighteenth century that the theory
was investigated systematically. The English physician Erasmus Darwin (grandfather of
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Charles Darwin and Francis Galton) wrote that all warm-blooded animals had evolved
from a single living filament and were given animation by God.

Erasmus Darwin believed there was a God who had originally set life on earth in motion
but who did not intervene thereafter to alter animal or plant species or create new ones.
Changes in animal forms, he suggested, developed in accordance with natural laws in which
species were continually adapting to changes in their environment. We noted that Erasmus
was a huge man who gave up weighing himself when he reached 336 pounds. His driver
(also a sizable man) always preceded the doctor into a patient’s house to make sure the
floor would hold him. In his spare time Erasmus wrote erotic poetry and fathered 14 chil-
dren by two wives and one governess (see www.ucmp.berkeley.edu/history/Edarwin.html).

In 1809, the French naturalist Jean-Baptiste Lamarck formulated a behavioral theory
of evolution that emphasized the modification of an animal’s bodily form through its ef-
forts to adapt to its environment. Lamarck suggested that these modifications were in-
herited by succeeding generations. For example, the giraffe developed its long neck over
generations of having to reach for higher and higher branches to find food.

In the mid-1800s, the British geologist Charles Lyell introduced the notion of evolu-
tion into geological theory, arguing that the earth had passed through various stages of
development in evolving to its present structure. In 1844, a 400-page book appeared,
Vestiges of the Natural History of Creation, describing the evolution of plant and animal
life. It argued that people were descended from primates, and it quickly became a best-
seller in Europe and the United States. Among its readers were U.S. President Abraham
Lincoln and Britain’s Queen Victoria, along with leading philosophers, scientists, and
theologians. Naturally the subject matter aroused considerable controversy and helped
spread the notion of evolution to all segments of society (Caton, 2007).

After so many centuries of accepting the biblical account of creation, why were scholars
driven to seek an alternative explanation? One reason is that scientists were learning more
about the other species that inhabited the earth. Explorers were discovering forms of animal
life that were previously unknown. Therefore, it was inevitable that someone should ask
how the biblical Noah could possibly have put a pair of each of these animals into the ark.
Too many species had been identified to allow scholars to continue to believe in that story.

As early as 1501, Italian explorer Amerigo Vespucci wrote after his third voyage
around the coast of South America: “What should I tell of the multitude of wild animals,
the abundance of pumas, of panthers, of wild cats, not like those of Spain, but of the
Antipodes; of so many wolves, red deer, monkeys, and felines, marmosets of many kinds,
and many large snakes? … So many species could not have entered Noah’s Ark” (quoted
in Boorstin, 1983, p. 250).

In the 1830s, people in England and Europe began to see, for the first time, animal
species that appeared to be disconcertingly similar to human beings. Prior to that time,
only a few intrepid explorers had glimpsed such animals as orangutans or chimpanzees.
In 1835, a year before Darwin returned from his five-year voyage of exploration, a chim-
panzee named Tommy was exhibited at the London Zoo. In 1837, Jenny the orangutan
was put on display, with a second one following two years later. In the 1850s, a male
orangutan was taken on tour to cities throughout England and Scotland. It was adver-
tised as displaying intelligent behaviors that were barely inferior to those of humans.

In 1853, the British Museum displayed a gorilla skeleton alongside a human skeleton.
The resemblance was so striking that many viewers reported feeling uncomfortable. Could
they still insist that humans were unique creatures, totally unlike other species? Perhaps not.

Explorers had also uncovered fossils and bones of creatures that did not match those
of existing species—bones that apparently belonged to animals that once roamed the
earth but had since disappeared. Such findings fascinated scientists and laypersons alike,
and a great many people began to collect fossils.
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In eighteenth-century Britain it was a mark of refinement and impeccable good taste to
own and display a collection of fossils. Not only were the objects themselves rare and
beautiful … the simple possession of them hinted at a thirst for knowledge, an aware-
ness of natural philosophy, a sympathetic understanding of the mysterious processes of
the earth. (Winchester, 2001, p. 106)

People wanted to know what those fossils and bones might reveal about the origins of
man. To scientists, the growing accumulation of these artifacts meant that living forms
could no longer be seen as constant, as unchanged since the beginning of time, but
rather must be viewed as subject to modification and change. Old species had clearly be-
come extinct and new species had appeared, some of them altered versions of current
forms. It was possible that everything in nature resulted from change and was still in
the process of evolving.

The impact of unceasing change was observed not only in intellectual and scientific
circles but also in everyday life. The social Zeitgeist was being transformed by the Indus-
trial Revolution. Values, relationships, and cultural norms, constant for generations, were
suddenly disrupted as masses of people migrated from rural areas and small towns to the
rapidly developing urban manufacturing centers.

The growing domination of science permeated popular attitudes. People were less
content to base their ideas about human nature and about society on what the Bible or
ancient authorities claimed was true. Instead, they were ready, even eager, to shift their
allegiance—to put their faith in science.

Change was the order of the day. It affected the peasant farmer, whose life now pulsed
to the ticking of the clock and the rhythm of the machine instead of to the seasons, as
much as it affected the scientist, whose time was spent puzzling over a newly unearthed
set of bones. The intellectual climate of the times rendered the idea of evolution not only
scientifically respectable but also necessary. For a long time, however, scholars thought
and speculated and hypothesized but offered little supporting evidence. Then Darwin’s
On the Origin of Species provided so much well-organized data that evolutionary theory
could no longer be ignored. The Zeitgeist demanded such a theory, and Charles Darwin
became its agent.

Darwin’s Life

He was one of the luckiest men who ever lived. His grandfathers were two of the most
famous men in England. Thanks to them, he was from his earliest years accustomed to
the company of clever and artistic people. He grew up in a comfortable home, filled
with affection, in which his imagination was free to roam. His father was a wealthy
man, and in his late teens he realized he would never have to do anything he did not
want to do. For the rest of his life he did exactly as he pleased. And to the end of his
days, he was surrounded by the same atmosphere of love and protection he had known
as a child. (Aydon, 2002, p. xxiii)

As a boy, however, Charles Darwin gave little indication of becoming the keen, hard-
working scientist the world would later know. He was boisterous and mischievous, play-
ing pranks, lying, and stealing to get attention. One of his early memories was of trying
to break the windows in a room in which he had been locked as punishment for misbe-
having (see Desmond & Moore, 1991). He showed so little promise that his father, a
physician, worried that young Charles would disgrace the family name.

Although he did poorly in school, Charles showed an interest in natural history and
in collecting things—coins, shells, and minerals. Sent to the University of Edinburgh to
study medicine, he soon pronounced it dull. His father’s response was that Charles
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should become a clergyman. He spent three years at Cambridge University and thought
the experience a waste of time, at least from an academic standpoint. Socially, however, it
was wonderful—the happiest period of his life. He spent his days and nights drinking,
singing, and playing cards, part of a group he described as dissipated and low-minded.
He also collected beetles.

The botanist John Stevens Henslow, one of Darwin’s teachers, secured Darwin’s ap-
pointment as a naturalist aboard HMS Beagle, a vessel that the British government was
preparing for a scientific voyage around the world. This famous excursion, which lasted
from 1831 to 1836, explored South American waters, then proceeded to Tahiti and New
Zealand, and returned to England by way of Ascension Island and the Azores. However,
Darwin was almost rejected for the shipboard job because of the shape of his nose. The
captain, Robert Fitzroy, prided himself on his ability to judge character by facial features,
and he was certain Darwin’s nose indicated laziness. Darwin managed to persuade him
otherwise. Fitzroy, a deeply religious man, had wanted a naturalist on board during the
journey to find evidence to support the biblical theory of creation. He chose the wrong
man.

The journey afforded Darwin a unique opportunity to observe a variety of plant and
animal life, and he was able to collect various specimens and an immense amount of
data. The trip also seemed to alter Darwin’s character. No longer the pleasure-loving dil-
ettante, he returned to England a dedicated scientist with a single passion: to develop a
theory of evolution.

Darwin married in 1839, and three years later he and his wife moved to the village of
Down, 16 miles from London, where he could concentrate on his work without the dis-
tractions of city life. Never a person of robust health, Darwin now began to be plagued
by physical ailments, complaining of vomiting, flatulence, boils, skin rashes, dizziness,
trembling, and depression. His home became an “infirmary where no one got well; here
illness was the norm and health a strange affliction” (Desmond, 1997, p. 291).

Darwin’s symptoms were apparently neurotic in origin, triggered by stress and any
disruption to his daily routine (see Sheehan, Meller, & Thurber, 2008). Whenever the
outside world intruded and prevented him from working, he suffered another attack. Ill-
ness became a useful device, protecting Darwin from mundane affairs and allowing him
the solitude and concentration he needed to create and develop his theory. Conversely,
even though he was able to work no more than one day of every three, he viewed work
as an escape from his gloomy feelings. “Work is the only thing which makes life enjoy-
able to me,” he wrote (cited in Lehrer, 2010, p. 40). Another writer termed Darwin’s con-
dition a “creative malady” (Pickering, 1974).

He cut himself off, ducked parties, and declined engagements; he even installed a mirror
outside his study window to spy on visitors as they came up his drive. Day after day,
week after week, his stomach plagued him. … This was a worried man. (Desmond &
Moore, 1991, pp. xviii–xix)

Darwin had good reason to be worried. The idea of evolution was being condemned
by conservative authorities in the church and even in some academic circles. The clergy,
viewing it as morally degenerative and subversive, preached that if people were depicted
as no different from animals, they would behave accordingly. The result of such savagery
would surely cause civilization to collapse.

Darwin referred to himself as the devil’s chaplain, telling a friend that working on a
theory of evolution was like confessing to murder. Darwin knew that when he finally
published his book, he would be damned as a heretic. He realized that the anxiety
brought on by these concerns were a cause of his persistent physical complaints—“the
main part of the ills to which my flesh is heir” (quoted in Desmond, 1997, p. 254). He
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waited 22 years before presenting his ideas to the public, wanting to be certain that when
he did publish, the theory would be supported by irrefutable scientific evidence. So
Darwin proceeded slowly, with painstaking caution.

In 1842, Darwin wrote a 35-page sketch of his evolutionary theory. Two years later he
expanded this into a 200-page essay, but still he was not satisfied. He continued to keep
much of his work secret, sharing his ideas privately only with close friends—the geologist
Charles Lyell and the botanist Joseph Hooker. For an additional 15 years, Darwin fretted
and labored over his data, rechecking, elaborating, revising, and insisting that all aspects
of his position be unassailable.

No one knows how much longer Darwin might have delayed had he not received, in
June of 1858, a shocking letter from one Alfred Russel Wallace, a poor, struggling natu-
ralist 14 years younger than Darwin (see Rosen, 2007). While Wallace was in the East
Indies recovering from malaria, he had outlined a theory of evolution remarkably similar
to Darwin’s, although it did not rest on the wealth of data Darwin had accumulated.
Worse, Wallace said his theory had come to him fully developed in less than three
days! Wallace’s biographer wrote:

In the space of two hours that had elapsed between the onset of chills and then subsi-
dence in a pool of sweat [symptoms of malaria], Wallace said that he had devised the
entire theory of natural selection, which, despite physical exhaustion, he sketched out
that same evening. It was a spark of inspiration that brought together years of experi-
ence and contemplation. Over the next two evenings he wrote the theory out in full.
(Slotten, 2004, p. 144)

In his letter to Darwin, Wallace asked for Darwin’s opinion about his ideas and for help
in getting the work published. Wallace wrote years later that the effect of his brief paper on
Darwin was “almost paralyzing,” as if Darwin was reading his own work. “Any idea of
[Darwin’s] priority vanished; his originality was smashed” (quoted in Raby, 2001, p. 137).

Like many scientists, Darwin was highly ambitious. He wrote in his diary: “I wish I
could set less value on the bauble fame. … I rather hate the idea of writing for priority,
yet I certainly should be vexed if anyone were to publish my doctrines before me”
(quoted in Merton, 1957, pp. 647–648). Darwin told his friend Lyell that if he helped
Wallace get his paper published, then all his years of hard work—and, more important,
the credit for originating evolutionary theory—would be forfeited (Benjamin, 1993).

While Darwin struggled with questions of how much to assist Wallace and whether to
rush his own work into print, his 18-month-old son died of scarlet fever. In despair,
Darwin brooded about the implications of Wallace’s letter and the options open to
him. Finally, with an enviable sense of fair play, he decided: “It seems hard on me that
I should lose my priority of many years’ standing, but I cannot feel at all sure that this
alters the justice of the case … It would be dishonorable in me now to publish” (quoted
in Merton, 1957, p. 648).

Lyell and Hooker suggested that both Wallace’s paper and portions of Darwin’s forth-
coming book be read at a meeting of the Linnaean Society (a scientific society named
after the Swedish naturalist Linnaeus) on July 1, 1858, the same day Darwin’s son was
buried. The rest is history. Each one of the 1,250 copies of the first printing of Darwin’s
On the Origin of Species was sold on the day of publication. The book generated imme-
diate excitement and controversy, and Darwin, although the object of considerable criti-
cism, won his “bauble fame.”

When the book was published, Darwin was beset by new infirmities. He described a
“terrible long fit of vomiting,” “a rash and fiery boils,” and feeling “miserably unwell and
shattered” (quoted in Desmond, 1997, p. 257). He fled to a spa in the north of England,
where he hid from the world for two months.
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Wallace never expressed bitterness about not receiving commensurate recognition for
developing a theory so similar to Darwin’s. In fact, quite the opposite was true. When he
learned that his work and Darwin’s were to be read to the Linnaean Society, Wallace said
that he had received “more honour and credit than I deserved.” He expressed satisfaction
at knowing that by sending his paper to Darwin, he was “the unconscious means of lead-
ing [Darwin] to concentrate himself on the task” of completing one of the most influen-
tial books in history (Wallace, quoted in Raby, 2001, pp. 141–142). On April 15, 2000,
the Linnaean Society assumed the care of Wallace’s tombstone as a way of honoring his
accomplishments. The grave, in Broadstone Cemetery in Dorset, England, features a
seven-foot tall fossil tree trunk.

After he read Darwin’s book, Wallace wrote to a friend, “I could never have ap-
proached the completeness of his book, its vast accumulation of evidence, its overwhelm-
ing argument, and its admirable tone and spirit. … Mr. Darwin has created a new
science.” In a personal note to Darwin he offered similar praise, and he preserved Dar-
win’s reply among his papers. Darwin responded, “How nobly free you seem to be of this
common failing of mankind. But you speak far too modestly of yourself; you would, if
you had had my leisure, have done the work just as well, perhaps better, than I have
done it” (Slotten, 2004, pp. 172–173).

On the Origin of Species by Means of Natural Selection
The Darwinian theory of evolution is so well known that only an overview of the funda-
mental points is necessary here. Starting with the obvious fact of variation among indi-
vidual members of a species, Darwin reasoned that this spontaneous variability was
inheritable. In nature, a process of natural selection results in the survival of those organ-
isms best suited for their environment and the elimination of those not fit. A continuing
struggle for survival takes place, and those life forms that do survive are the ones that
have made successful adaptations or adjustments to the environmental circumstances to
which they are exposed. In brief, species that cannot adapt do not survive.

Darwin formulated the ideas of the struggle for survival, and the “survival of the fit-
test,” after reading Essay on the Principle of Population (1789) by the economist Thomas
Malthus who noted that the world’s food supply increases arithmetically, whereas the
human population tends to increase geometrically. The inevitable result—which Malthus
described as having a “melancholy hue”—is that many human beings will live under
near-starvation conditions. Only the most forceful, cunning, and adaptable will survive.
(Alfred Russel Wallace had also been inspired by the Malthus book.)

Darwin extended the Malthusian principle to all living organisms to develop his con-
cept of natural selection. Those life forms that survive the struggle and reach maturity
tend to transmit to their offspring the skills or advantages that enabled them to thrive.
Further, because variation is one of the general laws of heredity, offspring will show var-
iation among themselves; that is, some will possess the useful qualities developed to a
higher degree than their parents. The qualities tend to survive, and in the course of
many generations changes may occur. These changes can be so extensive as to account
for the differences among species found today.

Natural selection was not the only mechanism of evolution Darwin recognized. He
also subscribed to Lamarck’s doctrine that changes in form brought about by experience
during an animal’s lifetime can be passed to subsequent generations.

Thomas Henry Huxley and the Evolution Controversy As scholars in many
fields rose to support the theory of evolution, or to decry it as evil, Darwin himself re-
mained in the background, uninterested in participating in the growing argument. One
vigorous defender of the theory, eager to be involved in the controversy, was Thomas
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Henry Huxley (1825–1895), an ambitious biologist who was the driving force of Eng-
land’s scientific establishment. (Huxley’s grandsons include Julian, a prominent biologist,
and Aldous, author of the futuristic novel Brave New World.)

Darwin called Huxley his “good and kind agent for the propagation of the gospel [of
evolution]” (quoted in Desmond, 1997, p. xiii). Huxley was always delighted to do battle
with the enemies of science—and now with the enemies of evolution—and was a power-
ful, charismatic speaker. His popular appeal was immense, especially among blue-collar
workers. To them he promoted science as a new religion, a new path to salvation. Hux-
ley’s biographer wrote: “Bushy-bearded labourers with blistered hands flocked to his
talks. … He drew the sort of crowds that are reserved for evangelists or rock stars today”
(Desmond, 1997, p. xvii). People stopped him on the street to ask for his autograph, and
taxi drivers refused to charge him for riding in their cab.

Within a year of the publication of On the Origin of Species, the British Association
for the Advancement of Science hosted a debate on evolution at Oxford University. Dar-
win’s supporters and friends urged him to attend, but he could not bear the thought of
having to defend himself in a public setting. His friends persisted, and the conflict be-
came almost unbearable. Finally, a biographer wrote, “His stomach saved him. Two
days before the meeting his health broke down completely. Never had a bout of sickness
been more welcome” (Browne, 2002, p. 118).

At the meeting, the speakers were Huxley, who defended Darwin and evolution, and
Bishop Samuel Wilberforce (nicknamed Soapy Sam, because of his long-winded
speeches) who defended the Bible.

Referring to the ideas of Darwin, [Wilberforce] congratulated himself … that he was
not descended from a monkey. The reply came from Huxley: “If I had to choose, I
would prefer to be a descendant of a humble monkey rather than of a man who em-
ploys his knowledge and eloquence in misrepresenting those who are wearing out their
lives in the search for truth.” (White, 1896/1965, p. 92)

Robert Fitzroy, captain of the Beagle during Darwin’s voyage, was among those in the
audience for the debate. Fitzroy blamed himself for aiding Darwin’s research by approv-
ing his selection as the ship’s naturalist (despite the shape of his nose). Fitzroy waved a
Bible as he spoke at the debate, urging the audience to believe the word of God and ex-
pressing his profound sorrow and regret at having provided Darwin with the opportu-
nity to collect data to support his theory. No one was interested in hearing Fitzroy’s
regrets. “The room fell silent,” wrote Darwin’s biographer, and Fitzroy “slumped back
in his chair almost unheard” (Browne, 2002, p. 123).

Life had become difficult for Fitzroy since the voyage of the Beagle. After service in
Parliament and a brief, unsuccessful stint as Governor of New Zealand, he returned to
England to devote himself to the study of meteorology. He “developed the fundamental
techniques of weather forecasting [and] invented the system of storm warnings and sig-
nals which saved countless lives in the ensuing decades, and issued the first daily weather
forecasts. Indeed, he invented the term ‘weather forecast’” (Gribbin & Gribbin, 2004,
p. 5). However, his obsession cost him the family fortune.

Fitzroy remained haunted by his role in enabling Darwin to produce the theory of
evolution. He was firm in his belief that had he not chosen Darwin to accompany him
on the Beagle, there would have been no such theory. When Darwin sent him a copy of
On the Origin of Species, he replied, “I cannot find anything ‘ennobling’ in the thought of
being a descendant of even the most ancient Ape” (quoted in Nichols, 2003, p. 311).

Five years after the Oxford debate, on a Sunday morning amid his preparations to go
to church, the brooding captain committed suicide by cutting his throat with a razor.
Mrs. Darwin wrote that Darwin was “very sorry about Fitzroy, but not much surprised.
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He remembered [Fitzroy] almost insane once in the Beagle” (quoted in Browne, 2002,
p. 264). Darwin later sent Fitzroy’s destitute widow a considerable sum of money.

Darwin’s Other Work Darwin’s second major book on evolution, The Descent of
Man (1871), gathered the evidence for human evolution from lower life forms, empha-
sizing the similarity between animal and human mental processes. The book quickly
became popular. A prominent magazine writer noted, “In the drawing room it is com-
peting with the latest novel, and in the study it is troubling alike the man of science,
the moralist, and the theologian. On every side it is raising a storm of mingled wrath,
wonder, and admiration” (quoted in Richards, 1987, p. 219).

Darwin made an intensive study of emotional expressions in humans and animals. He
suggested that the changes in gestures and postures typical of various emotional states
could be interpreted in evolutionary terms. In The Expression of the Emotions in Man
and Animals (1872), he explained emotional expressions as remnants of movements
that once had served some practical function. Emotional expressions have thus evolved
over time and only those that proved useful have survived (see Hess & Thibaut, 2009;
Nesse & Ellsworth, 2009).

He also argued that facial expressions and so-called body language were “innate and
uncontrollable manifestations” of internal emotional states. For example, pain was ac-
companied by a grimace; pleasure by a smile. Darwin proposed that these kinds of ex-
pressions in humans and in other animal species had come about through evolutionary
means. His biographer wrote, “The expressions that pass over human faces were, to him,
a daily, living proof of animal ancestry” (Browne, 2002, p. 369).

Darwin made an early contribution to the child psychology literature with his diary
about his infant son. Darwin carefully recorded the child’s development and published
the material in the journal Mind as “A Biographical Sketch of an Infant” (1877). The
diary is an important precursor to developmental psychology, illustrating Darwin’s thesis
that children pass through a series of developmental stages that parallel the stages of hu-
man evolution.

Darwin’s books, papers, notebooks, and correspondence can be viewed at www.darwin-
online.org.uk. This site provides access to publications, manuscripts, biographies, obituaries
and recollections, illustrations of collections of specimens, and audio mp3 files available for
downloading, including a reading of his diary of the Beagle voyage.

The Finches’ Beaks: Evolution at Work

Darwin had made many of his observations of variation among and within species while
visiting the Galápagos Islands in the Pacific Ocean, off the South American coast. He
had seen how animals of the same species had evolved in different ways in response to
differing environmental conditions.

Following in Darwin’s path, Princeton University biologists Peter and Rosemary
Grant, along with a dedicated corps of graduate students, visited the islands to monitor
the modifications found in succeeding generations of 13 species of finches as the birds
adapted to dramatic changes in the environment. The research program, which began
in 1973, lasted more than 30 years. The researchers were witnessing evolution in action,
observing the differences in the small songbirds from one generation to the next. The
Grants concluded that Darwin had underestimated the power of natural selection. In
the case of the finches, evolution was occurring faster than expected.

The variations seen in one species of finch began during severe drought conditions
that affected the birds’ food supply, reducing it to tough spiky seeds. Only those finches
with the thickest beaks—approximately 15 percent of the population—were able to break
open the seeds. Many of the birds with more slender beaks, which were unable to crack
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the seeds, soon died. Thus, under these dry conditions, thicker beaks were a necessary
adaptation tool.

When the thick-beaked birds reproduced, their offspring inherited that characteristic,
possessing beaks 4 percent to 5 percent larger than those of their ancestors before the
drought. In only a single generation, natural selection had produced a hardier, better-
adapted species.

Then it began to rain. Heavy storms and floods struck the islands, sweeping away the
larger seeds, leaving only tiny seeds as the birds’ major source of nourishment. Now the
thick-beaked birds were at a disadvantage, unable to gather adequate amounts of food.
Obviously, slender beaks were necessary for survival. You can guess what happened.
Peter Grant wrote, “Natural selection had swung around against the birds from the other
side. Big birds with big beaks were dying. Small birds with small beaks were flourishing.
Selection had flipped” (quoted in Weiner, 1994, p. 104).

By the following generation, the average beak size was measurably smaller. A decade
later, in response to a drought in 2003 and 2004, another evolution in beak size was
observed in response to that changed environment (Grant & Grant, 2006). Once again
the species had evolved, adapting to changes in its environment. As Darwin predicted,
only the most fit survived, and in 2006 researchers were able to identify the specific
molecule that “turns on” the genes responsible for altering the length of the beaks of
the finches (Cromie, 2006).

Darwin’s Influence on Psychology

“In the distant future,” Darwin wrote in 1859, “I see open fields for more important
researches. Psychology will be based on a new foundation” (quoted in Dewsbury, 2009a,
p. 67). Today we can see that Darwin’s work influenced contemporary psychology in the
following ways:

• A focus on animal psychology, which formed the basis of comparative psychology.
• An emphasis on the functions rather than the structure of consciousness.
• The acceptance of methodology and data from many fields.
• A focus on the description and measurement of individual differences.

The theory of evolution raised the intriguing possibility of continuity in mental func-
tioning between humans and the lower animals. If the human mind had evolved from
more primitive minds, did it follow that there were similarities in mental functioning be-
tween animals and humans? Two centuries earlier, Descartes had insisted on a gap be-
tween animal and human functioning. Now the issue was about to be revisited.

Psychologists realized that the study of animal behavior was vital to their understand-
ing of human behavior, and they focused their research on the mental functioning of
animals, thus introducing a new topic into the psychology laboratory. The investigation
of animal psychology would have far-reaching implications for the development of the
field. “Early functionalists and behaviorist psychologists embraced the commitment to
strong continuity derived from experimental studies of animals to accommodate virtually
all forms of human psychology and behavior” (Greenwood, 2008, p. 103).

Evolutionary theory also brought about a change in psychology’s subject matter and
goal. The structuralist school of thought focused on analyzing the contents of conscious-
ness. Darwin’s work inspired some psychologists working in the United States to con-
sider the functions that consciousness might serve. To many researchers this aspect
seemed to be more important than uncovering any so-called structural elements of con-
sciousness. Gradually, as psychology came to be more concerned with how humans and
animals functioned in adapting to their environment, the detailed investigation of mental
elements—begun by Wundt and Titchener—lost its appeal. “Functionalism was not
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merely ‘influenced’ by Darwinian theory, but constituted a radical attempt to start over
by establishing a new scientific basis for psychology” (Green, 2009, p. 75).

Darwin’s ideas influenced psychology by broadening the methods the new science could
legitimately use. The methods employed in Wundt’s laboratory at Leipzig were derived pri-
marily from physiology, notably Fechner’s psychophysical methods. Darwin’s methods,
which produced results that could be applied to both humans and animals, bore no resem-
blance to physiologically based techniques. Darwin’s data came from a variety of sources,
including geology, archeology, demography, observations of wild and domesticated animals,
and research on breeding. Information from all these fields provided support for his theory.

Here was tangible and impressive evidence that scientists could study human nature
by applying techniques other than experimental introspection. Following Darwin’s exam-
ple, psychologists who accepted evolutionary theory and its emphasis on the functions of
consciousness became more eclectic in their research methods, thus expanding the kinds
of data that psychologists could collect.

Another effect of evolution on psychology was the growing focus on individual differ-
ences. During the voyage of the Beagle Darwin had observed many species and forms, so
the fact of variation among members of the same species was obvious to him. If each gen-
eration were identical to its forebears, then evolution could not occur. Therefore, these
variations—these individual differences—were an important principle of evolutionary theory.

While the structural psychologists continued to search for general laws that encompassed
all minds, the psychologists influenced by Darwin’s ideas searched for ways in which indi-
vidual minds differed, and soon they proposed techniques for measuring those differences.

Now, for a change of pace, we have selected material from Darwin’s autobiography.
This passage is not about his research or theory but about his self-image and his view
of the personal qualities to which he attributed his success.

IN THEIR OWN WORDS

Original Source Material from The Autobiography of Charles
Darwin (1876)

My books have sold largely in England, have been translated into many languages, and

passed through several editions in foreign countries. I have heard it said that the suc-

cess of a work abroad is the best test of its enduring value. I doubt whether this is at all

trustworthy; but judged by this standard my name ought to last for a few years. There-

fore it may be worth while to try to analyse the mental qualities and the conditions on

which my success has depended; though I am aware that no man can do this correctly.

I have no great quickness of apprehension or wit which is so remarkable in some

clever men, for instance, Huxley. I am therefore a poor critic: a paper or book, when first

read, generally excites my admiration, and it is only after considerable reflection that I

perceive the weak points. My power to follow a long and purely abstract train of thought

is very limited; and therefore I could never have succeeded with metaphysics or mathe-

matics. My memory is extensive, yet hazy: it suffices to make me cautious by vaguely

telling me that I have observed or read something opposed to the conclusion which I

am drawing, or on the other hand in favour of it; and after a time I can generally recollect

where to search for my authority. So poor in one sense is my memory, that I have never

been able to remember for more than a few days a single date or a line of poetry. …

On the favourable side of the balance, I think that I am superior to the common run of

men in noticing things which easily escape attention, and in observing them carefully. My

industry has been nearly as great as it could have been in the observation and collection of

facts. What is far more important, my love of natural science has been steady and ardent.
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Individual Differences: Francis Galton (1822–1911)
Francis Galton’s work on mental inheritance and the individual differences in human
capacities effectively brought the spirit of evolution to bear on the new psychology.
Before Galton, the phenomenon of individual differences had rarely been considered an
appropriate subject for study.

One of the few early scientists to recognize individual differences in abilities and atti-
tudes was the Spanish physician Juan Huarte (1530–1592). Three hundred years before
Galton’s efforts in this area, Huarte published a book titled The Examination of Talented
Individuals, in which he proposed a wide range of individual differences in human
capacities (cited in Diamond, 1974). Huarte suggested that children be studied early in
life so that their education could be planned, individually, in accordance with their abili-
ties. After proper assessment, for example, a student with a high musical aptitude could
be provided with opportunities for study in music and allied fields.

Huarte’s book achieved some popularity, but his ideas were not formally pursued until the
time of Galton. Although Weber, Fechner, and Helmholtz did report individual differences in
their experimental results, they did not investigate these findings systematically, and Wundt
and Titchener did not even consider individual differences to be a legitimate part of psychology.

Galton’s Life

Francis Galton possessed an extraordinary intelligence (an estimated IQ of 200) and a
wealth of novel ideas. A few of the topics he investigated are fingerprints (which the po-
lice adopted for identification purposes), fashions, the geographical distribution of
beauty, weightlifting, and the effectiveness of prayer. He invented an early version ofFRANCIS GALTON
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This pure love has, however, been much aided by the ambition to be esteemed by my

fellow naturalists. From my early youth I have had the strongest desire to understand

or explain whatever I observed, that is, to group all facts under some general laws.

These causes combined have given me the patience to reflect or ponder for any num-

ber of years over any unexplained problem. As far as I can judge, I am not apt to fol-

low blindly the lead of other men. I have steadily endeavoured to keep my mind free

so as to give up any hypothesis, however much beloved (and I cannot resist forming

one on every subject), as soon as facts are shown to be opposed to it. Indeed, I have

had no choice but to act in this manner, for with the exception of the Coral Reefs, I

cannot remember a single first formed hypothesis which had not after a time to be

given up or greatly modified. This has naturally led me to distrust greatly, deductive

reasoning in the mixed sciences. On the other hand, I am not very sceptical, a frame

of mind which I believe to be injurious to the progress of science. A good deal of

scepticism in a scientific man is advisable to avoid much loss of time, [but] I have

met with not a few men, who, I feel sure, have often thus been deterred from experi-

ment or observations, which would have proved directly or indirectly serviceable….

My habits are methodical, and this has been of not a little use for my particular line

of work. Lastly, I have had ample leisure from not having to earn my own bread. Even

ill health, though it has annihilated several years of my life, has saved me from the

distractions of society and amusement.

Therefore, my success as a man of science, whatever this may have amounted to, has

been determined, as far as I can judge, by complex and diversified mental qualities and

conditions. Of these, the most important have been the love of science, unbounded pa-

tience in long reflecting over any subject, industry in observing and collecting facts, and a

fair share of invention as well as of common sense. With such moderate abilities as I pos-

sess, it is truly surprising that I should have influenced to a considerable extent the belief

of scientific men on some important points.
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the teletype printer, a device for picking locks, and a periscope to enable him to see over
the heads of the crowd while watching a parade.

The youngest of nine children, Galton was born in 1822 near Birmingham, England.
His father was a prosperous banker whose wealthy and socially prominent family in-
cluded people in major spheres of influence: the government, the church, and the mili-
tary. Francis was a precocious child who learned quickly. A biographer wrote:

… at 12 months Galton could recognize all the capital letters; at 18 months he was
comfortable with both the English and Greek alphabets, and cried if they were removed
from sight; at 2½ he read his first book. … At the age of 5 he was already well
acquainted with the works of Homer. (Brookes, 2004, p. 18)

At the age of 16, at his father’s insistence, Galton began medical training at Birming-
ham General Hospital as an apprentice to the physicians. He dispensed pills, studied
medical books, set broken bones, amputated fingers, pulled teeth, vaccinated children,
and amused himself by reading the literary classics. Overall, however, it was not a pleas-
ant experience for him, and only the continued pressure from his father kept him there.

One incident during this medical apprenticeship illustrates Galton’s curiosity. Want-
ing to learn the effects of the various medications in the pharmacy, Galton began taking
small doses of each and noting his reaction, beginning in systematic fashion with those
under the letter “A.” This scientific venture ended at the letter “C” when he took a dose
of croton oil, a powerful laxative.

After a year at the hospital, Galton continued his medical education at King’s College,
London. The next year he changed his plans and enrolled at Trinity College of Cam-
bridge University. There, under the gaze of a bust of Sir Isaac Newton, he pursued his
interest in mathematics. Although his work was interrupted by a severe mental break-
down, he did manage to earn his degree. He returned to the hated study of medicine,
until his father’s death finally released him from that profession.

A phrenologist had told Galton that his head was not the proper shape for a life of schol-
arly activity but was just right for an active outdoor life. To test this idea, travel and explo-
ration next claimed Galton’s attention. He journeyed throughout Africa, making difficult
and dangerous journeys to areas few white men had gone or visited. He found it all very
exciting and invigorating, except perhaps for one incident recounted by his biographer:

Alone and far from home it seems that Galton may have overcome his shyness and
procured the services of a prostitute. His courage may have been rewarded with a bad
dose of venereal disease that would plague him intermittently for years to come. Wher-
ever the truth lies, Galton’s attitude toward women cooled noticeably after 1846, the
year in question. (Brookes, 2004, p. 60)

When he returned to England he published accounts of his trips, which earned him a
medal from the Royal Geographic Society. In the 1850s he stopped traveling—because of
marriage and poor health, he said—but maintained his interest in exploration and wrote a
popular guidebook called The Art of Travel. The book was so successful that it was published
in eight editions in eight years and reprinted as recently as 2001. Galton also organized ex-
peditions for explorers and lectured on camp life to soldiers training for overseas duty.

Mental restlessness led him next to meteorology and the design of instruments to plot
weather data. His work in this field led to the development of the type of weather map
still in use today. Galton summarized his findings in a book considered to be a signifi-
cant attempt to chart large-scale weather patterns.

When his cousin Charles Darwin published On the Origin of Species, Galton was fas-
cinated by the new theory. He wrote that it “made a marked epoch in my own mental
development, as it did in human thought generally” (quoted in Gillham, 2001, p. 155).
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The biological aspect of evolution captivated him first, and he undertook an investigation
of the effects of blood transfusions between rabbits to determine whether acquired char-
acteristics could be inherited. Although the genetic side of evolutionary theory did not
hold his interest for long, the social implications guided Galton’s subsequent work and
determined his influence on modern psychology.

Mental Inheritance

Galton’s first important book for psychology was Hereditary Genius (1869). When Dar-
win read it, he wrote to Galton that “I do not think I ever in my life read anything more
interesting and original. I congratulate you on producing what I am convinced will be a
memorable work” (quoted in Fancher, 2009, p. 89). In Hereditary Genius Galton sought
to demonstrate that individual greatness or genius occurred within families far too often
to be explained solely by environmental influences. Briefly, his thesis was that eminent
men have eminent sons. (At that time, daughters had few opportunities to achieve emi-
nence except through marriage to a man of importance.)

Most of the biographical studies Galton reported in Hereditary Genius were investigations
of the ancestries of his contemporaries—influential scientists and physicians. The data showed
that each famous person inherited not only genius but a specific form of genius. For example,
a great scientist was born into a family that had already attained eminence in science.

Galton’s goal was to encourage the birth of the more eminent or fit individuals in a
society and to discourage the birth of the unfit. Toward this end he founded the science
of “eugenics,” a word he coined. Eugenics, he wrote, dealt with “questions bearing on
what is termed in Greek, Eugenes, namely, good in stock, hereditarily endowed with no-
ble qualities” (quoted in Gillham, 2001, p. 207). Galton wanted to foster the improve-
ment of the inherited qualities of the human race. He argued that humans, not unlike
farm animals, could be improved by artificial selection. If people of considerable talent
were selected and mated generation after generation, the result would be a highly gifted
human race. He proposed the development of intelligence tests to choose exceptional
men and women designated for selective breeding, and he recommended that those
who scored high be offered financial incentives for marrying and producing children.
Galton himself, however, fathered no children; the problem could have resulted from dis-
ease he contracted in Africa—or it could have been genetic!

In attempting to verify his eugenic theory, Galton studied issues in measurement and
statistics. In the book Hereditary Genius, he applied statistical concepts to problems of he-
redity, sorting the prominent men in his sample into categories according to the frequency
with which their level of ability occurred in the population. His data showed that eminent
men have a higher probability of fathering eminent sons than do average men. The sample
consisted of 977 famous men, each so outstanding as to be one in 4,000. On a chance
basis, this group would be expected to have only one important relative; instead it had 332.

The probability of eminence in certain families was not high enough for Galton to
consider seriously any possible influence of a superior environment, better educational
opportunities, or social advantages. He argued that eminence—or the lack of it—was
solely a function of heredity, not of opportunity.

Galton wrote English Men of Science (1874), Natural Inheritance (1889), and more
than 30 papers on problems of inheritance. He published a journal, Biometrika, estab-
lished the Eugenics Laboratory at University College, London, and founded an organiza-
tion for promoting his ideas on improving the mental qualities of the human race. In
this excerpt from Hereditary Genius, Galton discusses the limits to both physical and
mental development that he believed were set in place for each of us by heredity. He
notes that no amount of mental or physical exertion will enable a person to rise above
his or her genetic endowment.
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IN THEIR OWN WORDS

Original Source Material from Hereditary Genius: An Inquiry into
Its Laws and Consequences (1869)

Francis Galton

I have no patience with the hypothesis occasionally expressed, and often implied, espe-

cially in tales written to teach children to be good, that babies are born pretty much

alike, and that the sole agencies in creating differences between boy and boy, and man

and man, are steady application and moral effort. It is in the most unqualified manner

that I object to pretensions of natural equality. The experiences of the nursery, the

school, the University, and of professional careers, are a chain of proofs to the contrary.

I acknowledge freely the great power of education and social influences in developing

the active powers of the mind, just as I acknowledge the effect of use in developing

the muscles of a blacksmith’s arm, and no further. Let the blacksmith labour as he will,

he will find there are certain feats beyond his power that are well within the strength of

a man of herculean make, even although the latter may have led a sedentary life. …

Everybody who has trained himself to physical exercises discovers the extent of

his muscular powers to a nicety. When he begins to walk, to row, to use the dumb-

bells, or to run, he finds to his great delight that his [muscles] strengthen and his en-

durance of fatigue increases day after day. So long as he is a novice, he perhaps

flatters himself there is hardly an assignable limit to the education of his muscles; but

the daily gain is soon discovered to diminish, and at last it vanishes altogether. His

maximum performance becomes a rigidly determinate quantity. He learns to an inch

how high or how far he can jump, when he has attained the highest state of training.

He learns to half a pound the force he can exert on the dynamometer by compressing

it. He can strike a blow against the machine used to measure impact and drive its in-

dex to a certain gradation, but no further. So it is in running, in rowing, in walking,

and in every other form of physical exertion. There is a definite limit to the muscular

powers of every man, which he cannot by any education or exertion overpass.

This is precisely analogous to the experience that every student has had of the work-

ing of his mental powers. The eager boy, when he first goes to school and confronts in-

tellectual difficulties, is astonished at his progress. He glories in his newly developed

mental grip and growing capacity for application, and, it may be, fondly believes it to

be within his reach to become one of the heroes who have left their mark upon the his-

tory of the world. The years go by; he competes in the examinations of school and col-

lege, over and over again with his fellows, and soon finds his place among them. He

knows he can beat such and such of his competitors; that there are some with whom

he runs on equal terms, and others whose intellectual feats he cannot even approach. …

Accordingly, with newly furbished hopes, and with all the ambition of twenty-two

years of age, he leaves his University and enters a larger field of competition. The same

kind of experience awaits him here that he has already gone through. Opportunities oc-

cur—they occur to every man—and he finds himself incapable of grasping them. He

tries, and is tried in many things. In a few years more, unless he is incurably blinded by

self-conceit, he learns precisely of what performances he is capable and what other en-

terprises lie beyond his compass. When he reaches mature life, he is confident only

within certain limits and knows, or ought to know, himself just as he is probably judged

of by the world, with all his unmistakeable weakness and all his undeniable strength. He

is no longer tormented into hopeless efforts by the fallacious promptings of overween-

ing vanity, but he limits his undertakings to matters below the level of his reach, and

finds true moral repose in an honest conviction that he is engaged in as much good

work as his nature has rendered him capable of performing.
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Statistical Methods

Galton was never fully satisfied with a problem until he had found some way to quantify
the data and analyze them statistically. When necessary, he even developed his own
methods.

A Belgian mathematician, Adolph Quetelet (1796–1874), who was also a skilled
painter, poet, and writer, was a great believer in the utility of statistics, “convinced that
statistics provided an insight into human behavior and the understanding of society”
(Cohen, 2005, p. 126). Quetelet was the first to use statistical methods and the normal
curve of distribution with biological and social data. The normal curve had been used in
work on the distribution of measurements and errors in scientific observation, but it
had not been applied to human variability until Quetelet showed that measures of
height taken from 10,000 subjects approximated the normal curve. His phrase l’homme
moyen (the average man) expressed the finding that most physical measurements cluster
around the average or center of the distribution, and fewer are found toward either
extreme.

Galton was impressed by Quetelet’s data and assumed that similar results would
hold for mental characteristics. For example, Galton found that the grades given in
university examinations followed the normal curve. Because of the simplicity of the
normal curve and its consistency over a variety of traits, Galton suggested that any
large set of measurements or values for human characteristics could be meaningfully
described by two numbers: the average value of the distribution (the arithmetic mean)
and the dispersion or range of variation around this average value (the standard
deviation).

Galton’s work in statistics yielded one of science’s most important measures: the cor-
relation. The first report of what he called “co-relations” appeared in 1888. Modern sta-
tistical techniques for determining test validity and reliability, as well as factor-analytic
methods, are direct outgrowths of Galton’s research on correlation, which were based
on his observation that inherited characteristics tend to regress toward the mean. For
example, he noted that, on the average, tall men are not as tall as their fathers, whereas
the sons of very short men are taller than their fathers. He represented the basic proper-
ties of the correlation coefficient graphically and developed a formula for its calculation,
although the formula is no longer in use.

With Galton’s encouragement, his student Karl Pearson (1857–1936) developed
the current formula for calculating the correlation coefficient (the Pearson product-
moment coefficient of correlation). The symbol for the correlation coefficient, r, is
taken from the first letter of the word “regression,” in recognition of Galton’s discov-
ery of the tendency of inherited human traits to regress toward the mean. For many
years Pearson worried that his scientific reputation would always be that of a mere
“footnote to a formula. … That fear has largely come true” (E. Baumgartner, 2005,
p. 84).

Correlation is a fundamental tool in the social and behavioral sciences as well as in
engineering and the natural sciences. In addition, other statistical techniques have been
developed from Galton’s pioneering work.

Mental Tests

The term mental tests was coined by James McKeen Cattell, an American disciple of
Galton and student of Wundt (see Chapter 8). However, it was Galton who originated
the concept of mental tests. Galton assumed that intelligence could be measured in terms
of a person’s sensory capacities, and that the higher the intelligence, the higher the level
of sensory functioning. He derived this idea from John Locke’s empiricist view that all

Mental tests: Tests of
motor skills and sen-
sory capacities; intelli-
gence tests use more
complex measures of
mental abilities.
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knowledge comes through the senses. If Locke was correct, it followed that the smartest
people would have the keenest senses.

To carry out his aim, Galton needed to invent the apparatus with which sensory mea-
surements could be taken quickly and accurately from large numbers of people. To de-
termine the highest frequency of sound that could be detected, for example, he invented
a whistle, which he tested on animals as well as on humans. He strolled through Lon-
don’s zoo with the whistle affixed to a hollow walking stick; he would squeeze a rubber
bulb to activate the whistle and observe the animals’ reactions. Galton’s whistle became a
standard piece of psychology laboratory equipment until it was replaced in the 1930s by
a more sophisticated electronic device.

Other instruments that Galton used included a photometer to measure the preci-
sion with which a subject could match two spots of color, a calibrated pendulum to
measure the speed of reaction to lights and sounds, and a series of weights to be ar-
ranged in order of heaviness to measure kinesthetic or muscle sensitivity. He pro-
vided a bar with a variable distance scale to test the estimation of visual extension
and sets of bottles containing various substances to test olfactory discrimination.
Most of Galton’s tests served as prototypes for what later became standard laboratory
equipment.

Armed with his new tests, Galton proceeded to collect a mass of data. He established
the Anthropometric Laboratory in 1884 at the International Health Exhibition and later
moved it to London’s South Kensington Museum. During the six years the laboratory
remained active, Galton collected data from more than 9,000 people. He arranged the
instruments for the anthropometric and psychometric measurements on a long table at
one end of a narrow room, six-feet wide and 36-feet long. After paying a small admis-
sion fee, a person would pass down the length of the table to be assessed by an attendant
who recorded the data on a card.

Galton established his Anthropometric Laboratory to collect data on human psychometric capacities.
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In addition to the measurements just mentioned, the laboratory workers recorded
height, weight, breathing power, strength of pull and squeeze, quickness of blow, hearing,
vision, and color sense. Each person took a total of 17 tests. Galton’s purpose in this
large-scale testing program was no less than the definition of the range of human capac-
ities of the entire British population to determine its collective mental resources.

A century later, a group of psychologists in the United States analyzed Galton’s data
(Johnson et al., 1985). They found substantial test/retest correlations, indicating that the
data were statistically reliable. In addition, Galton’s data provided information on devel-
opmental trends for childhood, adolescence, and maturity within the population tested.
Measures such as weight, arm span, breathing power, and strength of squeeze were
shown to be similar to those reported in the recent psychology literature, except that
the rate of development in Galton’s time appears to have been slightly slower. The psy-
chologists concluded that Galton’s data continue to be instructive.

The Association of Ideas

Galton worked on two problems in the area of association: the diversity of associations
of ideas and reaction time (the time required to produce associations). One of his meth-
ods for studying the diversity of associations was to walk 450 yards along Pall Mall (the
London street between Trafalgar Square and St. James’s Palace), focusing his attention
on an object until it suggested one or two associated ideas to him.

The first time he tried this, he was amazed at the number of associations that devel-
oped from the nearly 300 objects he had seen. Many of these associations were recollec-
tions of past experiences, including incidents he thought he had long forgotten.
Repeating the walk a few days later, he found considerable repetition of the associations
from his first walk, which quashed his interest in the problem. He turned to reaction-
time experiments, which produced more useful results.

Galton prepared a list of 75 words and wrote each one on a separate slip of paper.
After a week he viewed them one at a time and used a chronometer to record the time
it took for him to produce two associations for each word. Many of his associations were
single words, but some were images or mental pictures that required several words to
describe. His next task was to determine the origin of these associations. He traced ap-
proximately 40 percent to events in childhood and adolescence, an early demonstration
of the influence of childhood experiences on the adult personality.

Galton was also highly impressed by the influence of his unconscious thought pro-
cesses, which brought to the level of conscious awareness incidents he had considered
long forgotten. He came to believe, he said, “that my best brain work is wholly indepen-
dent of [consciousness]” (quoted in Gillham, 2001, p. 221). He wrote about the impor-
tance of the unconscious in an article published in the journal Brain (1879). In Vienna,
Sigmund Freud, who had his own ideas about the importance of the unconscious, sub-
scribed to the journal and was obviously influenced by Galton’s work.

Of greater importance than Galton’s results is the experimental method he developed
to study associations, which is now well known as the word-association test. Wilhelm
Wundt at his Leipzig laboratory adopted the technique, as we noted in Chapter 4, limit-
ing his subjects’ responses to a single word. The analyst Carl Jung (Chapter 14) elabo-
rated on the technique for his own word-association research on personality.

Mental Imagery

Galton’s investigation of mental images marks the first extensive use of the psychological
questionnaire. Subjects were asked to recall a scene, such as their breakfast table that
morning, and to try to elicit images of it. They were told to report whether the images
were dim or clear, bright or dark, colored or not colored, and so on. To Galton’s
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amazement, his first group of subjects, scientific acquaintances, reported no clear images
at all. Some were not even sure what Galton was talking about.

Turning to a broader cross section of the population, Galton obtained reports of clear
and distinct images, full of color and detail. The imagery described by women and by
children was particularly concrete and detailed. Through statistical analysis, Galton de-
termined that mental imagery, like so many other human characteristics, was distributed
in the population in accordance with the normal curve.

More than 150 years later, two American psychologists repeated Galton’s experiment,
comparing the mental imagery of scientists and college undergraduates. They found no
differences between the two groups. The scientists (physicists and chemists) displayed
ample visual imagery in response to the same questions Galton had asked, such as
images of their breakfast table that morning (see Brewer & Schommer-Aikins, 2006).

Galton’s work on imagery was rooted in his continuing attempt to demonstrate
hereditary similarities. He found that similar images were more likely to occur between
siblings than between people who were unrelated.

Arithmetic by Smell and Other Topics

The richness of Galton’s talent is evident in the variety of his research studies. He tried
to put himself in the state of mind of people suffering from paranoid disorders by imag-
ining that everyone or everything he saw was spying on him. One historian noted that
when Galton attempted this during his morning walk, “every horse seemed to be watch-
ing him either directly or, just as suspicious, disguising their espionage by elaborately
paying no attention” (Watson, 1978, pp. 328–329).

With the controversy between Darwin’s evolutionary theory and fundamentalist the-
ology at its height, Galton studied the issue with typical objectivity and concluded that
although large numbers of people held strong religious beliefs, this was not sufficient ev-
idence that those beliefs were valid.

He investigated the power of prayer to produce results and decided it was of no use to
physicians in curing patients or to meteorologists in invoking weather changes, or even
to ministers in affecting their everyday lives. He believed that little difference existed be-
tween people who professed a religious belief and those who did not in terms of how
long they lived, how they interacted with other people, or how they dealt with their
own problems. Galton expressed the hope that a more effective set of beliefs could be
structured in terms of science. He believed that the evolutionary development of an im-
proved human race, through eugenics, should be society’s goal rather than a place in
heaven.

Galton’s interest in quantification and statistical analysis often expressed itself in a
fondness for counting. He occupied himself at lectures or the theater by counting the
yawns and coughs of the audience, describing the results as a measure of boredom.
While having his portrait painted, he counted the artist’s brush strokes—some 20,000.
He decided to count by odors instead of numbers and trained himself to forget what
numbers meant; he assigned numerical values to odors, such as peppermint, and learned
to add and subtract by thinking of them. Out of this intellectual exercise came a paper
titled “Arithmetic by Smell,” published in the first issue of the American journal Psycho-
logical Review.

Comment

Galton spent 15 years investigating psychological issues, and his efforts had a significant
impact on the direction of the new psychology even though he was not truly a psycholo-
gist. He was an extremely gifted person whose talent and temperament were not bound
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by any single discipline. Consider the scope of his interests and methods: adaptation, he-
redity versus environment, comparison of species, child development, the questionnaire
method, statistical techniques, individual differences, and mental tests. We will see that
Galton’s work had a greater influence on developments in American psychology than the
work of psychology’s founder, Wilhelm Wundt.

Animal Psychology and the Development
of Functionalism
Darwin’s theory of evolution proved to be a stimulus for the development of animal psy-
chology. “In no other area of psychology did Darwin have a more immediate and pro-
found effect than in the study of the behavior of animals” (Burghardt, 2009, p. 102).
Before Darwin published On the Origin of Species, there was no reason for scientists to
be concerned about the animal mind because animals were considered to be automata
with no minds or souls. After all, Descartes had stated emphatically that animals had
no similarity with humans.

Darwin’s work altered this comforting view. His evidence pointed to the conclusion
that no sharp distinction existed between human minds and animal minds. Therefore,
scientists could propose a continuity between all mental and physical aspects of humans
and animals because humans were believed to be derived from animals by the continu-
ous evolutionary developmental process. Darwin wrote, “There is no fundamental differ-
ence between man and the higher mammals in their mental faculties” (1871, p. 66). He
believed that the lower animals experience pleasure and pain, happiness and sadness.
They have vivid dreams and even some degree of imagination. Even worms, Darwin
wrote, show pleasure from eating and demonstrate sexual passion and social feeling, all
evidence of some form of animal mind.

If mental abilities could be shown to exist in animals, and if continuity between ani-
mal minds and human minds could be demonstrated, such evidence would disprove the
human/animal dichotomy espoused by Descartes. Thus, scientists were challenged to
seek evidence of intelligence in animals.

Darwin defended his ideas on animal intelligence in his book, The Expression of the
Emotions in Man and Animals (1872), in which he argued that human emotional behav-
ior stems from inherited behavior that was once useful to animals but is no longer rele-
vant for humans. One example is the way people curl their lips when they sneer. Darwin
said this gesture was a remnant of the way enraged animals bare their canine teeth.

In the years following the publication of On the Origin of Species, the topic of animal
intelligence grew in popularity, not only among scientists but also with the general pub-
lic. In the 1860s and 1870s, many people wrote to scientific and popular magazines to
claim instances of animal behavior believed to support previously unsuspected mental
abilities. Stories circulated about remarkable feats of intelligence of pet cats and dogs,
horses and pigs, snails and birds.

Even the great experimentalist Wilhelm Wundt was not immune to this trend. In
1863—before he became the world’s first psychologist—Wundt wrote about the intellec-
tual abilities of a wide range of beings, from beetles to beavers. He assumed that animals
that displayed even minimal sensory capacities must also possess powers of judgment
and conscious inference. Indeed, the lower animals should not be considered inferior or
less intelligent. They differed from humans not so much in their abilities as in the fact
that they had received less education and training! Thirty years later Wundt was less
generous in attributing intelligence to animals, but for a time his voice was added to
the many suggesting that animals might be as mentally well endowed as humans.
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George John Romanes (1848–1894)

The British physiologist George Romanes formalized and systematized the study of ani-
mal intelligence (see Thomas, 2000). As a child, Romanes had been considered by his
parents to be “a shocking dunce” (Richards, 1987, p. 334). As a young man, Romanes
had been impressed by Darwin’s writings. He and Darwin became friends, and Darwin
gave Romanes his notebooks on animal behavior. Thus, Darwin chose Romanes to carry
on that aspect of his work, applying the theory of evolution to the mind as Darwin ap-
plied it to the body. Romanes was a worthy successor. Being wealthy, he did not have to
be concerned about earning a living. The only job he held was part-time lecturer at the
University of Edinburgh, which required his presence two weeks a year. He spent winters
in London and Oxford and summers on the seacoast, where he built a private laboratory
as well equipped as that of a university.

Romanes published Animal Intelligence (1883), generally considered to be the first book
on comparative psychology. He collected data on the behavior of protozoa, ants, spiders,
reptiles, fish, birds, elephants, monkeys, and domestic animals. His purpose was to demon-
strate the high level of animal intelligence and its similarity to human intellectual function-
ing, thus illustrating the continuity in mental development. As Romanes put it, he wanted
to show that there is “no difference in kind between the acts of reason performed by the
crab and any act of reason performed by a man” (quoted in Richards, 1987, p. 347).

He developed what he called a “mental ladder,” on which he arrayed the various ani-
mal species in the order of their degree of mental functioning (Table 6.1). Romanes cred-
ited even low life forms (such as jellyfish, sea urchins, and snails) with high levels of
mental functioning. He formed these somewhat startling opinions by collecting data by
the anecdotal method defined as the use of observational, often casual, reports or narra-
tives about animal behavior. Many of the reports Romanes accepted came from uncriti-
cal, untrained observers, whose observations could be careless or biased.

Romanes derived his findings on animal intelligence from these anecdotal observa-
tions through a curious and eventually discarded technique called introspection by
analogy. In this approach, investigators assume that the same mental processes that
occur in their own minds must also occur in the minds of the animals being observed.
Thus, the presence of specific mental functions is inferred by observing the animal’s
behavior and drawing an analogy—a correspondence or a relationship—between
known human mental processes and the processes assumed to be taking place in the
animal’s mind:

TABLE 6.1 ROMANES ’S LADDER OF MENTAL FUNCTIONING

SPECIES LEVEL OF INTELLECTUAL DEVELOPMENT

Apes, dogs Indefinite morality
Monkeys, elephants Use of tools
Birds Recognition of pictures, understanding of words
Bees, wasps Communication of ideas
Reptiles Recognition of persons
Lobsters, crabs Reason
Fish Association by similarity
Snails, squids Association by contiguity
Starfish, sea urchins Memory
Jellyfish, sea anemones Consciousness, pleasure, pain

Note: Adapted from Feral Children and Clever Animals: Reflections on Human Nature (p. 192),
by D. K. Candland, 1993, New York: Oxford University Press.

Anecdotal method: The
use of observational
reports about animal
behavior.

Introspection by
analogy: A technique
for studying animal
behavior by assuming
that the same mental
processes that occur in
the observer’s mind
also occur in the ani-
mal’s mind.

122 Chapter 6: Functionalism: Antecedent Influences



Starting fromwhat I know subjectively of the operations of my own individual mind, and of
the activities which in my own organism these operations seem to prompt, I proceed by
analogy to infer from the observable activities displayed by other organisms the fact that
certain mental operations underlie or accompany these activities. (Romanes, quoted in
Mackenzie, 1977, pp. 56–57)

Through the introspection-by-analogy technique, Romanes suggested that animals are
capable of the same kinds of rationalization, ideation, complex reasoning, information
processing, and problem-solving abilities as humans. Some of his followers even credited
animals with a level of intelligence far superior to that of the average human.

Romanes believed that cats were more intelligent than all other animals except mon-
keys and elephants. He wrote extensively about the behavior of the cat that belonged to
his driver. Through an intricate series of movements, this cat was able to open the
latched door that led to the stables. Introspecting by analogy, Romanes concluded:

Cats in such cases have a very definite idea as to the mechanical properties of a door;
they know that to make it open, even when unlatched, it requires to be pushed. … First
the animal must have observed that the door is opened by the hand grasping the handle
and moving the latch. Next she must reason, by “the logic of feelings,” if a hand can do
it, why not a paw? … The pushing with the hind feet after depressing the latch must be
due to adaptive reasoning. (Romanes, 1883, pp. 421–422)

Romanes’s work falls far short of modern scientific rigor. Often, the line between fact and
subjective interpretation in his data is unclear. However, although scientists recognize the
deficiencies in his data and method, Romanes is respected for his pioneering efforts in stim-
ulating the development of comparative psychology and preparing the way for the experi-
mental study of animal behavior. We have seen that in many areas of science, a reliance
on observational data precedes the development of more refined experimental methodology.
It was Romanes who launched the observational stage of comparative psychology.

C. Lloyd Morgan (1852–1936)

The weaknesses inherent in the anecdotal and introspection-by-analogy methods were
recognized formally by Conwy Lloyd Morgan (1852–1936), whom Romanes designated
as his successor. Morgan, a student of Thomas Henry Huxley, became professor of psy-
chology and education at the University of Bristol, England, and he was one of the first
people to ride a bicycle within the city limits. He was also interested in geology and zo-
ology. Morgan proposed a law of parsimony (also called Lloyd Morgan’s Canon) to
counteract the prevailing tendency to attribute excessive intelligence to animals.

The law of parsimony states that an animal’s behavior must not be interpreted as the out-
come of a higher mental process when it can be explained in terms of a lower mental process.
Morgan advanced this idea in 1894 and may have derived it from a similar law of parsimony
described by Wundt two years earlier. Wundt had noted that “complex explanatory principles
can be used only when the simpler [principles] have proved insufficient” (Richards, 1980, p. 57).

It was not Morgan’s intent to exclude anthropomorphism completely from reports of
animal behavior but rather to reduce its use and to give the methods of comparative psy-
chology a more scientific basis. Morgan agreed with Romanes that subjective reports
could not be avoided, but he attempted in his work to keep anecdotal inferences to a
minimum. Morgan wrote:

With regard to Romanes’ collection of anecdotes … I felt, as no doubt he did, that not
on such anecdotal foundations could a science of comparative psychology be built. Most
of the stories were merely casual records, supplemented by amateurish opinions of

Law of parsimony:
(Lloyd Morgan’s Can-
on): The notion that
animal behavior must
not be attributed to a
higher mental process
when it can be ex-
plained in terms of a
lower mental process.

C. LLOYD MORGAN
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passing observers whose psychological training was well-nigh negligible. I then enter-
tained doubts whether one could extract from the minds of animals … the data requi-
site for a science. (1930/1961, pp. 247–248)

In essence, Morgan followed Romanes’s approach in observing an animal’s behavior and
explaining it through an introspective examination of his own mental processes. By applying
his law of parsimony, however, Morgan refrained from ascribing higher-level mental pro-
cesses to animals when their behavior could be explained in terms of lower-level processes.

He believed that most animal behavior resulted from learning or association based on
sensory experience; this type of learning was a lower-level process than rational thought
or ideation. With the acceptance of Morgan’s canon, the method of introspection by
analogy was refined and provided more useful data, but eventually it was superseded by
more objective methods.

Morgan was the first scientist to conduct large-scale experimental studies in animal
psychology. Although his experiments were not performed under the rigid scientific con-
ditions required today, they did involve careful observations of animal behavior, mostly
in natural environments but with some artificial modifications. Although these studies
did not permit the same degree of control as laboratory experiments, they were an im-
portant advance over Romanes’s anecdotal method.

Comment

The initial work in comparative psychology was carried out in England, but leadership in
the field quickly passed to the United States. Romanes died in his forties from a brain
tumor, and Morgan abandoned his research for a career in university administration.

Comparative psychology emerged from the excitement and controversy engendered
by Darwin’s suggestion of a continuity between human and animal species. Basic to Dar-
winian theory are the notion of function and the assertion that as a species evolves, its
physical structure is determined by the requirements for its survival. This premise led
biologists to regard each anatomical structure as a functioning or utilitarian element in
a total living, adapting system. When psychologists began to examine mental processes
in the same way, they laid the groundwork for a new movement: functional psychology.

Discussion Questions
1. Why did some people find it such a disturbing

experience to see Jenny the Orangutan in the
London Zoo? How did her behavior affect
Charles Darwin?

2. What aspects of consciousness did the
functionalists deal with?

3. On what grounds did the functionalists protest
against Wundt’s psychology and Titchener’s
structuralism?

4. Why did it seem inevitable that a theory of
evolution would be proposed and accepted by the
middle of the nineteenth century? How did the
Zeitgeist influence the success of Darwin’s ideas?

5. Explain the approaches to evolution taken by
Erasmus Darwin and Jean-Baptiste Lamarck.

6. How did increasing travel and exploration, and
the public fascination with fossils, influence
attitudes toward the idea of evolution?

7. Explain how the study of bird beaks supports
evolutionary theory.

8. What did Darwin mean when he referred to
himself as the “devil’s chaplain” and said that his
work was like confessing to murder?

9. How was Darwin’s concept of natural selection
influenced by Malthus’s doctrine of population
and food supply?

10. Describe the role of Thomas Henry Huxley in
promoting Darwin’s theory.

11. In what ways did Darwin’s data and ideas alter
the subject matter and methods of psychology?
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12. Describe the work of Juan Huarte in anticipating
the contributions of Galton.

13. How was Galton’s work on mental tests
influenced by Locke’s empiricist view?

14. What statistical tools did Galton develop to
measure human characteristics? Describe
Galton’s research on hereditary genius.

15. How did Galton study the association of ideas?
How did he test for intelligence?

16. How did Darwin’s evolutionary theory stimulate
the development of animal psychology? What
was Wundt’s initial reaction to this development?

17. Describe the anecdotal method and introspection
by analogy. Explain Romanes’s mental ladder.

18. How did Morgan limit the use of introspection
by analogy? Which of the following techniques
did Morgan use to study the animal mind:
(a) collecting anecdotes, (b) experimental studies,
(c) the method of extirpation, (d) electrical
stimulation?
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C HA P T E R 7
Functionalism: Development
and Founding

Evolution’s Neurotic Philosopher
He was one of the most famous men in the world, yet he frequently walked the streets of
London wearing earmuffs to keep the sound of other people’s voices from disturbing his
thoughts. Whenever noise intruded, he considered the day to be ruined. Charles Darwin
referred to him as “our philosopher,” and he often wandering aimlessly, “unable to con-
centrate, unable to write, unable even to read” (Coser, 1977, pp. 104–105).

At home he kept his large collection of books hidden behind curtains drawn across
the bookshelves so that he would not be distracted by the titles printed on the spines.
When he traveled by train, he carried the manuscript of his current book project tied
around his waist with string; the pages could be seen flapping beneath his coat. When-
ever he felt the need to take his pulse, he would simply stop his carriage, even on a
crowded London street, oblivious of the traffic jam he was creating (Francis, 2007).

In the summer of 1882 he arrived in the United States, to be greeted as an interna-
tional celebrity. He was met in New York by Andrew Carnegie, multimillionaire patri-
arch of the American steel industry, who praised him as a messiah. In the estimation of
many leaders of business, science, politics, and religion, this eccentric English philoso-
pher was indeed a savior. He was wined and dined, and honors and appreciation were
lavished upon him. Yet he remained a “semi-invalid and psychic cripple throughout the
rest of his life. Suffering from acute insomnia, which he at times attempted to overcome
with a fairly heavy dose of opium, [he] was henceforth never able to work more than a
few hours a day. To work longer would lead to undue nervous excitement” (Coser, 1977,
pp. 104–105). Although hailed as the outstanding thinker of his day, he was “nearing the
pitch of despair,” lonely, disappointed, and depressed (Werth, 2009, p. ix).

Before he became so incapacitated he had been one of the most prolific writers of the
nineteenth century. He had written many books, dictated to a secretary as rapidly as she
could record the words, sometimes while he was between sets of tennis or lounging in a
rowboat. His writings were serialized in popular magazines, and his books sold hundreds
of thousands of copies. The system of philosophy he proposed was soon part of the stan-
dard curriculum of nearly every university.

No doubt he would have published even more books had he not developed the in-
tense neurotic symptoms that limited his work to a few hours a day. At age 35, in a
situation that reminds us of Darwin’s predicament, our philosopher developed not
only insomnia but also heart palpitations and digestive disorders whenever the outside
world intruded. Again like Darwin, the onset of his symptoms coincided with the de-
velopment of the system of thought to which he would devote his life, the system that
would profoundly influence the direction of the new American psychology. His name
was Herbert Spencer.
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Evolution Comes to America: Herbert Spencer
(1820–1903)
The philosophy that brought Herbert Spencer recognition and acclaim was Darwinism,
the notion of evolution and the survival of the fittest. Spencer extended it far beyond
Darwin’s own work.

Interest in Darwin’s theory of evolution was intense in the United States, and
Darwin’s ideas had been accepted eagerly. Evolutionary theory was embraced not only
in universities and scholarly societies but also in popular magazines and even some reli-
gious publications.

Social Darwinism

Spencer argued that the development of all aspects of the universe is evolutionary, includ-
ing human character and social institutions, in accordance with the principle of “survival
of the fittest” (a phrase Spencer coined). It was this emphasis on what came to be called
social Darwinism—applying the theory of evolution to human nature and society—that
met with such enthusiasm in America.

In Spencer’s utopian view, if the principle of survival of the fittest were allowed to
operate freely, then only the best would survive. Therefore, human perfection was inevi-
table as long as no action was taken to interfere with the natural order of things. Individ-
ualism and a laissez-faire economic system were vital, whereas governmental attempts to
regulate business and industry and welfare (even subsidies for education, housing, and
the poor) were opposed.

People and organizations were to be left alone to develop themselves and society in
their own ways, just as other living species were left to develop and adapt to their natural
environments. Any assistance from the state would interfere with the natural evolution-
ary process.

People, programs, businesses, or institutions that could not adapt were unfit for
survival and should be allowed to perish (to become “extinct”) for the betterment of
society as a whole. If government continued to support poorly functioning enter-
prises, then these enterprises would endure, ultimately weakening society and violat-
ing the basic law of nature that only the strongest and most fit shall survive. Again,
Spencer’s idea was that by ensuring that only the best survived, society could eventu-
ally achieve perfection.

This message was compatible with America’s individualistic spirit, and the phrases
“survival of the fittest” and “the struggle for existence” quickly became part of the na-
tional consciousness. Railroad tycoon James J. Hill reiterated Spencer’s message: “The
fortunes of railroad companies are determined by the law of the survival of the fittest.”
From John D. Rockefeller: “The growth of a large business is merely a survival of the
fittest” (Hill and Rockefeller as quoted in Hofstadter, 1992, p. 45). Clearly the phrases
reflected the American society of the late nineteenth century; the United States was a
living embodiment of Spencer’s ideas.

This pioneer nation was being settled by hardworking people who believed in free
enterprise, self-sufficiency, and independence from government regulation. And they
knew all about the survival of the fittest from their daily lives. Land was freely available
to those with the courage, cunning, and ability to take it and to make a living from it.
The principles of natural selection were vividly demonstrated in everyday experiences,
particularly on the Western frontier, where survival and success depended on one’s abil-
ity to adapt to the demands of a hostile environment. Those who could not adapt did
not survive.
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The American historian Frederick Jackson Turner described the survivors in these
terms:

“That coarseness and strength combined with acuteness and inquisitiveness; that prac-
tical, inventive turn of mind, quick to find expedients; that masterful grasp of material
things … powerful to effect great ends; that restless, nervous energy; that dominant in-
dividualism” (Turner, 1947, p. 235).

The people of the United States were oriented toward the practical, the useful, and the
functional. In its pioneering stages, American psychology mirrored these qualities. For
this reason the United States was more accepting than other nations of evolutionary the-
ory. American psychology became a functional psychology because evolution and the
functional spirit were in keeping with Americans’ basic temperament. Spencer’s views
were compatible with the American ethos, and that is why his philosophical system
influenced every field of learning. The famous American preacher Henry Ward Beecher
wrote to Spencer: “The peculiar condition of American society has made your writings
far more fruitful and quickening here than in Europe” (Beecher, quoted in Hofstadter,
1992, p. 31).

Synthetic Philosophy

Spencer formulated a system he called synthetic philosophy. (He used the word
“synthetic” in the sense of synthesizing or combining, not to mean something artifi-
cial or unnatural.) He based this all-encompassing system on the application of evo-
lutionary principles to human knowledge and experience. His ideas were published in
a series of 10 books between 1860 and 1897. The volumes were hailed by many lead-
ing scholars of the time as works of genius. Conwy Lloyd Morgan wrote to Spencer:
“To none of my intellectual masters do I owe a larger debt of gratitude than to you.”
Alfred Russel Wallace named his first son after Spencer. After reading one of
Spencer’s books, Darwin said that Spencer was “a dozen times my superior” (quoted
in Richards, 1987, p. 245). Although Darwin appreciated Spencer’s work, he did not
like him personally: “I think that he was extremely egotistical” (Darwin, quoted in
Werth, 2009, p. 101).

Two of the volumes on synthetic philosophy constitute The Principles of Psychology,
published first in 1855 and later used by William James as a textbook for the first psy-
chology course he taught at Harvard. In this book Spencer discussed the notion that the
mind exists in its present form because of past and continuing efforts to adapt to vari-
ous environments. He emphasized the adaptive nature of nervous and mental processes
and wrote that an increasing complexity of experiences, and hence of behavior, is part of
the normal evolutionary process. The organism needs to adapt to its environment if it is
to survive.

The Continuing Evolution of Machines
We noted in Chapter 2 that machines had been created to duplicate human movement
(recall the automata) as well as human thought (such as Babbage’s calculating engine).
Was it possible that machines could evolve to higher forms the way humans and animals
were said to do? At the time Darwin’s theory was published in 1859, the mechanical
metaphor for human life had become so widely accepted in intellectual and social circles
that the question seemed inevitable.

The person who asked the question, and who extended the theory of evolution to ma-
chines, was Samuel Butler (1835–1902), an eccentric English writer, painter, and
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musician who in 1859 immigrated to New Zealand to raise sheep. Butler and Darwin
carried on an extensive correspondence.

In an essay titled “Darwin Among the Machines,” Butler wrote that the evolution of
machines had already occurred. We had only to compare primordial, rudimentary items
such as levers, wedges, and pulleys with the complex machinery of industrial factories
and the great steam-driven locomotives and ocean liners.

Butler proposed that mechanical evolution was occurring through the same processes
that guided human evolution: natural selection and the struggle for existence. Inventors
are constantly creating new machines to gain some competitive advantage. The new ma-
chines eliminate or render extinct the older, inferior machines that can no longer adapt
or compete in the struggle for life—for a share of the marketplace. As a result, the obso-
lete machines disappear, just as the dinosaurs did.

The rapid development of technology made it clear to Butler that machines had
made greater evolutionary strides than animals, and he predicted that machines would
one day become capable of simulating human mental processes—a kind of intelligence.
Within Butler’s lifetime his prediction came true, at least for the mental process of mak-
ing calculations.

By the end of the nineteenth century, Babbage’s type of calculating engine was no lon-
ger adequate. The demands being made on both human and mechanical calculators re-
quired more appropriate, and more highly evolved, machines. One event that highlighted
this need was the 1890 U.S. population census.

The census of 10 years earlier was so complex that it had taken a full seven years to
complete. Fifteen hundred clerks tallied by hand data on age, sex, ethnic origin, resi-
dence, and other characteristics for (they hoped) every U.S. citizen. The results filled a
report totaling more than 21,000 pages. In the interim, the population had grown so rap-
idly that a change in procedures was obviously required; otherwise, the 1890 census
would not be finished before the 1900 census was due to start. A new and improved
information-processing machine was necessary.

Henry Hollerith and the Punched Cards

Henry Hollerith (1859–1929) was an engineer who developed a new and improved way
of processing information. Hollerith’s innovative approach was recorded as follows by
two historians of the origin of computers:

… to record the census return for each individual as a pattern of holes on punched pa-
per tape or a set of punched cards, similar to the way music was recorded on a string of
punched cards on fairground organettes [like player pianos] of the period. It would then
be possible to use a machine to automatically count the holes and produce the tabula-
tions. (Campbell-Kelly & Aspray, 1996, p. 22)

Hollerith used 56 million cards to tally the results obtained from 62 million people.
Each card could store the equivalent of up to 36 eight-bit bytes of information. Thus,
the 1890 U.S. census yielded more information than ever previously amassed and was
completed in only two years at a cost savings of $5 million over the hand-tallied method.
Hollerith’s punched card system radically altered the processing of this type of informa-
tion and led to renewed hopes (and fears) that machines, in time, would duplicate hu-
man cognitive functioning. An article in the popular magazine Scientific American was
subtitled “How Strips of Paper Can Endow Inanimate Machines with Brains of Their
Own” (Dyson, 1997).

In 1896, Hollerith established his own business, the Tabulating Machine Company,
which he sold in 1911. The new corporation, the Computing-Tabulating-Recording
Company, was renamed in 1924. We know it today as IBM.
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William James (1842–1910): Anticipator of
Functional Psychology
Much is paradoxical about William James and his role in American psychology. His
work was the major American precursor of functional psychology, and he was a pioneer
of the new scientific psychology as it developed in the United States. A survey of histor-
ians of psychology 80 years after James’s death revealed that James ranked second only
to Wilhelm Wundt among psychology’s important figures and was the leading American
psychologist listed (Korn, et al., 1991). The eminent philosopher and psychologist John
Dewey called James “far and away the greatest of American psychologists … in any
country … perhaps of any time.” John B. Watson, the founder of behaviorism, referred
to James as “the most brilliant psychologist the world has ever known” (both quoted in
Leary, 2003, pp. 19–20).

However, some of James’s colleagues viewed him as a negative force in the development
of a scientific psychology because he maintained a widely publicized interest in mental te-
lepathy, clairvoyance, spiritualism, communication with the dead at séances, and other
mystical events. Many American psychologists, including Titchener and Cattell, criticized
James for his enthusiastic espousal of the very mentalistic and psychical phenomena that
they, as experimental psychologists, were trying to banish from the field.

James founded no formal system of psychology and trained no disciples; there would
be no Jamesian school of thought. Although the form of psychology with which he was
associated attempted to be scientific and experimental, James himself was not an experi-
mentalist in attitude or deed. Psychology—which he once called that “nasty little sci-
ence”—was not his lifelong passion, as it was for Wundt and Titchener.

James worked in psychology for a while and moved on. Later in life, this fascinating
and complex man who contributed so much to psychology turned his back on it. (Once
when he was about to give a talk at Princeton University, he asked that he not be intro-
duced as a psychologist.) He even insisted that psychology was merely “an elaboration of
the obvious.” Although he allowed the field to stumble on without his commanding
presence, his place in the history of psychology is significant and assured.

James did not found functional psychology, but he presented his ideas clearly and ef-
fectively within the functionalist atmosphere that was pervading American psychology.
In doing so, he influenced the functionalist movement by inspiring subsequent genera-
tions of psychologists.

James’s Life

William James was born in the Astor House, a New York City hotel, into a prominent
and wealthy family. His father (at the time, the second richest man in the United States)
devoted himself enthusiastically, though erratically, to the children’s education, which al-
ternated between Europe and the United States. Thus, James’s early schooling took place
in England, France, Germany, Italy, Switzerland, and the United States. These stimulat-
ing experiences exposed James to the intellectual and cultural advantages of England and
the rest of Europe.

Throughout his life James made frequent journeys abroad. His father’s favorite
method for dealing with a family illness was to send the ailing member to Europe
rather than to a hospital. And his mother provided her children with affection and at-
tention only when they were sick. Perhaps it is no surprise that James’s health was sel-
dom good.

Although the elder James did not expect any of the children to be concerned with
earning a living, he did try to encourage William’s early interest in science. He gave the
boy a chemistry set, a “Bunsen burner and vials of mysterious liquids which he mixed,
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heated, and transfused, staining his fingers and clothes, to his father’s annoyance, and
sometimes even causing alarming explosions” (Allen, 1967, p. 47).

At age 18, James decided to become an artist. Six months at the Newport, Rhode
Island, studio of the painter William Hunt persuaded James that although his technique
was good, he lacked sufficient talent to be a truly great artist. He decided instead to en-
roll at the Lawrence Scientific School at Harvard. Civil war between North and South
had broken out in the United States, and James reported later that he had wanted to
join the army. His father forbade it, saying that no government or cause was worth the
sacrifice of William’s life. We note that William’s brother Henry, the novelist, also did
not serve in the war, but the two younger James brothers did.

Shortly after William arrived at Harvard, his health and self-confidence began to de-
cline, transforming him into the intensely troubled neurotic he remained for most of his
life. He abandoned his interest in chemistry, apparently because of the exacting demands
of laboratory work, and tried medical school. However, he had little enthusiasm for med-
icine, noting:

There is much humbug therein … With the exception of surgery, in which something
positive is sometimes accomplished, a doctor does more by the moral effect of his pres-
ence on the patient and family, than by anything else. He also extracts money from
them. (James, quoted in Allen, 1967, p. 98)

James left his medical studies to assist the zoologist Louis Agassiz on an expedition to
Brazil’s Amazon River basin to collect specimens of marine animals. The trip gave James
the opportunity to sample a career in biology, but he quickly found out that he could not
tolerate the precise collecting and categorizing or the physical demands of field work. In
a letter home he admitted, “My coming was a mistake. I am convinced now, for good,
that I am cut out for a speculative rather than an active life” (quoted in Simon, 1998, p.
93). His reaction to work in the chemical and biological sciences was prophetic of his
later distaste for experimentation in the field of psychology.

Although medicine proved no more attractive after the 1865 expedition to Brazil than
it had been before, James reluctantly resumed his studies mainly because nothing else ap-
pealed to him. He was frequently ill, complaining of depression, digestive disorders, in-
somnia, visual disturbances, and a weak back. “It was obvious to everyone that he was
suffering from America; Europe was the only cure” (Miller & Buckhout, 1973, p. 84).

James recuperated at a German spa, dabbled in literature, and wrote long letters to
friends, but his depression persisted. He attended physiology lectures at the University
of Berlin, which led him to speculate that perhaps it was time for “psychology to begin
to be a science” (quoted in Allen, 1967, p. 140). He also said that—assuming he survived
his illness and lived through the winter!—he might be interested in learning more about
psychology from the great Helmholtz and, as he put it, some man named Wundt. James
did live through the winter, but he did not meet Wundt at that time. However, the fact
that he had heard of Wundt shows James’s awareness of scientific and intellectual trends
some 10 years before Wundt began his laboratory.

James earned his medical degree from Harvard in 1869, but his insecurities and de-
pression had worsened. Plagued by nameless and horrible dreads, he even considered
suicide. So intense was his fear that he was unable to go out at night alone. He had
himself committed to an asylum in Somerville, Massachusetts, but whatever treatment
he was offered there did nothing to lessen his misery. A biographer noted that during
this time James was “an accomplished complainer. During 1870 and 1871 we hear end-
lessly about his eyes, his back, his low spirits, his aimless existence” (Richardson, 2006,
p. 128). But then William James was not the only person suffering such problems at
that time.
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An epidemic of neurasthenia An American neurologist, George Beard, had coined
the term “neurasthenia” and referred to the condition as a peculiarly American nervous-
ness. He listed a variety of symptoms: insomnia, hypochondria, headache, skin rash, ner-
vous exhaustion, and something called brain collapse (Lutz, 1991). James called the
syndrome “Americanitis” (Ross, 1991).

During the second half of the nineteenth century, what many observers called an “epi-
demic of neurasthenia” swept through the upper classes. Neurasthenia was, literally, a
lack of nerve force—an immobilizing depression, a loss of will. The most educated and
self-conscious were among the most likely to succumb. Postponement of career choice
became a common experience among these disabled sons of the bourgeoisie. (Lears,
1987, p. 87)

Beard also noted that neurasthenia occurred most frequently among “brain workers,
that the condition was usually found in the northern and eastern states, and that it re-
sulted in a depletion of a person’s nervous energy.” Beard related it to the rapid develop-
ment of clocks and the resulting emphasis on keeping to a schedule and increasing time
pressures, particularly in the workplace. “Punctuality,” Beard wrote, “is a greater thief of
nervous force than is procrastination. We are under constant strain, mostly unconscious,
oftentimes in sleeping as well as in waking hours, to get somewhere or do something at a
definite moment” (quoted in Freeman, 2009, p. 78).

This notion of working at too frantic a pace as a danger to mental health was rein-
forced by Spencer in an 1882 speech at New York’s famous Delmonico’s Restaurant. He
told the audience, comprised of the titans of American business and industry, that “for
Americans, work had become a pathological obsession. Americans were endangering
their mental and physical health through overwork” (quoted in Shapin, 2007, p. 75).
Note that Spencer made this point long before our current obsession with multitasking
and taking our work with us 24/7.

At any rate, the symptoms of neurasthenia spread far and wide in the United States
in the early nineteenth century. Many of James’s friends, relatives, and colleagues suf-
fered these debilitating symptoms. A friend wrote, “I wonder if anybody ever reached
35 in New England without wanting to kill himself.” And James noted, “I take it that
no man is educated who has never dallied with the thought of suicide” (quoted in
Townsend, 1996, pp. 32–33). The condition was so widespread among the affluent
and highly educated segment of American society that a popular publication was titled
“Anybody Who Was Anybody Was Neurasthenic” (Miller, 1991). Obviously William
James was in good company.

The Rexall drug company capitalized on the opportunity afforded by this illness. It
introduced a patent medicine called Americanitis Elixir, recommended for nervous dis-
orders, exhaustion, and all troubles arising from Americanitis (Marcus, 1998). Female
sufferers, notably intellectuals and feminists, were advised to “spend six weeks or more
in bed without any work, reading, or social life, and to gain large amounts of weight on a
high-fat diet.” Men were not expected to so restrict their lifestyle. Their recommended
course of treatment included “travel, adventure, [and] vigorous physical exercise”
(Showalter, 1997, pp. 50, 66).

Discovering psychology During the dark months of 1869, James began to construct
a philosophy of life, compelled not so much by intellectual curiosity as by despair. He
read much philosophy, including essays by Charles Renouvier on freedom of the will,
which persuaded James of its existence. He decided that his first act of free will would
be to believe in free will. Next, he resolved to believe that he could cure himself of his
depression by believing in the power of the will. Apparently he succeeded to some extent
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because in 1872 he accepted a teaching position at Harvard in physiology, commenting
that “it is a noble thing for one’s spirits to have some responsible work to do” (James,
1902, p. 167). However, after only a year on the job he took time off to visit Italy, but
then he did return to teaching.

At about the same time, James became interested in the effects of certain mind-
altering chemicals. He read about the revelations people experienced under the influence
of nitrous oxide (so-called “laughing gas”) and amyl nitrite, which affect oxygen delivery
to the brain and so can cause a rush. He decided to try these substances himself. This
was, a biographer wrote, “the first of [James’s] many experiments with altered states of
consciousness, which fascinated him because of the way bodily changes influenced con-
sciousness” (Croce, 1999, p. 7).

During the 1875–1876 academic year, James taught his first psychology course, which
he called “The Relations Between Physiology and Psychology.” Thus, Harvard became
the first university in the United States to offer instruction in the new experimental psy-
chology. James had never taken formal courses in psychology; the first psychology lec-
ture he attended was his own. He asked the college for money to purchase laboratory
and demonstration equipment for his classes and was given $300.

In 1878, two important events occurred in James’s life: he married Alice Howe
Gibbens, the woman chosen for him by his father, and he signed a publishing contract
with Henry Holt, which resulted in one of psychology’s classic books. It took James 12
years to write the book, which he began on his honeymoon.

James was a compulsive traveler, which is one reason he spent so many years prepar-
ing the book. When not in Europe, he usually could be found in the mountains of New
York or New Hampshire.

His letters give the impression that family relationships were fatiguing and that he often
felt the need to be alone. Travel was a crucial means of coping with this restlessness. He
arranged a journey in the aftermath of the birth of each of his children, and then, of
course, felt guilty. He was often absent, if only as far away as Newport, on holidays
such as Christmas, New Year’s Day, and birthdays. … James’s flights from his family
were escapes from human entanglements to nature, solitude, and mystical relief.
(Myers, 1986, pp. 36–37)

The births of his children were particularly unsettling to James’s sensitive tempera-
ment. He found it impossible to work, and he resented his wife’s attention to the new-
borns. After the second child was born James went abroad for a year, roaming from one
city to another. From Venice he wrote to his wife that he had fallen in love with an
Italian woman. “You will get used to these enthusiasms of mine and like them,” he
promised (quoted in Lewis, 1991, p. 344). He also told Alice that she had no right to
be upset or to resent his falling in love with other women because he had once felt the
same way about her; no doubt this statement was of no great comfort to her.

There were many other women with whom James fell in love, including the poet and
writer Emma Lazarus. (She wrote the immortal lines inscribed on the Statue of Liberty:
“Give me your tired, your poor … .”) And James dutifully told Alice about each and
every one. At age 53, James met a 21-year old woman whom he described as “a perfect
little serious rosebud,” and he met and corresponded with her for the rest of his life
(Fisher, 2008, p. 539). Alice was less than happy with his “tendency to flirt casually
with acquaintances and even family servants.” Yet James was of the opinion that his af-
fectionate nature should please his wife (Simon, 1998, pp. 215–216).

James continued to teach at Harvard when he was in town, and in 1885 he was pro-
moted to professor of philosophy. Four years later, that title was changed to professor of
psychology. By that time James had met many European psychologists, including
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Wundt, who “made a pleasant and personal impression on me, with his agreeable voice
and ready, tooth-showing smile.” A few years later, however, James noted that Wundt
“isn’t a genius, he is a professor—a being whose duty is to know everything, and have
his own opinion about everything” (James, quoted in Allen, 1967, pp. 251, 304).

James’s book, The Principles of Psychology, was finally published in 1890, in two vo-
lumes. It was a tremendous success and a significant contribution to the field. Almost 80
years after its publication, one psychologist wrote, “James’s Principles is without question
the most literate, the most provocative, and at the same time the most intelligible book on
psychology that has ever appeared in English or in any other language” (MacLeod, 1969, p.
iii). For several generations of students, The Principles was the most influential textbook
ever written in psychology. It is still read today by people who are not required to do so.

Not everyone reacted favorably to the book. Wundt and Titchener, whose views James
attacked in The Principles, did not like it. Wundt wrote, “It is literature, it is beautiful,
but it is not psychology” (Wundt, quoted in Bjork, 1983, p. 12). Wundt remained highly
critical of James’s work in psychology. According to C. H. Judd, an American student at
Wundt’s Leipzig laboratory, there was

very little respect for the leaders in American psychology who had received their train-
ing elsewhere than Leipzig. Especially was there a very pronounced antipathy to James.
James had done what was thought to be quite out of order; not only had he criticized
Wundt … he had allowed his criticism to take the form of witty sarcasm. This was too
much. … James was not regarded as a thinker of the first order. (1930/1961, p. 215)

James’s own reaction to the book was not favorable either. In a letter to his publisher
he described the manuscript as a “loathsome, distended, tumefied, bloated, dropsical
mass, testifying to nothing but two facts: first, that there is no such thing as a science
of psychology, and second, that [William James] is an incapable” (James, quoted in
Allen, 1967, pp. 314–315).

With the publication of The Principles, James decided that he had nothing more to
say about psychology. Further, he was no longer interested in supervising Harvard’s psy-
chology laboratory. He arranged for Hugo Münsterberg, then at the University of
Freiburg, Germany, to become director of the laboratory and to teach the psychology
courses, freeing James for work in philosophy. Münsterberg never fulfilled the role James
intended for him, to provide leadership in experimental research for Harvard. Instead,
Münsterberg pursued a variety of real-world problems and paid scant attention to the
laboratory. He is important for helping to popularize psychology and to make it a more
applied discipline (see Chapter 8).

Although James began and equipped Harvard’s psychology laboratory, he was not an
experimentalist. He was never convinced of the value of laboratory work and did not like
it personally. He said that American universities had too many laboratories, and in The
Principles he remarked that the results of laboratory work were not in proportion to the
amount of painstaking effort required. Therefore, it is not surprising that he contributed
little important experimental work to psychology.

James spent the last 20 years of his life refining his philosophical system, and by the
1890s he was recognized as America’s leading philosopher. Among his several major pub-
lished works in philosophy is The Varieties of Religious Experience (1902). His book Talks
to Teachers (1899) marked the beginning of educational psychology and offered James’s
ideas about how psychology could be applied to the classroom learning situation.

The Principles of Psychology
Why is James considered by so many scholars to be the greatest American psychologist?
Three reasons have been suggested for his overwhelming stature and influence. First,
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James wrote with a clarity that is rare in science. His writing style has magnetism, spon-
taneity, and charm. Second, he opposed Wundt’s goal for psychology; namely, the analy-
sis of consciousness into elements. Third, James offered an alternative way of looking at
the mind, a view congruent with the functional approach to psychology. In brief, the
times in American psychology were ready for what James had to say.

In The Principles of Psychology, James presents what eventually became the central te-
net of American functionalism—that the goal of psychology is not the discovery of the
elements of experience but rather the study of living people as they adapt to their envi-
ronment. The function of consciousness is to guide us to those ends required for sur-
vival. Consciousness is vital to the needs of complex beings in a complex environment;
without it, human evolution could not have occurred.

James also emphasized nonrational aspects of human nature. People are creatures of
emotion and passion as well as of thought and reason. Even when discussing purely in-
tellectual processes, James stressed the nonrational. He noted that intellect can be af-
fected by the body’s physical condition, that beliefs are determined by emotional
factors, and that reason and concept formation are influenced by human wants and
needs. Thus, James did not consider people to be wholly rational beings. The following
sections describe several of the areas James wrote about in The Principles.

The Subject Matter of Psychology: A New Look at Consciousness

James stated at the beginning of The Principles that “Psychology is the Science of Mental
Life, both of its phenomena and their conditions” (James, 1890, Vol. 1, p. 1). In terms of
subject matter, the key words are phenomena and conditions. The term phenomena is
used to indicate that the subject matter of psychology is to be found in immediate expe-
rience; the term conditions refers to the importance of the body, particularly the brain, in
mental life.

According to James, the physical substructures of consciousness form a basic part of
psychology. Consciousness must be considered in its natural setting, which is the physical
human being. This awareness of biology—of the action of the brain on consciousness—is a
unique feature of James’s approach to psychology.

James rebelled against the artificiality and narrowness of the Wundtian position. He
believed that conscious experiences are simply what they are, and they are not groups or
collections of elements. The discovery of discrete elements of consciousness through in-
trospective analysis does not show that these elements exist independently of a trained
observer. Psychologists may read into an experience whatever their systematic position
or viewpoint tells them should be there.

A trained food taster learns to discriminate individual elements in a flavor that might
not be perceived by an untrained person. An untrained person experiences a fusion of
flavor elements, a total blend of ingredients not capable of analysis. Similarly, the fact
that some trained observers can analyze their conscious experiences in a psychology lab-
oratory does not mean that the elements they report are present in the consciousness of
anyone else exposed to the same experience. James considered such an assumption to be
the “psychologists’ fallacy.”

Striking at the heart of Wundt’s approach to psychology, James declared that simple
sensations do not exist in conscious experience but exist only as the result of some convo-
luted process of inference or abstraction. In a blunt and eloquent statement, James wrote:

No one ever had a simple sensation by itself. Consciousness, from our natal day, is of a
teeming multiplicity of objects and relations, and what we call simple sensations are
results of discriminative attention, pushed often to a very high degree. (James, 1890,
Vol. 1, p. 224)

136 Chapter 7: Functionalism: Development and Founding



In place of the artificial analysis and reduction of conscious experience to its alleged
elements, James called for a new program for psychology. Mental life is a unity, a total
experience that changes. Consciousness is a continuous flow, and any attempt to divide it
into temporally distinct phases can only distort it. James coined the phrase stream of
consciousness to express this idea.

Because consciousness is always changing, we can never experience the same thought
or sensation more than once. We may think about an object or a stimulus on more than
one occasion, but our thoughts each time will not be identical. They will differ because of
the effect of intervening experiences. Thus, our consciousness can be described as cumu-
lative and not recurrent.

The mind is also continuous. There are no sharp disruptions in the flow of conscious-
ness. We may notice gaps in time, such as when we are asleep, but on our awakening we
have no difficulty making connection with our ongoing stream of consciousness. In ad-
dition, the mind is selective. Because we can pay attention to only a small part of the
world of our experiences, the mind chooses from among the many stimuli to which it
is exposed. It filters out some experiences, combines or separates others, selects or rejects
still others. The most important criterion for selection is relevance. The mind selects rel-
evant stimuli to attend to so that our consciousness can operate logically and a series of
ideas can lead to a rational conclusion.

Overall, James emphasized the function or purpose of consciousness. He believed that
consciousness must have some biological utility or it would not have survived over time.
The function of consciousness is to enable us to adapt to our environment by allowing
us to choose. Pursuing this idea, James distinguished between conscious choice and
habit; he believed habits to be involuntary and nonconscious. When we encounter a
new problem and need to choose a new way of coping, consciousness comes into play.
This emphasis on purposefulness reflects the impact of evolutionary theory.

Stream of
consciousness: William
James’s idea that
consciousness is a
continuous flowing
process and that any
attempt to reduce it to
elements will distort it.

IN THEIR OWN WORDS

Original Source Material on Consciousness from Psychology
(Briefer Course) (1892)

William James

Consciousness is in constant change. I do not mean by this to say that no one state of

mind has any duration—even if true, that would be hard to establish. What I wish to

lay stress on is this, that no state once gone can recur and be identical with what it

was before. Now we are seeing, now hearing; now reasoning, now willing; now recol-

lecting, now expecting; now loving, now hating; and in a hundred other ways we

know our minds to be alternately engaged. But all these are complex states, it may

be said, produced by combination of simpler ones; do not the simple ones follow a

different law? Are not the sensations which we get from the same object, for example,

always the same? Does not the same piano key, struck with the same force, make us

hear in the same way? Does not the same grass give us the same feeling of green, the

same sky the same feeling of blue, and do we not get the same olfactory sensation no

matter how many times we put our nose to the same flask of cologne? It seems a

piece of metaphysical sophistry to suggest that we do not; and yet a close attention

to the matter shows that there is no proof that an incoming current ever gives us just

the same bodily sensation twice.

What is got twice is the same object. We hear the same note over and over again;

we see the same quality of green, or smell the same objective perfume, or experience

the same species of pain. The realities, concrete and abstract, physical and ideal,
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The Methods of Psychology

Because psychology deals with a personal and immediate consciousness, introspection
must be a basic method. James wrote, “Introspective observation is what we have to
rely on first and foremost and always; the looking into our own minds and reporting
what we there discover. Everyone agrees that we there discover states of consciousness”
(James, 1890, Vol. 1, p. 185). James was aware of the difficulties of introspection, and he
accepted it as a less-than-perfect form of observation. However, he believed that intro-
spective results could be verified by appropriate checks and by comparing the findings
obtained from several observers.

whose permanent existence we believe in, seem to be constantly coming up again

before our thought, and lead us, in our carelessness, to suppose that our “ideas” of

them are the same ideas. … The grass out of the window now looks to me of the

same green in the sun as in the shade, and yet a painter would have to paint one part

of it dark brown, another part bright yellow, to give its real sensational effect. We take

no heed, as a rule, of the different way in which the same things look and sound and

smell at different distances and under different circumstances. The sameness of the

things is what we are concerned to ascertain; and any sensations that assure us of that

will probably be considered in a rough way to be the same with each other.

This is what makes offhand testimony about the subjective identity of different sen-

sations well-nigh worthless as a proof of the fact. The entire history of what is called

sensation is a commentary on our inability to tell whether two sensible qualities re-

ceived apart are exactly alike. What appeals to our attention far more than the abso-

lute quality of an impression is its ratio to whatever other impressions we may have

at the same time. When everything is dark a somewhat less dark sensation makes us

see an object white. Helmholtz calculates that the white marble painted in a picture re-

presenting an architectural view by moonlight is, when seen by daylight, from ten to

twenty thousand times brighter than the real moonlit marble would be.

Such a difference as this could never have been sensibly learned; it had to be in-

ferred from a series of indirect considerations. These make us believe that our sensi-

bility is altering all the time, so that the same object cannot easily give us the same

sensation over again. We feel things differently accordingly as we are sleepy or

awake, hungry or full, fresh or tired; differently at night and in the morning, differently

in summer and in winter; and above all, differently in childhood, manhood, and old

age. And yet we never doubt that our feelings reveal the same world, with the same

sensible qualities and the same sensible things occupying it. The difference of the

sensibility is shown best by the difference of our emotion about the things from one

age to another, or when we are in different organic moods. What was bright and ex-

citing becomes weary, flat, and unprofitable. The bird’s song is tedious, the breeze is

mournful, the sky is sad …

[I]t is obvious and palpable that our state of mind is never precisely the same. Every

thought we have of a given fact is, strictly speaking, unique, and only bears a resem-

blance of kind with our other thoughts of the same fact. When the identical fact recurs,

we must think of it in a fresh manner, see it under a somewhat different angle, appre-

hend it in different relations from those in which it last appeared. And the thought by

which we cognize it is the thought of it-in-those-relations, a thought suffused with the

consciousness of all that dim context. Often we are ourselves struck at the strange dif-

ferences in our successive views of the same thing. We wonder how we ever could

have opined as we did last month about a certain matter. We have outgrown the pos-

sibility of that state of mind, we know not how. From one year to another we see

things in new lights. What was unreal has grown real, and what was exciting is insipid.

The friends we used to care the world for are shrunken to shadows; the women once

so divine, the stars, the woods, and the waters, how now so dull and common!
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Although James did not make widespread use of the experimental method, he ac-
knowledged it as an important path to psychological knowledge, primarily for psycho-
physics research, the analysis of space perception, and research on memory.

To supplement introspective and experimental methods, James recommended the
comparative method. By inquiring into the psychological functioning of different
populations—such as animals, infants, preliterate peoples, or emotionally disturbed indi-
viduals—psychology could uncover meaningful variations in mental life.

The methods James cited in The Principles point to a major difference between struc-
tural and functional psychologies: The functionalist movement would not be restricted to
a single method, such as Wundt’s or Titchener’s forms of introspection. Functionalism
would accept and apply other methods as well. This eclectic approach broadened consid-
erably the scope of American psychology.

Pragmatism

James emphasized the value for psychology of pragmatism, the basic tenet of which is
that the validity of an idea or conception must be tested by its practical consequences.
The popular expression of the pragmatic viewpoint is “anything is true if it works.”

Pragmatism had been advanced in the 1870s by Charles Sanders Peirce, a mathemati-
cian and philosopher and a lifelong friend of James. Peirce’s work remained largely un-
recognized until James wrote a book titled Pragmatism (1907), which formalized the
doctrine as a philosophical movement. (It was Peirce who first wrote about the new psy-
chology of Fechner and Wundt in an article published for American scholars in 1869.)

The Theory of Emotions

James’s theory of emotions, published in an article in 1884 and later in The Principles,
contradicted current thinking about the nature of emotional states. Psychologists as-
sumed that the subjective mental experience of an emotion preceded the bodily expres-
sion or action. The traditional example—we see a wild animal, we feel fear, and we run
away—illustrates the idea that the emotion (the fear) comes before the body’s reaction
(running away).

James reversed the order. He stated that the arousal of the physical response precedes
the appearance of the emotion, especially for what he termed “coarser” emotions such as
fear, rage, grief, and love. For example, we see the wild animal, we run, and then we ex-
perience the emotion of fear. “Our feeling of the [bodily] changes as they occur is the
emotion” (James, 1890, Vol. 2, p. 449).

To support this idea, James noted the introspective observation that if bodily changes
such as rapid heart rate, shallow breathing, and muscle tension did not occur, then there
would be no emotion. James’s views on emotions have stimulated considerable contro-
versy and a great deal of research. In an instance of simultaneous discovery, the Danish
physiologist Carl Lange published a similar theory in 1885. The correspondence between
the two theories has led to the designation “James-Lange theory of emotions.”

The Three-Part Self

James suggested that a person’s sense of self is made up of three aspects or compo-
nents. The material self consists of everything we call uniquely our own, such as our
body, family, home, or style of dress. He thought that our choice of clothing was par-
ticularly important. He wrote that “the old saying that the human person is composed
of three parts—soul, body, and clothes—is more than a joke. We appropriate our clothes
and identify ourselves with them” (James, 1890, Vol. 1, p. 292). The social self refers to
the recognition we get from other people. James pointed out that we have many social

Pragmatism: The doc-
trine that the validity of
ideas is measured by
their practical
consequences.
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selves; we present different sides of ourselves to different people. For example, you will
probably behave differently with parents than with acquaintances or lovers. Each will see
you in a different way. The third component, the spiritual self, refers to our inner or
subjective being.

Psychologists have suggested that our choice of clothing and manner of dress influ-
ence and reflect not only our material self, as James believed, but also our social and
spiritual selves. Further, how we are perceived, recognized, and judged by other people
can all be influenced by how we dress.

Thus, clothing can be a form of self-expression, as it appears to have been for James.
He tended to dress in a way that was noticeably different from the norm for his position
and social class. He favored polka-dot bow ties and brightly-colored checkered pants,
definitely a “deviation from the polite standard” (Watson, 2004, p. 218). He was consid-
ered “quite conspicuous in his dress,” contrary to the fashion standards of the day.
Obviously he wanted to stand out in a crowd.

Habit

The chapter in The Principles dealing with habit reaffirms James’s interest in physiologi-
cal influences. He describes all living creatures as “bundles of habits” (James, 1890, Vol.
1, p. 104). Repetitive or habitual actions involve the nervous system and serve to increase
the plasticity of neural matter. As a result, habits become easier to perform on subse-
quent repetitions and require less conscious attention.

Habits have enormous social implications. The following passage illustrates this point:

Habit … alone is what keeps us all within the bounds of ordinance. … It dooms us all
to fight out the battle of life upon the lines of our nurture or our early choice, and to
make the best of a pursuit that disagrees, because there is no other for which we are
fitted, and it is too late to begin again.

Already at the age of twenty-five you see the professional mannerism settling down
on the young commercial traveler, on the young doctor, on the young minister, on the
young counselor-at-law. You see the little lines of cleavage running through the character,
the tricks of thought, the prejudices from which the man can by-and-by no more escape
than his coat sleeve can suddenly fall into a new set of folds. On the whole, it is best he
should not escape. It is well for the world that in most of us, by the age of thirty, the
character has set like plaster, and will never soften again. (James, 1890, Vol. 1, p. 121)

The Principles was a major influence on American psychology, and its publication in-
spired tributes even a century later (Donnelly, 1992; Johnson & Henley, 1990). It affected
the views of thousands of students and inspired psychologists to shift the new science of
psychology away from the structuralist view and toward the formal founding of the func-
tionalist school of thought.

The Functional Inequality of Women
Mary Whiton Calkins (1863–1930)

James was instrumental in facilitating the graduate education of Mary Whiton Calkins
and helping her overcome barriers of prejudice and discrimination. Calkins later devel-
oped the paired-associate technique used in the study of memory and made significant
and lasting contributions to psychology (Madigan & O’Hara, 1992). She became the first
woman president of the APA and in 1906 ranked twelfth among the 50 most important
psychologists in the United States—high praise from colleagues for a person who was
refused her Ph.D. (Furumoto, 1990).
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Calkins had never been allowed to enroll formally at Harvard University, but William
James welcomed her to his seminars and urged the university to grant her the degree.
When the administration resisted, James wrote to Calkins that it was “enough to make
dynamiters of you and all women. I hope and trust that your application will break the
barrier. I will do what I can” (James, quoted in Benjamin, 1993, p. 72). Despite James’s
efforts, Harvard declined to grant a doctoral degree to a woman, even though Calkins’s
examination (administered informally by James and other faculty members) was de-
scribed as the “most brilliant examination for the Ph.D. that we have had at Harvard”
(James, quoted in Simon, 1998, p. 244).

Seven years later, when Calkins was a professor at Wellesley and undertaking her
memory research, Harvard offered her a degree from Radcliffe College, which had been
established by Harvard to provide undergraduate education for women. Calkins refused;
she had completed the graduate degree requirements at Harvard, not Radcliffe. Harvard
was discriminating against her only because she was a woman. Harvard ignored her re-
peated requests for the degree she had earned. She eventually was awarded an honorary
degree by Columbia University (Denmark & Fernandez, 1992). Harvard, on the other
hand, did not award doctoral degrees to women until 1963.

We mention Calkins’s experience as an example of the discrimination women faced in
higher education, a condition that persisted well into the twentieth century. Even so,
Calkins was fortunate compared with previous generations of women, who were not ad-
mitted to universities at all. In most academic fields of study in Europe and the United
States, women were traditionally excluded from colleges and universities. When Harvard
was founded in 1636, it did not accept women as students. Not until the 1830s did some
colleges in the United States relax their prohibition and admit women as undergraduates.

The primary reason for this restriction was a generally held belief in the so-called
natural intellectual superiority of men. Even if women were granted educational
opportunities similar to those available to men, so this argument ran, women’s innate
intellectual deficiencies would prevent them from reaping the benefits. Prominent
nineteenth-century scientists such as Darwin, and most of the psychologists of the
time, agreed with this view.

Today, the majority of graduates who receive Ph.D.s in psychology are women, as are
the majority of psychology graduate and undergraduate students. However, we have seen
that the history of psychology is dominated by men. Recall that Margaret Washburn was
not allowed to enroll at Columbia University because she was a woman. Not until 1892
did Yale, the University of Chicago, and a few other institutions agree to accept female
graduate students. For nearly 20 years after the formal founding of psychology as a sci-
entific discipline, women faced barriers in becoming psychologists and thus having a
chance to make a significant contribution to the development of the field.

Much of the myth of the intellectual superiority of men derived from the so-called
variability hypothesis, based on Darwinian ideas of male variability (Shields, 1982;
Shields & Bhatir, 2009). Darwin found that in many species, males showed a wider range
of development of physical characteristics and abilities than females. The characteristics
and abilities of females were found to be clustered around the average, or mean, value.
This female tendency toward averageness was thought to make women less likely to ben-
efit from education and less likely to achieve in intellectual or scholarly work. It was a
small step from that proposition to the idea that female brains were less highly evolved
than male brains. Because males showed a greater range of talents, it was believed they
could adapt to and benefit from varied, stimulating environments. Thus, women were
considered inferior to men in both the physical and the mental functioning needed to
adapt successfully to the demands of the environment. The result was widespread accep-
tance of the idea of a functional inequality between the sexes.

Variability hypothesis:
The notion that men
show a wider range
and variation of physi-
cal and mental devel-
opment than women;
the abilities of women
are seen as more
average.
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It was widely believed that “at maturity, women’s brain and nervous system were lim-
ited in their capacity to support the higher mental processes, specifically objective ratio-
nality and true creativity” (Shields, 2007, p. 96). Even the pseudoscience of phrenology
supported the notion of male intellectual superiority. “Women’s smaller brains, the shal-
lowness of the grey matter, the numbers of convolutions, all proved that women were
intellectually inferior and childlike in their nature” (Appignanesi, 2008, p. 110).

A popular related theory was that women who were exposed to education beyond ba-
sic schooling would suffer physical and emotional damage. Some psychologists argued
that educating women endangered their biological imperative to motherhood by disrupt-
ing the menstrual cycle and weakening the maternal urge. If women were to be educated
at all, one psychologist wrote, “they should be educated to motherhood” (G. S. Hall,
quoted in Diehl, 1986, p. 872).

A Harvard Medical School professor wrote that education for women would produce
“monstrous brains and puny bodies; abnormally active cerebration and abnormally weak
digestion; flowing thought and constipated bowels” (E. Clarke, quoted in Scarborough &
Furumoto, 1987, p. 4). The professor also warned, “Identical education of the sexes is a
crime before God and humanity” (Clarke, 1873, p. 127).

In the early years of the twentieth century, two female psychologists successfully chal-
lenged the notion of the functional inequality of the sexes. Using the empirical techni-
ques of functional psychology, Helen Bradford Thompson Woolley and Leta Stetter
Hollingworth demonstrated that Darwin and others were wrong about women.

Helen Bradford Thompson Woolley (1874–1947)

Helen Bradford Thompson was born in Chicago in 1874. Her parents supported the idea
of education for women; all three Thompson daughters attended college. Helen Thompson
received her undergraduate degree at the University of Chicago in 1897 and her Ph.D. in
1900. Her major professors were James Rowland Angell and John Dewey; Dewey called
Thompson one of his most brilliant students (quoted in James, 1994). After a postgrad-
uate fellowship in Paris and Berlin, Thompson became director of the psychological lab-
oratory at Mount Holyoke College in Massachusetts.

She married Paul Woolley, a physician, and accompanied him to the Philippines
where he was director of a laboratory. In 1908, the couple moved to Cincinnati, Ohio,
where Helen accepted the directorship of the vocation bureau of the public school sys-
tem, concerned with child welfare issues. Her research on the effects of child labor led to
changes in the state’s labor laws. (In many states, children as young as eight years old
were working in factories 10 hours a day, six days a week. Few states had protective leg-
islation regarding age, working hours, or minimum wages for children.)

In 1921, Helen served as president of the National Vocational Guidance Association.
That year the Woolleys relocated to Detroit, Michigan, where she joined the staff of the
Merrill-Palmer Institute and established a nursery school program to study child devel-
opment and mental abilities. In 1924 she became director of the new Institute of Child
Welfare Research at Columbia University, continuing her work on learning in early
childhood, vocational education, and school guidance counseling.

Helen Woolley’s doctoral dissertation at the University of Chicago was the first exper-
imental test of the Darwinian notion that women were biologically inferior to men, an
idea assumed at the time to be so obvious that it needed no scientific study (James,
1994). She administered a battery of tests to 25 male and 25 female subjects to measure
motor abilities, sensory thresholds (taste, smell, hearing, pain, and vision), intellectual
abilities, and personality traits.

The results showed no sex differences in emotional functioning and only small, insig-
nificant differences in intellectual abilities. The data also revealed that women were
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slightly superior to men in abilities such as memory and sensory perception. Woolley
took the then unprecedented step of attributing these differences to social and environ-
mental factors—the differences in child-rearing practices and expectations for boys and
for girls—rather than to biological determinants (Rossiter, 1982).

Woolley published her results in The Mental Traits of Sex: An Experimental Investiga-
tion of the Normal Mind in Men and Women (Thompson, 1903). Her conclusions were
not well received by male academic psychologists. G. Stanley Hall accused her of giving a
feminist interpretation to the data (Hall, 1904). The fact that it was a woman whose re-
search showed that women were not biologically inferior to men was seen as a tainting
factor that biased the results (James, 1994). She later wrote two reviews of the growing
research literature on the psychology of sex differences for the prestigious journal Psy-
chological Bulletin (Woolley, 1910, 1914). By then, perhaps goaded by all the arguments
that male psychologists kept making against her findings, she wrote, “There is perhaps
no field aspiring to be scientific where flagrant personal bias, logic martyred in the
course of supporting a prejudice, unfounded assertions, and even sentimental rot and
drivel, have run riot to such an extent as here” (quoted in Milar, 2010, p. 26).

For 30 more years Woolley worked as teacher, researcher, and mentor for female psy-
chologists in the areas of child development and education. When poor health and a
traumatic divorce forced her to retire prematurely, the focus on the psychology of
women passed to others.

Leta Stetter Hollingworth (1886–1939)

Leta Stetter grew up in Nebraska in a family of limited financial means. Her home was a
sod hut, and she attended a one-room school. Her mother died when she was three years
old, and her father left her to be raised by her grandparents. When he reappeared 10
years later, he took her from that secure home to live with him and his wife, who treated
Leta badly. She never forgave him. Despite this unpromising beginning, she enrolled at
the University of Nebraska, graduating in 1906 with Phi Beta Kappa honors. She taught
high school for two years while her fiancé, Harry Hollingworth, completed his Ph.D. in
psychology with James McKeen Cattell at Columbia University. Leta and Harry married
in 1908. He taught at Barnard College in New York City, but by law married women
were not permitted to teach in public schools, to Leta’s surprise and regret.

She turned to writing fiction but was unable to find a publisher for her short stories.
With no outlet for her talent and energy, she grew sad and embittered. Harry later wrote
that Leta would “unaccountably burst into tears. … Later on she said it was because she
could not bear being strong and able, with a good mind and a sound education, and yet
being so unable to contribute materially toward our welfare” (quoted in Klein, 2002, p. 65).

The couple lived frugally, and Harry accepted consulting jobs to save enough money
for Leta to attend graduate school. In 1916, she earned her Ph.D. from Teacher’s College,
Columbia University, studying with Edward L. Thorndike, and worked as a psychologist
for the civil service in New York City. Five years later she was cited in American Men of
Science for her contributions to the psychology of women.

Leta Hollingworth conducted extensive empirical research on the variability hypoth-
esis: the idea that for physical, psychological, and emotional functioning, women were
a more homogeneous and average group than men and thus showed less variation.
Hollingworth’s research between 1913 and 1916 focused on physical and sensorimotor
functioning and intellectual abilities in a variety of subjects: infants, male and female
college students, and women during their menstrual period (when it was assumed their
mental and emotional conditions were affected by their natural bodily processes). Her
data refuted the variability hypothesis and other notions of female inferiority. For
example, she found that the menstrual cycle was not related to performance deficits
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in perceptual and motor skills or in intellectual abilities, as had long been assumed
(Hollingworth, 1914).

Further, she challenged the concept of an innate instinct for motherhood, questioning
the idea that women could find satisfaction only through bearing children, and she dis-
missed the notion that a woman’s desire to achieve in other fields, outside of marriage and
family, was somehow abnormal or unhealthy. She suggested that social and cultural atti-
tudes rather than biological factors were influential in keeping women from becoming fully
contributing members of society (Benjamin & Shields, 1990; Shields, 1975). Hollingworth
also cautioned vocational and guidance counselors against advising women that they should
restrict their aspirations to the then socially acceptable fields of childrearing and housekeep-
ing, where prominence and visibility are denied. “No one knows who is the best house-
keeper in America,” she wrote. “Eminent housekeepers do not and cannot exist” (quoted
in Benjamin & Shields, 1990, p. 177).

Leta Hollingworth also made significant contributions to clinical, educational, and
school psychology, especially the educational and emotional needs of so-called “gifted”
children, a term she coined (Benjamin, 1975). Despite the breadth and quality of her re-
search, she was never able to obtain research grant support (Hollingworth, 1943). She was
active in the woman’s suffrage movement, campaigning for women’s right to vote (finally
achieved in 1920) and taking part in parades and demonstrations in New York. She died at
the relatively young age of 53 from stomach cancer, “which, for unexplained reasons she
endured and concealed from everyone for 10 years” (Stanley & Brody, 2004, p. 4).

Granville Stanley Hall (1844–1924)
Although William James was the first truly notable American psychologist, the tremen-
dous growth of psychology in the United States between 1875 and 1900 was hardly the
work of James alone. Another remarkable figure in the history of American psychology,
and a worthy and influential contemporary of James, was G. Stanley Hall.

Hall compiled an outstanding record of firsts in American psychology. He received
the first American doctoral degree in psychology, and he claimed to be the first American
student in the first year of the first psychology laboratory. (Later data of history reveal
that he was the second; see Benjamin, Durkin, Link, Vestal, & Acord, 1992.) Hall began
what is often considered to be the first psychology laboratory in the United States as well
as the first American journal of psychology. He was the first president of Clark Univer-
sity, the organizer and first president of the APA, and one of the first applied
psychologists.

Hall’s Life

Hall was born on a farm in Massachusetts. His mother was a pious, kind, and gentle
woman; his father was stern and demanding and sometimes beat the young Hall. At
the age of 14, after his father slapped him hard, Hall “stepped back in anger, partly real
and—I distinctly remember—partly feigned for effect, doubled my fists and glared at him
as if I were strongly tempted to hit back. I shall never forget his amazed look. I was
never hit again” (Hall, quoted in Hulbert, 2003, p. 53).

An intensely ambitious boy, Hall pledged to “do and be something in the world”
(quoted in Ross, 1972, p. 12). At 17 he was deeply ashamed when, at the onset of the
American Civil War, his father purchased a draft exemption for him. Hall said he felt
the need to do penance, to atone for not doing his duty by serving in the army (Vande
Kemp, 1992).

In 1863, Hall entered Williams College. By the time he graduated, he had won a
number of honors and had been voted the smartest man in his class. He developed an

Ar
ch
iv
es

of
th
e
Hi
st
or
y
of

Am
er
ic
an

Ps
yc
ho
lo
gy
/U
ni
ve
rs
ity

of
Ak
ro
n

GRANVILLE STANLEY
HALL

144 Chapter 7: Functionalism: Development and Founding



enthusiasm for evolutionary theory, which would influence his career in psychology. Hall
wrote, “As soon as I first heard it in my youth, I think I must have been hypnotized by the
word ‘evolution,’ which was music to my ear” (Hall, 1923, p. 357). After graduation, still
unclear about his vocation, he enrolled in the Union Theological Seminary in New York
City. He had no strong commitment to the ministry, and his interest in evolution was
surely no advantage. It quickly became clear that he would not be noted for his religious
orthodoxy. The story is told that when Hall gave his trial sermon to the faculty
and students, the seminary president knelt and prayed for Hall’s soul. “I do not think
I have got the requirements for a pastor,” he wrote to his parents (quoted in Hulbert,
2003, p. 55).

On the advice of the famous preacher Henry Ward Beecher, Hall went to the Univer-
sity of Bonn, Germany, to study philosophy and theology. In Berlin, he added studies in
physiology and physics. He supplemented this phase of his education with visits to thea-
ters and beer gardens, daring experiences for a young man of pious upbringing. He
wrote of his amazement at seeing a theology professor drinking beer on a Sunday. Hall
also recorded romantic interludes, noting that two passionate affairs revealed capacities
in himself “hitherto unusually dormant and repressed and [that] thus made life seem ri-
cher and more meaningful” (quoted in Lewis, 1991, p. 317). Apparently Hall’s European
sojourn was quite a time of liberation.

He returned home reluctantly in 1871 because, one biographer suggested, his parents
would no longer support him (White, 1994). By then Hall was 27 years old, with no de-
gree and heavily in debt. He completed his seminary studies (though he was not or-
dained) and preached in a country church in Cowdersport, Pennsylvania, leaving that
position after only 10 weeks. After working as a private tutor for more than a year,
Hall secured a teaching job at Antioch College in Ohio. He taught English literature,
French and German languages and literature, and philosophy. He also served as librar-
ian, led the choir, and preached in the chapel.

In 1874, Wundt’s book Physiological Psychology aroused Hall’s interest in the new sci-
ence, causing him additional uncertainty about his career. He took a leave of absence
from Antioch, settled in Cambridge, Massachusetts, and became a tutor in English at
Harvard. He began graduate studies and conducted research at the medical school. He
also worked with William James. The two became close friends, even taking vacations
together. James described Hall as “a more learned man than I ever hope to become”
(quoted in Leary, 2009, p. 11). In 1878, Hall presented his dissertation on space percep-
tion and was awarded the first doctoral degree in psychology in the United States.

Immediately after receiving his degree, Hall left for Europe again, first to study physi-
ology at Berlin and then to become Wundt’s student at Leipzig, where he found himself
living next door to Fechner. The anticipation of working with Wundt was greater than
the reality. Although Hall dutifully attended Wundt’s lectures and served as a subject in
the laboratory, he conducted his own research along more physiological lines. Hall’s sub-
sequent career shows that ultimately Wundt had little influence on him.

When Hall returned to the United States two year later he had no prospect of a job,
yet within 10 years he became a figure of national importance. Hall recognized that the
chance to satisfy his ambition lay in the application of psychology to education. In 1882
he gave a talk to a meeting of the National Education Association (NEA), urging that the
psychological study of children be a major component of the teaching profession. He re-
peated this message at every opportunity. The president of Harvard invited him to de-
liver a series of Saturday morning talks on education. These speeches brought Hall
much favorable publicity and an invitation to lecture part-time at Johns Hopkins Univer-
sity, which had been established in Baltimore five years earlier as the first graduate
school in the United States.
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Hall’s lectures were a great success, and he was offered a professorship at Hopkins. In
1883, he formally established what is usually considered to be the first American psychology
laboratory, which he called his “laboratory of psychophysiology” (Pauly, 1986, p. 30). He
taught a number of students who later became prominent psychologists, among them John
Dewey and James McKeen Cattell.

In 1887, Hall founded the American Journal of Psychology, which was the first psy-
chology journal in the United States and even today is considered an important publica-
tion. It provided a platform for theoretical and experimental ideas and a sense of
solidarity and independence for American psychology. In a burst of enthusiasm, Hall
printed an excessive number of copies of the first issue; it took him five years to pay
back those initial costs.

The following year Hall became the first president of Clark University in Worcester,
Massachusetts. Before taking the job, he embarked on an extended tour abroad to study
European universities and to hire faculty for his new school. One writer, recording the
first 100 years of Clark University’s history, noted that Hall’s trip served as a “paid vaca-
tion for labors not yet commenced. It included a number of stops wholly irrelevant to
the task ahead, such as Russian military academies, ancient Greek historical sites, and
[the] standard run of brothels, circuses, and curiosities” (Koelsch, 1987, p. 21).

Hall aspired to make Clark a graduate university along the lines of Johns Hopkins
and the German universities, emphasizing research rather than teaching. He served as
professor of psychology as well as president and taught in the graduate school. At his
own expense Hall established the journal Pedagogical Seminary (now the Journal of Ge-
netic Psychology) to serve as an outlet for research on child study and educational psy-
chology. In 1915, he founded the Journal of Applied Psychology, bringing the number of
American psychology journals to 16.

The APA was organized in 1892, largely through Hall’s efforts. At his invitation, ap-
proximately a dozen psychologists met in his home to plan the organization, and they
elected him the first president. By 1900 the group included 127 members.

Hall was one of the first American psychologists to become interested in Freudian
psychoanalysis and was largely responsible for the early attention Sigmund Freud’s

Hall’s psychology laboratory at Johns Hopkins University is considered to be the first in the United States.
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system received in the United States. In 1909, to celebrate Clark University’s twentieth an-
niversary, Hall invited Freud and Carl Jung to participate in the commemorative confer-
ences, an invitation that was courageous because many scientists viewed psychoanalysis
with suspicion. Hall had initially invited his former teacher, Wilhelm Wundt, but Wundt
declined because of age and because he was scheduled to be the featured speaker at the
five-hundredth anniversary of his university at Leipzig.

Psychology at Clark prospered under Hall. During his 36 years there, 81 doctorates
were awarded in psychology. His students remember exhausting but exhilarating
Monday evening seminars at Hall’s home, when Hall and the faculty and other graduate
students would quiz the doctoral candidates. After these meetings, which lasted up to
four hours, a household servant would bring in a gigantic tub of ice cream.

Hall’s comments on his students’ papers could be devastating. Lewis Terman recalled:

Hall would sum things up with an erudition and fertility of imagination that always
amazed us and made us feel that his offhand insight into the problem went immeasur-
ably beyond that of the student who had devoted months of slavish drudgery to it. [I]
always went home dazed and intoxicated, took a hot bath to quiet my nerves, then lay
awake for hours rehearsing the drama and formulating the clever things I should have
said and did not. (Terman, 1930/1961, p. 316)

Adept at nurturing intelligent students, as long as they were properly deferential, Hall
was often generous and supportive. At one time it could be claimed that the majority of
American psychologists had been associated with Hall either at Clark or at Johns
Hopkins, although he was not the primary source of inspiration for all of them. His per-
sonal influence may be best reflected in the fact that one-third of his doctoral students
eventually followed his path into college administration.

Hall made Clark University more receptive to women and minority students than
most schools in the United States at that time. Although he shared the nationwide op-
position to coeducation for undergraduates, he readily admitted women as graduate
students and junior faculty. He took the unusual step of encouraging Japanese stu-
dents to enroll at Clark and refused to restrict the hiring of Jewish faculty when most
other universities would not hire them. Hall also encouraged blacks to become gradu-
ate students.

The first African American to earn a Ph.D. in psychology, Francis Cecil Sumner,
studied with Hall. Sumner later became chair of the psychology department at Howard
University in Washington, D.C., where he implemented a strong academic program to
introduce blacks to psychology (Dewsbury & Pickren, 1992). In addition, Sumner trans-
lated several thousand articles from German, French, and Spanish journals and ab-
stracted them for American psychology journals.

After Hall’s retirement from Clark in 1920, he continued to write. He died four years
later, a few months after he was elected to a second term as APA president. A survey of
APA members on Hall’s contributions to psychology showed that, of the 120 people who
responded, 99 ranked Hall among the world’s top 10 psychologists. Many praised his
teaching ability, his efforts in promoting psychology, and his defiance of orthodoxy.
However, they, and others who knew him, were critical of his personal qualities. Hall
was described as difficult, untrustworthy, unscrupulous, devious, and aggressively self-
promoting as well as “aloof and competitive to the point of arousing jealousy and unnec-
essarily antagonizing his colleagues” (Youniss, 2006, p. 225). William James, whose
friendship with Hall had deteriorated in later years, called Hall the “queerest mixture of
bigness and pettiness I ever knew” (quoted in Myers, 1986, p. 18). But even his critics
had to agree with the survey’s conclusion: “[Hall] has been the cause of more writing
and research than any other three men in the field” (quoted in Koelsch, 1987, p. 52).
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Evolution and the Recapitulation Theory of Development

Although Hall was interested in many areas, his intellectual wanderings had a single
theme: evolutionary theory. His work was governed by the conviction that the normal
growth of the mind involved a series of evolutionary stages.

Hall is often called a genetic psychologist because of his concern with human and an-
imal development and the related problems of adaptation. At Clark, Hall’s genetic inter-
ests led him to the psychological study of childhood, which he made the core of his
psychology. In a speech at the 1893 Chicago World’s Fair, he said: “Hitherto we have
gone to Europe for our psychology. Let us now take a child and place him in our midst
and let America make her own psychology” (quoted in Siegel & White, 1982, p. 253).
Hall intended to apply his psychology to the functioning of the child in the real world.
A former student aptly recalled, “The child became, as it were, [Hall’s] laboratory”
(Averill, 1990, p. 127).

In conducting his research, Hall made extensive use of questionnaires, a procedure he
had learned in Germany. Hall and his students developed and administered 194 ques-
tionnaires covering many topics (White, 1990). For a time the method came to be asso-
ciated in the United States with Hall’s name, even though the technique had been
developed earlier in England by Francis Galton.

The early studies of children generated great public enthusiasm and led to the formal-
ization of the child study movement. However, this approach disappeared in a few years
because of poorly executed research. The subject samples were inadequate, the question-
naires unsound, the data collectors untrained, and the data poorly analyzed—an effort
considered “very poor psychology, inaccurate, inconsistent and misguided” (Thorndike,
quoted in Berliner, 1993, p. 54). Despite such deserved criticism, the child study move-
ment promoted both the empirical study of the child and the concept of psychological
development.

Hall’s most influential work is the 1,300-page, two-volume Adolescence: Its Psychology,
and Its Relations to Physiology, Anthropology, Sociology, Sex, Crime, Religion, and Educa-
tion (1904). The result of some 10 years of research, this encyclopedia became Hall’s
“first (and only) major work in psychology [and inaugurated] the scientific study of ad-
olescent psychology” (Arnett & Cravens, 2006, p. 165). It contains the most complete
statement of Hall’s recapitulation theory of psychological development. In essence,
Hall asserted that children in their personal development repeat the life history of the
human race, evolving from a near-savage state in infancy and childhood to a rational,
civilized human being in adulthood.

The Adolescence book became controversial because of what some psychologists consid-
ered an excessive and enthusiastic focus on sex, and Hall was accused of having prurient
interests. In a book review, the psychologist E. L. Thorndike wrote, “The acts and feelings,
normal and morbid, resulting from sex are discussed in a way without precedent in English
science.” Thorndike was even harsher in a letter to a colleague, saying that Hall’s book was
“chock full of errors, masturbation and Jesus. He is a mad man” (quoted in Ross, 1972,
p. 385). Hall had also scheduled a series of lectures at Clark on sex, an action considered
scandalous even though he did not allow women to attend. He eventually stopped the talks
because “too many outsiders got in and even listened surreptitiously at the door” (Koelsch,
1970, p. 119). “Is there no turning Hall away from this d——d sexual rut?” wrote Angell to
Titchener. “I really think it is a bad thing morally and intellectually to harp so much on the
sexual string” (quoted in Boakes, 1984, p. 163). Hall’s psychologist colleagues need not have
worried; the productive and energetic Hall soon turned to other interests.

As Hall grew older, he naturally became curious about the later stages of human
development. At the age of 78 he published Senescence (1922), the first large-scale

Recapitulation theory:
Hall’s idea that the
psychological develop-
ment of children re-
peats the history of the
human race.
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survey of the psychological issues of old age. In his last few years he wrote two auto-
biographies, Recreations of a Psychologist (1920) and The Life and Confessions of a
Psychologist (1923).

Comment

Hall was once introduced to an audience as the Darwin of the mind. The characteriza-
tion evidently pleased him and expressed his aspirations and the attitude that permeated
his work. He was introduced to another audience as the “greatest authority in the world
on the study of the child,” and reportedly said the praise was correct (Koelsch, 1987, p.
58). In his second autobiography he wrote, “All my active conscious life has been made
up of a series of fads or crazes, some strong, some weak; some lasting long and others
ephemeral” (1923, pp. 367–368). It was a perceptive observation. Hall was bold, versatile,
and aggressive, often at odds with colleagues, but he was never dull.

The Founding of Functionalism
The scholars associated with the founding of functionalism had no ambition to start a
new school of thought. They protested against the restrictions and limitations of
Wundt’s version of psychology and of Titchener’s structuralism, but they did not want
to replace these with another formal “ism.” The primary reason for this was personal,
not ideological: none of the major proponents of the functionalist position claimed the
ambition to establish a movement in the way Wundt and Titchener did. In time, func-
tionalism did incorporate many of the characteristics of a school of thought, but that was
not the goal of its leaders. They appeared content to modify the existing orthodoxy with-
out actively striving to replace it.

Thus, functionalism was never as rigid or as formally differentiated a systematic posi-
tion as Titchener’s structuralism. There was not a single functional psychology, as there
was a single structural psychology. Several functional psychologies coexisted, and al-
though they differed somewhat, all shared an interest in studying the functions of con-
sciousness. Further, as an outgrowth of this emphasis on mental functions, the
functionalists became interested in the potential applications of psychology to everyday
problems of how people function in, and adapt to, different environments. The rapid de-
velopment of applied psychology in the United States may be considered the most im-
portant legacy of the functionalist movement (see Chapter 8).

Paradoxically, the formalization of this protest movement was imposed on it by the
founder of structuralism: E. B. Titchener. He may have indirectly founded functional psy-
chology when he adopted the word “structural” as opposed to “functional” in an article,
“The Postulates of a Structural Psychology,” published in the Philosophical Review in 1898.
In this article, Titchener pointed out the differences between structural and functional psy-
chology and argued that structuralism was the only proper study for psychology.

By establishing functionalism as an opponent, Titchener unwittingly gave it an iden-
tity and a status it might otherwise not have attained. “What Titchener was attacking
was in fact nameless until he named it; hence he thrust the movement into high relief
and did more than anyone else to get the term functionalism into psychological cur-
rency” (Harrison, 1963, p. 395).

The Chicago School
Not all the credit for founding functionalism can go to Titchener, but those psychologists
whom history has labeled the founders of functional psychology were reluctant founders,
at best. Two psychologists who contributed directly to the founding of the functionalist
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school of thought were John Dewey and James Rowland Angell. In 1894 they arrived at
the newly established University of Chicago; later, each appeared on the cover of Time
magazine. None other than William James later announced that Dewey and Angell
should be considered the founders of the new system, which James designated the
“Chicago school” (see Backe, 2001, p. 328).

John Dewey (1859–1952)
John Dewey had an undistinguished early life and showed little intellectual promise until
his junior year at the University of Vermont. After graduation he taught high school for
a few years and studied philosophy on his own, writing several scholarly articles. He en-
rolled in graduate school at Johns Hopkins University in Baltimore, received his Ph.D. in
1884, and taught at the universities of Michigan and Minnesota. In 1886, he published
the first American textbook in the new psychology (titled, appropriately, Psychology),
which became highly successful in the United States and Europe. It brought Dewey “in-
stant fame, for it was the only available one suitable for instruction in American colleges”
(Martin, 2002, p. 105). The book remained popular until it was eclipsed in 1890 by
James’s The Principles of Psychology.

Dewey spent 10 years at the University of Chicago. He established a laboratory school—
a radical innovation in education—which became the cornerstone for the progressive
education movement. Dewey and his wife were considered progressive parents; their
children called them by their first names, and at home they practiced nudity to teach
the children that there was nothing shameful about the human body.

In 1904 Dewey went to Columbia University in New York to continue his work ap-
plying psychology to educational and philosophical problems, thus providing another ex-
ample of the practical orientation of many functional psychologists. Dewey was brilliant,
but he was not a good teacher. One of his students recalled that he wore a green beret:

He would come [to class], sit down at a desk, and he’d lay the green cap down in front
of him, and then he would lecture to the green cap—in a monotone. If there was any-
thing that would put students to sleep, it was that. But if you could pay attention to
what that guy had to say, it was well worth it. (May, 1978, p. 655)

He frequently kept his late afternoon class beyond its scheduled time because he was
so intent on the subject matter. His wife would send one of their children to the class-
room to remind him that it was time to go home. Often he would “simply sit the child
on the [desk] while he finished his thought” (Martin, 2002, p. 259).

The Reflex Arc

Dewey’s article, “The Reflex Arc Concept in Psychology,” published in the Psychological
Review (1896), was the point of departure for functional psychology. Indeed, one histo-
rian termed it the “opening shot” of the functionalist movement (Bergmann, 1956, p.
268). The article became so popular that it was voted the “most influential article pub-
lished in the first 50 volumes of the Psychological Review” (Backe, 2001, p. 329).

In this important work, Dewey attacked the psychological molecularism, elementism,
and reductionism of the reflex arc with its distinction between stimulus and response. In
doing so, Dewey was arguing that neither behavior nor conscious experience could be re-
duced to elements, as Wundt and Titchener claimed to do. Thus, Dewey was attacking the
core of their approaches to psychology. The proponents of the reflex arc argued that any
unit of behavior ends with the response to a stimulus, such as when a child withdraws his
or her hand from a flame. Dewey suggested that the reflex forms more of a circle than an
arc because the child’s perception of the flame changes, thus serving a different function.
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Initially the flame attracted the child, but after feeling its effects the child is repelled
by the flame. The response has altered the child’s perception of the stimulus (the flame).
Therefore, perception and movement (stimulus and response) must be considered as a
unit and not as a composition of individual sensations and responses.

Thus, Dewey was arguing that the behavior involved in a reflexive response cannot be
meaningfully reduced to basic sensorimotor elements any more than consciousness can
be meaningfully analyzed into elementary component parts.

This type of artificial analysis and reduction causes behavior to lose all meaning, leav-
ing only abstractions in the mind of the psychologist performing the exercise. Dewey
noted that behavior should be treated not as an artificial scientific construct but rather
in terms of its significance to the organism adapting to its environment. Dewey con-
cluded that the proper subject matter for psychology had to be the study of the total or-
ganism as it functions in its environment.

Comment
Dewey’s ideas were strongly influenced by evolutionary theory. In the struggle for sur-
vival, both consciousness and behavior support the life of the organism; consciousness
brings about the appropriate behavior that enables the organism to survive. It follows
that a functional psychology will study the organism in use.

It is interesting that Dewey never called his psychology functionalism. He apparently
did not believe structure and function could be meaningfully separated, despite his attack
on structuralism’s basic premise. It remained for Angell and other psychologists to pro-
claim that functionalism and structuralism were opposing forms of psychology.

Dewey’s significance for psychology lies in his influence on psychologists and other
scholars and his development of the philosophical framework for the new school of
thought. When he left the University of Chicago in 1904, the leadership of the function-
alist movement passed to Angell.

James Rowland Angell (1869–1949)
James Rowland Angell molded the functionalist movement into a working school of
thought. He made the psychology department at the University of Chicago the most in-
fluential of its day. It became the major training ground for functional psychologists.

Angell’s Life

Angell was born into an academic family in Vermont. His grandfather had been presi-
dent of Brown University in Providence, Rhode Island, and his father was president of
the University of Vermont and, later, the University of Michigan. Angell completed his
undergraduate work at Michigan, where he studied under Dewey. He also read James’s
The Principles of Psychology, which he said influenced his thinking more than any other
book he ever read. Angell worked with James for a year at Harvard and received his
master’s degree in 1892.

Angell went to Europe to continue his graduate studies at the universities in Halle and
in Berlin, Germany. At Berlin he attended lectures by Ebbinghaus and Helmholtz. He
hoped to go on to Leipzig, but Wundt would not accept any more students that year.
Angell was unable to complete the work for his doctoral degree. His dissertation was ac-
cepted with the condition that he rewrite it in better German, but to do so he would
have had to remain at Halle without any source of income. He decided to accept an ap-
pointment at the University of Minnesota, where the salary, though low, was better than
nothing, particularly for a young man eager to end a four-year engagement by getting

JAMES ROWLAND
ANGELL

Ar
ch
iv
es

of
th
e
Hi
st
or
y
of

Am
er
ic
an

Ps
yc
ho
lo
gy
/

Un
iv
er
si
ty
of

Ak
ro
n

James Rowland Angell (1869–1949) 151



married. Although he never earned a Ph.D., Angell was instrumental in granting many
doctorates, and in the course of his career he received 23 honorary degrees.

After a year at Minnesota, Angell accepted a position at the University of Chicago,
where he remained for 25 years. Following in the family tradition, he became president
of Yale University and helped to develop the Institute of Human Relations. In 1906, he
was elected the fifteenth president of the APA. After retiring from academic life, he
served on the board of the National Broadcasting Company (NBC).

Angell was described by Time magazine, and by others who knew him, as a “chipper,
bouncy little man” and “the life of the party.” His nickname at the University of Chicago
was “Sunny Jim.” It was also widely believed that it was unwise to walk or drive with
him because of “his ineradicable habit of jaywalking across traffic-riddled streets. Stop-
lights mean nothing to him. With the same reckless assurance and incredible skill, he
drives his car” (quotes from Dewsbury, 2003, pp. 66–69).

The Province of Functional Psychology
Angell’s textbook, Psychology (1904), embodies the functionalist approach. The book was
so successful that it appeared in four editions in four years, indicating the appeal of the
functionalist position. In it Angell noted that the function of consciousness is to improve
the organism’s adaptive abilities. The goal of psychology is to study how the mind assists
the organism in adjusting to its environment.

In Angell’s 1906 presidential address to the APA, published in the Psychological Re-
view, he outlined what he called the “province” of functional psychology. We have noted
previously that new movements gain vitality and momentum only with reference to, or
in opposition to, the currently popular position. Angell drew the battle lines sharply but
concluded with modesty, “I formally renounce any intention to strike out new plans; I
am engaged in what is meant as a dispassionate summary of actual conditions” (Angell,
1907, p. 61).

Functional psychology, Angell said, was not at all new but had been a significant part
of psychology from the earliest times. It was structural psychology that had set itself
apart from the older and more truly pervasive functional form of psychology. Angell
then described the three major themes of the functionalist movement:

1. Functional psychology is the psychology of mental operations, in contrast to struc-
turalism, which is the psychology of mental elements. Titchener’s elementistic ap-
proach still had its supporters, and Angell was promoting functionalism in direct
opposition to it. The task of functionalism is to discover how a mental process oper-
ates, what it accomplishes, and under what conditions it occurs.

2. Functional psychology is the psychology of the fundamental utilities of conscious-
ness. Thus, consciousness is viewed in a utilitarian spirit as it mediates between the
needs of the organism and the demands of the environment. Structures and func-
tions of the organism exist because they allow the organism to adapt to its environ-
ment and thus to survive. Angell suggested that because consciousness has survived,
it must therefore perform some essential service for the organism. Functional psy-
chologists needed to discover precisely what this service was, not only for conscious-
ness but also for more specific mental processes, such as judging and willing.

3. Functional psychology is the psychology of psychophysical relations (mind-body re-
lations) and is concerned with the total relationship of the organism to its environ-
ment. Functionalism encompasses all mind-body functions and recognizes no real
distinction between mind and body. It considers them as belonging to the same or-
der and assumes an easy transfer from one to the other.
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Comment

Angell’s APA address was delivered at a time when the spirit of functionalism was al-
ready widely accepted. Angell shaped that spirit into a prominent, active enterprise
with a laboratory, a body of research data, an enthusiastic staff of teachers, and a dedi-
cated core of graduate students. In guiding functionalism to the status of a formal school,
he gave it the focus and stature to make it effective. However, he continued to insist that
functionalism did not really constitute a separate school of thought and should not be-
come identified exclusively with the University of Chicago. Despite Angell’s disclaimers,
functionalism flourished and was often referred to as the “Chicago school,” permanently
associating it with the kind of psychology taught and practiced there.

Harvey A. Carr (1873–1954)
Harvey Carr majored in mathematics at DePauw University in Indiana and at the Uni-
versity of Colorado. He switched his interest to psychology apparently because he liked
the professor. “I decided to turn Psychologist,” Carr wrote, “although I knew practically
nothing about the nature of the subject” (Carr, 1930/1961, p. 71). There was no psychol-
ogy laboratory at Colorado, so Carr transferred to the University of Chicago, where his
first course in experimental psychology was taught by the young assistant professor
James Rowland Angell.

In Carr’s second year at Chicago he served as a laboratory assistant. He worked with
John B. Watson, who was then an instructor and later the founder of the behaviorist
school of thought. Watson introduced Carr to animal psychology.

After Carr received his Ph.D. in 1905, he taught at a Texas high school and a state
teachers college in Michigan. In 1908, he returned to Chicago to replace Watson, who
had accepted a position at Johns Hopkins University. Carr eventually succeeded Angell
as head of Chicago’s psychology department. During Carr’s tenure as chair (1919–1938),
the psychology department awarded 150 doctoral degrees.

Functionalism: The Final Form
Carr elaborated on Angell’s theoretical position. His work represents functionalism when
it no longer needed to crusade against structuralism. Functionalism had bested the oppo-
sition and become a recognized position in its own right. Under Carr, functionalism at
Chicago reached its peak as a formal system. Carr maintained that functional psychology
was the American psychology.

Because Carr’s textbook, Psychology (1925), presents functionalism in its most refined
form, it is important for us to consider two of its major points:

• Carr defined the subject matter of psychology as mental activity—processes such as
memory, perception, feeling, imagination, judgment, and will.

• The function of mental activity is to acquire, fixate, retain, organize, and evaluate
experiences and to use these experiences to determine one’s actions. Carr called the
specific form of action in which mental activities appear “adaptive” or “adjustive”
behavior.

We see in Carr’s ideas the familiar emphasis of functional psychology on mental
processes rather than on the elements and content of consciousness. We also see a
description of mental activity in terms of what it accomplishes in enabling the organ-
ism to adapt to its environment. It is significant that by 1925 these issues were
accepted as fact, no longer as matters for dispute. By then, functionalism was main-
stream psychology.

HARVEY A. CARR
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Functionalism at Columbia University
We noted that there was not a single form of functional psychology, as there was a single
structural psychology (Titchener’s). Although the primary development and founding of
the functionalist school of thought occurred at the University of Chicago, another
approach was being shaped by Robert Woodworth at Columbia University. Columbia
was also the academic base for two other psychologists with a functional orientation.
One was James McKeen Cattell, whose work on mental tests embodied the American
functionalist spirit (see Chapter 8), and the other was E. L. Thorndike, whose research on
problems of animal learning reinforced the functionalist trend toward greater objectivity
(see Chapter 9).

Robert Sessions Woodworth (1869–1962)
Robert Woodworth did not belong formally to the functionalist school in the tradi-
tion of Angell and Carr. He disliked the constraints imposed by membership in any
school of thought. Nevertheless, much of what Woodworth wrote about psychology
was in the functionalist spirit of the Chicago school, and he added an important
point of view.

Woodworth’s Life

Woodworth was active in psychology for more than 60 years as a researcher, beloved
teacher, writer, and editor. After receiving his bachelor’s degree from Amherst College
in Massachusetts, he taught high school science and then mathematics at a small college.
During that period, two experiences changed his life: first, he heard G. Stanley Hall give
a talk; second, he read William James’s The Principles of Psychology. He decided that he
had to become a psychologist.

He enrolled at Harvard University, where he earned his master’s degree, and he re-
ceived his Ph.D. in 1899 from James McKeen Cattell at Columbia. Woodworth taught

Robert Sessions Woodworth.
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physiology in New York City hospitals for three years and spent another year working in
England with the physiologist Charles Scott Sherrington. He returned to Columbia in
1903, where he taught until his first retirement in 1945. He was so popular with the stu-
dents that he continued to lecture to large classes until he retired a second time, at the
age of 89.

A former student, Gardner Murphy, remembered Woodworth as the best teacher he
ever had in a psychology course. As Murphy described it, Woodworth entered the
classroom “in an unpressed, baggy old suit, and wearing army shoes.” He would walk
to the blackboard and “utter some inimitable word of insight or whimsy, which would
go into our notebooks to be remembered in the decades that followed” (Murphy, 1963,
p. 132).

Woodworth described his view of psychology in several journal articles and in two
books, Dynamic Psychology (1918) and Dynamics of Behavior (1958). He wrote an intro-
ductory text, Psychology (1921), which appeared in five editions in 25 years and is said to
have outsold every other psychology text of its time. His Experimental Psychology (1938,
1954) also became a classic textbook. In 1956, Woodworth received the first Gold Medal
Award from the American Psychological Foundation for “unequaled contributions to
shaping the destiny of scientific psychology” as an “integrator and organizer of psycho-
logical knowledge.”

Dynamic Psychology

Woodworth maintained that his approach to psychology was not really new but was
the one that good psychologists followed even in the days before psychology became a
science. Psychological knowledge must begin with an investigation of the nature of the
stimulus and the response; that is, with objective, external events. But when psycholo-
gists consider only the stimulus and the response in attempting to explain behavior,
they miss what may be the most important part of their study—the living organism
itself. A stimulus is not the complete cause of a particular response. The organism,
with its varying energy levels and its current and past experiences, also acts to deter-
mine the response.

Psychology must consider the organism as interpolated between the stimulus and the
response. Therefore, Woodworth suggested, the subject matter for psychology must be
both consciousness and behavior. (This position was adopted later by the humanistic
psychologists and the social-learning theorists.)

The external stimulus as well as the organism’s overt response may be observed ob-
jectively, but what occurs inside the organism can be known only through introspection.
Thus, Woodworth accepted introspection as a useful tool for psychology, along with ob-
servational and experimental methods.

Woodworth introduced into functionalism a dynamic psychology that elaborated on
the teachings of John Dewey and William James. (Dewey had used the word “dynamic”
in this context as early as 1884; James in 1908.) A dynamic psychology is concerned with
motivation; Woodworth’s intention was to develop what he called a “motivology.”

Although we can find similarities between Woodworth’s position and that of the
Chicago functionalists, Woodworth emphasized the physiological events that underlie
behavior. His dynamic psychology focused on cause-and-effect relationships, and his pri-
mary interest was in the forces that drive or motivate human beings. He believed that
psychology’s goal should be to determine why people behave as they do.

Woodworth did not adhere to a single system, nor did he desire to develop his
own school of thought. His viewpoint was constructed not out of protest but by ex-
tending, elaborating, and synthesizing what he considered to be appropriate features
of other approaches.

Dynamic psychology:
Robert Woodworth’s
system of psychology,
which was concerned
with the influence of
causal factors and
motivations on feelings
and behavior.
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Criticisms of Functionalism
Attacks on the functionalist movement came quickly and vehemently from the structur-
alists. For the first time, at least in the United States, the new psychology was divided
into warring factions: Titchener’s laboratory at Cornell for the structuralist camp and
the psychology department at Chicago for the functionalists. Accusations, charges, and
countercharges flew back and forth between the enemies with the righteousness typical
of those convinced they alone possess the truth.

Titchener and his followers argued that functionalism was not psychology at all.
Why? Because functionalism did not adhere to structuralism’s subject matter and meth-
ods! Thus, in Titchener’s view, any approach to psychology that deviated from the intro-
spective analysis of the mind into elements could not truly be called psychology. Of
course, it was just this definition of psychology that the functionalists were questioning.

Structuralists also found fault with the functional psychologists’ interest in practical
concerns, thus reawakening the longstanding controversy between pure and applied sci-
ence. The structuralists disdained any application of psychological knowledge to real-
world problems, whereas the functionalists had no stake in maintaining psychology as a
pure science and never apologized for their practical interests.

Carr and other functionalists argued that both pure and applied psychology could ad-
here to rigorous scientific procedures and that valid research could be performed in fac-
tories, offices, and classrooms as well as in university laboratories. It is the method and
not the subject matter that determines the scientific worth of any field of inquiry. This
ongoing dispute between pure and applied science is no longer as extreme in American
psychology as it once was, largely because applied psychology has become so pervasive.
This practical application of psychology to real-life problems is among functionalism’s
most important and lasting contributions.

Contributions of Functionalism
Functionalism’s vigorous opposition to structuralism had an immense impact on the de-
velopment of psychology in the United States. The long-range consequences of the shift
in emphasis from structure to function also were significant. One result was that research
on animal behavior, which was not part of the structuralist approach, became a vital area
of study for psychology.

The functionalists’ broadly based psychology also incorporated studies of infants, chil-
dren, and people with mental disabilities. Functional psychologists supplemented the intro-
spective method with data obtained from other methods, such as physiological research,
mental tests, questionnaires, and objective descriptions of behavior. These approaches, re-
jected by the structuralists, became respectable sources of information for psychology.

By the time of Wundt’s death in 1920 and Titchener’s in 1927, their approaches
to psychology had been overshadowed in the United States. By 1930, the functional-
ist victory was virtually complete. As we see in Chapter 8, functionalism left its im-
print on contemporary American psychology most significantly through its emphasis
on the application of the methods and findings of psychology to the solution of
practical problems.

Discussion Questions
1. Describe Spencer’s notion of social Darwinism.
2. Why was the United States so receptive to

Spencer’s ideas about social Darwinism?

3. Who extended Darwin’s ideas on evolution to
machines? Describe this person’s position on
mechanical evolution.
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4. Why was the type of calculating machine devel-
oped by Babbage in the mid-nineteenth century
no longer appropriate by the end of that century?

5. Describe Hollerith’s approach to processing in-
formation by machine.

6. What is neurasthenia? What segment of
nineteenth-century American society was most
likely to be afflicted with neurasthenia?

7. How did the prescribed cures for neurasthenia
differ for men and for women?

8. Why was James considered to be the most im-
portant American psychologist? Describe his at-
titude toward laboratory work.

9. How did James’s view of consciousness differ
from Wundt’s view? According to James, what
was the purpose of consciousness?

10. What methods did James consider appropriate
for the study of consciousness? What was the
value of pragmatism for the new psychology?

11. According to James, what are the components of
a person’s sense of self? What role does clothing
seem to play in our sense of self, in James’s view?

12. Describe the variability hypothesis and its influ-
ence on the idea of male superiority. How did

research by Woolley and Hollingworth refute
these ideas?

13. How was the work of G. Stanley Hall influenced
by Darwin’s evolutionary theory? Describe Hall’s
recapitulation theory of development.

14. What “firsts” in American psychology can be
attributed to Hall? Why was he called a genetic
psychologist?

15. In what ways did Titchener and Dewey contrib-
ute to the founding of functional psychology?
Why was there no single form of functionalism
as there was a single structuralism?

16. According to Angell, what were functionalism’s
three major themes? According to Carr, what is
the proper subject matter of psychology?

17. Describe Woodworth’s dynamic psychology and
his views on introspection. Did Woodworth
consider himself to be a functional psychologist?
Why or why not?

18. Compare functionalism’s contributions to psy-
chology with the contributions of structuralism.

19. Why did applied psychology develop under
functionalism and not under structuralism?
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C HA P T E R 8
Applied Psychology: The Legacy
of Functionalism

FDA Raid: Target Coca-Cola
During the evening of October 20, 1909, U.S. federal agents stopped a truck on the
highway outside of Chattanooga, Tennessee. They were conducting a drug bust under
the provisions of the recently enacted Federal Food and Drugs Act. Their target was a
shipment of 40 barrels and 20 kegs containing a substance the government claimed was
poisonous and habit-forming. The syrup in the kegs and barrels was the basis of
Coca-Cola; the deadly, addictive ingredient was caffeine.

If found guilty, the management of the Coca-Cola Company would have been in seri-
ous trouble. They spared no expense preparing for the case that finally went to trial in
1911. As the court date grew closer, the corporate lawyers realized that they had no evi-
dence to demonstrate that the amount of caffeine in the soft drink had no harmful effects
on human behavior or thought processes. They needed to recruit a psychologist to conduct
an impressive research program—and hope that the results would prove their point.

First they asked James McKeen Cattell, one of the most prominent psychologists in the
United States, but he was not interested, nor were several others. But one man was eager
to accept what he perceived as a great opportunity. His name was Harry Hollingworth.

“With me there was a double motive at work,” he wrote. “I needed money, and here
was a chance to accept employment at work for which I had been trained, with not only
the cost of the investigation met but with a very satisfactory retaining fee and stipend for
my time and services” (quoted in Benjamin, Rogers, & Rosenbaum, 1991, p. 43).

Hollingworth was then teaching at Barnard College in New York City, being paid lit-
tle more than a subsistence wage. His wife, Leta Stetter, had been unable to secure a
teaching job (because of her married status), and she had been unsuccessful in selling
her short stories. She had hoped to go to graduate school, but the couple could not af-
ford it. Thanks to the Coca-Cola case, however, she was appointed assistant director of
the research program and together the Hollingworths earned enough money to pay her
way through the graduate program.

Despite the financial gain, Harry Hollingworth insisted on the highest ethical stan-
dards. He would not be accused of providing only the answers the company desired.
Coca-Cola agreed to his terms. He would be permitted to publish his results even if
they proved harmful to the company; in turn, the company agreed not to use his find-
ings in advertising, no matter how favorable they might turn out to be.

The intensive 40-day research program, as rigorous and sophisticated as any con-
ducted in the best equipped laboratory of the finest university, involved approximately
64,000 individual measurements. Data were recorded on a wide range of motor and
mental functions under conditions providing various dosages of caffeine. No harmful ef-
fects or significant declines in performance were found.
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The Coca-Cola Company won the case, though the verdict was later overturned by
the Supreme Court, and the effects on the Hollingworths, and on psychology as a whole,
were profound. They demonstrated that sound experimental research could be funded by
a major corporate entity without dictating or otherwise prejudicing the results. A more
lasting effect was the knowledge that psychologists could have successful and financially
rewarding careers in applied psychology without challenging their professional integrity.

Toward a Practical Psychology
Evolutionary doctrine and the functional psychology that derived from it rapidly took
hold in the United States toward the end of the nineteenth century. We have seen that
American psychology was guided much more by the ideas of Darwin, Galton, and Spencer
than by the work of Wundt. This was a curious, even paradoxical, historical phenomenon.
Wundt trained many of the first generation of American psychologists in his form of psy-
chology, yet they brought few of his ideas home with them. When these students of
Wundt’s—these new psychologists—returned to the United States, they set about establish-
ing a psychology that bore little resemblance to what Wundt had taught them. Thus, the
new science, not unlike a living species, was changing to adapt to its new environment.

Wundt’s psychology and Titchener’s structuralism could not long survive in their origi-
nal form in the American intellectual climate—the American Zeitgeist—and so they
evolved into functionalism. They were not practical kinds of psychology; they did not
deal with the mind in use and could not be applied to everyday demands and problems.
American culture was oriented toward the practical; people valued what worked. “We need
a psychology that is usable,” wrote G. Stanley Hall. “Wundtian thoughts can never be accli-
mated here, as they are antipathetic to the American spirit and temper” (Hall, 1912, p. 414).

The new American psychologists transformed the German species of psychology in
aggressive American fashion. They began to study not what the mind is but what it
does. While some American psychologists—notably James, Angell, and Dewey—were de-
veloping the functionalist approach in academic laboratories, others were applying it in
settings outside the universities. This move toward a practical psychology was occurring
at the same time that functionalism was being founded as a separate school of thought.

The applied psychologists took their psychology into the real world, into the schools,
factories, advertising agencies, courthouses, child guidance clinics, and mental health
centers. In doing so, they changed the nature of American psychology even more radi-
cally than had functionalism’s academic founders. The professional literature reflects
their impact. By around 1900, 25 percent of the research articles published in American
psychology journals dealt with applied psychology and less than 3 percent involved in-
trospection (O’Donnell, 1985). The approaches of Wundt and Titchener, themselves so
recently the “new” psychology, were rapidly being overtaken by a newer psychology.
Even Titchener, the great structural psychologist, recognized this sweeping change in
American psychology. In 1910 he wrote, “If, then, one were asked to sum up, in a sen-
tence, the trend of psychology during the past ten years, one’s reply would be: Psychol-
ogy has leaned, very definitely, toward application” (quoted in Evans, 1992, p. 74).

The Growth of American Psychology

Psychology grew and prospered in the United States. The vibrant development of
American psychology during the years 1880 to 1900 was a striking phenomenon in the
history of science:

• In 1880, there were no laboratories in the United States; by 1900 there were 41, and
they were better equipped than laboratories in Germany.

• In 1880, there were no American psychology journals; by 1895 there were three.
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• In 1880, Americans had to go to Germany to study psychology; by 1900, most chose to
enter graduate programs at home; by then there were some 40 doctoral programs at
U.S. universities.

• From 1892 to 1904, over 100 Ph.D.s were awarded in psychology, more than in any
other science except chemistry, zoology, and physics.

• In 1910, more than 50 percent of all published articles in psychology were written in
the German language; only 30 percent were in English. By 1933, 52 percent of the
articles published were in English and only 14 percent in German (Wertheimer &
King, 1994). By the end of the twentieth century, English had become the dominant
language at international meetings and in the published literature; the APA journal
Psychological Abstracts no longer covered publications in languages other than
English (Draguns, 2001).

• The British publication Who’s Who in Science for 1913 stated that the United States
was predominant in psychology, having more of the world’s leading psychologists (84)
than Germany, England, and France combined (Benjamin, 2001; Jonçich, 1968;
Wertheimer & King, 1994).

In little more than 20 years after psychology began in Europe, then, American
psychologists assumed undisputed leadership of the field. In his 1895 APA presidential
address, James McKeen Cattell reported:

[The] academic growth of psychology in America during the past five years is almost with-
out precedent. Psychology is a required subject in the undergraduate curriculum … and
among university courses psychology now rivals the other leading sciences in the number of
students attracted and in the amount of original work accomplished. (Cattell, 1896, p. 134)

Along with growing student interest in psychology, the number of psychology labora-
tories increased rapidly. The 41 laboratories in the United States in 1900 represented the
majority of the research labs worldwide. The European countries counted no more than
10 (Benjamin, 2000a). Thus, psychology was advancing in the classroom, in the experi-
mental laboratory, and in the real world.

The general public took an immediate and avid interest in this fledgling discipline. Stu-
dents began flocking to both undergraduate and graduate programs. Popular magazines
devoted feature articles to the discipline’s promising new discoveries … and anticipated
exciting practical applications in education, industry, and medicine. (Fuller, 2006, p. 221)

Psychology made its debut before an eager American public at the 1893 Chicago World’s
Fair. In a program similar to Galton’s anthropometric laboratory in England, psychologists
organized exhibits of research apparatus and a testing laboratory in which visitors could
have their sensory capacities measured for a small fee. People were delighted:

Magazines and newspaper reports on the fair applauded the psychological laboratory, which
contained the largest collection of instruments and appliances ever brought together in
America, as the exposition’s greatest educational contribution. The fact that psychologists
were given an official exhibit there for the first time at an international fair demonstrated
that the discipline had finally conceded popular recognition. (Shore, 2001, pp. 72, 83)

An even more extensive exhibition was mounted at the 1904 Louisiana Purchase
Exposition in St. Louis, Missouri. This star-studded event featured talks by some of
the leading psychologists of the day: E. B. Titchener, C. Lloyd Morgan, Pierre Janet,
G. Stanley Hall, and John B. Watson. Such a popular display of psychology would not
have found favor with Wundt, and of course nothing like it ever took place in Germany.
The popularizing of psychology reflected the American temperament. It substantially

Toward a Practical Psychology 161



remade Wundt’s form of psychology into functional psychology and extended it far
beyond the experimental laboratory.

Thus, America embraced psychology with enthusiasm and quickly welcomed it into
college classrooms and everyday life. The scope of the field today is far broader than its
founders ever thought possible, or even desirable. One current evaluation noted that
“psychological research is dominated by Americans” who conduct more research than
psychologists in all other countries, even though the United States accounts for less
than 5 percent of the world’s population (Arnett, 2008, p. 602).

Economic Influences on Applied Psychology

Although the American Zeitgeist—the intellectual spirit and temper of the times—helped
foster the emergence of applied psychology, other more practical contextual forces were
also responsible for its development. In Chapter 1 we discussed the role of economic fac-
tors in shifting the focus of American psychology from pure research to application.
While the number of psychology laboratories was increasing toward the end of the nine-
teenth century, the number of Americans with doctoral degrees in psychology was grow-
ing even faster. Many of these new Ph.D.s, particularly those without an independent
source of income, were forced to look beyond the university for means of economic sur-
vival, as was the case with Harry Hollingworth and his work for Coca-Cola.

Hollingworth performed applied research for a number of companies; for example,
determining the most effective advertisements for a firearms manufacturer and also for
Wrigley’s chewing gum. He reported that the act of chewing gum relaxed muscle tension
and helped people feel at ease (Hollingworth, 1939). He once told a friend that he “never
considered any of his investigations to lie in the field of applied psychology. He thought
of them as straightforward efforts to discover the nature of certain facts and relation-
ships” (see Poffenberger, 1957, p. 139).

Hollingworth was not alone in conducting research that could be applied to real-world
problems. Other pioneers in applied psychology also acted out of economic necessity. This
does not mean that they did not find challenge and stimulation in their practical work.
Most did, and they also came to recognize that human behavior and cognitive activities
could be studied in real-world settings as effectively as in academic laboratories. Also,
some psychologists chose to work in applied areas out of a genuine desire to do so. Yet
the fact remains that many of the first generation of applied psychologists in the United
States were compelled to abandon their dreams of pure academic experimental research
as the only way to escape a life of poverty.

The situation was more critical for psychologists teaching at less endowed state uni-
versities in the Midwest and West. By 1910, one-third of American psychologists held
such positions, and as their numbers grew so did the pressure on them to deal with prac-
tical problems and thus prove to their college administrators and state legislators that the
new field of psychology had some financial worth.

In 1912, C. A. Ruckmick surveyed psychologists in the United States and concluded
that psychology was held in low esteem by administrators at colleges and universities,
despite its popularity with students. The courses were under-funded and the laboratories
poorly equipped, and there seemed to be little hope for improvement. It appeared that
the only way to increase departmental budgets and faculty salaries was to demonstrate
to college administrators and politicians that the science of psychology could help cure
society’s ills.

G. Stanley Hall advised a Midwestern colleague to make psychology’s influence felt
“outside the university, lest some irresponsible, sensational man or party criticize it in
the legislature.” Cattell urged colleagues to “make practical applications and develop a
profession of applied psychology” (quoted in O’Donnell, 1985, pp. 215, 221).
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The solution was obvious: make psychology more valuable by applying it. But apply-
ing it to what? Fortunately, the answer soon became clear. Public school enrollments
were increasing dramatically. Between 1870 and 1915 they rose from 7 million to 20 mil-
lion, and government spending on public education during that period grew from $63
million to $605 million (Siegel & White, 1982). Education had become a big business,
and this development caught the attention of psychologists.

Hall proclaimed that the “one chief and immediate field of application for [psychology]
was its application to education” (Hall, 1894, quoted in Leary, 1987, p. 323). Even William
James, who could not be considered an applied psychologist, wrote a book called Talks to
Teachers, about the uses of psychology in the classroom (James, 1899). By 1910 more than
one-third of American psychologists expressed interest in applying psychology to problems
in education, and three-fourths of those calling themselves applied psychologists were
already working in that area. Psychology had begun to find a place in the real world.

We discuss in this chapter the careers and contributions of four applied psychologists
who extended the new science into other areas, including industry, psychological testing,
the criminal justice system, and mental health clinics. These psychologists were trained
by Wundt at Leipzig to become academic psychologists, but they all moved away from
Wundt’s teachings when they began their careers in American universities. They provide
striking examples of how American psychology came to be influenced more by Darwin
and Galton than by Wundt, and how the Wundtian approach was refashioned when
transplanted to American soil.

Mental Testing
The functionalist spirit of American psychology was also well represented in the life and work
of James McKeen Cattell, who promoted a practical, test-oriented approach to the study of
mental processes. Cattell’s psychology was concerned with human abilities rather than the
content of consciousness, and in this respect he comes close to being a functionalist.

James McKeen Cattell (1860–1944)
Cattell was born in Easton, Pennsylvania. He earned his bachelor’s degree in 1880 at
Lafayette College, where his father was president. Following the custom of going to
Europe for graduate studies, Cattell went first to the University of Göttingen and then
to Leipzig and Wilhelm Wundt.

A paper on philosophy won Cattell a fellowship to Johns Hopkins University in 1882.
At the time his major interest was philosophy, and during his first semester at Hopkins
no psychology courses were offered. Apparently Cattell became interested in psychology
as a result of his own experiments with drugs. He tried a variety of substances—hashish,
morphine, opium, caffeine, tobacco, and chocolate—and found the results to be of both
personal and professional interest. Some drugs, notably hashish, cheered him consider-
ably and reduced his depression. He recorded in a journal the effects of the drugs on
his cognitive functioning.

“I felt myself making brilliant discoveries in science and philosophy. My only fear
being that I could not remember them until morning.” Later he wrote, “Reading has
become uninteresting. I keep reading without paying much attention. It takes a long
time to write a word. I’m rather confused” (quoted in Sokal, 1981, pp. 51, 52). Cattell
was not so confused that he failed to recognize the psychological importance of the vari-
ous drugs, however, and he observed his own behavior and mental state with increasing
fascination. “I seemed to be two persons, one of whom could observe and even experi-
ment on the other” (quoted in Sokal, 1987, p. 25).
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During Cattell’s second semester at Hopkins, G. Stanley Hall began to teach classes
in psychology, and Cattell enrolled in Hall’s laboratory course. Cattell chose to conduct
experiments on reaction time—the time required for different mental activities—and the
results of this work reinforced his desire to become a psychologist.

Cattell’s return to Wundt in Germany in 1883 is the subject of legends in the history
of psychology, and these legends provide additional examples of how historical data can
be distorted. Cattell said he appeared at the University of Leipzig and boldly announced
to Wundt, “Herr Professor, you need an assistant, and I shall be your assistant” (Cattell,
1928, p. 545). Cattell made it clear to Wundt that he would choose his own research
project on the psychology of individual differences, a topic that was not central to
Wundtian psychology. Wundt was said to have characterized Cattell and his project as
ganz Amerikanisch [typically American], which was a prophetic remark, if true. The
interest in individual differences, a natural outcome of an evolutionary point of view,
has since been a feature of American psychology, not German psychology.

In addition, Cattell supposedly gave Wundt his first typewriter, on which most of
Wundt’s many books were written. For this gift Cattell was teased by his colleagues for
having “done a serious disservice … for it had enabled Wundt to write twice as many
books as would otherwise have been possible” (Cattell, 1928, p. 545).

Careful archival research on Cattell’s letters and journals has questioned these stories
(see Sokal, 1981). Cattell’s accounts written many years later are not supported by his
correspondence and journal entries written at the time the events occurred. Wundt
thought highly of Cattell and appointed him laboratory assistant in 1886. There is no
evidence that Cattell wanted to study individual differences at that time. Cattell showed
Wundt how to use a typewriter but did not give him one.

Cattell did not lack self-confidence as Wundt’s student, as typified in his letters to his
parents. “I suppose you won’t consider it egotistical when I say that I know a great deal
more about [reaction time] than [Wundt] does…. I’m quite sure my work is worth more
than all done by Wundt and his pupils…. Prof. Wundt seems to like me and to appreci-
ate my phenomenal genius” (quoted in Benjamin, 2006a, pp. 64, 65).

After obtaining his doctoral degree in 1886 Cattell returned to the United States to
teach psychology at Bryn Mawr College and the University of Pennsylvania. He went to
England to lecture at Cambridge University, where he met Francis Galton. The two
shared an interest in individual differences, and Galton, then at the peak of his fame,
“provided [Cattell] with a scientific goal—the measurement of the psychological differ-
ences between people” (Sokal, 1987, p. 27).

Cattell admired Galton’s breadth of interests and his emphasis on measurement and
statistics. Under Galton’s influence, Cattell became one of the first American psycholo-
gists to stress quantification, ranking, and ratings, even though personally he was “math-
ematically illiterate” and often made simple errors when adding and subtracting (Sokal,
1987, p. 37). Cattell developed the widely used order-of-merit ranking method (described
later in this chapter) and was the first psychologist to teach the statistical analysis of
experimental results.

Wundt did not favor statistical techniques, so it was Galton’s influence on Cattell that
was responsible for the emphasis on statistics that came to characterize the new
American psychology. This emphasis also explains why American psychologists began
to focus on studies of large groups of subjects, for which statistical comparisons could
be made, rather than on individual subjects, as Wundt did.

The graphic display of data was used frequently by Galton, Ebbinghaus, Hall, and the
American psychologist Thorndike in the closing decades of the nineteenth century. The
British statistician Karl Pearson, who had proposed the formula for calculating the correla-
tion coefficient, in 1900 devised the chi-square test. Both techniques were used more widely
by American psychologists than by their counterparts in England. In 1907, John Edgar
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Cover, a psychologist at Stanford University, was apparently the first to advocate the use of
experimental and control groups (Dehue, 2000; Smith, Best, Cylke, & Stubbs, 2000).

In addition to statistics, Cattell was interested in Galton’s work in eugenics (see
Chapter 6). He argued for the sterilization of delinquents and so-called defective persons
and for offering incentives to healthy, intelligent people if they would intermarry. He
promised his seven children $1,000 each if they would marry sons or daughters of
college professors (Sokal, 1971).

In 1888 Cattell became professor of psychology at the University of Pennsylvania, an
appointment arranged by his father. Learning that an endowed chair in philosophy was
to be established at the university, the elder Cattell lobbied the school’s provost, an old
friend, to secure the post for his son. The elder Cattell urged his son to publish more arti-
cles to enhance his professional reputation, and he even traveled to Leipzig to obtain
Wundt’s personal letter of recommendation. He told the provost that because the family
was wealthy, the salary was unimportant, and thus Cattell was hired for extremely low pay
(O’Donnell, 1985). Cattell would later claim, inaccurately, that his was the world’s first
psychology professorship, but his appointment was actually in philosophy. He stayed at
the University of Pennsylvania only three years until he became the professor of psychol-
ogy and department head at Columbia University, where he remained for 26 years.

Because of his dissatisfaction with Hall’s American Journal of Psychology, Cattell be-
gan the Psychological Review in 1894 with J. Mark Baldwin. Cattell acquired from
Alexander Graham Bell the weekly journal Science, which was about to cease publication
for lack of funds. Five years later it became the official journal of the American Associa-
tion for the Advancement of Science (AAAS). In 1906 Cattell instituted a series of refer-
ence books, including American Men of Science and Leaders in Education. He bought
Popular Science Monthly in 1900; he sold the name in 1915 and continued to publish it
as Scientific Monthly. Another weekly, School and Society, commenced in 1915. Although
it was Cattell who began or purchased these publications, his wife Josephine served as
the unacknowledged “managing editor” for the journals (Sokal, 2009, p. 99).

During Cattell’s career at Columbia, more doctorates in psychology were awarded there
than at any other graduate school in the United States. Cattell advocated independent work
and gave his students considerable freedom to conduct their own research. He believed that
a professor should maintain some distance from university concerns, so he made his home
40 miles from the campus. Reflecting his growing truculent attitude toward the university,
he called his home “Fort Defiance” (Sokal, 2009, p. 99). Cattell established a laboratory and
an editorial office at home and visited the campus only a few days each week.

This aloofness was one of several factors that strained relations between Cattell and
the university administration. He urged greater faculty participation, arguing that faculty,
not administrators, should be making many of the decisions about university gover-
nance. To this end, he helped found the American Association of University Professors
(AAUP). He was not seen as tactful in his dealings with Columbia’s administration and
was described as “ungentlemanly, irretrievably nasty, and lacking in decency” (Gruber,
1972, p. 300).

Cattell’s biographer wrote, he “often exhibited a self-righteous egotism that led him to
expect others to defer to his view [and an] impatience with all groups of which he was
not the center.” he was also characterized as difficult, disagreeable, and sarcastic (Sokal,
2009, p. 90).

On three occasions between 1910 and 1917, the university trustees considered forcing
Cattell to retire. The deciding blow fell during World War I, when Cattell wrote two letters
to U.S. congressmen protesting the practice of sending draftees into combat. This was an
unpopular position, but Cattell remained adamant. He was dismissed in 1917, charged
with disloyalty to the United States. He sued the university for libel, and although he was
awarded $40,000 (a large sum of money at that time), he was not reinstated.
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Cattell isolated himself from his colleagues and wrote satirical pamphlets about the
university administration. A bitter man to the end, Cattell made many enemies. He
never returned to academic life, and instead he devoted himself to his publications and
to the AAAS and other learned societies. Within psychology, his promotional efforts ele-
vated the new science to a higher standing in the scientific community.

In 1921 Cattell realized one of his ambitions—promoting applied psychology as a
business. He organized the Psychological Corporation, with stock purchased by members
of the APA, to provide psychological services to industry, the psychological community,
and the public. Initially the venture was a failure; in its first two years the company real-
ized a profit of $51. As long as Cattell remained president, the situation did not improve.
By 1969, however, the Psychological Corporation had generated $5 million in sales and
was bought by publisher Harcourt Brace, which 10 years later reported $30 million in
sales from the venture Cattell began.

Mental Tests

In an article published in 1890, Cattell used the term mental tests, and while at the
University of Pennsylvania he administered a series of such tests to his students. Cattell
wrote: “Psychology cannot attain the certainty and exactness of the physical sciences
unless it rests on a foundation of experiment and measurement. A step in this direction
could be made by applying a series of mental tests and measurements to a large number
of individuals” (Cattell, 1890, p. 373). This is precisely what Cattell was attempting to do.
He continued the testing program at Columbia and collected data from several classes of
entering students.

The kinds of tests Cattell used in trying to measure the range and variability of human
capacities differed from the intelligence or cognitive ability tests psychologists developed
later, which use more complex mental tasks. Cattell’s tests, like Galton’s, dealt primarily
with elementary sensorimotor measurements, including dynamometer pressure, rate of
movement (how quickly the hand can move 50 cm), two-point skin sensitivity threshold,
amount of pressure on the forehead necessary to cause pain, just noticeable differences in
judging weights, reaction time for sound, and time for naming colors.

By 1901 Cattell had amassed enough data to correlate the test scores with measures of
the students’ academic performance. The correlations proved disappointingly low, as did
inter-correlations among individual tests. Because similar results had been obtained in
Titchener’s laboratory, Cattell concluded that tests of this type were not valid predictors
of college achievement or, by assumption, of intellectual ability.

Comment

Cattell’s strongest influence on American psychology was through his work as an orga-
nizer, executive, and administrator of psychological science and practice, and as an artic-
ulate link between psychology and the greater scientific community. He became an
ambassador of psychology, delivering lectures, editing journals, and promoting practical
applications of the field.

Building on Galton’s work, Cattell investigated the nature and origin of scientific abil-
ity, using his order-of-merit ranking method. Stimuli ranked by a number of judges were
arranged in a final rank order by calculating the average rating given to each stimulus
item. The method was applied to eminent American scientists by having competent peo-
ple in each scientific field rank their outstanding colleagues. The source book American
Men of Science emerged from this work. Despite the book’s title, it also included American
women of science. The 1910 edition lists 19 female psychologists, about 10 percent of
the psychologists cited (O’Donnell, 1985).

Mental tests: Tests of
motor skills and sen-
sory capacities; intelli-
gence tests use more
complex measures of
mental abilities.
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Through his work on mental testing, the measurement of individual differences, and
the promotion of applied psychology, Cattell energetically reinforced the functionalist
movement in American psychology. When Cattell died, the historian E. G. Boring wrote
to Cattell’s children, “In my opinion your father did more than William James even to
give American psychology its peculiar slant, to make it different from the German psy-
chology from which it stemmed” (quoted in Bjork, 1983, p. 105).

The Psychological Testing Movement
Binet, Terman, and the IQ Test

Although Cattell coined the term mental tests, the first truly psychological test of mental
ability was developed by Alfred Binet (1857–1911), who entered the field of psychology
“quite by accident and who failed miserably, repeatedly, and publicly until he created the
exams that are the foundation of intelligence tests today” (Murdoch, 2007, p. 29). Inde-
pendently wealthy, Binet explored careers in law and medicine but did not like either.
Recovering from a nervous breakdown at age 22, he discovered psychology, which he
studied on his own. He went on to publish more than 200 books and articles, and he
wrote four plays that were performed in Paris theaters. By using more complex measures
than those selected by Cattell, Binet provided an effective measure of human cognitive
abilities and thus initiated the era of modern intelligence testing. He also conducted
research on issues in developmental, experimental, educational, and social psychology.

Binet disagreed with Galton and Cattell’s approach, which used tests of sensorimotor
processes to attempt to measure intelligence. He believed that assessing such cognitive
functions as memory, attention, imagination, and comprehension would provide a
more appropriate measure of intelligence. He reached this conclusion on the basis of
research he conducted at home with his two young daughters as subjects. Initially he
administered the same kinds of sensorimotor tests used by Galton and Cattell, but he
found that his children performed just as well and as fast as adults did. It was then that

A young boy uses an instrument to measure vital capacity, which is the maximum volume of air that is
exhaled after deep inhalation. Vital capacity was believed to be related to intelligence.
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he turned to tests of cognitive ability; for these kinds of tasks, he did find significant dif-
ferences between his daughters and adult subjects.

In 1904, in response to a practical need, the opportunity arose for Binet to prove his
point. The French ministry of public instruction appointed a commission to study the
learning abilities of children who were having difficulties in school. Binet and Théodore
Simon (a psychiatrist) were appointed to the commission, and together they investigated
the intellectual tasks that the majority of children could master at different ages. From
their identification of these tasks they constructed an intelligence test consisting of
30 problems arranged in ascending order of difficulty. The test focused on three
cognitive functions: judgment, comprehension, and reasoning.

Three years later they revised and expanded the test and introduced the concept of
mental age, defined as the age at which children of average ability could perform specific
tasks. If a child with a chronological age of four passed all the tests mastered by the sam-
ple of average five-year-old children, for example, then that four-year-old child was as-
signed a mental age of five.

A third revision of the test was prepared in 1911, but after Binet’s death progress in
intelligence testing shifted to the United States. Binet’s work soon proved more popular
in the United States than in France; large-scale intelligence testing efforts did not become
widely accepted in France until the 1940s.

Binet’s test was translated from French and presented to American psychologists in
1908 by Henry Goddard (1866–1957), who was the only undefeated head football coach
at the University of Southern California (USC), a rare distinction for a psychologist

Alfred Binet developed the first truly psychological test of mental ability, which has evolved into the
widely used Stanford-Binet Intelligence Scale.

Mental age: The age at
which children of av-
erage ability can per-
form certain tasks.
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(Benjamin, 2009b). Goddard then headed east and earned his Ph.D. from G. Stanley Hall
at Clark University. He later worked at a school for children who had mental disabilities.
Goddard called his translation of the intelligence test the Binet-Simon Measuring Scale
for Intelligence. In his writings on intelligence testing he also introduced the word moron,
derived from the Greek word for “slow.”

In 1916 Lewis M. Terman, who had also studied with Hall, developed the version
of the test that has since become the standard. Terman named it the Stanford-Binet,
after the university with which he was affiliated, and adopted the concept of the in-
telligence quotient (IQ). The IQ measure—defined as the ratio between mental age
and chronological age—had originally been developed by the German psychologist
William Stern. The Stanford-Binet has undergone several revisions and continues to
be widely used.

World War I and Group Testing

On the day in 1917 that the United States entered World War I, a meeting of Titchener’s
Society of Experimental Psychologists was being held at Harvard University. The president
of the APA, Robert Yerkes, urged the group to consider how psychology could aid the war
effort. Titchener declined to participate, on the grounds that he was a British citizen. He
actually picked up his chair and removed it, and himself, from the room in order to avoid
being involved in any further talk of war. The more likely reason for Titchener’s lack of
enthusiasm is that he disliked the idea of applying psychology to practical problems, fearing
that psychology would be trading “a science for a technology” (O’Donnell, 1979, p. 289).

As the American army mobilized, military leaders faced the problem of assessing the level
of intelligence of great numbers of recruits, to classify them and assign them suitable tasks.
The Stanford-Binet was an individual intelligence test and required a highly trained person
to administer it properly. Obviously that test could not be used when so many people needed
to be evaluated in a short time. The army needed a group test that was simple to administer.

With an army commission as a major, Yerkes assembled a staff of 40 psychologists to
develop a group intelligence test. They examined a number of proposed tests, none of
which was in general use, and selected as their basis the one prepared by Arthur S. Otis,
who had studied with Terman. Otis’s most important contribution to testing was the
multiple-choice type of question. The Yerkes group then prepared the Army Alpha and
Army Beta. (The Beta is a version for non-English-speaking and illiterate people; instead
of oral or written directions, instructions are given by demonstration or pantomime.)

Work on the program proceeded slowly, and formal orders to actually begin testing
the army recruits were not given until three months before the war ended. More than 1
million men were eventually tested, but by then the military no longer needed the infor-
mation, which was fortunate because the results surprised the psychologists who had car-
ried out the program. The data revealed that “far more Americans were illiterate than
had been previously thought. One out of every four men who took the tests could not
read or comprehend articles in a daily newspaper or even write letters home” (Murdoch,
2007, p. 86). Although the program had little direct effect on the war effort, it had a
significant impact on the field of psychology. The publicity enhanced psychology’s stat-
ure, and the army tests became prototypes for many that were devised later.

The psychologists’ war work also spurred the development and application of group
testing for personality characteristics. Previously, only limited attempts had been made to
assess the human personality. At the end of the nineteenth century, the German psychi-
atrist Emil Kraepelin, once a student of Wundt’s, had used what he called a “free associ-
ation test,” in which a patient responded to a stimulus word with the first word that
came to mind (a technique originated by Galton). In 1910, Carl Jung developed a similar
device, his word-association test, to determine personality complexes in his patients (see
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chronological age,
multiplied by 100.
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Chapter 14). Both of these approaches were individual personality tests. When the army
expressed interest in separating out neurotic recruits, Robert Woodworth constructed the
Personal Data Sheet, a self-report inventory on which respondents were instructed to
check the nervous symptoms that applied to them. Like the Army Alpha and Army
Beta, the Personal Data Sheet served as a prototype for future group tests.

Psychological testing won its own victory in the war—the success of public acceptance.
Millions of employees, schoolchildren, and college applicants soon faced batteries of tests,
the results of which would determine the course of their lives. In the early 1920s up to
4 million intelligence tests were being purchased every year, mostly for use in public schools.
Terman’s Stanford-Binet sold over a half million copies in 1923 alone. The public education
system in the United States was reorganized around the concept of the intelligence quotient,
and IQ scores became the most important criterion for student placement and advancement.

Eventually, many psychologists found gainful employment developing and applying
psychological tests (Bottom, 2009). Some enterprising psychologists even hoped to use
tests to identify potential baseball players. The great Babe Ruth agreed to be tested at
Columbia University’s psychology laboratory, where, in an effort to establish the charac-
teristics that made him such an outstanding player, they measured his performance on
tasks using sensory and motor skills. The tests were similar to those used by Galton and
Cattell (Fuchs, 2009). The endeavor was unsuccessful, but as one historian noted:

The faith that psychology was a science capable of discovering the basis of extraordi-
nary feats of hitting attests to the success of psychologists in establishing the public iden-
tity of the discipline and to the faith of the informed public in the ability of science to
provide answers to their questions. (Fuchs, 1998, p. 153)

An epidemic of testing swept the United States, but in the haste to answer the urgent
call of business and education, it was inevitable that some poorly designed and inade-
quately researched tests would be promoted, leading to disappointing results. As a result,
many organizations abandoned their use of psychological tests for a time.

Ideas from Medicine and Engineering

To lend authority and scientific credibility to their fledgling enterprise, intelligence tes-
ters had adopted terminology from the older disciplines of medicine and engineering.
Their purpose was to persuade people that psychology was just as legitimate, scientific,
and essential as the more established sciences.

Psychologists described the people they tested not as subjects but as patients. Tests
were said to be analogous to thermometers, which at that time were available only to
physicians. No one who lacked proper training was permitted to use a thermometer, a
claim also made for psychological tests. Tests were promoted as X-ray machines that en-
abled psychologists to see inside the mind and to dissect their patients’ mental mechan-
isms. “The more [psychologists] sounded like doctors, the more willing the public was to
accord them similar status” (Keiger, 1993, p. 49).

Metaphors from engineering also were cited. Schools were referred to as education
factories, and tests as ways to measure a factory’s products (the students’ levels of intelli-
gence). Society was likened to a bridge, and intelligence tests were the scientific tool pre-
serving the strength of the bridge by detecting its weakest elements—its feebleminded
citizens—who could then be removed from society and institutionalized.

Racial Differences in Intelligence

The growth of the psychological testing movement became part of a social controversy
that continues today. In 1912 Henry Goddard, who had translated the Binet test, visited
Ellis Island in New York, the entry point for millions of European immigrants to theHENRY GODDARD
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United States. There was considerable public concern that the physicians at Ellis Island
who were examining the new arrivals were “failing to prevent mentally retarded people
from entering the country” (Richardson, 2003, p. 143). Goddard believed that the doc-
tors were identifying no more than 10 percent of those people with mental retardation.
He proposed that psychologists conduct the examinations instead by using his transla-
tion of the Binet intelligence test.

On his first visit to the Ellis Island processing facility Goddard selected a young
man whom he thought looked mentally deficient and confirmed his diagnosis by admin-
istering the Binet test with the aid of an interpreter. Although the interpreter pointed out
that he himself could not have answered the questions when he was a new arrival in the
United States and that the test was unfair to people unfamiliar with the English language
or American culture, Goddard disagreed (see Zenderland, 1998).

Later testing of immigrant populations (all of which had limited command of the English
language that was used for the tests) revealed, according to Goddard’s test results, that the
majority—87 percent of Russians, 83 percent of Jews, 80 percent of Hungarians, and 79 per-
cent of Italians—were feebleminded, with a mental age less than 12 (Cannato, 2009; Gould,
1981). This evidence from the tests was later used to support federal legislation restricting
the immigration of racial and ethnic groups assumed to be inferior in intelligence.

The idea of racial differences in intelligence received additional support in 1921 when
the results obtained from the World War I testing of the army recruits were made public.
The data showed that blacks and immigrants from Mediterranean and Latin American
countries had lower measured IQs than whites. Only northern European immigrants
had IQs equal to those measured for whites. These findings raised questions among
scientists, politicians, and journalists. How could any democratically elected government
survive if its citizens were so stupid? Should groups with low IQs be allowed to vote?
Should the government refuse entry to immigrants from low-IQ countries? How could
the notion that people were created equal be meaningful?

An immigrant’s mental ability is being tested at Ellis Island. Three different examiners would administer
the tests with the aid of an interpreter.
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The concept of racial differences in intelligence had been advanced in the United States
as early as the 1880s, and many calls had been made for quotas on immigration from Med-
iterranean and Latin American countries. The allegedly inferior intelligence of American
blacks had also been widely accepted, even before the development of intelligence tests.

A vocal and articulate critic of this idea was Horace Mann Bond (1904–1972), an
African-American scholar and president of Lincoln University in Pennsylvania. Bond,
who earned a doctoral degree in education from the University of Chicago, published a
number of books and articles in which he argued that any recorded differences in the IQ
scores between blacks and whites were attributable to environmental rather than inher-
ited factors. His research showed that blacks from northern states scored higher on intel-
ligence tests than whites from southern states, a finding that severely damaged the charge
that blacks were genetically inferior (Jackson, 2004).

Many psychologists had responded to this issue by charging that the tests were biased,
but in time the controversy faded. It was revived in 1994 with the publication of The Bell
Curve (Herrnstein & Murray, 1994), a book arguing that, based on intelligence test
scores, blacks are inferior in intelligence to whites. A preponderance of evidence now
shows that the more soundly researched intelligence tests are not culturally biased in
any significant way (Rowe, Vazsonyi, & Flannery, 1994; Suzuki & Valencia, 1997). Fur-
ther, 52 mainstream testing experts endorsed that conclusion as follows: “Intelligence
tests are not culturally biased against American blacks or other native-born, English
speaking peoples in the U.S. Rather, IQ scores predict equally accurately for all such
Americans, regardless of race and social class” (Gottfredson, 1997, p. 14).

A report prepared by the APA’s Board of Scientific Affairs agreed that today’s cog-
nitive ability tests did not seem to discriminate against minority groups but reflected,
in quantitative terms, the discrimination that had been created by society over time
(Neisser et al., 1996).

Contributions of Women to the Testing Movement

We have seen that for much of psychology’s history, women were effectively prohibited
from seeking university positions. For that reason, many female psychologists found em-
ployment in the applied fields, particularly the helping professions such as clinical and
counseling psychology, child guidance, and school psychology. Women have made sig-
nificant contributions in those areas, notably in the development and application of psy-
chological tests.

Florence L. Goodenough received her Ph.D. from Stanford University in 1924. She
developed the Draw-A-Man Test (now the Goodenough-Harris Drawing Test), a widely
used nonverbal intelligence test for children. A pioneer in test construction, Goodenough
worked for more than 20 years at the Institute of Child Development at the University of
Minnesota. She published a detailed review of the psychological testing movement
(Goodenough, 1949) and wrote several works on child psychology.

Maude Merrill James, director of a psychological clinic for children in California,
wrote with Lewis Terman the 1937 revision of the Stanford-Binet Intelligence Test, which
became widely known as the Terman-Merrill test. Thelma Gwinn Thurstone (a 1927
Ph.D. from the University of Chicago) married psychologist L. L. Thurstone and, like
many women who work with their husbands, found her contributions overlooked and
uncredited. She helped develop the Primary Mental Abilities test battery, a group intelli-
gence test, and was professor of education at the University of North Carolina and direc-
tor of the psychometric laboratory. Her husband described her as a “genius in test
construction” (Thurstone, 1952, p. 317).

Psyche Cattell (1893–1989) was the daughter of James McKeen Cattell, who refused to
support her college education because he thought she was not smart enough.
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Nevertheless, she earned her doctoral degree in education from Harvard University in
1927. Her contributions to the testing movement included extending the age range of the
Stanford-Binet downward with the Cattell Infant Intelligence Scale. Her test could be used
with infants as young as three months old.

The long career of Anne Anastasi (1908–2001) at Fordham University established
her as an authority on psychological testing. She was successful from an early age,
entering college at 15 and earning her doctoral degree at 21. She decided to become a
psychologist because of the influence of one of her professors, Harry Hollingworth.
Anastasi wrote more than 150 articles and books, including a popular textbook on psy-
chological testing (Anastasi, 1988, 1993). In 1971, she served as APA president and
received many professional honors, including the National Medal of Science. One sur-
vey named Anastasi the most prominent female psychologist in the English-speaking
world (Gavin, 1987).

A year after Anastasi married, at the age of 25, she was diagnosed with cervical can-
cer. The treatment left her unable to bear children, yet she viewed the cancer as “one of
the principle reasons for her success. Women of her generation frequently had to choose
between motherhood and a career. That choice was taken from her, and she was free to
concentrate on her career without conflict or guilt” (Hogan, 2003, p. 267).

Although some women became successful in areas such as testing, working in applied
psychology put them at a professional disadvantage. Jobs in nonacademic institutions
rarely provide the time, financial support, or graduate-student assistance required to con-
duct research and write scholarly articles, which are the primary vehicles for professional
visibility. In an applied setting such as a business agency or a clinic, one’s contributions
often go unrecognized beyond the confines of that organization.

Thus, the tremendous growth of applied psychology in the United States—the legacy
of the functionalist school of psychology—offered employment opportunities for women,
but it also meant that they remained largely removed from mainstream academic psy-
chology, where the theories, research, and schools of thought were being developed.

Many academic psychologists held a negative view of applied work, considering it
menial and inferior. Applied areas such as counseling were belittled as “women’s
work.” Published histories of psychology tended to undervalue applied psychology and
the contributions of the many women pioneers who worked in hospitals, clinics, busi-
nesses, research institutes, and military and government agencies. It is interesting to
note that no woman was elected president of the American Association for Applied Psy-
chology, despite the fact that by 1941 one-third of its members were women (Rossiter,
1982). Also by that time, approximately half of all psychology jobs in educational and
clinical organizations were held by women (Gilgen, Gilgen, Koltsova, & Oleinik, 1997).

The Clinical Psychology Movement
While Cattell was changing forever the nature of American psychology by applying it to
the measurement of mental abilities, a student of Cattell and Wundt was applying psychol-
ogy to the assessment and treatment of abnormal behavior. Just 17 years after Wundt de-
fined and founded the new science of psychology, we have yet another of his former
students using psychology in a practical manner inconsistent with Wundt’s intentions.

Lightner Witmer (1867–1956)
Lightner Witmer taught psychology at the University of Pennsylvania, filling that posi-
tion when Cattell left for Columbia University. Described as contentious, antisocial, and
conceited (Landy, 1992), Witmer began the field he called clinical psychology. In 1896 he
opened the world’s first psychology clinic.LIGHTNER WITMER
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The kind of psychology Witmer practiced in his clinic was not clinical psychology as we
know it today. Witmer did not practice psychotherapy, a technique he “detested” and knew
little about (Taylor, 2000, p. 1029). Instead, he was interested in assessing and treating
learning and behavioral problems in schoolchildren, an applied specialty area now called
school psychology. Although Witmer was instrumental in developing clinical psychology
and used the term freely, the field has become much broader than he ever envisioned.

Witmer offered the first college course on clinical psychology and started the first
journal, Psychological Clinic, which he edited for 29 years. He was one of those pioneers
of the functionalist approach to psychology who believed that the new science should be
used to help people solve problems rather than to study the contents of their minds.

Witmer’s Life

Born in 1867 in Philadelphia, Witmer graduated from the University of Pennsylvania in
1884 and taught history and English at a Philadelphia private school before returning to
the university for law courses. He apparently had no thought of a career in psychology at
the time but changed his mind for a practical reason. He wanted a paid assistantship,
and one of the few available was with Cattell in the psychology department. Here again
we see the influence of economic forces. Witmer’s biographer noted:

Witmer’s actual entry into psychology was occasioned in part by the very down-to-earth
need for the additional income that would be provided by an assistantship. (McReynolds,
1997, p. 34)

Witmer began research studies on individual differences in reaction time and ex-
pected to earn his Ph.D. from Penn, but Cattell had other plans. He thought so highly
of Witmer that he chose him as his successor. This was a remarkable opportunity for the
young man, but Cattell placed one condition on the appointment: Witmer would have to
go to Leipzig to earn his doctorate from Wundt. Because the prestige of a German Ph.D.
was still paramount in the 1880s, Witmer agreed to go.

He studied with Wundt and with Külpe; Titchener was one of his classmates. Witmer
was not impressed with Wundt’s research methods, calling them slovenly. He described
how Wundt once made Titchener repeat an observation “because the results obtained by
Titchener were not such as he, Wundt, had anticipated” (quoted in O’Donnell, 1985,
p. 35). Witmer participated as a subject in Wundt’s reaction time studies, but his service
did not last long because his reaction times “were the quickest ever recorded in Wundt’s
laboratory. This led to Wundt claiming that Witmer was not doing the task as a proper
introspectionist should.” Wundt refused to use Witmer’s data; Witmer quickly came to
doubt the usefulness of the introspective method (Benjafield, 2010, p. 56).

Witmer later said he got nothing out of his Leipzig experience but his degree. Wundt
refused to allow Witmer to continue the reaction-time work he had begun with Cattell and
restricted Witmer’s studies to introspective research on the elements of consciousness.

Nevertheless, Witmer did receive his degree, and he returned to his new position at the
University of Pennsylvania in the summer of 1892, the same year Titchener earned his de-
gree and went to Cornell University. This also was the year another of Wundt’s students,
Hugo Münsterberg, was brought to Harvard University by William James, and the year
Hall started the APA with Witmer as one of the charter members. Thus we see that the
functional, applied spirit had begun to take hold of American psychology.

For two years Witmer worked as an experimental psychologist, conducting research
and presenting papers on individual differences and on the psychology of pain. At the
same time, he was searching for an opportunity to apply psychology to abnormal behav-
ior. The chance came in March 1896, resulting from an incident that originated in the
economic circumstances of the time: the growth in funding for public education.
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Many state boards of education were establishing college-level departments of peda-
gogy to offer instruction in the principles and methods of teaching. Psychologists were
being asked to offer courses to education majors and to public school teachers working
for advanced degrees. Psychologists were urged to shift the focus of their laboratory re-
search from experimental work to finding ways to train students to become educational
psychologists. Psychology departments profited handsomely from this sudden influx of
students because then, as now, departmental budgets were contingent on enrollments.

Witmer taught some of the courses established for public school teachers at the Uni-
versity of Pennsylvania. In 1896 one of these teachers, Margaret Maguire, consulted
Witmer about a problem with a 14-year-old student who was having difficulty learning
to spell, although he was progressing in some other subjects. Could psychology help?
Witmer wrote, “It appeared to me that if psychology was worth anything to me or to
others, it should be able to assist the efforts of a teacher in a retarded case of this kind”
(quoted in McReynolds, 1997, p. 76).

Witmer organized a makeshift clinic and thus embarked on his lifelong work. Within a
few months, Witmer was preparing courses on methods for treating mentally defective,
blind, and disturbed children. He published an article in the journal Pediatrics titled “Prac-
tical Work in Psychology,” recommending that psychology be applied to practical affairs:

The practical side of psychology deserves serious attention from professional psycholo-
gists. The practice of psychology may become as well defined a pursuit of a trained pro-
fessional class as is the practice of medicine. (quoted in McReynolds, 1997, p. 78)

He presented a paper on the topic at the annual APA meeting, using the term “clini-
cal psychology” for the first time. In 1907 he founded the journal Psychological Clinic,
the first and for many years the only journal in the field. In the first issue Witmer pro-
posed the new profession of clinical psychology. The following year he established a
boarding school for retarded and disturbed children, and in 1909 he expanded his uni-
versity clinic as a separate administrative unit.

Witmer remained at the University of Pennsylvania, teaching, promoting, and practic-
ing his clinical psychology. He retired from the university in 1937 and died in 1956 at
the age of 89, the last of the small group of psychologists who had met in G. Stanley
Hall’s study in 1892 to found the APA.

Clinics for Child Evaluation

As the world’s first clinical psychologist, Witmer had no examples or precedents for his
actions, so he developed diagnostic and treatment approaches as needed. “The absence of
any principles to guide me made it necessary to apply myself directly to the study of
these children, working out my methods as I went along” (Witmer, 1907/1996, p. 249).

Children who had been referred to Witmer’s clinic showed a broad range of pro-
blems, some of which he identified as hyperactivity, learning disabilities, and poor speech
and motor development. As his experience and confidence grew, he developed standard
programs of assessment and treatment. In time he added physicians, social workers, and
psychologists to the clinic’s staff.

Witmer recognized that emotional and cognitive functioning could be affected by
physical problems, so he had physicians examine the children to determine if malnutri-
tion or visual and hearing deficits were contributing to a child’s difficulties. The patients
were then tested and interviewed by the psychologists, and social workers prepared case
histories on their family background.

Initially Witmer believed genetic factors were largely responsible for behavioral and
cognitive disturbances, but he later realized that environmental factors were more impor-
tant. He foresaw the need to provide a variety of sensory experiences early in a child’s
life, anticipating a Head Start type of enrichment and intervention program. He believed
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in involving families and schools in the treatment of his patients, arguing that if home
and school conditions were improved, a child’s behavior might change for the better.

Comment

Many psychologists soon followed Witmer’s example. By 1914 almost 20 psychology
clinics were operating in the United States, the majority patterned on Witmer’s clinic.
In addition, the students he trained spread his approach and taught new generations of
students about clinical work. Witmer’s influence spread to the area of special education.
His student Morris Viteles extended Witmer’s work by establishing a vocational guid-
ance clinic, the first such facility in the United States. Other followers applied Witmer’s
clinical approach to adult patients.

The Profession of Clinical Psychology
In addition to Witmer’s efforts to apply psychology to the assessment and treatment of
abnormal behavior, two books provided an impetus to the field. Clifford Beers, a former
mental patient, wrote A Mind That Found Itself (1908), which became immensely popu-
lar and focused public attention on the need to deal humanely with mentally ill people.
Hugo Münsterberg’s Psychotherapy (1909), also widely read, described techniques for
treating a variety of mental disorders. Münsterberg promoted clinical psychology by de-
scribing specific ways in which disturbed persons could be helped.

The first child guidance clinic was established in 1909 by a Chicago psychiatrist,
William Healey. More such clinics followed. Their purpose was to treat childhood disor-
ders early so that the problems would not develop into more serious disturbances in adult-
hood. These clinics used Witmer’s team approach, in which physicians, psychologists,
psychiatrists, and social workers combined to evaluate all aspects of a patient’s problem.

The ideas of Sigmund Freud were crucial to the advancement of clinical psychology and
moved the field far beyond its origins in Witmer’s clinic. Freudian psychoanalysis both fas-
cinated and outraged segments of the psychology establishment and the American public.
Freud’s ideas provided clinical psychologists with their initial psychological techniques
of therapy.

Nevertheless, clinical psychology advanced slowly as a profession. As late as 1918,
nine years after Freud’s visit to the United States, there were still no graduate programs
in clinical psychology. Even by 1940, clinical psychology remained only a minor part of
psychology. Few treatment facilities existed for disturbed adults and, consequently, there
were few job opportunities for clinical psychologists. Training programs for new clinical
psychologists were limited. Job duties rarely extended beyond administering tests.

However, the situation changed when the United States entered World War II in 1941.
Large numbers of draftees “showed up at induction centers with severe anxieties, depres-
sion, antisocial demeanors, uncontrolled anger, and generally unstable psychic presenta-
tions. They were bed-wetters, dropouts, and chronic misfits” (Engel, 2008, pp. 43-44). By
the time the war ended in 1945, almost 2 million men had been rejected for military ser-
vice for psychiatric reasons. Of those accepted, 1 million had to be hospitalized for treat-
ment of mental disorders during their time on active duty, and another 500,000 were
discharged for the same reason. The military leadership quickly concluded that a lot of
men needed help and there were not enough psychologists or mental health counselors
to do the job. That stimulus helped make clinical psychology the dynamic applied spe-
cialty area it has become. The army established training programs for hundreds of clinical
psychologists so they could treat the emotional disturbances of military personnel.

After the war the need for clinical psychologists was even greater. The Veterans Ad-
ministration (the VA, now the Department of Veterans Affairs) found itself responsible
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for more than 40,000 veterans diagnosed with psychiatric problems. More than 3 million
others needed vocational and personal counseling to help them return comfortably to
civilian life. Some 315,000 veterans expected assistance in adjusting to physical disabil-
ities resulting from war wounds. The demand for mental health professionals was stag-
gering and far exceeded the supply.

To help meet these needs, the VA funded university-level graduate programs and paid
tuition for graduate students willing to work at VA hospitals and clinics. One outcome of
these programs was that clinical psychologists would be dealing with a different type of
patient. Prior to the war, most of their work had been with children who had delin-
quency and adjustment problems, but the veterans’ postwar needs brought adult patients
with more severe emotional problems. The Department of Veterans Affairs remains the
largest employer of psychologists in the United States.

Today, clinical psychologists are employed in mental health centers, schools, busi-
nesses, and private practices. Clinical psychology is the largest of the applied specialty
areas, with more than one-third of all graduate students enrolled in clinical programs.

The Industrial-Organizational
Psychology Movement
Another student of Wundt’s at Leipzig, Walter Dill Scott, left the world of pure intro-
spective psychology to apply the new science to advertising and business. Scott dedicated
much of his adult life to make the marketplace and the workplace more efficient and to
determine how business leaders could motivate employees and consumers.

Walter Dill Scott (1869–1955)
Scott’s work reflects the concern of the functionalist school of psychology with practical
issues. One historian of psychology noted:

Upon returning from Wundt’s Leipzig to turn-of-the-century Chicago, Scott’s publica-
tions shifted from Germanic theorizing to American usefulness. Instead of explaining
motives and impulses in general, Scott described how to influence people, including con-
sumers, lecture audiences, and workers. (Von Mayrhauser, 1989, p. 61)

Scott compiled an impressive list of firsts. He was the first person to apply psychology
to personnel selection, management, and advertising. He was the author of the first book
in the field and the first to hold the title of professor of applied psychology. In addition,
he was the founder of the first psychological consulting company, and the first psychol-
ogist to receive the Distinguished Service Medal from the U.S. Army.

Scott’s Life

Born on a farm near the town of Normal, Illinois, the young Scott was struck by the idea
of workplace efficiency while he was plowing a field. Because his father was often ill, the
12-year-old boy bore much of the responsibility for the operation of the small family farm.
One day he paused at the end of a plowed furrow to rest his two horses. Gazing in the
distance at the campus buildings of Illinois State Normal University, he suddenly realized
that if he were ever going to achieve anything in this world, he would have to stop wasting
time. Here he was losing 10 minutes out of every hour’s plowing to rest the horses! That
added up to about an hour and a half every day, time he could use for studying. Scott
decided to carry books with him and to spend every spare moment reading.

To earn his college tuition, he picked and canned blackberries, salvaged scrap metal to
sell, and took on odd jobs. He saved some of the money and spent the rest on books. At
age 19 he enrolled at Illinois State Normal University to begin his long journey away
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from the farm. Two years later he won a scholarship to Northwestern University in
Evanston, Illinois, and took tutoring jobs to make extra money. He played varsity foot-
ball and met Anna Marcy Miller, the woman he would marry.

He also chose his career; he decided to become a missionary to China, although it
meant three more years of study. By the time Scott graduated from a Chicago theological
seminary, prepared to depart for China, there were no vacancies for missionaries—China
was full. It was then that his thoughts turned to psychology. He had taken a psychology
course and liked it and had read a magazine article about Wundt’s Leipzig laboratory.
With his scholarships, tutoring, and frugal lifestyle, Scott had saved several thousand dol-
lars, enough to pay for the passage to Germany and to get married.

On July 21, 1898, Scott and his bride departed. While he studied with Wundt, Anna
Miller Scott worked on her Ph.D. in literature at the University of Halle, 20 miles away.
Often they saw each other only on weekends. Both received doctoral degrees two years
later. Scott joined the faculty of Northwestern University as instructor of psychology and
pedagogy, showing he was already influenced by the trend toward applying psychology
to problems in education.

A few years later his interests changed when an advertising executive asked him to
attempt to apply psychology to make advertisements more effective. The idea intrigued
him. In keeping with the spirit of American functionalism, Scott’s path continued to di-
verge from Wundtian psychology as he found more ways to use psychology to deal with
real-world concerns.

Scott wrote The Theory and Practice of Advertising (1903), the first book on the topic,
and followed it with other books and magazine articles. His expertise, reputation, and
contacts in the business community broadened quickly. He also directed his attention
to problems of personnel selection and management. In 1905 he was promoted to pro-
fessor, and in 1909 became professor of advertising at Northwestern’s school of com-
merce. In 1916 he was appointed professor of applied psychology and director of the
bureau of salesmanship research at Pittsburgh’s Carnegie Technical University.

When the United States entered World War I in 1917, Scott offered his skills to the
army to help select military personnel. At first Scott and his proposals were not well re-
ceived, as not everyone was convinced of psychology’s practical value. The army general
with whom Scott dealt was outraged and voiced his suspicions of professors. “He said it
was his function to see that college professors did not get in the way of progress, that we
were at war with Germany and that we had no time to fool with experiments” (Scott,
quoted in Von Mayrhauser, 1989, p. 65). Scott calmed the irate man, took him to lunch,
and persuaded him of the value of his selection techniques. Apparently Scott proved his
point; the army later awarded him its Distinguished Service Medal.

After the war, Scott formed his own company (called, imaginatively, The Scott
Company) to provide consulting services to corporations that sought assistance with
problems of personnel selection and worker efficiency. He also served as president of
Northwestern University from 1920 to 1939. The university’s Scott Hall is named for
both Walter Dill Scott and Anna Miller Scott.

Advertising and Human Suggestibility

The imprint of Scott’s training in Wundt’s physiologically oriented experimental psy-
chology and his attempt to extend it into the realm of the practical are evident in his
writings on advertising. For example, he noted that the human sense organs were the

… windows of the soul. The more sensations we receive from an object, the better we
know it. The function of the nervous system is to make us aware of the sights, sounds,
feelings, tastes, et cetera, of the objects in our environment.
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Advertisements are sometimes spoken of as the nervous system of the business
world. The advertisement of musical instruments which contains nothing to awaken
images of sounds is a defective advertisement. As our nervous system is arranged to
give us all the possible sensations from every object, so the advertisement which is com-
parable to the nervous system must awaken in the reader as many different kinds of
images as the object itself can excite. (quoted in Jacobson, 1951, p. 75)

Scott argued that because consumers often do not act rationally, they can be easily
influenced. He cited emotion, sympathy, and sentimentality as factors that heighten con-
sumer suggestibility. He also believed, as was common at the time, that women were
more persuadable than were men. Applying his law of suggestibility, he recommended
that companies use direct commands—such as Use Pears Soap—to sell products. He pro-
moted the use of return coupons because they required consumers to take direct action,
such as tearing the coupon out of the newspaper, filling in their name and address, and
mailing it to the company to receive a free sample. These techniques were eagerly
adopted by advertisers and by 1910 were widely used.

Employee Selection

For selecting the best employees, especially among salespeople, business executives, and
military personnel, Scott devised rating scales and group tests to measure the character-
istics of people who were already successful in those occupations.

Like Witmer in clinical psychology, Scott had no prior work on which to base his ap-
proach. He questioned army officers and business managers, asking them to rank their
subordinates on appearance, demeanor, sincerity, productivity, character, and value to
the organization. He then ranked job applicants on the qualities found to be necessary
for effective job performance, a procedure similar to that in use today.

Scott developed psychological tests to measure intelligence and other abilities, but in-
stead of assessing individual applicants he constructed tests to administer to groups.
When large numbers of candidates must be evaluated within a short period of time, it
is more efficient and less expensive to test groups.

Scott’s tests differed from those being developed by Cattell and other applied psychol-
ogists. Scott was not only measuring general intelligence but in addition was interested
in determining how a person used his or her intelligence. In other words, he wanted to
understand how people processed information and how intelligence operated in the
everyday world. Scott defined intelligence not in terms of specific cognitive abilities but
in practical terms such as judgment, quickness, and accuracy. The latter were the char-
acteristics needed to perform well on a job. He compared applicants’ test scores with the
scores of successful employees and was unconcerned with what those test scores might
signify about mental elements.

Comment

Scott, like Witmer, received only passing attention in the history of psychology for many
years. There are several reasons for this relative neglect. Like most applied psychologists, Scott
formulated no theories, founded no school of thought, and trained no loyal core of students
to continue his work. He conducted little experimental research and published rarely in the
mainstream journals. His work for private corporations and for the military was strictly prob-
lem oriented. Many academic psychologists, particularly those in tenured positions with major
universities and well-funded laboratories, discounted the work of applied psychologists, believ-
ing it contributed little to the advancement of psychology as a science.

Scott and other applied psychologists disputed this notion. They found no conflict be-
tween applying psychology and advancing it as a science. Applied psychologists argued
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that bringing psychology to the public’s attention demonstrated its worth, which in turn
increased the recognition of psychological research in the academic laboratories. Thus,
the pioneers of applied psychology reflected the American functionalist spirit and the
goal of making psychology useful.

The Impact of the World Wars
World War I brought about a monumental increase in the scope, popularity, and growth
of industrial-organizational psychology. We noted that Scott volunteered his services to
the U.S. Army and developed a rating scale for selecting army captains based on his tests
for rating business leaders. By the end of the war, he had evaluated the job qualifications
of 3 million soldiers, and his work provided another highly publicized example of psy-
chology’s practical worth. After the war, business, industry, and government clamored
for the services of industrial psychologists to reorganize their personnel procedures and
to prepare psychological tests to help select the best employees.

World War II brought even more psychologists into war work for testing, screening,
and classifying recruits. Also, by then the weapons of war (such as high-speed aircraft)
had become increasingly complex, requiring more highly skilled people to operate them.
The need to identify those military personnel who possessed the ability to learn the
required skills led psychologists to refine their selection and training procedures. These ne-
cessities of war also spawned a new specialty within industrial psychology variously called
engineering psychology, human engineering, human factors engineering, or ergonomics.

Engineering psychologists work closely with weapons systems engineers to supply infor-
mation about human capacities and limitations. Their work directly influences the design
of military equipment to make it more compatible with the abilities of the people who use
it. Engineering psychologists today work not only on military hardware but also on con-
sumer products such as computer keyboards and the display of information on computer
monitors, office furniture, home appliances, and automobile dashboard displays.

The Hawthorne Studies and Organizational Issues
The primary focus of industrial psychologists during the 1920s was the selection and
placement of job applicants—matching the right person with the right job. In 1927, the
scope of the field broadened considerably with an innovative research program
conducted by the Western Electric Company at its Hawthorne plant in Illinois
(Roethlisberger & Dickson, 1939). These studies extended the field beyond selection
and placement to more complex problems of human relations, motivation, and morale.

The research began as a straightforward investigation of the effects of the physical
work environment—such as conditions of lighting and temperature—on the efficiency
of the employees. The results astonished the psychologists and the plant managers.
They found that social and psychological aspects of the workplace were much more im-
portant than the physical conditions.

For example, researchers conducted

… 20,000 interviews of workers and found that it was not the substance of the inter-
views but the very fact of being interviewed (i.e., being given attention, scrutinized, sur-
veyed, watched, listened to) that defused their griping and made them more docile and
“better adjusted.” (Lemov, 2005, p. 65)

In other words, just the fact of being questioned or observed on the job as part of a
research program persuaded many workers that management cared, that their boss was
truly interested in them as individuals and not merely as interchangeable cogs in the
great industrial machine.
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The Hawthorne studies led psychologists to explore the social-psychological work cli-
mate, including the behavior of leaders, informal work groups, employee attitudes, com-
munication patterns between workers and managers, and other factors capable of
influencing motivation, productivity, and satisfaction. Business leaders soon came to rec-
ognize and accept the impact of these forces on job performance. Psychologists today
study different types of organizations, their communication and organizational styles,
and their formal and informal social structures. Recognizing the importance of organiza-
tional variables, the APA’s Division of Industrial Psychology was renamed the Society for
Industrial and Organizational Psychology.

Contributions of Women to
Industrial-Organizational Psychology
Industrial-organizational psychology as a profession historically has provided career op-
portunities for women. The first person to receive a Ph.D. in the field was Lillian Moller
Gilbreth (1878–1972), who earned her degree in 1915 from Brown University. With her
husband, Frank Gilbreth, she promoted time-and-motion analysis as a technique to im-
prove efficiency in job performance. However, many business leaders of the day refused
to accept female psychologists in their offices or factories.

When Lillian and Frank wrote a book on industrial efficiency, the publisher refused to
put her name on the cover, explaining that a woman’s name would detract from the
book’s credibility. Her own book about the psychology of management was published
only when she agreed to be named L. M. Gilbreth instead of Lillian Gilbreth; it was
said that businessmen would never buy it if a woman’s name was on it. She overcame
these and other barriers to have a long, successful career (Kelly & Kelly, 1990; Lancaster,
2004). Her likeness even appeared on a U.S. postage stamp.

And Lillian Gilbreth did it all while raising 12 children. “Between 1905 and 1922,
Lillian gave birth 13 times, at 15-month intervals; one child died at the age of 5” (Lepore,
2009, p. 88). She worked well into her nineties and was responsible for major changes in
the way in which work is managed and the efficiency with which it is carried out both in
organizations and in the home. For example, open your refrigerator and look at the
shelves inside the door. That was Lillian Gilbreth’s idea. As a result, refrigerators have a

Studies conducted during the 1920s and 1930s at the Hawthorne, Illinois, plant of the Western Electric
Company led applied psychologists into the complex areas of human relations, leadership styles, and
employee motivation and morale.
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greater capacity and a more efficient design. For more about Lillian Gilbreth, go to www.
webster.edu~woolflm/gilbreth2.html. Today, more than half of all Ph.D. candidates in
industrial-organizational psychology are women.

Hugo Münsterberg (1863–1916)
Hugo Münsterberg, the stereotypical German professor, for a time was a phenomenal suc-
cess in American psychology and much in the public eye. He wrote hundreds of popular
magazine articles and almost two dozen books in such applied areas as clinical, industrial,
and forensic psychology. He was a frequent visitor to the White House as the guest of pre-
sidents Theodore Roosevelt and William Howard Taft. Münsterberg was a powerful con-
sultant to business and government leaders and counted among his acquaintances the rich
and famous, including Germany’s Kaiser Wilhelm, steel magnate Andrew Carnegie, philos-
opher Bertrand Russell, and assorted movie stars and intellectuals.

For a time Münsterberg was an honored professor at Harvard University. He was
elected president of both the APA and the American Philosophical Association. A
founder of applied psychology in the United States and Europe, he was also one of only
two psychologists ever accused of being a spy.

Münsterberg has been described as a “prolific propagandizer for applied psychology”
(O’Donnell, 1985, p. 225). According to his biographer, Münsterberg was also a successful
publicist, “blessed with an uncanny flair for the sensational. [His] life can be read as a series
of promotions—of himself, his science, and his [German] fatherland” (Hale, 1980, p. 3).

He was extremely self-centered and had a strong sense of self-importance. The philosopher
George Santayana described him as “pompous” and “egotistical beyond endurance.”Münsterberg
once told Santayana, during a transatlantic crossing, that it was “surprising how many people
are sailing on this ship simply because I am here” (quoted in Benjamin, 2006b, p. 419).

Toward the end of his life Münsterberg became a figure of scorn and ridicule, the sub-
ject of newspaper cartoons and caricatures, an embarrassment to the university he had
served for many years, and “one of the most hated individuals in America” (Benjamin,
2000b, p. 113). When he died in 1916, there were few eulogies for the man who had
once been a giant in American psychology.

Münsterberg’s Life

In 1882, at the age of 19, Münsterberg left his birthplace in Danzig, Germany (now
Gdansk, Poland), and traveled to Leipzig, intending to study medicine at the university.
When he took a psychology course with Wilhelm Wundt, however, his career plans
changed. The new science excited him, promising opportunities that medical research
and practice did not. He earned his Ph.D. from Wundt in 1885 and an M.D. from the
University of Heidelberg two years later, expecting that both degrees would equip him
better for a career in academic research. He accepted a teaching position at the Univer-
sity of Freiburg and set up a laboratory in his home, at his own expense, because the
university lacked suitable facilities.

Münsterberg wrote articles about his experimental work in psychophysics, which
Wundt criticized because the research dealt with the mind’s cognitive contents rather
than feeling states. But Münsterberg’s work attracted followers, and soon students from
throughout Europe were flocking to his laboratory. He seemed well on his way to secur-
ing a major professorship and a reputation as a respected scholar.

William James enticed Münsterberg from this career path in 1892, offering him the
chance to become the highly paid director of Harvard’s psychology laboratory. James re-
sorted to flattery, writing to Münsterberg that Harvard was America’s greatest university
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and needed a genius to run its laboratory. Münsterberg preferred to stay in Germany,
but his ambition led him to accept James’s offer.

The transition from Germany to the United States and from pure experimental psy-
chology to applied psychology was difficult. At first Münsterberg disapproved of the
spread of applied psychology specialties. In an article in the American magazine Atlantic
Monthly (1898), he attacked colleagues who were applying psychological knowledge to
education or who used questionnaires and other mental measurement techniques
(Benjamin, 2006b). In so doing, he alienated many leading psychologists, including
Cattell. He also criticized those American psychologists who wrote for the general public,
gave paid lectures to business leaders, and offered their services for a fee. However, it was
not long before Münsterberg was doing the same.

After a decade at Harvard, perhaps realizing that no university in Germany was ever
going to offer him a professorship, he wrote his first book in English. American Traits
(1902) was a psychological, social, and cultural analysis of American society. A rapid and
gifted writer, Münsterberg was able to dictate to a secretary a 400-page book in less than a
month. James remarked that Münsterberg’s brain never seemed to get tired.

The enthusiastic response to Münsterberg’s book encouraged him to direct subse-
quent writings to the general public rather than to colleagues, and soon his work was a
staple in popular magazines instead of psychology journals. He abandoned psychophysi-
cal research on the mind’s contents to deal with everyday problems that psychologists
could solve. His articles covered courtroom trials and the criminal justice system, adver-
tising for consumer products, vocational counseling, mental health and psychotherapy,
education, issues in business and industry, and even the psychology of motion pictures.
He prepared correspondence courses on learning and business and made films about
mental tests that were shown in movie theaters nationwide.

Münsterberg never shied from controversy. During a sensational murder trial, he ad-
ministered almost 100 mental tests to the confessed killer of 18 people who had accused
a labor union leader of paying for the murders. On the basis of the test results, Münster-
berg announced, even before the jury reached its verdict in the labor leader’s trial, that
the murderer’s confession implicating the labor leader was true. When the jury acquitted
the labor leader, the damage to Münsterberg’s credibility was enormous; a newspaper
dubbed him Professor Monster-work.

In 1908, Münsterberg became involved with Prohibition, the movement to ban the
sale of alcoholic beverages. He argued against Prohibition, citing his expertise as a psy-
chologist, and expressed the position that alcoholic beverages in moderation could be
beneficial. German-American beer brewers, including Adolphus Busch and Gustave
Pabst, were delighted to have Münsterberg’s support and made sizable financial contribu-
tions to Münsterberg’s efforts to bolster Germany’s image in the United States. In an un-
fortunate and suspicious bit of timing, Busch donated $50,000 for Münsterberg’s proposed
Germanic Museum only a few weeks after Münsterberg published an article denouncing
Prohibition. The coincidence received considerable attention in the news media.

Münsterberg’s beliefs about women were also controversial. He was supportive of the
education of several female graduate students at Harvard, including Mary Whiton
Calkins (see Chapter 7), but in general he thought that graduate work was too demand-
ing for women. He declared that women should not be trained for careers because that
took them away from the home. Nor should women teach in the public schools because
they were poor role models for boys. And women should not be allowed to serve on ju-
ries because they were incapable of rational deliberation; this last remark generated inter-
national newspaper headlines.

Harvard’s president as well as many of Münsterberg’s colleagues were not pleased
with his sensational comments to the press on controversial issues, nor did they approve
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of his interest in applied psychology. Strained relations reached the breaking point over
Münsterberg’s vocal defense of his German homeland during World War I. American public
opinion was decidedly anti-German. Germany was the aggressor in a war that had claimed
millions of lives, but Münsterberg, still a German citizen, openly defended Germany.

Newspapers reported that Münsterberg was a secret agent, a spy, or a high-ranking
German military officer, and clamored for his resignation from Harvard. A London
newspaper called him one of the Kaiser’s American agents. Neighbors suspected that
the pigeons his daughter fed in the backyard of their house were carrying messages to
other spies. A Harvard alumnus offered $10 million if the university would fire Münsterberg
(Spillmann & Spillmann, 1993).

Colleagues snubbed him, and he received death threats in the mail. The ostracism and
virulent public attacks broke his spirit. On December 16, 1916, the newspapers published
speculations about peace talks in Europe. “By spring we shall have peace,” he told his
wife (Münsterberg, 1922, p. 302). He set off on foot through the deep snow to teach his
morning class and was exhausted by the time he reached the lecture hall. Münsterberg
entered the classroom and had lectured “for about a half hour when he appeared to hes-
itate and a moment later stretched his right hand toward the desk as though to steady
himself” (New York City Evening Mail, December 16, 1916).1 He fell to the floor without
saying another word and died instantly of a massive stroke.

Forensic Psychology and Eyewitness Testimony

Forensic psychology deals with psychology and the law. Münsterberg wrote magazine ar-
ticles on such topics as crime prevention, using hypnosis to question suspects and ad-
ministering mental tests to detect guilty persons and the questionable trustworthiness of
eyewitness testimony. He was particularly interested in the latter—the fallibility of hu-
man perception in viewing a criminal event and subsequently describing it.

He conducted research on simulated crimes in which witnesses were asked immedi-
ately after seeing the crime to describe what had occurred. The subjects disagreed on the
details, even though the scene was still fresh in their memory. Münsterberg asked how
accurate such testimony could be in a courtroom when the event under discussion would
have taken place many months earlier.

In 1908 he published On the Witness Stand, which described the psychological factors that
can affect a trial’s outcome. These include false confessions, the power of suggestion in the
cross-examination of witnesses, and the use of physiological measurements (heart rate, blood
pressure, and skin resistance) to detect heightened emotional states in suspects and defendants.
The book was reprinted as recently as 1976, almost 70 years after its publication, because of a
resurgence of interest in the issues he had raised (see Loftus, 1979; Loftus & Monahan, 1980).
The American Psychology-Law Society was established at that time as a division of the APA to
promote basic and applied research on forensic psychology.

Psychotherapy

Münsterberg’s 1909 book, Psychotherapy, focused on a different applied area. He treated
patients in his laboratory rather than in a clinic, and he never charged a fee. He insisted
that his position conveyed a certain authority that gave him the right to make direct sug-
gestions to patients about how they could be cured. He believed mental illness was really
a behavioral maladjustment problem, not something attributable to underlying uncon-
scious conflicts, as Sigmund Freud claimed. “There is no subconscious,” Münsterberg an-
nounced (quoted in Landy, 1992, p. 792). When Freud visited Clark University in 1909,

1We are grateful to Dr. Ludy T. Benjamin, Jr., for supplying this information based on his research on the
Münsterberg papers in the Boston Public Library.
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at the invitation of G. Stanley Hall, Münsterberg left the country to avoid a confronta-
tion. He returned only after Freud went back to Europe.

Although Münsterberg’s book on psychotherapy did much to bring the field of clini-
cal psychology to public attention, it was not well received by Lightner Witmer, who had
opened his clinic at the University of Pennsylvania several years before. Witmer had
never achieved, nor had he desired, the popular acclaim Münsterberg thrived on. In an
article in his journal, Psychological Clinic, Witmer complained that Münsterberg had
“cheapened” the profession by hawking claims of cures in the marketplace. He referred
to Münsterberg as little better than a faith healer because of the “jaunty way in which the
professor of psychology at [Harvard] goes about the country, claiming to have treated in
his psychological laboratory hundreds and hundreds of cases of this or that form of ner-
vous disorder” (quoted in Hale, 1980, p. 110).

Industrial Psychology

Münsterberg was also a promoter of industrial psychology. He embarked on this work in
1909 with an article titled “Psychology and the Market,” which covered several areas to
which psychology could contribute: vocational guidance, advertising, personnel manage-
ment, mental testing, employee motivation, and the effects of fatigue and monotony on
job performance.

He worked as a consultant for several companies and performed a great deal of practi-
cal research for them. He published his findings in Psychology and Industrial Efficiency
(1913), written for the general public. The book made the best-seller list. Münsterberg ar-
gued that the best way to increase job efficiency, productivity, and satisfaction was to se-
lect workers for positions that matched their mental and emotional abilities. How? By

Münsterberg designed the chronoscope to measure time intervals in units of hundredths of a second for
his research on worker efficiency.
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developing the proper psychological selection techniques, such as mental tests and job si-
mulations, to assess the applicants’ knowledge, skills, and abilities.

Münsterberg conducted research on such diverse occupations as ship captain, street-
car driver, telephone operator, and salesperson, to show how his selection techniques
could improve job performance. His studies also showed that talking while working de-
creased efficiency. His solution was not to prohibit conversation among the workers,
which would likely engender hostility, but to redesign the workplace to make it difficult
for workers to talk to one another. He suggested increasing the distance between ma-
chine work stations in the factory or separating office workers’ desks with partitions
(a forerunner of today’s office cubicles).

Comment

Münsterberg formulated no theories, started no new school of thought, and conducted
no academic research once he became an applied psychologist. His research served the
purposes of business; it was functional research that was oriented toward helping people
in some way. Although he had been trained by Wundt in the introspective method, he
criticized colleagues who were unwilling to use other psychological methods and findings
for the betterment of humanity. The overriding idea that characterized Münsterberg’s
colorful and controversial career was that psychology be useful. For all his Germanic
temperament, he was the quintessential American functional psychologist, reflecting
and displaying the spirit of his times.

Applied Psychology in the United States:
A National Mania
The contributions of psychologists during World War I put psychology “on the map and
on the front page” (Cattell, quoted in O’Donnell, 1985, p. 239). Hall wrote that the war
had “given applied psychology a tremendous impulse. This will, on the whole, do good
for psychology; [we] must not try to be too pure” (Hall, 1919, p. 48). Some journals, such
as the Journal of Experimental Psychology, ceased publication during the war years, but
the Journal of Applied Psychology thrived. By the time the war ended in 1918, applied
psychology had become far more respectable within the profession as a whole. “Applied
psychology is scientific work,” declared Thorndike. “Making psychology for business or
industry or the army is harder than making psychology for other psychologists, and in-
trinsically requires higher talents” (quoted in Camfield, 1992, p. 113).

Academic psychology also benefited from the success of applied psychology during the
war years. For the first time there were enough jobs and financial support for university
psychologists. New psychology departments were established, new buildings and laborato-
ries constructed, and more funds appropriated for faculty salaries. APA membership in-
creased threefold, from 336 in 1917 to over 1,100 in 1930 (Camfield, 1992). Still, most
academic psychologists disdained applied psychology. Lewis Terman, who developed the
Stanford-Binet intelligence test, recalled that “many of the old-line psychologists regarded
the whole test movement with scorn. I had the feeling that I hardly counted as a psychol-
ogist” (Terman, 1961, p. 324).

The APA, controlled by the academic branch of psychology, changed the membership
requirements in 1919. Candidates for membership had to have published experimental
research. In effect, this eliminated the possibility of membership for many applied psy-
chologists and certainly for most female psychologists, whose employment opportunities
were largely limited to applied work.

Despite this negative attitude toward applied psychology on the part of many university
psychologists, its popularity skyrocketed and it became something of a “national mania”
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(Dennis, 1984, p. 23). People came to believe that psychologists could fix everything—from
marital disharmony to job dissatisfaction—and sell everything from automobiles to tooth-
paste. New magazines promoted the field. Among the most popular were The Modern Psy-
chologist and a magazine with the even more promising-sounding title Psychology: Health,
Happiness, Success (Benjamin & Bryant, 1997). A 1923 editorial in The New York Times
noted that “the new psychology is making its way into one domain after another of human
activity, and always proves its value” (quoted in Dennis, 2002, p. 377).

An increasing clamor for solutions to real-world problems drew more and more
psychologists away from academic research and into applied areas. In the 1921
edition of Cattell’s American Men of Science, more than 75 percent of the listed
psychologists reported doing applied work; in 1910 the figure had been 50 percent
(O’Donnell, 1985). The meetings of the APA’s New York branch in the early 1920s show
a substantial increase from prewar days in the number of papers dealing with applied issues
(Benjamin, 1991).

However, by the 1930s, the decade of the worldwide economic depression, applied psy-
chology came under attack for failing to live up to its promises. Business leaders complained
that industrial psychologists were not curing all their corporate ills. For example, bad experi-
ences with poorly designed selection tests had led them to hire unproductive workers.

Perhaps the expectations of psychologists and their clients had been too high, but
whatever the reason, disenchantment with applied psychology set in. One vocal critic
was Grace Adams, a student of Titchener’s. In “The Decline of Psychology in America,”
an article in a popular magazine, Adams argued that psychology had “forsaken its sci-
entific roots so that individual psychologists might achieve popularity and prosperity”
(quoted in Benjamin, 1986, p. 944). The New York Times and other influential news-
papers criticized psychologists for overstating their abilities and failing to ameliorate
the malaise created by the economic depression. Public attention to psychology
declined, and its image was not restored until 1941, when the United States entered
World War II. Thus we see again that war has been a significant influence on psychology’s
development.

World War II (1941–1945) provided a different set of problems for psychology and
revived and expanded its influence. Fully 25 percent of American psychologists were
directly involved in the war effort, and many others made indirect contributions
through research and writing. Women psychologists had few opportunities to partici-
pate in war work; some were advised to do community volunteer work. Of the 1,006
psychologists who served in the U.S. armed forces, only 33 were women (Gilgen et al.,
1997). “World War II and the changed conditions of postwar American life resulted in
exponential growth in every area of psychology and created the need for a greater num-
ber of professional psychologists than ever before in the nation’s history” (Pickren,
2007, p. 279).

In the last half of the twentieth century, applied psychology outstripped the academic,
research-oriented psychology that had dominated for so many years. No longer was it
true that the majority of psychologists worked in universities conducting experimental
research. Before World War II, almost 70 percent of the doctorates awarded in psychol-
ogy were in experimental psychology. By 1984 that figure had dropped to 8 percent
(Goodstein, 1988). Before the war, 75 percent of all psychologists with doctoral degrees
worked in academic settings. By 1996, that number had fallen to 34 percent (Borman &
Cox, 1996). Currently, nearly 65 percent of all psychologists work in applied areas.

One result has been a shift in power within the APA, where applied psychologists
(particularly clinical psychologists) now assume a commanding position. In 1988 a group
of academic and research-oriented members revolted and founded their own organiza-
tion, the American Psychological Society (APS).

Applied Psychology in the United States: A National Mania 187



Comment

The nature of American psychology changed immensely in the years since Hall, Cattell,
Witmer, Scott, and Münsterberg studied with Wilhelm Wundt in Germany and brought
that psychology to the United States. Psychology is no longer restricted to lecture halls,
libraries, and laboratories but extends into many areas of everyday life. Today applied
psychologists work in testing, educational and school psychology, clinical and counseling
psychology, industrial-organizational psychology, forensic psychology, community psychol-
ogy, consumer psychology, population and environmental psychology, health and rehabili-
tation psychology, family services, exercise and sports psychology, military psychology,
media psychology, addictive behaviors, religion, culture, and concerns of minority groups.

None of these areas of application would have been possible had psychology remained
focused on mental elements or the contents of conscious experience. The people, ideas, and
events described in Chapters 6, 7, and 8 on the functionalist school of thought compelled
American psychology to move far beyond the confines of Wundt’s Leipzig laboratory.

Consider the following factors:

• Darwin’s notion of adaptation and function.
• Galton’s measurement of individual differences.
• The American intellectual focus on the practical and the useful.
• The shift within academic research laboratories from content to function brought

about by James, Angell, and Woodworth.
• Economic and social factors and the forces of war.

All these forces intertwined to bring forth the active, assertive, engaging, and influential
science of psychology that has changed our lives. This overall movement in American psy-
chology toward the practical was reinforced by the next school of thought in psychology’s
evolution—the school known as behaviorism.

Discussion Questions
1. What was the significance for psychology of the

Coca-Cola trial and Hollingworth’s research?
2. Why did the approaches to psychology pursued

by Wundt and by Titchener fail to survive in the
United States?

3. In what ways did psychology grow and prosper
in the United States in the period from 1880 to
1900? Give specific examples.

4. How did economic forces influence the develop-
ment of applied psychology? Do you think
applied psychology would have developed when
it did without these forces?

5. How did Cattell’s work alter the nature of
American psychology? How did he promote
psychology to the public?

6. Compare the approaches of Cattell and Binet to
the development of mental tests.

7. Describe the impact of World War I on the
testing movement.

8. Define the concepts of mental age and IQ. How
are they calculated?

9. Why did some organizations abandon the use of
psychological tests in the 1920s despite their
popularity?

10. How were tests used in the United States to
support the notion of racial differences in intel-
ligence and the alleged inferiority of immigrants?

11. In your opinion, are intelligence tests biased
against members of minority groups? Defend
your answer.

12. Discuss the role of women in the testing
movement. Why was their work at a professional
disadvantage?

13. How did the work of Witmer and Münsterberg
influence the growth of clinical psychology?

14. How did Witmer and Münsterberg differ in their
views of clinical psychology?
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15. Discuss the roles of Scott and Münsterberg in the
origin of industrial-organizational psychology.

16. How was industrial-organizational psychology
affected by the Hawthorne studies and the wars?

17. What role did women play in the development of
industrial-organizational psychology?

18. Describe Münsterberg’s contributions to forensic
psychology.

19. Why were Münsterberg’s outspoken views often
unpopular with other psychologists? How did he
come to be a despised figure among the general
public?

20. Compare the growth and popularity of applied
psychology in the 1920s, the 1930s, and the
period since the end of World War II.
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C HA P T E R 9
Behaviorism: Antecedent
Influences

Hans the Wonder Horse—Math Genius?
Clever Hans was the most famous horse in the entire history of psychology. Of course he
was the only horse in the history of psychology, but that does not diminish his extraor-
dinarily brilliant accomplishments. In the early 1900s nearly every person throughout
Europe and the United States knew about Hans the Wonder Horse. He was the smartest
horse in the world, and he was even reputed to be the most intelligent four-legged crea-
ture that had ever lived.

Clever Hans, who resided in Berlin, Germany, was clearly a celebrity. Advertisers used
his name to sell their products. His achievements inspired songs, magazine articles,
and books. His phenomenal knowledge was tested by eminent mathematicians, and he
was judged to have numerical reasoning ability equivalent to that of a typical 14-year-
old boy.

Hans could add and subtract, use fractions and decimals, read, identify coins, play
card games, spell, recognize a variety of objects, and perform astonishing feats of mem-
ory. A writer for the New York Times claimed that Hans “forms little sentences, remem-
bers them the next day, and discriminates 12 colors and shades” (August 14, 1904). The
horse replied to the questions posed to him by tapping its hoof a specific number of
times or by nodding its head in the direction of the appropriate object.

“How many of the gentlemen present are wearing straw hats?” the horse was asked.
Clever Hans tapped the answer with his right foot, being careful to omit the straw

hats worn by the ladies.
“What is the lady holding in her hand?”
The horse tapped out “Schirm,” meaning parasol, indicating each of the letters by

means of a special chart. He was invariably successful at distinguishing between canes
and parasols and also between straw and felt hats.

More important, Hans could think for himself. When asked a completely novel
question, such as how many corners in a circle, he shook his head from side to side to
say there were none. (Fernald, 1984, p. 19)

No wonder people were dazzled. No wonder Hans’s owner, Wilhelm von Osten, a retired
mathematics teacher, was pleased. He had spent several years teaching Hans the funda-
mentals of human intelligence (having tried previously, and unsuccessfully, to teach a cat
and a bear).

Von Osten did not profit financially from Hans’s performances. When he staged
demonstrations of Hans’s brilliance, in the courtyard of his apartment building, he never
charged a fee. Nor did he benefit from the resulting publicity. The motivation for his
painstaking efforts was purely scientific. His goal was to prove that Darwin was correct

Hans the Wonder
Horse—Math Genius?

Toward a Science of
Behavior

The Influence of Animal
Psychology on Behaviorism

Jacques Loeb (1859–1924)

Rats, Ants, and the Animal
Mind

On Becoming an Animal
Psychologist

Was Hans Really Clever?

Edward Lee Thorndike
(1874–1949)

Thorndike’s Life

Connectionism
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Ivan Petrovitch Pavlov
(1849–1936)

Pavlov’s Life

Conditioned Reflexes

E. B. Twitmyer
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Vladimir M. Bekhterev
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Associated Reflexes
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in suggesting that humans and animals have similar mental processes. Von Osten be-
lieved that the only reason horses and other animals appear to be less intelligent is be-
cause they have not been given sufficient education. He was convinced that with the
right kind of training, the horse could show that it was an intelligent being. Because of
his efforts, much of the Western world was convinced!

But there were some skeptics, some doubters, who questioned whether Hans or any
other animal could really be so clever. There had to be trickery involved. Some thought
it was the scandal of the century.

Do you believe it is possible to teach an animal to answer such questions correctly?
Was the display of the animal’s intelligence legitimate? And what does this all have to
do with the history of psychology? We will see that it was a psychologist who finally
solved the mystery.

Toward a Science of Behavior
By the second decade of the twentieth century, fewer than 40 years after Wilhelm Wundt
formally launched psychology, the science had undergone drastic revision. No longer did
all psychologists agree on the value of introspection, the existence of mental elements, or
the need for psychology to remain a pure science. The functional psychologists were re-
writing the rules, using psychology in ways that were unacceptable at Leipzig and
Cornell.

The movement toward functionalism was less revolutionary than evolutionary. The
functionalists did not set out deliberately to destroy the establishment of Wundt and
E. B. Titchener. Instead they modified it, adding a bit here and changing something
there, so that over the years a new form of psychology emerged. It was more a chipping
away from the inside than an attack from the outside.

The leaders of the functionalist movement were not eager to formalize their position.
They saw their task not as breaking with the past but building on it. Thus, the situation
in American psychology in the second decade of the twentieth century was that

Clever Hans, the clever horse.
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functionalism was maturing, while structuralism maintained a strong but no longer ex-
clusive position.

The year 1913 brought a declaration of war, a deliberate break with both of these po-
sitions. A protest movement began that was intended to destroy the older points of view.
Its leader wanted no modification of the past, and no compromise with it. This revolu-
tionary movement was called behaviorism, and it was promoted by the 35-year-old
American psychologist John B. Watson. Just 10 years earlier, Watson had received his
Ph.D. from James Rowland Angell at the University of Chicago, when it was the center
of functional psychology, one of the two movements Watson set out to smash.

The basic tenets of Watson’s behaviorism were simple, direct, and bold. He called for a
scientific psychology that dealt only with observable behavioral acts that could be de-
scribed objectively in terms such as “stimulus” and “response.” Further, Watson’s psy-
chology rejected all mentalistic concepts and terms. Words such as “image,” “sensation,”
“mind,” and “consciousness”—which had been carried over from the days of mental
philosophy—were meaningless for a science of behavior, so far as Watson was concerned.

Watson was particularly vehement in rejecting the concept of consciousness. He be-
lieved that consciousness had absolutely no value for behavioral psychology. Further, he
said that consciousness had “never been seen, touched, smelled, tasted, or moved. It is a
plain assumption just as unprovable as the old concept of the soul” (Watson & McDou-
gall, 1929, p. 14). Therefore, introspection, which assumed the existence of conscious
processes, was irrelevant and of no use to a science of behavior.

These basic ideas of the behaviorist movement did not originate with Watson but had
been developing for some time in psychology and in biology. Like all founders, Watson
organized and promoted ideas and issues that already were acceptable to the intellectual
Zeitgeist. Consider, then, the major forces Watson effectively brought together to form
his system of behavioral psychology: the philosophical tradition of objectivism and
mechanism, animal psychology, and functional psychology.

The recognition of the need for greater objectivity in psychology has a long history. It
can be traced to Descartes, whose mechanistic explanations for the operations of the hu-
man body were among the initial steps toward an objective science. More important in the
history of objectivism is the French philosopher Auguste Comte (see Chapter 2), founder
of the movement known as positivism that emphasized positive knowledge (facts), the
truth of which was not debatable. According to Comte, the only valid knowledge is that
which is social in nature and objectively observable. These criteria rule out introspection,
which depends on a private individual consciousness and cannot be objectively observed.

By the early years of the twentieth century, positivism had become part of the scien-
tific Zeitgeist. In his writings, Watson rarely discussed positivism, nor did most Ameri-
can psychologists of the day; there was no need to do so. According to one historian,
these psychologists “acted like positivists, even if they did not assume the label” (Logue,
1985, p. 149). Thus, by the time Watson set to work on his behaviorism, the objectivistic,
mechanistic, and materialistic influences were so pervasive that they led inevitably to a
new kind of psychology—one without consciousness, mind, or soul—one that focused
on only what could be seen, heard, or touched. The result was a science of behavior
that viewed human beings as machines.

The Influence of Animal Psychology
on Behaviorism
Watson offered a clear statement of the relationship between animal psychology and
behaviorism: behaviorism is a direct outgrowth of studies in animal behavior during the
first decade of the twentieth century (Watson, 1929, p. 327). Thus, we can say that the
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most important antecedent of Watson’s program was animal psychology, which grew out
of evolutionary theory and led to attempts to demonstrate the existence of mind in lower
organisms and the continuity between animal and human minds.

We noted in Chapter 6 the work of George John Romanes and Conwy Lloyd Morgan,
two pioneers in animal psychology. With Morgan’s law of parsimony and his greater re-
liance on experimental instead of anecdotal techniques, animal psychology became more
objective, although consciousness remained its focus. The methodology was becoming
more objective, even though the subject matter was not.

In 1889, for example, Alfred Binet published The Psychic Life of Micro-Organisms, in
which he proposed that single-cell protozoa possess the ability to perceive and discriminate
between objects and to display behavior that has purpose. In 1908, Francis Darwin (son of
Charles Darwin) discussed the role of consciousness in plants. In the early years of animal
psychology in the United States, there was a continuing interest in the conscious processes
of animals. The influence of Romanes and Morgan persisted for quite some time.

Jacques Loeb (1859–1924)

A significant step toward greater objectivity in animal psychology can be credited to Jacques
Loeb (1859–1924), a German physiologist and zoologist who liked to water his lawn when-
ever it rained. He worked at several institutions in the United States, including the University
of Chicago. Reacting against the anthropomorphic tradition and the method of introspection
by analogy, Loeb developed a theory of animal behavior based on the concept of tropism, an
involuntary forced movement. Loeb believed that an animal’s reaction to a stimulus is direct
and automatic. Thus, the behavioral response is said to be forced by the stimulus and does
not require any explanation in terms of the animal’s alleged consciousness.

Although Loeb’s work represented the most objective and mechanistic approach to
animal psychology of its time, Loeb had not been able to totally cast off the past. He
did not reject consciousness in animals (e.g., humans) that were high on the evolutionary
scale (Loeb, 1918). Loeb argued that animal consciousness was revealed by associative
memory; that is, the animals had learned to react to certain stimuli in a desirable way.
For example, when an animal responds to its name or reacts to a specific sound by going
repeatedly to the place where it receives food, this is evidence of some mental connec-
tion, an associative memory. So even in Loeb’s otherwise mechanistic approach, he still
invoked the idea of consciousness.

Watson took courses with Loeb at the University of Chicago and hoped to do re-
search under his direction, showing a curiosity about Loeb’s mechanistic views. Angell,
along with the neurologist H. H. Donaldson, talked Watson out of this plan. They ar-
gued that Loeb was unsafe, a word open to interpretation but perhaps indicating disap-
proval of Loeb’s objectivism.

Rats, Ants, and the Animal Mind

By the beginning of the twentieth century, experimental animal psychologists were hard
at work. Robert Yerkes began animal studies in 1900 using a variety of animals, and his
research strengthened the position and influence of comparative psychology.

Also in 1900, the rat maze was introduced by Willard S. Small at Clark University
(see Figure 9.1), and the white rat and maze became a standard method for the study
of learning. Yet consciousness continued to intrude in animal psychology, even with the
white rat running the maze. In interpreting the rat’s behavior, Small used mentalistic
terms, writing about the rat’s ideas and images.

Although Small’s conclusions were more objective than those produced by Romanes’s
brand of anthropomorphizing, they, too, reflected a concern with mental processes andROBERT YERKES

Tropism: An involun-
tary forced movement.

Associative memory:
An association be-
tween stimulus and
response, taken to in-
dicate evidence of
consciousness in
animals.
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elements. Even Watson, early in his career, fell under that influence. His doctoral disser-
tation, completed in 1903, was titled “Animal Education: The Psychical Development of
the White Rat” (italics added). As late as 1907 he was discussing the conscious experi-
ence of sensation in his rats.

In 1906, while a graduate student at the University of Chicago, Charles Henry Turner
(1867–1923) published an article titled “A Preliminary Note on Ant Behavior.” Watson
reviewed the paper in the prestigious journal Psychological Bulletin and praised it highly.
In his review, Watson used the word behavior, taken from Turner’s title. This may have
been the first time Watson used the word in print, although he had written it earlier in a
grant application (Cadwallader, 1984, 1987).

Turner, an African American, received his Ph.D. magna cum laude in 1907 from the
University of Chicago. Although his degree was in zoology, he published so much
research on comparative and animal studies in psychology journals that some psy-
chologists claim him as one of their own. Recall, however, that jobs for minority
psychologists were scarce, so Turner’s teaching opportunities were limited. “Yet working
alone as a high school science teacher, he made important discoveries in the field of in-
sect learning and behavior” (Abramson, 2009, p. 344).

By 1910, eight comparative psychology laboratories had been established; the earliest
were at Clark, Harvard, and the University of Chicago. Many other universities offered
courses in the field. Margaret Floy Washburn, who had been Titchener’s first doctoral
student (see Chapter 5), taught animal psychology at Cornell. Her book, The Animal
Mind (1908), was the first comparative psychology textbook published in the United
States.

Note the title of Washburn’s book: The Animal Mind. In her work, the attribution of
consciousness to animals persisted, as did the method of introspecting the animal mind
by analogy with the human mind. Washburn noted:

FIGURE 9.1 The rat
maze. A hungry rat
placed in the maze is
allowed to wander freely
until it finds food.
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We are obliged to acknowledge that all psychic interpretation of animal behavior must
be on the analogy of human experience. We must be anthropomorphic in the notions
we form of what takes place in the mind of an animal. (1908, p. 88)

Although Washburn’s book was the most thorough treatment of animal psychology
research of its day, it also marked the end of an era. After it, no other text would use
the approach of inferring mental states from behavior:

The questions that had interested [Herbert] Spencer, Lloyd Morgan, and Yerkes went
out of fashion and mostly disappeared from the literature. Almost all subsequent text-
books in the field were behaviorist in orientation, and primarily concerned with the is-
sues and problems of learning. (Demarest, 1987, p. 144)

On Becoming an Animal Psychologist

Whether dealing with mind or with behavior, it was not easy to be an animal psycholo-
gist. State legislators and university administrators, always concerned with funding, did
not consider the field to have any practical value. Harvard’s president saw “no future in
Yerkes’s brand of comparative psychology. It was smelly and expensive and seemed
to have no relation to practical public service” (Reed, 1987a, p. 94). Yerkes wrote that
he was

gently and tactfully advised … that educational psychology offered a broader and more
direct path to a professorship and to increased academic usefulness than did my special
field of comparative psychology, and that I might well consider effecting a change.
(1930/1961, pp. 390–391)

The students Yerkes trained in his laboratory sought jobs in applied fields because
they were unable to find employment in comparative psychology. Those who did secure
university positions knew they were the most expendable members of their psychology
departments. In times of financial hardship, animal psychologists were likely to be the
first to be fired.

Watson himself faced problems early in his career. “I am very hampered in my re-
search at present,” he wrote to Yerkes. “We have absolutely no place to keep animals
and no funds to run the ‘menagerie’ if we had the place” (Watson, 1904, quoted in
O’Donnell, 1985, p. 190). In 1908 only six animal studies were published in psychology
journals, which accounted for only 4 percent of all the psychological research that year.
The following year, when Watson suggested to Yerkes that all the animal psychologists
meet for dinner during the APA convention, he knew they could be seated at one table;
there were only nine of them. In the 1910 edition of Cattell’s American Men of Science,
only six of the 218 psychologists listed claimed to be active in animal research. Career
prospects were poor, yet the field expanded because of the dedication of the few who
stayed with it.

In 1911, the Journal of Animal Behavior (later the Journal of Comparative Psychology)
began publication. In 1906, a lecture by the Russian physiologist Ivan Pavlov was re-
printed in the journal Science, introducing his work on animal psychology to the Ameri-
can audience. Yerkes and Sergius Morgulis, a Russian student, published a more detailed
account of Pavlov’s methodology and results in the Psychological Bulletin (1909).

Pavlov’s research supported an objective psychology, and Watson’s behaviorism in
particular. Thus, animal psychology became established and grew increasingly objective
in subject matter and methodology. That trend toward greater objectivity in the study of
animal behavior was strongly supported by events in Germany in 1904. That was the
year the government established a committee to examine Clever Hans’s powers and
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determine whether any deception or trickery was involved. The group included a circus
manager, a veterinarian, horse trainers, an aristocrat, the director of the Berlin Zoo, and
psychologist Carl Stumpf from the University of Berlin.

Was Hans Really Clever?

In September 1904, after a lengthy investigation, the committee concluded that Hans the
Wonder Horse was not receiving intentional signals or cues from his owner. No fraud,
no deceit. Stumpf was not completely satisfied, however. He was curious about how the
horse was able to respond correctly to so many kinds of questions. He assigned the prob-
lem to a graduate student, Oskar Pfungst, who approached the task in the careful man-
ner of an experimental psychologist.

The horse had demonstrated that it could answer questions even when the trainer was
not present, so Pfungst designed an experiment to test this phenomenon. He formed two
groups of questioners, one composed of people who knew the answers to the questions
put to the horse, and another composed of people who did not know the answers. The
results showed that the horse answered correctly only when the questioners themselves
knew the answers. Obviously Hans was receiving information from whoever was ques-
tioning him, even when that person was a stranger.

After a series of well-controlled experiments, Pfungst concluded that Hans had been
unintentionally conditioned by his owner, von Osten. The horse would begin tapping his
hoof whenever he perceived the slightest downward movement of von Osten’s head.
When the correct number of taps had been made, von Osten’s head automatically
bobbed up and the horse would stop. Pfungst demonstrated that everyone—even people
who had never before been near a horse—made the same barely perceptible head ges-
tures when speaking to the animal.

Thus, the psychologist demonstrated that Hans did not have a storehouse of knowl-
edge. He had simply been trained to start tapping his hoof or to incline his head toward
an object whenever his questioner made a certain movement. And the horse had been
conditioned to stop tapping in response to the questioner’s opposite movement. Von Os-
ten had reinforced Hans during the training period by giving him carrots and sugar
lumps when he made a correct response. As the training progressed, von Osten found
that he no longer had to reinforce every correct behavior, so he began to reward the
horse only occasionally. The behavioral psychologist B. F. Skinner would later demon-
strate the great effectiveness of such partial or intermittent reinforcement in the condi-
tioning process:

What did von Osten think of Pfungst’s report? The man was devastated! He felt abused,
exploited, and physically ill. But he directed his anger not at Pfungst, but at Hans who,
von Osten believed, had somehow deceived him. Von Osten said that the horse’s deceit-
ful behavior had made him sick. And he had become very sick indeed with what the
physician diagnosed as cancer of the liver. (Candland, 1993, p. 135)

Von Osten never forgave Hans for his treachery. He put a curse on the horse, vow-
ing that the animal would spend the rest of its days pulling hearses. Von Osten died
two years after Pfungst’s revelations, still maintaining that the ungrateful horse’s be-
havior was responsible for his illness. Clearly, he was still attributing intelligence to
Hans.

Clever Hans’s new owner, Hans Krall, a wealthy jeweler, put Hans and two other
horses on display for popular performances in which the horses tapped out answers to
questions. Their answers were always correct, and Krall called them the Wizard Horses.
They amazed audiences with their powers; they could even calculate the square root of
numbers, among other tricks (see Kressley-Mba, 2006). Apparently much of the public
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had not heard of or paid attention to Pfungst’s research showing that Hans’s alleged
powers were no mystery but were simply learned responses.

The case of Clever Hans illustrates the value and necessity of an experimental ap-
proach to the study of animal behavior. It made psychologists more skeptical of claims
of great feats of animal intelligence. However, it also showed that animals were capable
of learning and that they could be conditioned to modify their behavior. The experimen-
tal study of animal learning came to be seen as a more useful approach to the problem
than the earlier type of speculation about some alleged consciousness operating in an
animal’s mind. Pfungst’s experimental report about Clever Hans was reviewed by John
B. Watson for the Journal of Comparative Neurology and Psychology, and its conclusions
influenced Watson’s growing inclination to promote a psychology that would deal only
with behavior, not with consciousness (Watson, 1908).

Edward Lee Thorndike (1874–1949)
One of the most important researchers in the development of animal psychology,
Thorndike fashioned a mechanistic, objective learning theory that focused on overt be-
havior. Thorndike believed that psychology must study behavior, not mental elements
or conscious experiences, and thus he reinforced the trend toward greater objectivity
begun by the functionalists. He did not interpret learning subjectively but rather in
terms of concrete connections between stimuli and responses, although he did permit
some reference to consciousness and mental processes.

The works of Thorndike and Ivan Pavlov provide an example of independent simul-
taneous discovery. Thorndike developed his law of effect in 1898, and Pavlov proposed a
similar law of reinforcement in 1902.

Thorndike’s Life

Edward Lee Thorndike was one of the first American psychologists to receive all of his
education in the United States. It is significant that this was possible—that he did not
have to travel to Germany for graduate study—just two decades after the formal found-
ing of psychology. His interest in psychology was awakened, as it was for so many
others, when he read William James’s The Principles of Psychology while an undergradu-
ate at Wesleyan University in Middletown, Connecticut. Thorndike later studied under
James at Harvard and began his investigation of learning.

He had planned to conduct his research with children as subjects, but this was for-
bidden. The university administration was still sensitive about a scandal involving
charges that an anthropologist had loosened children’s clothing to take their body mea-
surements. When Thorndike learned that he could not study children, he chose chicks
instead. He may have been inspired by the lectures given by Morgan describing his re-
search with chicks.

Thorndike improvised mazes by stacking books on end and trained his chicks to run
through them. The story is told that Thorndike had difficulty finding a place to house
his chicks. His landlady refused to allow him to keep the birds in his bedroom, so he
asked William James for advice. James was unsuccessful in finding space in the labora-
tory or the university museum, so he took Thorndike and the chicks into the basement
of his home, to the delight of James’s children.

Thorndike did not complete his education at Harvard. Believing that a certain young
lady did not return his affection, he applied to James McKeen Cattell at Columbia Uni-
versity in order to get away from the Boston area. When Cattell offered him a fellowship,
Thorndike went to New York, taking with him his two best-trained chicks. He continued
his animal research at Columbia, working with cats and dogs in puzzle boxes of his own

E. L. THORNDIKE
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design. He was awarded his doctoral degree in 1898. His dissertation, “Animal Intelli-
gence: An Experimental Study of the Associative Processes in Animals,” was published
in the Psychological Review and enjoys the distinction of being the first psychology
doctoral dissertation to use animal subjects (Galef, 1998). Thorndike later published
considerable subsequent research on associative learning in chicks, fish, cats, and
monkeys.

Fiercely ambitious and competitive, Thorndike wrote to his fiancée, “I’ve decided to
get to the top of the psychology heap in five years, teach ten more, and then quit”
(quoted in Boakes, 1984, p. 72). He did not remain an animal psychologist for long. He
admitted that he had no real interest in it but had stuck with it only to complete his
degree and establish a reputation. Animal psychology was not the field for someone
with an intense drive to succeed. As noted earlier, there were many more job opportu-
nities in applied areas than in animal research.

Thorndike became an instructor in psychology at Teachers College of Columbia
University. There he worked with human subjects on problems of learning, adapting
his animal research techniques for children and young people (Beatty, 1998). He
branched out to educational psychology and mental testing, wrote several textbooks,
and in 1910 founded the Journal of Educational Psychology. He got to the top of the psy-
chology heap in 1912 when he was elected president of the APA. Royalties from his tests
and textbooks made him wealthy, and by 1924 he boasted an income of nearly $70,000
a year, a tremendous sum at that time (Boakes, 1984).

Thorndike’s 50 years at Columbia are among the most productive ever recorded in
the history of psychology. His bibliography lists 507 items. Although he retired in 1939,
he continued to work until his death 10 years later.

Connectionism

Thorndike called his experimental approach to the study of association connectionism.
He wrote that if he were to analyze the human mind he would find

connections of varying strength between (a) situations, elements of situations, and com-
pounds of situations, and (b) responses, readinesses to respond, facilitations, inhibitions,
and directions of responses. If all these could be completely inventoried, telling what the
man would think and do and what would satisfy and annoy him, in every conceivable
situation, it seems to me that nothing would be left out. … Learning is connecting. The
mind is man’s connection-system. (1931, p. 122)

This position was a direct extension of the older philosophical notion of association
(see Chapter 2), but with one significant difference. Instead of talking about associations
or connections between ideas, Thorndike was dealing with connections between objec-
tively verifiable situations and responses.

Although Thorndike developed his theory within a more objective frame of reference,
he continued to invoke mental processes. He spoke of satisfaction, annoyance, and dis-
comfort when discussing the behavior of his experimental animals, terms that are more
mentalistic than behavioristic. Thus, Thorndike retained the influence of Romanes and
Morgan. His objective analyses of animal behaviors often incorporated subjective judg-
ments about the animal’s alleged conscious experiences.

We note that Thorndike, like Jacques Loeb, was not freely granting high levels of con-
sciousness and intelligence to animals as extravagantly as Romanes had. You can see a
steady reduction in the importance of consciousness in animal psychology from its be-
ginnings to Thorndike’s time, along with an increasing use of the experimental method
to study behavior.

Connectionism: Thorn-
dike’s approach to
learning that was
based on connections
between situations and
responses.
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In spite of the mentalistic tinge to Thorndike’s work, his approach was indeed in the
mechanistic tradition. He argued that behavior must be reduced to its simplest elements:
the stimulus–response units. He shared with the structuralists and the British empiricists
a mechanistic, analytical, and atomistic point of view. Stimulus–response units are the
elements of behavior (not of consciousness) and are the building blocks from which
more complex behaviors are compounded.

The Puzzle Box

Thorndike designed and built crude puzzle boxes out of old crates and sticks, to be used
for his research on animal learning (see Figure 9.2). To escape from the box, the animal
had to learn to operate a latch. Thorndike traced his idea for the puzzle box as an appa-
ratus for studying learning to the anecdotal reports of Romanes and Morgan that de-
scribed the way cats and dogs opened latches on gates.

In one series of experiments, Thorndike placed a food-deprived cat in the slatted box.
Food was left outside the box as a reward for escaping. The cat had to pull a lever or
chain, and sometimes engage in several acts in succession, to unfasten the latches and
open the door. At first the cat displayed random behaviors, poking, sniffing, and clawing
to get at the food. Eventually the cat executed the correct behavior and unlatched the
door. During the first trial, that behavior occurred by accident. On subsequent trials,
the random behaviors were displayed less frequently until learning was complete. Then
the cat would exhibit the appropriate behavior as soon as it was placed in the box.

To record his data, Thorndike used quantitative measures of learning. One technique
was to log the number of wrong behaviors, the actions that did not lead to escape. Over
a series of trials the number of these behaviors diminished. Another technique was to
record the elapsed time from the moment the cat was placed in the box until it suc-
ceeded in escaping. As learning took place, this time period decreased.

Thorndike wrote about “stamping in” and “stamping out” a response tendency by its
favorable or unfavorable consequences. Unsuccessful response tendencies that did noth-
ing to get the cat out of the box tended to disappear, to be stamped out over a number of

FIGURE 9.2 Thorn-
dike’s puzzle box.
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trials. Response tendencies that led to success were stamped in after a number of trials.
This kind of learning has come to be known as trial-and-error learning, although
Thorndike preferred to call it trial-and-accidental success.

Laws of Learning

Thorndike formally presented his ideas about the stamping in or stamping out of a re-
sponse tendency as the law of effect:

Any act which in a given situation produces satisfaction becomes associated with that
situation, so that when the situation recurs the act is more likely than before to recur
also. Conversely, any act which in a given situation produces discomfort becomes disas-
sociated from that situation, so that when the situation recurs the act is less likely than
before to recur. (1905, p. 203)

A companion law—the law of exercise or the law of use and disuse—states that any
response made in a particular situation becomes associated with that situation. The more
the response is used in the situation, the more strongly it becomes associated with it.
Conversely, prolonged disuse of the response tends to weaken the association.

In other words, simply repeating a response in a given situation tends to strengthen
that response. Further research persuaded Thorndike that the reward consequences of a
response (a situation that produces satisfaction) are more effective than mere repetition
of the response.

Through an extensive research program using human subjects, Thorndike later reex-
amined the law of effect. The results revealed that rewarding a response did indeed
strengthen it, but punishing a response did not produce a comparable negative effect.
He revised his views to place greater emphasis on reward than on punishment.

Comment

Thorndike’s investigations of human and animal learning are among the most significant
research programs in the history of psychology. His work heralded the rise of learning the-
ory to prominence in American psychology, and the objective spirit in which he conducted
his research was an important contribution to behaviorism. Watson wrote that Thorndike’s
research laid the foundation for behaviorism. Ivan Pavlov also paid tribute to Thorndike:

Some years after the beginning of the work with our new method I learned that somewhat
similar experiments had been performed in America, and indeed not by physiologists but
by psychologists. I must acknowledge that the honor of having made the first steps along
this path belongs to E.L. Thorndike. By two or three years his experiments preceded ours
and his book must be considered a classic, both for its bold outlook on an immense task
and for the accuracy of its results. (Pavlov, 1928, quoted in Jonçich, 1968, pp. 415–416)

Ivan Petrovitch Pavlov (1849–1936)
Ivan Pavlov’s work on learning helped to shift associationism from its traditional empha-
sis on subjective ideas to objective and quantifiable physiological events such as glandu-
lar secretions and muscular movements. As a result, Pavlov’s work provided Watson
with a method for studying behavior and for attempting to control and modify it.

Pavlov’s Life

Ivan Pavlov was born in the town of Ryazan, in central Russia, the eldest of 11 children
of a village priest. His position in such a large family required him to develop at an earlyIVAN PAVLOV

Trial-and-error
learning: Learning
based on the repetition
of response tendencies
that lead to success.

Law of effect: Acts that
produce satisfaction in
a given situation be-
come associated with
that situation; when the
situation recurs, the
act is likely to recur.

Law of exercise: The
more an act or
response is used in a
given situation, the
more strongly the act
becomes associated
with that situation.
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age a sense of responsibility and the drive to work hard. He retained these characteristics
all his life. He was unable to attend school for several years because of head injuries sus-
tained in an accident at the age of seven, so his father tutored him at home. Pavlov en-
tered the theological seminary intending to prepare for the priesthood, but he changed
his mind after reading about Darwin’s theory. He was so determined to attend the uni-
versity at St. Petersburg to study animal physiology that he walked there, a distance of
several hundred miles.

With his university training, Pavlov became part of the intelligentsia, an emerging
class in Russian society that was distinct from the other classes: the aristocracy and the
peasantry. One historian noted that Pavlov was

too well-educated and too intelligent for the peasantry from which he came, but too
common and too poor for the aristocracy into which he could never rise. These social
conditions often produced an especially dedicated intellectual, one whose entire life was
centered on the intellectual pursuits that justified his existence. And so it was with
Pavlov, whose almost fanatic devotion to pure science and to experimental research
was supported by the energy and simplicity of a Russian peasant. (Miller, 1962, p. 177)

Pavlov obtained his degree in 1875 and began medical training, not to practice as a
physician but in the hope of pursuing a career in physiological research. He studied in
Germany for two years, then returned to St. Petersburg to spend several years as a labo-
ratory research assistant.

Pavlov was totally dedicated to his research. He refused to be distracted by practical
matters such as salary, clothing, or living conditions. His wife, Sara, whom he married in
1881, devoted herself to protecting him from mundane matters. They made a pact early
in their marriage, agreeing that she would take care of everyday concerns and allow
nothing to interfere with his work. In return, Pavlov promised never to drink or play
cards and to socialize only on Saturday and Sunday evenings. Otherwise he adhered to
a rigorous schedule, working seven days a week from September to May and spending
summers in the countryside.

His indifference to finances is illustrated by the story that Sara often had to remind
him to collect his pay. She also said he could not be trusted to buy clothes for himself.
Once, when he was in his seventies, Pavlov was riding the streetcar to his laboratory.
Being impetuous, he jumped off before it stopped, fell, and broke his leg. “A woman
standing near saw it and said, ‘My, here is a man of genius, but he doesn’t know how
to get off a streetcar without breaking his leg’ ” (Gantt, 1979, p. 28).

The Pavlov family lived in poverty until 1890 when, at the age of 41, Pavlov received an
appointment as professor of pharmacology at St. Petersburg’s Military Medical Academy. A
few years earlier, while he was preparing his doctoral dissertation, their first child was born.
The doctor said that the frail infant would probably not survive unless mother and child
could rest in the country. Pavlov was finally able to borrow enough money for the journey,
but not in time, and the child died. When the next child arrived, the family lived with rela-
tives while Pavlov slept on a cot in his laboratory because they could not afford an apartment.

A group of Pavlov’s students, knowing of his financial difficulties, gave him money on
the pretext of paying for lectures they asked him to present. Pavlov kept none of the
money for himself, spending the funds instead on dogs for his laboratory. He never
seemed bothered by these hardships. They reportedly caused him no concern.

Although laboratory research was Pavlov’s overriding interest, he rarely conducted ex-
periments himself. Instead, he usually supervised the efforts of others. From 1897
to 1936, nearly 150 researchers worked under Pavlov’s direction, producing more than
500 scientific papers. One student wrote that the “entire laboratory worked like the
mechanism of a watch” (Todes, 2002, p. 107).

Ivan Petrovitch Pavlov (1849–1936) 201



Pavlov incorporated [the researchers] into a factory-like system that essentially used
them as his own hands and eyes: He assigned them a specific topic, provided them
with a suitably equipped dog technology, supervised … their research, interpreted their
results, and closely edited their written products. (Todes, 1997, p. 948)

Pavlov’s temper was famous. He was given to explosive tirades at work, often directed
at his research assistants. During the Bolshevik Revolution of 1917, he berated an assis-
tant for being 10 minutes late. Gunfire in the streets was no excuse and should not be
permitted to interfere with laboratory work. Usually these emotional outbursts were
quickly forgotten. His researchers knew what was expected—because Pavlov never hesi-
tated to tell them. He was honest and direct, if not always considerate, in dealing with
other people. He was well aware of his volatile nature. One laboratory worker who could
no longer tolerate the insults asked to be relieved of his duties. “Pavlov replied that his
abusive behavior was just a habit … it was not of itself a sufficient reason to quit the
laboratory” (quoted in Windholz, 1990, p. 68). Any failure of an experiment would
make Pavlov depressed, but a success brought such joy that he would congratulate not
only his assistants but also the dogs.

He tried to be as humane as possible with the dogs and believed that the surgical pro-
cedures to which they were subjected were unfortunate but unavoidable in scientific
research:

We must painfully acknowledge that precisely because of its great intellectual develop-
ment, the best of man’s domesticated animals—the dog—most often becomes the victim
of physiological experiments. The dog is irreplaceable; moreover, it is extremely touch-
ing. It is almost a participant in the experiments conducted upon it, greatly facilitating
the success of the research by its understanding and compliance. (Pavlov, quoted in
Todes, 2002, p. 123)

A monument to a dog, an ornate fountain, was erected in 1935 on the grounds of
Pavlov’s research facility. “At the core is a pedestal with a large canine sitting on it with
bas-reliefs of laboratory scenes and quotations from Pavlov. Around the top are busts of
8 canines, water pouring from their mouths as they salute in salivation” (Johnson, 2008,
pp. 136–137).

Jersy Konorski, a psychologist from Poland who had worked at the laboratory, re-
called that Pavlov’s students treated him like royalty. Konorski wrote that there was

clear jealousy among Pavlov’s pupils about who was closest to him. People boasted
when Pavlov spoke to them at some length … the attitude of Pavlov toward an
individual was the main factor determining the hierarchy within the group.
(1974, p. 193)

An American student, W. H. Gantt, who later translated Pavlov’s works into the
English language, wrote that when he first met Pavlov it was “a day he remembered all
his life” (quoted in Kosmachevskaya & Gromova, 2007, p. 303).

Pavlov was one of the few Russian scientists to allow women and Jews to study in his
laboratory. Any suggestion of anti-Semitism angered him. He had a good sense of humor
and knew how to enjoy a joke, even when it was played on him. During the ceremony at
which he received an honorary degree from Cambridge University, students sitting in the
balcony lowered a toy dog on a rope, dropping it into Pavlov’s lap. Pavlov kept the dog
by his desk in his apartment.

E. R. Hilgard, then a Ph.D. candidate at Yale University, heard Pavlov speak in 1929
at the Ninth International Congress of Psychology in New Haven, Connecticut. Pavlov
addressed the audience in Russian, pausing periodically to allow the translator to present
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Pavlov’s remarks in English. The translator later told Hilgard that “Pavlov would stop
and say, ‘You know all about this. You tell them about it. I’ll go ahead and tell them
something else’ ” (reported in Fowler, 1994, p. 3).

Pavlov’s relations with the government of the Soviet Union were difficult. He was
openly critical of the 1917 Russian Revolution and of the Soviet political and economic
system. He wrote protest letters to Joseph Stalin, the tyrannical dictator who killed and
exiled millions. Pavlov’s refusal to attend Soviet scientific meetings demonstrated his dis-
approval of the regime. Not until 1933 did he acknowledge that the Soviets had achieved
some success. Despite his attitude, Pavlov continued to receive generous research support
from the government and was allowed to conduct his research free of official interference
(see Zagrina, 2009).

Pavlov remained a scientist to the last. He was accustomed to practicing self-
observation whenever he was ill, and the day of his death was no exception. Weak from
pneumonia, he called in a physician and described his symptoms: “My brain is not work-
ing well, obsessive feelings and involuntary movements appear; mortification may be set-
ting in.” He discussed his condition with the doctor for a while and then fell asleep. When
he awoke, Pavlov raised himself in bed and began to search for his clothes, with the same
restless energy he had shown all his life. “It is time to get up,” he exclaimed. “Help me,
I must dress!” And with that, he fell back on the pillows and died (Gantt, 1941, p. 35).

Conditioned Reflexes

During his distinguished career, Pavlov worked on three major problems. The first con-
cerned the function of the nerves of the heart, and the second involved the primary di-
gestive glands. His brilliant research on digestion won worldwide recognition and the
1904 Nobel Prize. His third research area, for which he occupies a prominent place in
the history of psychology, was the study of conditioned reflexes.

The notion of conditioned reflexes originated, as so many scientific breakthroughs
did, with an accidental discovery. In working on the digestive glands in dogs, Pavlov
used the method of surgical exposure to permit digestive secretions to be collected out-
side the body where they could be observed, measured, and recorded (Pavlov,
1927/1960). One aspect of this work dealt with the function of saliva, which the dogs
secreted involuntarily whenever food was placed in their mouths. Pavlov noticed that
sometimes saliva flowed even before the food was given. The dogs salivated at the sight
of the food or at the sound of the footsteps of the man who regularly fed them. The
unlearned response of salivation somehow had become connected with, or conditioned
to, stimuli previously associated with receiving food.

Psychic reflexes These psychic reflexes, as Pavlov first called them, were aroused in
the laboratory dogs by stimuli other than the original one (i.e., the food). Pavlov rea-
soned that this reaction occurred because these other stimuli (such as the sight and
sounds of the attendant) had so often been related to feeding.

In accordance with the prevailing Zeitgeist in animal psychology—and like Thorn-
dike, Loeb, and others before him—Pavlov focused initially on the mentalistic experi-
ences of his laboratory animals. We can see this viewpoint in the term “psychic
reflexes,” his original term for conditioned reflexes. He wrote about the animals’ desires,
judgment, and will, interpreting the animals’ mental events in subjective and human
terms. In time, Pavlov dropped such mentalistic references in favor of a more objective,
descriptive approach:

At first in our psychical experiments … we conscientiously endeavored to explain our
results by imagining the subjective state of the animal. But nothing came of this except

Conditioned reflexes:
Reflexes that are con-
ditional or dependent
on the formation of an
association or con-
nection between stim-
ulus and response.
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sterile controversy and individual views that could not be reconciled. And so we could
do nothing but conduct the research on a purely objective basis. (Pavlov, quoted in
Cuny, 1965, p. 65)

In the English translation of his classic book, Conditioned Reflexes (1927), Pavlov gave
due credit to René Descartes for developing the idea of the reflex 300 years before. He
noted that what Descartes called the nervous reflex was the starting point for his re-
search program.

Pavlov’s first experiments with dogs were simple. He held a piece of bread in his hand
and showed it to the dog before giving it to the animal to eat. In time, the dog began to
salivate as soon as it saw the bread. The dog’s response of salivating when food is placed
in its mouth is a natural reflexive response of the digestive system; no learning is neces-
sary for it to occur. Pavlov called this an innate or unconditioned reflex.

Salivating at the sight of food, however, is not reflexive but must be learned. Pavlov now
called this response a conditional reflex (instead of his earlier mentalistic term “psychic
reflex”) because it was conditional or dependent on the dog’s forming an association or
connection between the sight of the food and the subsequent eating of it.

In translating Pavlov’s work from the Russian into the English language, W. H. Gantt,
his American disciple, used the word “conditioned” instead of “conditional.” Gantt later
said he regretted making the change. Nevertheless, conditioned reflex remains the
accepted term.

Pavlov and his assistants discovered that many stimuli would produce the conditional
salivary response in laboratory animals as long as a stimulus was capable of attracting
the animal’s attention without arousing anger or fear. They tested buzzers, lights, whis-
tles, tones, bubbling water, and ticking metronomes with the dogs and achieved similar
results.

The thoroughness and precision of the research program are evident in the sophisti-
cated equipment devised to collect saliva, which flowed through a rubber tube attached
to a surgical opening in the dog’s cheek. When each drop of saliva fell onto a platform
resting on a sensitive spring, it activated a marker on a revolving drum. This arrange-
ment, which made it possible to record the precise number of drops and the exact mo-
ment at which each fell, is but one example of Pavlov’s painstaking efforts to follow the
scientific method—to standardize experimental conditions, apply rigorous controls, and
eliminate sources of error.

The Tower of Silence Pavlov was so concerned about preventing outside influences
from affecting the reliability of the research that he designed special cubicles, one for
the experimental animal and another for the experimenter. The researcher could operate
the various conditioning stimuli, collect saliva, and present food without being seen by the
animal.

These precautions did not completely satisfy him. He worried that extraneous envi-
ronmental stimuli might contaminate the results. Using funds supplied by a Russian
businessman, Pavlov designed a three-story research building, known as the “Tower of
Silence.” The windows were covered with extra-thick glass and the rooms had double
steel doors that formed an airtight seal when closed. Steel girders embedded in sand sup-
ported the floors. A straw-filled moat encircled the building. Vibration, noise, tempera-
ture extremes, odors, and drafts were eliminated. Pavlov wanted nothing to influence the
experimental animals except the conditioning stimuli to which he exposed them.

A conditioning experiment Let us follow a typical conditioning experiment in
Pavlov’s laboratory. The conditioned stimulus (a light, let us say) is presented; in this
example, we will say that the light is switched on. Immediately, the experimenter presents

204 Chapter 9: Behaviorism: Antecedent Influences



the unconditioned stimulus—the food. After a number of pairings of the light and the
food, the animal will salivate at the sight of the light alone. An association or bond has
been formed between the light and the food, and the animal has become conditioned to
respond to the conditioned stimulus. This conditioning or learning will not occur unless
the light is followed by the food a sufficient number of times. Thus, reinforcement
(actually being fed) is necessary for learning to take place.

It is important to note that Pavlov’s experimental program extended over a longer
time period and involved more people than any research effort since Wundt. In the
following excerpts from Pavlov’s book, Conditioned Reflexes, we see how he built on
the work of Descartes and how his approach was analytic, mechanistic, and atomis-
tic. Also note how rigorous were the conditions under which he carried out his
research.

IN THEIR OWN WORDS

Original Source Material from Conditioned Reflexes (1927)

Ivan Pavlov

Our starting point has been Descartes’ idea of the nervous reflex. This is a genuine sci-

entific conception, since it implies necessity. It may be summed up as follows: An exter-

nal or internal stimulus falls on some one or other nervous receptor and gives rise to a

nervous impulse; this nervous impulse is transmitted along nerve fibers to the central

nervous system, and here, on account of existing nervous connections, it gives rise to

a fresh impulse which passes along outgoing nerve fibers to the active organ, where it

excites a special activity of the cellular structures. Thus a stimulus appears to be con-

nected of necessity with a definite response, as cause with effect. It seems obvious

that the whole activity of the organism should conform to definite laws.…

Reflexes are the elemental units in the mechanism of perpetual equilibration. Phy-

siologists have studied and are studying at the present time these numerous machine-

like, inevitable reactions of the organism—reflexes existing from the very birth of the

animal, and due therefore to the inherent organization of the nervous system.

Reflexes [are] like the driving-belts of machines of human design.… It was thought

at the beginning of our research that it would be sufficient simply to isolate the exper-

imenter in the research chamber with the dog on its stand, and to refuse admission to

anyone else during the course of an experiment. But this precaution was found to be

wholly inadequate, since the experimenter, however still he might try to be, was him-

self a constant source of a large number of stimuli. His slightest movements—blinking

of the eyelids or movement of the eyes, posture, respiration, and so on—all acted as

stimuli which, falling upon the dog, were sufficient to vitiate the experiments by mak-

ing exact interpretation of the results extremely difficult.

In order to exclude this undue influence on the part of the experimenter as far as

possible, he had to be stationed outside the room in which the dog was placed, and

even this precaution proved unsuccessful in laboratories not specially designed for

the study of these particular reflexes. The environment of the animal, even when shut

up by itself in a room, is perpetually changing. Footfalls of a passer-by, chance con-

versations in neighboring rooms, slamming of a door or vibration from a passing van,

street-cries, even shadows cast through the windows into the room, any of these ca-

sual uncontrolled stimuli falling upon the receptors of the dog set up a disturbance in

the cerebral hemispheres and vitiate the experiments.

To get over all these disturbing factors a special laboratory was built at the Insti-

tute of Experimental Medicine in Petrograd, the funds being provided by a keen and

Reinforcement:
Something that in-
creases the likelihood
of a response.
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E. B. Twitmyer (1873–1943)

One historical sidelight involves another instance of independent simultaneous discovery.
In 1904 a young American named Edwin Burket Twitmyer (1873–1943), a former student
of Lightner Witmer’s at the University of Pennsylvania, presented a paper at the annual
convention of the APA based on his doctoral dissertation, which he had completed two
years earlier. His work concerned the familiar knee-jerk reflex. Twitmyer had noticed that
his subjects began to respond to stimuli other than the original stimulus, which was the
tap of the hammer just below the knee. He described the subjects’ reactions as a new and
unusual kind of reflex and suggested that it be a topic for further study.

No one at the meeting expressed any interest in Twitmyer’s report. There were no
questions from the audience after he finished his presentation, and his research findings
were ignored. Discouraged, he did not pursue the issue.

Historians have suggested several reasons for Twitmyer’s continued obscurity. The
Zeitgeist in American psychology may not have been ready to accept the notion of a
conditioned reflex. Twitmyer may have been too young and inexperienced, or he may
have lacked the skills and economic resources to persevere and publicize his ideas. Or
perhaps it was simply a matter of bad timing that day. Twitmyer delivered his talk on
reflexes just before lunch, as part of a series of papers in a session chaired by William
James. The meeting was running late, and James (perhaps hungry, maybe bored) ad-
journed the meeting without allowing much time for comments on Twitmyer’s report.
An obituary written by a friend and colleague noted that “Twitmyer’s own recollections
of the occasion were always mingled with feelings of disappointment at the failure of his
[audience] to express interest in his results” (Irwin, 1943, p. 452).

Periodically, historians revive this sad tale of a scientist who could have become fa-
mous for making one of the most important discoveries in all of psychology. “Surely
Twitmyer must have wrestled with that realization most of his life—an awareness of
what his legacy to psychology might have been” (Benjamin, 1987, p. 1119).

Another relatively unknown precursor of Pavlov’s work was Alois Kreidl, an Austrian
physiologist who demonstrated the basic principles of conditioning in 1896, predating
Twitmyer’s report by some eight years. Kreidl found that goldfish learned to anticipate
feedings from the stimuli associated with the laboratory attendant walking toward their
tank. Kreidl concluded that the fish saw the keeper approach, “then they became alert
through the vibrations in the water produced by his [footsteps]” (quoted in Logan,
2002, p. 397). Kreidl’s main interest, however, was the process of sensation, not condi-
tioning or learning, and so these findings were not pursued within the scientific
community.

public-spirited Moscow businessman. The primary task was the protection of the dogs

from uncontrolled extraneous stimuli, and this was effected by surrounding the build-

ing with an isolating trench and employing other special structural devices. Inside the

building all the research rooms (four to each floor) were isolated from one another by

a cross-shaped corridor; the top and ground floors, where these rooms were situated,

were separated by an intermediate floor. Each research room was carefully partitioned

by the use of soundproof materials into two compartments—one for the animal, the

other for the experimenter. For stimulating the animal, and for registering the corre-

sponding reflex response, electrical methods or pneumatic transmission were used. By

means of these arrangements it was possible to get something of that stability of envi-

ronmental conditions so essential to the carrying out of a successful experiment.
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Comment

Pavlov demonstrated that higher mental processes in animal subjects could be described
in physiological terms without any mention of consciousness. His conditioning methods
have had broad practical applications in areas such as behavior therapy. Joseph Wolpe
(1915–1997), the founder of behavior therapy, called Pavlov’s conditioning principles es-
sential to the development of his methods (Wolpe & Plaud, 1997). Pavlov’s research also
influenced psychology’s shift toward greater objectivity in subject matter and method
and reinforced the trend toward functional and practical applications.

Pavlov continued in the tradition of mechanism and atomism, views that shaped the
new psychology from its beginnings. To Pavlov, all animals—whether his laboratory dogs
or human beings—were machines. He admitted that they were complicated machines,
but he believed, as one historian put it, that they were “just as submissive and obedient
as any other machine” (Mazlish, 1993, p. 124).

Pavlov’s conditioning techniques provided psychology with a basic element of behav-
ior, a workable concrete unit to which complex human behavior could be reduced and
experimented on under laboratory conditions. John B. Watson recognized this unit of
behavior and made it the core of his program. Pavlov noted that he was pleased with
Watson’s work and that the growth of behaviorism in the United States represented a
confirmation of his ideas and methods.

It is ironic that Pavlov’s greatest influence was in psychology, a field toward which he
was not altogether favorable. He was familiar with the structuralist and functionalist
schools of thought. Also, he knew of William James’s work and agreed with James that
psychology might claim to be a science but had not yet achieved that status. Conse-
quently, Pavlov excluded psychology from his own scientific work and even levied fines
on laboratory assistants who used psychological terminology instead of physiological ter-
minology. Pavlov later revised his attitude toward the field and occasionally referred to
himself as an experimental psychologist. In any case, his initially negative view did not
prevent psychologists from making effective use of his work.

Vladimir M. Bekhterev (1857–1927)
Vladimir Bekhterev is another important figure in the development of animal psychology
in that he helped lead the field away from subjective ideas toward objectively observed
overt behavior. Although less well known than Ivan Pavlov, this Russian physiologist, neu-
rologist, and psychiatrist was a pioneer in several research areas. He was a political radical
openly critical of the czar and the Russian government. He accepted women and Jews as
students and colleagues at a time when they were excluded from Russian universities.

Bekhterev received his degree from St. Petersburg’s Military Medical Academy in
1881. He studied at the University of Leipzig with Wilhelm Wundt, took additional
courses in Berlin and Paris, and returned to Russia to accept a professorship in mental
diseases at the University of Kazan. In 1893 he was appointed chair of mental and ner-
vous diseases at the Military Medical Academy, where he organized a mental hospital. In
1907 he founded the Psychoneurological Institute, which now bears his name.

Bekhterev and Pavlov became enemies after Pavlov published a negative review of one
of Bekhterev’s books:

The enmity between Bekhterev and Pavlov was so pronounced that they would insult each
other in the street. If they ran into each other at the same congress they would soon be
embroiled in dispute. Forming cliques and slinging snide shots at each other, they were en-
gaged in a constant struggle to expose one another’s faults and weaknesses. No sooner had
some pupil of Bekhterev made a public statement than it was parried by Pavlov’s retort—
which followed virtually as a conditioned reflex. (Ljunggren, 1990, p. 60)
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In 1927, 10 years after the Bolshevik Revolution toppled the czar, Bekhterev was sum-
moned to Moscow to treat Joseph Stalin, who was said to be suffering from depression.
Bekhterev examined the dictator and told him the diagnosis was severe paranoia. Suspi-
ciously, Bekhterev died that afternoon. No autopsy was permitted, and the body was
quickly cremated. It was suggested that Stalin had Bekhterev poisoned as revenge for
the psychiatric diagnosis. Stalin later ordered Bekhterev’s research work suppressed and
had his son executed (Lerner, Margolin, & Witztum, 2005; Ljunggren, 1990). In 1952, a
year before Stalin died, the Soviet Union issued a postage stamp honoring Bekhterev.

Associated Reflexes

Whereas Pavlov’s conditioning research focused almost exclusively on glandular secre-
tions, Bekhterev’s interest was the motor conditioning response. In other words, he ap-
plied Pavlov’s conditioning principles to the muscles. Bekhterev’s basic discoveries were
the associated reflexes, revealed through his study of motor responses. He found that
reflexive movements—such as withdrawing one’s finger from the source of an electric
shock—could be elicited not only by the unconditioned stimulus (the electric shock),
but also by the stimuli that had become associated with the original stimulus. For exam-
ple, a buzzer sounded at the time of the shock soon brought about by itself the with-
drawal of the finger.

The associationists explained such connections in terms of mental processes, but
Bekhterev considered the reactions to be reflexive. He believed that higher-level beha-
viors of greater complexity could be explained in the same way; that is, as an accumula-
tion or compounding of lower-level motor reflexes. Thought processes were similar in
that they depended on inner actions of the speech musculature, an idea later adopted
by Watson. Bekhterev argued for a completely objective approach to psychological phe-
nomena and against the use of mentalistic terms and concepts.

He described his ideas in the book Objective Psychology, published in 1907. It was
translated into German and French in 1913, and a third edition was published in English
in 1932 as General Principles of Human Reflexology.

From the beginnings of animal psychology in the work of Romanes and Morgan, we
can see a steady movement toward increased objectivity in subject matter and methodol-
ogy. The initial work in the field invoked consciousness and mental processes and relied
on subjective research methods. But by the early twentieth century, animal psychology
was completely objective in subject matter and methods. Glandular secretions, condi-
tional responses, acts, behaviors—these terms left no doubt that animal psychology had
discarded its subjective past.

Animal psychology soon was to become a model for behaviorism, whose leader,
Watson, preferred animal to human subjects for his psychological research. Watson
made the findings and techniques of the animal psychologists the foundation of a science
of behavior applicable to animals and humans alike.

The Influence of Functional Psychology
on Behaviorism
Another direct antecedent of behaviorism was functionalism. Although not a totally ob-
jective school of thought, functional psychology in Watson’s day did represent greater
objectivity than did its predecessors. Cattell and other functionalists emphasized behavior
and objectivity and expressed dissatisfaction with introspection (see Chapter 8). Mark
Arthur May (1891–1977), a graduate student at Columbia University in 1915, recalled
Cattell’s visit to his laboratory:

Associated reflexes:
Reflexes that can be
elicited not only by
unconditioned stimuli
but also by stimuli that
have become associ-
ated with the uncondi-
tioned stimuli.
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May showed Cattell the equipment, which impressed him, but when May attempted to
show Cattell the introspective reports obtained from the subjects, Cattell muttered “Not
worth a damn!” and stormed out of the lab. (quoted in May, 1978, p. 655)

Applied psychologists had little use for consciousness and introspection, and their
various specialty areas essentially constituted an objective functional psychology. Even
before Watson came on the scene, the functional psychologists had moved away from
Wundt’s and Titchener’s pure psychology of conscious experience. In writings and lec-
tures, some functional psychologists were quite specific in calling for an objective psy-
chology, a psychology that would focus on behavior instead of consciousness.

Cattell, speaking at the 1904 World’s Fair in St. Louis, Missouri, said:

I am not convinced that psychology should be limited to the study of consciousness.…
The rather widespread notion that there is no psychology apart from introspection is
refuted by the brute argument of accomplished fact. It seems to me that most of the
research work that has been done by me or in my laboratory is nearly as independent
of introspection as work in physics or in zoology.… I see no reason why the application
of systematized knowledge to the control of human nature may not in the course of the
present century accomplish results commensurate with the nineteenth-century applica-
tions of physical science to the material world. (pp. 179–180, 186)

Watson was in the audience for Cattell’s speech. The similarity between Cattell’s talk
and Watson’s later public position is striking. One historian suggested that if Watson is
the father of behaviorism, Cattell should be called the grandfather (Burnham, 1968).

In the decade before Watson formally founded behaviorism, the intellectual climate in
the United States favored the idea of an objective psychology. Indeed, the overall move-
ment of American psychology was in a behavioristic direction. Robert Woodworth at
Columbia University wrote that American psychologists were “slowly coming down
with behaviorism … as more and more of them, from 1904 on, expressed a preference
for defining psychology as the science of behavior rather than as an attempt to describe
consciousness” (Woodworth, 1943, p. 28).

In 1911, Walter Pillsbury, who had studied with Titchener, defined psychology in his text-
book as the science of behavior. He argued that it was possible to treat human beings as ob-
jectively as any other aspect of the physical universe. That same year Max Meyer published a
book titled The Fundamental Laws of Human Behavior. William McDougall wrote Psychol-
ogy: The Study of Behavior (1912), and Knight Dunlap, a psychologist at Johns Hopkins Uni-
versity, where Watson was teaching, proposed that introspection be banned from psychology.

Also that year, William Montague presented a paper—“Has Psychology Lost Its
Mind?”—to the APA’s New York branch. Montague spoke of moving to discard the
“concept of mind or consciousness and to substitute the concept of behavior as the suf-
ficient object of psychological study” (quoted in Benjamin, 1993, p. 77).

J. R. Angell at the University of Chicago, perhaps the most progressive of the func-
tional psychologists, predicted that American psychology was ready for greater objectiv-
ity. In 1910, he commented that it seemed possible that the term “consciousness” would
disappear from psychology, much as the term “soul” had disappeared. Three years later,
shortly before the publication of Watson’s behaviorist manifesto, Angell (1913) suggested
that it would be profitable if consciousness were forgotten and animal and human be-
havior described objectively instead.

Thus, the notion that psychology should be the science of behavior was already gain-
ing converts. Watson’s greatness was not in being the first to propose the idea but in
seeing, perhaps more clearly than anyone else, what the times were calling for. He re-
sponded boldly and articulately as the agent of a revolution whose inevitability and suc-
cess were assured, because it was already under way.

The Influence of Functional Psychology on Behaviorism 209



Discussion Questions
1. Why was Clever Hans considered such a sensa-

tion throughout the Western world?
2. In what ways had psychology changed by the

second decade of the twentieth century?
3. Describe the basic tenets of Watson’s behavior-

ism and show how they differed from the posi-
tions of Wundt and Titchener.

4. Why was Watson so opposed to the study of
consciousness and the method of introspection?

5. What were the three major forces Watson
brought together to form his new psychology?

6. What role did positivism play in the scientific
Zeitgeist of the twentieth century?

7. Describe the development of animal psychology
since the work of Romanes and Morgan. Why
was it difficult to be an animal psychologist?

8. In what ways did Loeb, Washburn, Small, and
Turner influence the new animal psychology?

9. Discuss the impact of the Clever Hans incident
on animal psychology. What did Pfungst’s
experiments demonstrate?

10. Relate Thorndike’s connectionism to the older
philosophical notion of association.

11. Describe Thorndike’s puzzle-box research and
the laws of learning suggested by the results.

12. Discuss the overall significance for the develop-
ment of behaviorism of Thorndike’s research on
human and animal learning.

13. Describe Pavlov’s initial focus on mentalistic
experiences and his attempts to control outside
influences on his research.

14. How would you design an experiment to condi-
tion a rabbit to salivate to the ringing of a cell
phone?

15. How did Pavlov’s work influence Watson’s
behaviorism?

16. Compare Pavlov’s concept of conditioned reflex
with Bekhterev’s associated reflex.

17. What is Twitmyer’s experience of interest to
historians of psychology?

18. Discuss the Zeitgeist in American psychology in
the second decade of the twentieth century with
reference to ideas promoted by the structuralists
and functionalists.

19. How did the functionalist school influence
Watson’s behaviorism?
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C HA P T E R 10
Behaviorism: The Beginnings

The Psychologist, the Baby, and the Hammer:
Don’t Try This at Home!
The beautiful young graduate student held the baby while the handsome, distinguished
psychologist held the hammer. She waved her hand slowly in the air to hold the baby’s
attention so that he would fixate on it and not turn his head to look above or behind
him. Thus distracted, the child did not notice the steel rod, four feet in length and
three-fourths of an inch thick, hanging from the ceiling. He did not see the man who
raised the hammer and sharply struck the metal bar.

The dry prose of their research report stated, “The child started violently, his breath-
ing was checked and the arms were raised.” When the psychologist struck the bar again,
the child’s lips “began to pucker and tremble” and with the third strike he “broke into a
sudden crying fit” (Watson & Rayner, 1920, p. 2).

Have you guessed who these people are and what they were doing? The subject of this
experiment became known as “Little Albert,” the most famous baby in the history of
psychology. The handsome psychologist was 42-year-old John B. Watson, the founder
of the school of thought called behaviorism. His assistant was 21-year-old Rosalie Rayner,
a graduate student who drove to the Johns Hopkins University campus in her Stutz
Bearcat, the hottest and most expensive sports car of the time. Together they changed
psychology and, in the process, ended Watson’s brilliant academic career.

Albert (his surname remains unknown) was eight months old when the hammer
struck the metal bar behind his head. A healthy, happy baby, he had been chosen by
Watson to be the subject of his research precisely because he seemed so emotionally sta-
ble and not easily excited.

Two months before he was fated to be startled by the hammer strikes Albert had been
shown a variety of stimuli, including a white rat, a rabbit, a dog, a monkey, burning
newspapers, and an assortment of masks. He had not displayed any fear in response to
those objects. In fact, neither Albert’s mother nor anyone else had ever noticed the child
displaying fear of any kind in any situation—until that day in the laboratory.

After Watson struck the bar initially, Albert reacted fearfully, apparently for the first
time in his life. This gave Watson an unconditioned emotional response with which to
work. He wanted to find out if he could produce in Albert a conditioned emotional
response—such as fear of a white rat that he had not previously been afraid of—by pairing
the sight of the rat with the loud, startling noise. In no more than seven pairings of the
white rat with the noise, the child showed fear every time he spotted the rat, even when
the bar had not been struck behind his head.

Thus Watson and Rayner established a response of fear to a previously neutral object,
and they had done so easily and effectively. They then demonstrated that Albert’s fear
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response could be generalized to other furry white things such as a rabbit, a dog, a fur
coat, and a Santa Claus mask!

Watson concluded that our adult fears, anxieties, and phobias must therefore be sim-
ple conditioned emotional responses that were established in infancy and childhood and
that stayed with us throughout our lives.

And what about Little Albert? Did he hide from furry white objects for the rest of his
life? Did he have to undergo psychotherapy? Perhaps he became a psychologist. At-
tempts have been made to discover his real name and whereabouts, but so far they
have been unsuccessful. (See, for example, Beck, Levinson, & Irons, 2009; Deangelis,
2010; Powell, 2010.) Although his identity remains unknown, there is no denying his
contribution to the history of psychology and his role in the development of John B.
Watson’s behaviorism.

John B. Watson (1878–1958)
We have discussed several trends that influenced John B. Watson in his attempt to con-
struct the behaviorist school of thought for psychology. He recognized that founding is
not the same as originating, and he described his efforts as a crystallization of the ideas
already emerging within psychology. Like Wilhelm Wundt, psychology’s first promoter-
founder, Watson announced his goal of founding a new school. This deliberate intention
clearly distinguishes him from others whom history now labels as precursors of
behaviorism.

Watson’s Life

John B. Watson was born on a farm near Greenville, South Carolina, where his early
education was conducted in a one-room schoolhouse. His mother was intensely religious,
his father the opposite. The elder Watson drank heavily, was given to violence, and had
several extramarital affairs. Because he rarely held any job for long, the family lived on
the edge of poverty, subsisting on the output of their farm. Neighbors regarded them
with pity and contempt. When Watson was 13 his father ran off with another woman,
never to return, and Watson resented him all his life. Years later, when Watson was rich
and famous, his father went to New York to see him, but Watson refused to meet him.

As a youth and teenager, Watson was something of a delinquent. He characterized
himself as lazy and insubordinate, and he never earned better than passing grades in
school. Teachers recalled him as indolent, argumentative, and sometimes uncontrollable.
He got into fistfights and was twice arrested, once for shooting a gun within the city
limits. Nevertheless, at age 16 he enrolled at Baptist-affiliated Furman University in
Greenville, intending to become a minister, something he had promised his mother. He
studied philosophy, mathematics, Latin, and Greek, expecting to enter Princeton Theo-
logical Seminary after graduating from Furman.

A curious thing allegedly occurred during Watson’s senior year at Furman. The story
is told that a professor warned the students that anyone who handed in the final exami-
nation with the pages in reverse order would receive a failing grade. Watson took up the
challenge, turned in his exam backward, and failed; at least that is how Watson reported
the story. Later examination of the pertinent historical data—in this case, Watson’s
grades—shows that he did not fail that particular course. His biographer suggests that
the story Watson chose to tell reveals something of his personality, “his ambivalence to-
ward success. Watson’s constant striving for achievement and approval was often sabo-
taged by acts of sheer obstinacy and impulsiveness more characteristic of a flight from
respectability” (Buckley, 1989, p. 11). Another of Watson’s professors remembered him
as a nonconformist, “a brilliant but somewhat lazy and insolent student—a bit heavy but
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handsome—who thought too highly of himself and was more interested in his own ideas
than in people” (Brewer, 1991, p. 174).

Watson remained at Furman for another year, receiving his master’s degree in 1899,
but during that year his mother died, which released him from his vow to become a cler-
gyman. Instead of the theological seminary, Watson went to the University of Chicago.
His biographer noted that Watson was at this time “an ambitious, extremely status-
conscious young man, anxious to make his mark upon the world but wholly unsettled
as to his choice of profession and desperately insecure about his lack of means and social
sophistication. He arrived on campus with fifty dollars to his name” (Buckley, 1989,
p. 39).

He had chosen Chicago to pursue graduate work in philosophy with the great John
Dewey but found Dewey’s lectures incomprehensible. “I never knew what he was talking
about then,” Watson said, “and, unfortunately for me, I still don’t know” (1936, p. 274).
Not surprisingly, Watson’s enthusiasm for philosophy diminished. Attracted to psychol-
ogy by the work of James Rowland Angell, the functional psychologist, Watson also
studied biology and physiology with Jacques Loeb, who acquainted him with the concept
of mechanism.

Watson held several part-time jobs, working as a waiter in a boarding house, a rat
caretaker, and an assistant janitor responsible for dusting Angell’s desk. He began to
have acute anxiety attacks toward the end of his graduate school years, and for a while
he was unable to sleep without a light on in his room.

In 1903 Watson received his Ph.D. at age 25, the youngest person in the University of
Chicago’s history to earn a doctoral degree. Although he graduated with honors (magna
cum laude and Phi Beta Kappa), he experienced profound feelings of inferiority when
Angell and Dewey told him that his doctoral examination was not as good as that of
Helen Bradford Thompson Woolley, who had graduated three years earlier (see Chapter
7). Watson wrote, “I wondered then if anybody could ever equal her record. That jeal-
ousy existed for years” (1936, p. 274).

That year Watson married one of his students, 19-year-old Mary Ickes, from a so-
cially and politically prominent family. She had written a long love poem to Watson on
one of her examination papers. It is not known what grade she got, but she did get Wat-
son. Unfortunately, the marriage proved unsatisfactory for both (Buckley, 1989).

Watson’s academic career Watson stayed at the University of Chicago as an in-
structor until 1908. He published his dissertation on the neurological and psychological
maturation of the white rat, research that showed his early preference for animal
subjects:

I never wanted to use human subjects. I hated to serve as a subject. I didn’t like the
stuffy, artificial instructions given to subjects. I always was uncomfortable and acted
unnaturally. With animals I was at home. I felt that, in studying them, I was keeping
close to biology with my feet on the ground. More and more the thought presented
itself: Can’t I find out by watching their behavior everything that the other students
are finding out by using [human observers]? (1936, p. 276)

Watson’s colleagues recall that he was not successful at introspection. Whatever talent
or temperament was needed to pursue that technique, Watson did not have it. This lack
may have helped to direct him toward an objective behavioral psychology. After all, if he
was hopeless at practicing introspection, the primary research technique in his field, then
career prospects were surely dim. He would have to develop another approach. Also, if
he followed his inclination to see psychology as a science that studied only behavior—
which, of course, could be done by experimenting on animals as well as humans—then
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he could help bring the professional interests of animal psychologists into the
mainstream.

In 1908, Watson was offered a professorship at Johns Hopkins University in Balti-
more. Although he was reluctant to leave Chicago, the promised promotion, substantial
raise, and the chance to direct the laboratory left him little choice. As it turned out, Wat-
son’s 12 years at Hopkins were his most productive for psychology.

James Mark Baldwin (1861–1934), the psychologist who had offered Watson the job,
was one of the founders (along with James McKeen Cattell) of the journal Psychological
Review. A year after Watson arrived at Hopkins, Baldwin was forced to resign because of
a scandal. He had been caught in a police raid on a house of prostitution, and his expla-
nation was unacceptable to the university president. Baldwin said that he had “foolishly
yielded to a suggestion, made after a dinner, to visit [the brothel] and see what was done
there. I did not know before going that immoral women were harbored there” (quoted in
Evans & Scott, 1978, p. 713). He did, however, give a false name to the police. Baldwin
became an outcast from American psychology and spent his remaining years in England
and in Mexico. He died in Paris in 1934 (Horley, 2001). Eleven years after Baldwin’s dis-
missal, history would repeat itself. The same university president called for Watson’s res-
ignation because of another sex scandal.

When Baldwin resigned, Watson became chair of the psychology department and editor
of the influential Psychological Review. Thus, at age 31, he suddenly had become a major
figure in American psychology, in the right place at the right time. “The whole tenor of
my life was changed,” he wrote. “I tasted freedom in work without supervision. I was lost
and happy in my work.” Watson was less happy at home, however. “Two kids are enough,”
he wrote after his second son was born (quoted in Hulbert, 2003, p. 131). He began to pur-
sue an active social life and developed a reputation as a womanizer, not unlike his father.

Watson was extremely popular with the Hopkins students. They dedicated their year-
book to him and voted him the handsomest professor, surely a unique accolade in the
history of psychology. He remained ambitious and intense. Often fearful of losing con-
trol, he would drive himself to exhaustion.

The Development of Behaviorism

Watson began to think seriously about a more objective psychology around 1903, and he
expressed these ideas publicly in 1908 in a lecture at Yale University and in a paper pre-
sented at the annual meeting in Baltimore of the Southern Society for Philosophy and
Psychology. Watson argued that psychic or mental concepts have no value for a science
of psychology. In 1912, at Cattell’s invitation, Watson delivered a series of lectures at
Columbia University. The following year, he published his now famous article in the Psy-
chological Review (Watson, 1913), and behaviorism was officially launched.

Watson’s book, Behavior: An Introduction to Comparative Psychology, appeared in
1914. He argued for the acceptance of animal psychology and described the advantages
of using animal subjects in psychological research. Many younger psychologists and
graduate students found his proposals for a behavioral psychology appealing, insisting
that Watson was cleansing psychology’s muddled atmosphere by casting out longstand-
ing mysteries carried over from philosophy.

Mary Cover Jones (1896–1987), then a graduate student and later president of the
APA’s Division of Developmental Psychology, recalled the excitement that greeted the
publication of each of Watson’s books. “[Watson’s behaviorism] shook the foundations
of traditional European-bred psychology, and we welcomed it.… It pointed the way
from armchair psychology to action and reform and was therefore hailed as a panacea”
(Jones, 1974, p. 582). Older psychologists usually were not so captivated by Watson’s
program. Indeed, most of them rejected his approach.
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Only two years after the publication of the Psychological Review article, Watson was
elected president of the APA. His election may not have represented an official endorse-
ment of his position as much as it served as recognition of his visibility and the personal
network he had established with many prominent psychologists.

He wanted his new behaviorism to be of practical value; his ideas were not only for
the laboratory but for the real world as well. He promoted psychology’s applied special-
ties and became a personnel consultant for a large insurance company. He also offered a
course for business students at Hopkins on the psychology of advertising and started a
program to train graduate students to work in industrial psychology.

During World War I, Watson served as a major in the U.S. Army, developing percep-
tual and motor ability tests to be used as selection devices for pilots. He also conducted
research on how pilots are affected by the reduced oxygen at high altitudes. After the
war, Watson and a physician established the Industrial Service Corporation to provide
personnel selection and management consulting assistance to the business world (DiCle-
mente & Hantula, 2000).

Despite his activities in these applied psychology areas, Watson’s focus remained on
developing his behaviorist approach to psychological thought. In 1919 he published Psy-
chology from the Standpoint of a Behaviorist, which he dedicated to Cattell. In the book
he presented a more complete statement of his behavioral psychology and argued that
the methods and principles he had recommended for animal psychology were also ap-
propriate for the study of humans.

An affair to remember Meanwhile, Watson’s marriage deteriorated; his many infi-
delities made his wife furious. He wrote to Angell that Mary no longer cared for him.
“She instinctively loathes my touch. Haven’t we made a mess of our lives?” (Watson,
quoted in Buckley, 1994, p. 27). He was about to make an even greater mess.

Watson fell in love with Rosalie Rayner and wrote torrid, if somewhat scientifically
worded, love letters, 15 of which his wife found. During the sensational divorce proceed-
ings that followed, excerpts of the letters were printed in the Baltimore Sun newspaper:

Every cell I have is yours, individually and collectively. My total reactions are positive
and toward you. So likewise each and every heart reaction. I can’t be more yours than
I am, even if a surgical operation made us one. (Watson, quoted in Pauly, 1979, p. 40)

Thus ended Watson’s promising university career. He was forced to resign from
Johns Hopkins, an act that “almost certainly altered the history of American psychology”
(Benjamin, Whitaker, Ramsey, & Zeve, 2007, p. 131). A biographer wrote, “Watson was
stunned. Until the end, he had refused to believe that he would actually be fired. He had
been convinced that his professional stature would have rendered him impervious to any
censure of his private life” (Buckley, 1994, p. 31). Although he married Rosalie Rayner,
he was never permitted to return to a full-time academic position. No university would
have him because of the notoriety attached to his name, and he soon realized he would
have to make a new life. “I can find a commercial job,” he wrote, “but I frankly love my
work. I feel that my work is important for psychology and that the tiny flame which I
have tried to keep burning for the future of psychology will be snuffed out if I go”
(quoted in Pauly, 1986, p. 39).

Many academic colleagues, including his mentor Angell at the University of Chicago,
publicly criticized Watson. He was bitter about their lack of support, believing they were
somehow disloyal. Ironically, considering their radically different temperaments and the-
oretical positions, it was E. B. Titchener at Cornell University who provided emotional
sustenance for Watson during this personal crisis. “I am terribly sorry for the Watson
children,” Titchener wrote to Robert Yerkes. “Just as I am sorry for Watson himself; he
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will have to disappear for five or ten years, I am afraid, if he ever wants to return to
psychology” (quoted in Leys & Evans, 1990, p. 105).

Watson’s business career Unemployed and ordered to pay two-thirds of his former
salary in alimony and child support, Watson began a second professional career as an
applied psychologist in the field of advertising. He joined the J. Walter Thompson adver-
tising agency in 1921 for an annual salary of $25,000, four times his academic salary. He
conducted house-to-house surveys, sold coffee, and clerked in Macy’s department store
to learn about the business world. Acting with his characteristic ingenuity and drive, he
became a vice president within three years. He joined another advertising agency in
1936, where he remained until his retirement in 1945.

Watson believed that human behavior is not unlike that of machines. Therefore, the
behavior of people as consumers of goods and services could be predicted and con-
trolled, just like the behavior of other machines. To control a consumer, he said,

it is only necessary to confront him with either fundamental or conditional emotional
stimuli. … tell him something that will tie up with fear, something that will stir up a
mild rage, that will call out an affectionate or love response, or strike at a deep psycho-
logical or habit need. (quoted in Buckley, 1982, p. 212)

He proposed laboratory studies of consumer behavior. He stressed that advertising
messages should focus on style rather than substance and should convey the impression
of a new and improved image. The purpose was to make consumers dissatisfied with the
products they were using and to instill the desire for new goods.

For many years, Watson was credited with pioneering the use of celebrity endorse-
ments of products and services and for devising techniques to manipulate our motives
and emotions. Later research has shown that although he strongly promoted these tech-
niques, they were already in use before he joined the advertising world (see Coon, 1994;
Kreshel, 1990). Nevertheless, Watson’s contributions to advertising were highly effective
and soon brought him prominence and wealth.

After 1920, Watson had only indirect contact with academic psychology. Instead, he
presented his ideas for a behavioral psychology to the general public through lectures,
radio addresses, and articles in popular magazines, thus increasing his visibility—and,
some would say, his notoriety. In one article written for popular consumption, for exam-
ple, he predicted the end of the institution of marriage. “Monogamy is passing, I believe.
The social mechanism has slipped its trolley. We are unfettered and unshackled and are
romping and frolicking in our freedom” (quoted in Simpson, 2000, p. 64). If Watson was
out to shock people, he was succeeding.

In his magazine articles, Watson also conveyed the more serious message of behavior-
ism to a wide audience. His writing style was clear, readable, and somewhat simplistic. In
his autobiography he commented that although his work was no longer acceptable to the
professional psychology journals, there was no reason why he should not “sell his wares”
to the public (Watson, 1936). This attitude alienated him further from the academic
community. “Those who were not particularly tolerant of the application of psychologi-
cal principles more generally, or of the behaviorist doctrine itself, were even less tolerant
of Watson’s ‘campaigns’ to spread the doctrine” (Kreshel, 1990, p. 56).

A rare formal contact with academic psychology came through a series of lectures
Watson delivered at New York’s New School for Social Research, but his appointment
there did not last long. He was dismissed because of alleged sexual misconduct, though
the charges were never made public (Buckley, 1989).

Other outlets for Waston’s views became available, however. The lectures at the New
School formed the basis of his book, Behaviorism, which described his program for the
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improvement of society. The book was first published in 1925, and Watson later admit-
ted that it had been hastily prepared. “My lectures were taken down in shorthand and
then I looked over them and rushed them to [the publisher]” (quoted in Carpentero,
2004, p. 185). A more polished version was released in 1930. Both editions were im-
mensely successful, and Watson’s ideas reached and influenced a large number of people
outside the realm of psychology.

Child-rearing practices In 1928 Watson published Psychological Care of the Infant
and Child, in which he severely criticized the child-rearing practices of the day. He
charged that “parents today are incompetent. Most of them should be indicted for psy-
chological murder” (quoted in Hulbert, 2003, p. 123). He proposed a regulatory rather
than a permissive system of child rearing, in keeping with his strong environmentalist
position. The book was full of stern advice on the behaviorist way to bring up children.
According to Watson, parents should never

hug and kiss them, never let them sit on your lap. If you must, kiss them once on the
forehead when they say goodnight. Shake hands with them in the morning. Give them a
pat on the head if they have made an extraordinarily good job of a difficult task.…
you will find how easy it is to be perfectly objective with your child and at the same
time kindly. You will be utterly ashamed at the mawkish, sentimental way you have
been handling it. (1928, pp. 81–82)

This book also was extremely popular, and it transformed American child-rearing
practices. A generation of children, including his own, was raised in accordance with
these prescriptions. Watson’s son James, a California businessman, recalled that his fa-
ther was unable to show affection to him and his brother. He described Watson as

unresponsive, emotionally uncommunicative, unable to express and cope with any feel-
ings or emotions of his own, and determined unwittingly to deprive, I think, my brother
and me of any kind of emotional foundation. He deeply believed that any expression of
tenderness or affection would have a harmful effect on us. He was very rigid in carrying
out his fundamental philosophies as a behaviorist. We were never kissed or held as chil-
dren; we were never shown any kind of emotional closeness. It was absolutely verboten
in the family. When I went to bed at night, I recall shaking hands with my parents.… I
never tried (nor did my brother Billy) to ever get close to our parents physically because
we both knew it was taboo. (quoted in Hannush, 1987, pp. 137–138)

Watson’s wife, Rosalie, wrote an article for Parents Magazine titled “I Am the
Mother of a Behaviorist’s Sons,” in which she publicly disagreed with his child-
rearing practices. “In some respects,” she wrote, “I bow to the great wisdom in the
science of behaviorism, and in others I am rebellious. I secretly wish that on the score
of [the children’s] affections, they will be a little weak when they grow up, that they will
have a tear in their eyes for the poetry and drama of life and a throb for romance.…
I like being merry and gay and having the giggles. The behaviorists think giggling is a
sign of maladjustment” (quoted in Simpson, 2000, p. 65). Rosalie also contended that
she found it difficult to restrain completely her affection for her children and
occasionally wanted to break the behaviorist rules. However, her son James could not
recall that ever happening.

Both sons suffered from serious depression throughout adolescence and adulthood.
One son committed suicide and the other had a mental collapse, fighting his own sui-
cidal impulses. Although he survived, his own daughter took her life some years later.
In addition, Watson’s daughter by his first marriage made several suicide attempts.
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“I’ve always been suicidal,” she told her daughter. “The depression began during the [di-
vorce] scandal in Baltimore” (quoted in Hartley & Commire, 1990, p. 273).

Her daughter (Watson’s granddaughter), the actress Mariette Hartley, also suffered
from depression, alcoholism, and suicidal thoughts. She noted that “there wasn’t exactly
a plethora of physical affection in our family” (quoted in Stimpert, 2010, p. 2) It appears
that Watson’s behavioral approach to child rearing was not exactly a success within his
own family.

Watson’s later years Watson was intelligent, articulate, handsome, and charming,
and it was these qualities that made him a celebrity. He was often in the public eye,
courting and relishing the attention. His clothes were stylish, he raced speedboats, and
he mingled easily with the cream of New York society. He considered himself a great
lover and romantic adventurer, and he liked to take on all challengers in drinking bouts.
He built a mansion in Connecticut and staffed it with servants, yet he enjoyed dressing
in old clothes and doing his own yard work.

[Watson was] very concerned with manly activities, for example, hunting, fishing,
and other ways in which adults and children could demonstrate their courage and
personal capabilities. In that way he had a Hemingway-like aura about him for he
valued competency, bravery and manliness. (James Watson, quoted in Hannush,
1987, p. 138)

In 1935, Rosalie died at the age of 37. James Watson recalled that this was the only
time he saw his father cry. For a brief moment, Watson hugged his sons for the only
time they could recall. He then sent them off to boarding school and never spoke of
Rosalie to them again.

When Myrtle McGraw, a psychologist in New York, ran into Watson not long
afterward, he told her how unprepared he was to deal with Rosalie’s death. Because
he was 20 years older, he had always assumed he would die first. He talked to McGraw
at some length, questioning how he would cope with his grief (McGraw, 1990). He
soon became a recluse, shutting himself off from social contact and plunging into
work. He sold the big house and moved to a wooden farmhouse that resembled his
boyhood home.

In 1957, when Watson was 79, the APA awarded him a citation, praising his work as
“one of the vital determinants of the form and substance of modern psychology … the
point of departure for continuing lines of fruitful research.” A friend drove Watson to
the New York hotel where the presentation was to be held,

but at the last minute Watson refused to go inside and insisted that his eldest son at-
tend in his stead. Watson was afraid that in that moment his emotions would over-
whelm him, that the apostle of behavior control would break down and weep.
(Buckley, 1989, p. 182)

Before Watson died the following year, he burned all of his letters, manuscripts, and
notes, feeding them into the fireplace one by one, refusing to leave them to history.

The best way to begin our coverage of Watson’s behaviorist school of thought is to
read an excerpt from the article that launched the movement. In the following passage,
Watson discusses the definition and goal of his new psychology and criticizes the struc-
turalist and functionalist schools. He also explains his view that areas of applied psychol-
ogy can be considered scientific because they seek general laws for the prediction and
control of behavior.
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IN THEIR OWN WORDS

Original Source Material on Behaviorism from Psychology
as the Behaviorist Views It (1913)

John B. Watson1

Psychology as the behaviorist views it is a purely objective experimental branch of

natural science. Its theoretical goal is the prediction and control of behavior. Introspec-

tion forms no essential part of its methods, nor is the scientific value of its data de-

pendent upon the readiness with which they lend themselves to interpretation in

terms of consciousness. The behaviorist, in his efforts to get a unitary scheme of ani-

mal response, recognizes no dividing line between man and brute. The behavior of

man, with all of its refinement and complexity, forms only a part of the behaviorist’s

total scheme of investigation.…

I do not wish unduly to criticize psychology. It has failed signally, I believe, during

the fifty-odd years of its existence as an experimental discipline to make its place in

the world as an undisputed natural science. Psychology, as it is generally thought of,

has something esoteric in its methods. If you fail to reproduce my findings, it is not

due to some fault in your apparatus or in the control of your stimulus, but it is due to

the fact that your introspection is untrained. The attack is made upon the observer and

not upon the experimental setting.…

The time seems to have come when psychology must discard all reference to con-

sciousness; when it need no longer delude itself into thinking that it is making mental

states the object of observation. We have become so enmeshed in speculative ques-

tions concerning the elements of the mind, the nature of conscious content … that I,

as an experimental student, feel that something is wrong with our premises and the

types of problems which develop from them.…

I firmly believe that two hundred years from now, unless the introspective method

is discarded, psychology will still be divided on the question as to whether auditory

sensations have the quality of extension, whether intensity is an attribute which can

be applied to color, whether there is a difference in texture between image and sensa-

tion, and upon many hundreds of other [questions] of like character.…

My psychological quarrel is not with the systematic and structural psychologist

alone. The last fifteen years have seen the growth of what is called functional psychol-

ogy. This type of psychology decries the use of elements in the static sense of the struc-

turalists. It throws emphasis upon the biological significance of conscious processes

instead of upon the analysis of conscious states into introspectively isolable elements.

I have done my best to understand the difference between functional psychology

and structural psychology. Instead of clarity, confusion grows upon me. The terms

sensation, perception, affection, emotion, volition are used as much by the functional-

ist as by the structuralist.… Surely if these concepts are elusive when looked at from a

content standpoint, they are still more deceptive when viewed from the angle of func-

tion, and especially so when function is obtained by the introspection method.…

I was greatly surprised some time ago when I opened [Walter] Pillsbury’s book and

saw psychology defined as the “science of behavior.” A still more recent text states

that psychology is the “science of mental behavior.” When I saw these promising

statements I thought, now surely we will have texts based upon different lines. After

a few pages the science of behavior is dropped and one finds the conventional treat-

ment of sensation, perception, imagery, and so forth, along with certain shifts in em-

phasis and additional facts which serve to give the author’s personal imprint.

1From “Psychology as the Behaviorist Views It,” by J. B. Watson, 1913, Psychological Review, 20, 158–177.
Copyright 1913 by the American Psychological Association. Reprinted by permission.
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The Reaction to Watson’s Program
Watson’s attack on the old psychology and his call for a new approach were stirring appeals
for many psychologists. Let us reconsider his major points. Psychology was to be the sci-
ence of behavior, not the introspective study of consciousness, and a purely objective, ex-
perimental natural science. Both human and animal behavior would be investigated, and
psychologists would discard all mentalistic ideas and use only behavior concepts such as
stimulus and response. Psychology’s goal would be the prediction and control of behavior.

I believe we can write a psychology, define it as Pillsbury, and never go back upon

our definition: never use the terms consciousness, mental states, mind, content, intro-
spectively verifiable, imagery, and the like.… It can be done in terms of stimulus and

response, in terms of habit formation, habit integrations and the like. Furthermore, I

believe that it is really worthwhile to make this attempt now.…

What gives me hope that the behaviorist’s position is a defensible one is the fact

that those branches of psychology which have already partially withdrawn from the

parent, experimental psychology, and which are consequently less dependent upon

introspection are today in a most flourishing condition. Experimental pedagogy, the

psychology of drugs, the psychology of advertising, legal psychology, the psychology

of tests, and psychopathology are all vigorous growths. These are sometimes wrongly

called “practical” or “applied” psychology. Surely there was never a worse misno-

mer. In the future there may grow up vocational bureaus which really apply psychol-

ogy. At present these fields are truly scientific and are in search of broad

generalizations which will lead to the control of human behavior.

For example, we find out by experimentation whether a series of stanzas may be

acquired more readily if the whole is learned at once, or whether it is more advantageous

to learn each stanza separately and then pass to the succeeding.We do not attempt to apply

our findings. The application of this principle is purely voluntary on the part of the teacher.

In the psychology of drugs we may show the effect upon behavior of certain doses

of caffeine. We may reach the conclusion that caffeine has a good effect upon the

speed and accuracy of work. But these are general principles. We leave it to the indi-

vidual as to whether the results of our tests shall be applied or not.

Again, in legal testimony, we test the effects of recency upon the reliability of a wit-

ness’s report. We test the accuracy of the report with respect to moving objects, sta-

tionary objects, color, and so forth. It depends upon the judicial machinery of the

country to decide whether these facts are ever to be applied.

For a “pure” psychologist to say that he is not interested in the questions raised in

these divisions of the science because they relate indirectly to the application of psy-

chology shows, in the first place, that he fails to understand the scientific aim in such

problems, and secondly, that he is not interested in a psychology which concerns it-

self with human life. The only fault I have to find with these disciplines is that much

of their material is stated in terms of introspection, whereas a statement in terms of

objective results would be far more valuable. There is no reason why appeal should

ever be made to consciousness in any of them. Or why introspective data should

ever be sought during the experimentation, or published in the results.

The plans which I most favor for psychology lead practically to the ignoring of con-

sciousness in the sense that that term is used by psychologists today. I have virtually de-

nied that this realm of psychics is open to experimental investigation. I don’t wish to go

further into the problem at present because it leads inevitably over into metaphysics. If

you will grant the behaviorist the right to use consciousness in the same way that other

natural scientists employ it—that is, without making consciousness a special object of

observation—you have granted all that my thesis requires.
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Despite its appeal to some, however, Watson’s program was not embraced immedi-
ately or universally. At first, behaviorism received relatively little attention in the profes-
sional journals. Not until the publication of Watson’s 1919 book, Psychology from the
Standpoint of a Behaviorist, did the movement begin to have a significant impact.

One psychologist who disagreed with Watson was Mary Whiton Calkins. Questioning
his rejection of introspection, she spoke for many psychologists who believed that certain
psychological processes could be studied only by introspection. The arguments about in-
trospection persisted for years; Margaret Washburn went so far as to call Watson an en-
emy of psychology.

Inevitably, support for Watson’s movement grew, particularly among younger psy-
chologists, and by the 1920s universities were offering courses in behaviorism and the
term was becoming acceptable in the professional journals. Among the older psycholo-
gists, William McDougall issued a public warning against behaviorism’s popularity, and
E. B. Titchener complained that behaviorism had engulfed the country like a tidal wave.
By 1930, however, Watson could proclaim proudly that behaviorism was so important
that no university could avoid teaching it.

The behaviorism movement did succeed, of course, but the changes Watson called for
in 1913 came about slowly. And when they finally arrived, his was not the only form of
behavioral psychology being promoted.

The Methods of Behaviorism
We have seen that when scientific psychology formally began, it was eager to ally itself
with the older, well-established, and more respectable natural science of physics. The
new psychology tried to adapt natural science methods to its own needs. This tendency
is most obvious with behaviorism.

Watson insisted that psychology restrict itself to the data of the natural sciences,
to what could be observed. To put it simply, psychology must restrict itself to the objec-
tive study of behavior. Only the most stringently objective methods of investigation were
acceptable in the behaviorist’s laboratory. To Watson, these methods included the
following:

• Observation with and without the use of instruments
• Testing methods
• The verbal report method
• The conditioned reflex method

Observation is a necessary basis for the other methods. Objective testing methods
were already in use, but Watson proposed that test results be treated as samples of be-
havior rather than indicators of mental qualities. To Watson, a test did not measure in-
telligence or personality; instead, it measured the subject’s responses to the stimulus
situation of taking the test, and nothing more.

Verbal report is more controversial. Because Watson so vocally opposed introspec-
tion, his use of verbal reporting in the laboratory left him open to criticism. Some psy-
chologists considered it a weak compromise, saying that he let introspection sneak in the
back door after throwing it out through the front.

Why did Watson allow verbal reports? Despite his aversion to introspection, he could
not ignore the work of psychophysicists that used introspection. Therefore, he suggested
that speech reactions, because they are objectively observable, are as meaningful for be-
haviorism as any other type of motor response. “Saying is doing—that is, behaving,”
Watson wrote. “Speaking overtly or to ourselves (thinking) is just as objective a type of
behavior as baseball” (Watson, 1930, p. 6).
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Nevertheless, the verbal report method in behaviorism was a concession widely chal-
lenged. Opponents contended that Watson was playing word games, offering merely a
semantic change. Watson countered by agreeing that verbal reports could be imprecise
and were not a satisfactory substitute for objective observation. He restricted their use
to situations in which they could be verified, such as reporting differences between tones.
Unverifiable verbal reports, such as imageless thoughts or accounts of feeling states, were
ruled out.

The conditioned reflex method was adopted by Watson in 1915, two years after beha-
viorism’s formal founding. Conditioning methods were already in limited use, but Wat-
son was largely responsible for their widespread application in American psychological
research. Watson told psychologist Ernest Hilgard that his interest in conditioned re-
flexes grew out of his study of Bekhterev’s work, although he later gave credit to Pavlov
as well (Hilgard, 1994).

Watson wrote to his student Karl Lashley in 1915 that the conditioned reflex “works
so beautifully in place of introspection that it deserves to be driven home; we can work
on the human being as we can on animals and from the same point of view” (quoted in
Buckley, 1989, p. 86).

Watson described conditioning in terms of stimulus substitution. A response is con-
ditioned when it becomes attached or connected to a stimulus other than the one that
originally aroused it. (With Pavlov’s dogs, salivation to the sound of a bell instead of to
the sight of food is a conditioned response.) Watson chose this approach because it pro-
vided an objective method of analyzing behavior, of reducing it to its elementary units,
the stimulus–response (S-R) bonds. Because all behavior could be reduced to these ele-
ments, the conditioned reflex method permitted psychologists to conduct laboratory in-
vestigations of complex human behaviors.

Watson was continuing in the atomistic and mechanistic tradition established by the
British empiricists and adopted by the structural psychologists. He intended to study hu-
man behavior in the same way the physical scientists were studying the universe, by
breaking it down into its component parts, into its atoms and elements.

This exclusive focus on objective methods, along with the elimination of introspec-
tion, meant a change in the nature and role of the human subject in the psychology lab-
oratory. For Wundt and Titchener, subjects were both observer and observed because
they observed their own conscious experience. Their role was clearly much more impor-
tant than that of the experimenter.

In behaviorism, the subjects themselves became less important. They no longer ob-
served; instead, they were observed by the experimenters. With this change in focus,
the laboratory subjects who used to be called “observers” became commonly known as
“subjects.” The true observers were the experimenters, the research psychologists who
established the experimental conditions and recorded the subjects’ responses.

Thus, human subjects were demoted in status. They no longer actively observed their
own characteristics. They merely behaved—and almost anyone can behave: infants, children,
people with mental and emotional disorders, pigeons, or white laboratory rats. This view-
point reinforced psychology’s image of people as machines. As one historian noted, “You
put a stimulus in one of the slots and out comes a packet of reactions” (Burt, 1962, p. 232).

The Subject Matter of Behaviorism
The primary subject matter for Watson’s behavioral psychology was the elements of be-
havior; that is, the body’s muscular movements and glandular secretions. As the science
of behavior, psychology would deal only with acts that could be described objectively,
without using subjective or mentalistic terminology.

222 Chapter 10: Behaviorism: The Beginnings



Despite their stated goal of reducing all behavior to S-R units, ultimately behaviorists
must strive to understand the organism’s total behavior. For example, although a response
can be as simple as a knee jerk, it can also be more complex. Watson called these more
complex responses “acts.” He considered response acts to include such events as eating,
writing, dancing, or constructing a house. In other words, an act involves the organism’s
movement in space. Apparently Watson conceived of response acts in terms of accom-
plishing some goal that affects one’s environment, rather than as a simple linking of mus-
cular elements. Nevertheless, behavioral acts, no matter how complex, were capable of
being reduced to lower-level motor or glandular responses.

Responses can be either explicit or implicit. Explicit responses are overt and directly
observable. Implicit responses, such as visceral movements, glandular secretions, and
nerve impulses, occur inside the organism. Although not overt, they are still considered
to be behavior. By including implicit responses, Watson was modifying his requirement
that all of psychology’s data be actually observable. He accepted that some items of be-
havior could be potentially observable. The movements or responses that occur within
the organism are observable through the use of instruments.

Like the responses with which behaviorism deals, the stimuli may be simple or
complex. Light waves striking the eye’s retina are relatively simple stimuli, but stimuli
can also be more complex. Just as the constellation of responses involved in an action
can be reduced to component responses, so the stimulus situation can be resolved
into specific component stimuli. Thus, Watson’s behavioral psychology investigates
the behavior of the whole organism in relation to its environment. Specific laws of
behavior can be proposed by first analyzing the S-R complexes into their elementary
S-R units.

Thus, in both methods and subject matter, Watson’s behaviorism was an attempt to
construct a science free of subjective notions and methods, a science as objective as physics.
Let us consider how Watson treated three major topics: instincts, emotions, and thoughts.
Like all systematic theorists, Watson developed his psychology in accordance with the
underlying belief that all areas of behavior would be considered in objective S-R terms.

Instincts

Initially Watson accepted the role of instincts in behavior. In his book Behavior: An
Introduction to Comparative Psychology (1914), he described 11 instincts, including
one dealing with random behaviors. He had studied instinctive behavior in terns, a spe-
cies of aquatic bird, in the Dry Tortugas Islands off the Florida coast. Accompanying
him was Karl Lashley, his student at Johns Hopkins University. Lashley claimed that
the expedition was cut short when he and Watson ran out of cigarettes and whiskey.

By 1925 Watson revised his position and eliminated the concept of instinct altogether.
He argued that behaviors that seem instinctive are really socially conditioned responses.
By adopting the view that learning, or conditioning, is the key to understanding all hu-
man development, Watson became an extreme environmentalist. And then he went fur-
ther. Not only did he deny instincts, he refused to admit to his system any inherited
capacities, temperaments, or talents of any kind.

Behaviors that seemed inherited were traced to early childhood training. For exam-
ple, he argued that children were not born with the ability to be great athletes or mu-
sicians but were slanted in that direction by parents or caregivers who encouraged and
reinforced the appropriate behaviors. This emphasis on the overwhelming nurturing
effect of the parental and social environment was one reason for Watson’s phenomenal
popularity. He concluded, simply and optimistically, that children could be trained to
be whatever one wanted them to be. There were no limitations imposed by genetic
factors.
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Watson was not alone in suggesting that environmental influences were more important
than any traits or potentials we might be born with. It was already becoming popular within
psychology to minimize the role of instincts as behavioral determinants. Thus, Watson’s
position reflected a shift in viewpoint already in progress. In addition, his stand may have
been influenced by the applied orientation of early twentieth-century American psychology.
Psychology could not be applied in ways to alter behavior unless it was accepted that
behavior was capable of being changed. Behaviors governed by forces such as instincts could
not be modified, whereas behaviors dependent on learning or training could.

Emotions

To Watson, emotions were merely physiological responses to specific stimuli. A stimulus
(such as a person suddenly threatening you with bodily harm) produces internal physical
changes such as rapid heart rate along with the appropriate learned overt responses. This
explanation for emotions denies any conscious perception of the emotion or the sensa-
tions from the internal organs.

Each emotion involves a particular pattern of physiological changes. Although Wat-
son noted that emotional responses do involve overt movements, he believed that the
internal responses were predominant. Thus, emotion is a form of implicit behavior in
which internal reactions are evident in physical manifestations, such as blushing, perspi-
ration, or increased pulse rate.

Watson’s theory of emotions is less complex than that of William James. In James’s
theory, the bodily changes immediately followed the perception of the stimulus, and the
feeling of those bodily changes was the emotion. Watson criticized James’s position.

Watson tests the grasping reflex of an infant. (From a still photo made from a 1919 film.)

Fe
rd
in
an
d
Ha
m
bu
rg
er

Jr
.A

rc
hi
ve
s,
Jo
hn
s
Ho
pk
in
s
Un
iv
er
si
ty

224 Chapter 10: Behaviorism: The Beginnings



Discarding the conscious process of perceiving the situation and the feeling state,
Watson claimed that emotions could be described completely in terms of the objective
stimulus situation, the overt bodily response, and the internal physiological changes.

In a now classic study, Watson investigated the stimuli that produce emotional re-
sponses in infants. He suggested that infants show three fundamental unlearned emo-
tional response patterns: fear, rage, and love. Fear can be produced by loud noises and
by sudden loss of support. Rage is produced by the restriction of bodily movements.
Love is evoked by caressing the skin or by rocking and patting. Watson also found typi-
cal response patterns to these stimuli. Other emotional responses are compounded of
these basic emotions through the conditioning process, and they may become attached
to stimuli that were not originally capable of eliciting them.

Albert, Peter, and the Rabbits

As we noted at the beginning of this chapter, Watson demonstrated his theory of condi-
tioned emotional responses in his experimental studies of eight-month-old Albert, who
was conditioned to fear a white rat, something he had not feared before the conditioning
trials. From that research Watson concluded that all adult fears, aversions, and anxieties
likewise are conditioned in early childhood. They do not arise, as Freud claimed, from
unconscious conflicts. Watson rejected the whole notion of the unconscious because,
like consciousness, it could not be objectively observed. Initially he was fascinated by
many of Freud’s concepts, but he eventually dismissed psychoanalysis as “voodooism”
(quoted in Rilling, 2000, p. 302).

Watson described the Albert research as preliminary, a pilot study only. Nevertheless,
it has never been successfully replicated. Although psychologists have since noted serious
methodological flaws, the results of the Albert study have been accepted as scientific evi-
dence and are cited in virtually every basic psychology textbook.

Watson watches Little Albert as Watson’s assistant, Rosalie Rayner, holds the child in a sitting position.
The child seems to be reaching for the white rat between his feet. Albert was conditioned to fear the rat
and similar stimuli.
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Although Albert had been conditioned to fear white rats, rabbits, and Santa Claus masks,
hewas no longer available whenWatsonwanted to try to eliminate those fears. Not long after
starting this research program,Watson left academics. Later, whenworking in advertising in
NewYork, he gave a talk about his research. In the audience wasMary Cover Jones (a college
classmate of his wife, Rosalie). Watson’s remarks sparked Jones’s interest, and she wondered
whether the conditioning technique could be used to remove children’s fears. She asked
Rosalie to introduce her to Watson, and then she undertook a study that has since become
another classic in the history of psychology (Jones, 1924).

Her subject was three-year-old Peter, who already showed a fear of rabbits, although
his fear had not been conditioned in the laboratory. While Peter was eating, a rabbit was
brought into the room but kept at a distance great enough so as not to trigger a fearful
response. Over a series of trials lasting several weeks, the rabbit was brought progres-
sively closer, always while the child was eating. Eventually Peter got used to the rabbit
and could touch it without showing fear. Generalized fear responses to similar objects
were also eliminated by this procedure.

Jones’s study has been described as a precursor of behavior therapy (the application of
learning principles to change maladaptive behavior), almost 50 years before the tech-
nique became popular. Jones, long associated with the Institute of Child Welfare at the
University of California, Berkeley, received the G. Stanley Hall award in 1968 for her
outstanding contributions to developmental psychology.

Thought Processes

The traditional view of thought processes was that they occurred in the brain “so faintly
that no neural impulse passes out over the motor nerve to the muscle, hence no response
takes place in the muscles and glands” (Watson, 1930, p. 239). According to this theory,
because thought processes occur in the absence of muscular movements, they are not
accessible to observation and experimentation. Thought was regarded as intangible,
something exclusively mental that therefore had no physical reference points (see Bouton,
2009; Hall, 2009).

Watson’s behaviorist system attempted to reduce thinking to implicit motor behavior.
He argued that thought, like all other aspects of human functioning, was a type of sen-
sorimotor behavior. He reasoned that the behavior of thinking must involve implicit
speech reactions or movements. Thus, he reduced thinking to sub-vocal talking that re-
lies on the same muscular habits we learn for overt speech. As we grow up, these mus-
cular habits become inaudible and invisible because our parents and teachers frequently
admonish us to stop talking aloud to ourselves. In this way, thinking becomes a way of
talking silently.

Watson suggested that the focal points for much of this implicit behavior are the
muscles of the tongue and the larynx (the so-called voice box). We also express thought
through gestures such as frowns and shrugs, which are overt reactions to stimuli.

One obvious source of corroboration for Watson’s theory is that most of us are aware
that we do talk to ourselves while we are thinking. A study of college students’ introspec-
tive reports found that 73 percent of the thoughts sampled involved talking to themselves
while they were thinking (Farthing, 1992). This kind of evidence, however, is unaccept-
able to behaviorists precisely because it is introspective, and Watson could hardly depend
on introspection to support his behavioral theory. Behaviorism required objective evi-
dence of implicit speech movements, so he made experimental attempts to record tongue
and larynx movements during thought.

These measurements revealed slight movements some of the time the subjects were
thinking. Measurements from the fingers and hands of hearing-impaired people using
sign language also revealed movements some of the time during thought. Despite his

MARY COVER JONES
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inability to secure more reliable supportive results, Watson remained convinced of the
existence of implicit speech movements. He insisted that their demonstration awaited
only the development of more sophisticated laboratory equipment.

Behaviorism’s Popular Appeal
Why did Watson’s bold pronouncements win him such a large public following? Surely
most people did not care that some psychologists pretended to be conscious while others
proclaimed psychology had lost its mind, or that some said thinking took place in the
head and others voted for the neck. These issues aroused considerable comment among
psychologists, but they hardly concerned anyone else.

What stirred the public was Watson’s call for a society based on scientifically shaped
and controlled behavior, free of myths, customs, and conventional behaviors. His ideas
offered hope to people disenchanted with old ideas. In fervor and faith, behaviorism
took on aspects of a religion. Among the hundreds of articles and books written about
Watson’s behaviorism was The Religion Called Behaviorism (Berman, 1927), soon to be
read by a 23-year-old man named B. F. Skinner, who wrote a review of the book and
sent it to a popular literary magazine. “They did not publish [my review], but in writing
it I was more or less defining myself for the first time as a behaviorist” (Skinner, 1976,
p. 299). Skinner would go on to refine and extend Watson’s work (see Chapter 11).

Some of the excitement generated by Watson’s ideas is evident in the newspaper com-
ments on his book Behaviorism (1925). The New York Times declared, “It marks an
epoch in the intellectual history of man” (August 2, 1925). The New York Herald Tribune
called it “the most important book ever written. One stands for an instant blinded with a
great hope” (June 21, 1925).

The hope stemmed from Watson’s emphasis on the nurturing effect of the childhood
environment in determining behavior and from his minimization of the impact of inher-
ited tendencies. The following paragraph from Behaviorism is frequently quoted to sup-
port his point:

Give me a dozen healthy infants, well-formed, and my own specified world to bring
them up in, and I’ll guarantee to take any one at random and train him to become
any type of specialist I might select—doctor, lawyer, artist, merchant-chief, and, yes,
even beggar-man and thief, regardless of his talents, penchants, tendencies, abilities,
vocations, and race of his ancestors. (Watson, 1930, p. 104)

Watson’s conditioned reflex experiments, such as the Albert study, persuaded him
that emotional disturbances in adulthood are caused by conditioned responses estab-
lished in infancy, childhood, and adolescence. If adult disturbances are a function of
faulty childhood conditioning, then a proper program of childhood conditioning should
prevent the emergence of adult disorders. Watson believed this kind of practical control
over childhood behavior (and hence over the later adult behavior) was not only possible
but absolutely necessary. He developed a plan for improving society, a program of exper-
imental ethics, based on the principles of behaviorism.

No one gave him a dozen healthy infants so he could test his claim, and he later ad-
mitted that in making it he was going beyond the facts. However, he noted that people
who disagreed with him and believed the impact of heredity was greater than that of the
environment had been stating their case for thousands of years and still had no real evi-
dence for their view.

The following passage from Behaviorism shows the vitality with which Watson de-
scribed his program for living under a behaviorist system. It may help you appreciate
why so many people adopted behaviorism as a new faith.
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Behaviorism ought to be a science that prepares men and women for understanding the
principles of their own behavior. It ought to make men and women eager to rearrange
their own lives, and especially eager to prepare themselves to bring up their own chil-
dren in a healthy way. I wish I could picture for you what a rich and wonderful indi-
vidual we should make of every healthy child if only we could let it shape itself properly
and then provide for it a universe in which it could exercise that organization—a uni-
verse unshackled by legendary folklore of happenings thousands of years ago; unham-
pered by disgraceful political history; free of foolish customs and conventions which
have no significance in themselves, yet which hem the individual in like taut steel
bands.

I am not asking here for revolution; I am not asking people to go out to some God-
forsaken place, form a colony, go naked and live a communal life, nor am I asking for a
change to a diet of roots and herbs. I am not asking for “free love.” I am trying to dan-
gle a stimulus in front of you, a verbal stimulus which, if acted upon, will gradually
change this universe. For the universe will change if you bring up your children, not
in the freedom of the libertine, but in behavioristic freedom—a freedom which we can-
not even picture in words, so little do we know of it. Will not these children in turn,
with their better ways of living and thinking, replace us as society and in turn bring
up their children in a still more scientific way, until the world finally becomes a place
fit for human habitation? (Watson, 1930, pp. 303–304)

Watson’s plan to replace religion-based ethics with his experimental ethics based on
behaviorism remained only a hope and was never carried out. He outlined his program
and left it as a framework for others. Years later, B. F. Skinner (see Chapter 11) con-
ceived in greater detail a scientifically shaped utopia in the spirit of Watson’s ideas.

An Outbreak of Psychology
By the 1920s the field of psychology had captured and captivated the public’s attention.
Given Watson’s charisma, personal charm, persuasiveness, and message of hope, Amer-
icans were enthralled by what one writer called an “outbreak” of psychology. Much of
the public was convinced that psychology provided the path to health, happiness, and
prosperity. Psychological advice columns sprouted up in the pages of the daily
newspapers.

Psychologist Joseph Jastrow (1863–1944) was once called “the most prolific
university-trained popular psychologist” in the United States during the 1920s and
1930s (Pettit, 2007, p. 162). He received his Ph.D. in 1886 from Johns Hopkins and
pursued a lengthy academic career at the University of Wisconsin. He also wrote mag-
azine articles about psychology, acting on his belief that the “popularization of psychol-
ogy was essential to its public appreciation and official support” (Jastrow, 1930/1961,
p. 150). Topics included curing the blues, the psychology of crooks, fears and worries,
the meaning of IQ scores, inferiority complexes, family conflicts, and why we drink
coffee. Obviously psychology had come a long way from the laboratory work of Wundt
and Titchener.

Jastrow’s newspaper column, “Keeping Mentally Fit,” was syndicated in 150 papers,
and he participated in radio programs such as “Herald of Sanity” and “Women’s Radio
Review.” He wrote a pop psychology manual, Piloting Your Life: The Psychologist as
Helmsman, not unlike the self-help books perpetually on today’s best-seller lists. His ar-
ticles on the usefulness of psychology in everyday life appeared frequently in popular
magazines such as Popular Science Monthly, Cosmopolitan, and Harper’s (Behrens,
2009; Hull, 1944).
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Another promoter of psychology was Albert Wiggam. Although not a psychologist, he
wrote a popular newspaper column called “Exploring Your Mind.” Following is a sample
of his views:

Men and women never needed psychology so much as they need it today. Young men
and women need it in order to measure their own mental traits and capacities with a
view to choosing their careers early and wisely. Businessmen need it to help them select
employees; parents and educators need it as an aid in rearing and educating children;
all need it in order to secure the highest effectiveness and happiness.

You cannot achieve these things in the fullest measure without the new knowledge
of your own mind and personality that the psychologists have given us. (Wiggam, 1928,
quoted in Benjamin, 1986, p. 943)

The Canadian humorist Stephen Butler Leacock noted that psychology had once been
safely confined to college campuses, where it had no connection with reality and did no
visible harm to anyone who studied it. By 1924, however, psychology was everywhere.
Leacock wrote, “For almost every juncture of life we now call in the services of an expert
psychologist as naturally as we send for an emergency plumber. In all our great cities
there are already, or soon will be, signs that read ‘Psychologist—Open Day and Night’”
(quoted in Benjamin, 1986, p. 944).

Thus was psychology welcomed throughout the United States, and John B. Watson
may have done more than any other individual to help it spread.

Criticisms of Watson’s Behaviorism
Any system that proposes sweeping revisions, blatantly attacks the existing order, and
suggests that the earlier version of the truth be discarded is sure to be criticized. We
know that American psychology was already moving toward greater objectivity when
Watson founded behaviorism, but not all psychologists were ready to accept the extreme
objectivity that Watson proposed. Many psychologists, including some who supported
the principle of objectivity, believed that Watson’s program omitted important compo-
nents such as sensory and perceptual processes.

Karl Lashley (1890–1958)

Lashley was a student of Watson’s at Johns Hopkins, where he earned his Ph.D. His ca-
reer as a physiological psychologist took him to the universities of Minnesota and Chi-
cago, to Harvard, and finally to the Yerkes Laboratory of Primate Biology. He upheld the
mechanistic tradition that had characterized psychology since its founding.

Lashley revealed that as a boy he was as baffled by people as he was skillful with me-
chano sets [toys for making mechanical constructions such as buildings and bridges].
Psychology finally fell open to him, he said, when he recognized that human beings
and machines had a great deal in common. (Murray, quoted in Robinson, 1992, p. 213)

Lashley was an advocate of Watson’s behaviorism, though his research on brain me-
chanisms in rats challenged one of Watson’s basic points. Lashley summarized his find-
ings in Brain Mechanisms and Intelligence (1929). He offered two now famous principles:
the law of mass action, which states that the efficiency of learning is a function of the
intact mass of the cortex (the more cortical tissue available, the better the learning), and
the principle of equipotentiality, which states that one part of the cortex is essentially
equal to another in terms of its contribution to learning.

Lashley expected his research to lead him to specific sensory and motor centers in the
cerebral cortex as well as corresponding connections between sensory and motor

KARL LASHLEY

Law of mass action:
The efficiency of
learning is a function
of the total mass of
cortical tissue.

Equipotentiality: The
idea that one part of
the cerebral cortex is
essentially equal to
another in its contri-
bution to learning.
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apparatus. Such findings would have supported the primacy and simplicity of the reflex
arc as an elemental unit of behavior. What happened, however, was that his results chal-
lenged Watson’s idea of a simple point-to-point connection in reflexes, according to
which the brain serves merely to switch incoming sensory nerve impulses into outgoing
motor impulses. Lashley’s findings suggested that the brain plays a more active role in
learning than Watson could accept. Thus, Lashley contested Watson’s assumption that
behavior is compounded bit by bit solely through conditioned reflexes.

Although Lashley’s work discredited a fundamental part of Watson’s system, it did
not weaken the behaviorist insistence on objective research methods. On the contrary,
Lashley’s work confirmed the value of objective methods in psychological research.

William McDougall (1871–1938)

One of Watson’s more forceful opponents was William McDougall, an English psychol-
ogist who came to the United States in 1920, first to Harvard and later to Duke Univer-
sity. McDougall is known for his instinct theory of behavior and for the impetus his
book on social psychology gave to that area (McDougall, 1908).

McDougall, who contributed so much to social psychology, was not very social him-
self. He wrote:

I have never fitted neatly into any social group, never been able to find myself wholly at
one with any party or any system; and, though not insensible to the attractions of
group life, group feeling and thinking, have always stood outside, critical and ill-
content. (1930, p. 192)

He was a supporter of unpopular causes such as free will, Nordic superiority, and psy-
chic research, and he was frequently denounced by the American press for his views.
McDougall was also vilified in the psychological community because he strongly criti-
cized behaviorism in the 1920s, when most psychologists had accepted its influence. In-
deed, McDougall and Watson had been “flaying each other in print for years” (Larson,
1972, p. 3).

McDougall wrote that he “suffered much in the way of loss of reputation, unpopular-
ity, slanderous misrepresentation, and scornful hostility” (quoted in Innis, 2003, p. 102).
One American psychologist went so far as to say publicly, when McDougall was seriously
ill, that psychology would be better off if he died. On a more sympathetic note, Robert
Yerkes referred to McDougall’s life as “a major tragedy” (Innis, 2003, p. 91).

McDougall’s instinct theory states that human behavior derives from innate tenden-
cies to thought and action. Although this idea was initially well received, it rapidly lost
ground to behaviorism. Watson rejected the notion of instincts, and on this issue and
many others the two men clashed.

The Watson–McDougall Debate

Watson and McDougall met to debate their differences on February 5, 1924, at the Psy-
chology Club in Washington, D.C. The fact that Washington had a psychology club not
affiliated with a university attests to the field’s widespread popularity. One thousand peo-
ple attended the proceedings. Only a few were psychologists; at the time there were only
464 APA members nationwide. Thus, the size of the crowd also reflects the popularity of
Watson’s behaviorism. The judges of the debate, however, voted McDougall the winner.
The arguments were published jointly in The Battle of Behaviorism (1929).

McDougall began optimistically. “I have an initial advantage over Dr. Watson,” he
said, “an advantage which I feel to be so great as to be unfair; namely, all persons of
common sense will of necessity be on my side from the outset” (Watson & McDougall,

WILLIAM MCDOUGALL
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1929, p. 40). McDougall agreed with Watson that the data of behavior are a proper focus
for psychological research, but he argued that the data of consciousness are also indis-
pensable. (This position was later upheld by humanistic psychologists and social-
learning theorists.)

If psychologists do not use introspection, McDougall asked, how can they determine
the meaning of a subject’s response or the accuracy of speech behavior (what Watson
called verbal report)? Without self-report, how can we know anything about daydreams
and fantasies? How can we understand or appreciate aesthetic experiences? McDougall
challenged Watson to explain how a behaviorist would account for the experience of en-
joying a violin concert. McDougall said:

I come into this hall and see a man on this platform scraping the guts of a cat with
hairs from the tail of a horse, and, sitting silently in attitudes of rapt attention, are a
thousand persons, who presently break into wild applause. How will the behaviorist ex-
plain these strange incidents? How explain the fact that the vibrations emitted by the
catgut stimulate all the thousands into absolute silence and quiescence, and the further
fact that the cessation of the stimulus seems to be a stimulus to the most frantic
activity?

Common sense and psychology agree in accepting the explanation that the audi-
ence heard the music with keen pleasure, and vented their gratitude and admiration
for the artist in shouts and handclappings. But the behaviorist knows nothing of plea-
sure and pain, of admiration and gratitude. He has relegated all such “metaphysical
entities” to the dust heap, and must seek some other explanation. Let us leave him seek-
ing it. The search will keep him harmlessly occupied for some centuries to come. (Wat-
son & McDougall, 1929, pp. 62–63)

Then McDougall questioned Watson’s assumption that human behavior is fully deter-
mined, that everything we do is the direct result of past experience and can be predicted
once these past events are known. Such a psychology leaves no room for free will or free-
dom of choice. If this determinist position were true—that humans have no free will and
therefore cannot be held responsible for their actions—then there would be no human
initiative, no creative effort, no desire to improve ourselves or society. No one would at-
tempt to prevent war, alleviate injustice, or achieve any personal or social ideal. Why
even bother trying, if every thought and behavior is totally determined by past
experience?

Watson’s use of the verbal report method came under fire. He was charged with being
inconsistent, accepting it when it could be verified and rejecting it when it could not. Of
course, that was Watson’s point and the goal of the entire behaviorist movement: to use
only data that could be verified.

The Watson–McDougall debate came 11 years after Watson formally founded the be-
haviorist school of thought. McDougall predicted that in a few more years Watson’s po-
sition would disappear without a trace. Five years later McDougall wrote that his forecast
had been too rosy, “founded upon a too generous estimate of the intelligence of the
American public. Dr. Watson continues, as a prophet of much honor in his own coun-
try, to issue his pronouncements” (Watson & McDougall, 1929, pp. 86, 87).

Contributions of Watson’s Behaviorism
Watson’s productive career in psychology lasted fewer than 20 years, but he profoundly
affected the course of psychology’s development for many years to come. He was an ef-
fective agent of the Zeitgeist, of the times that were changing not only in psychology but
in general scientific attitudes as well. The nineteenth century had witnessed magnificent
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advances in every branch of science. The twentieth century promised even more marvels.
It was thought then that scientists, if given enough time, would find solutions to every
problem, answers to every question.

Watson made psychology more objective in methods and terminology. Although his
positions on specific topics stimulated much research, his original formulations are no
longer useful. As a distinct school of thought, Watsonian behaviorism was replaced by
other forms of psychological objectivism that built on it, as we see in Chapter 11. The
historian E. G. Boring said in 1929 that behaviorism was already past its prime. Because
revolutionary movements depend on protest for their strength, it is an effective tribute to
Watson’s behaviorism that just 16 years after its introduction it no longer needed to pro-
test. Indeed, there was nothing left to protest against.

Watson’s behaviorism effectively overcame the earlier mainstream positions in psy-
chology. A graduate student at the University of Wisconsin in 1926 reported that by
then, few students had heard of Wundt and Titchener (Gengerelli, 1976). Objective
methods and language became identified with American psychology, and so Watson’s
system died, as have other successful movements, by being absorbed into the main
body of thought to provide a strong conceptual base for modern psychology.

Although Watson’s program did not realize its ambitious goals, he is widely recognized
for his founding role. The centennial of his birth was celebrated in April 1979, the same
year as the centennial of the birth of psychology as a science. A symposium at Furman
University, where the psychology laboratory is named for Watson, drew psychologists
from throughout the United States. One speaker was B. F. Skinner, whose talk was titled
“What J. B. Watson Meant to Me.” Hometown residents remembered Watson somewhat
less favorably. Many recalled him as “an upstart and an atheist who had turned his back
on his Southern heritage and Baptist upbringing” (Greenville News, April 5, 1979). In 1984,
a commemorative marker was placed on the highway near his birthplace.

To some degree, the acceptance of Watsonian behaviorism was a function of Wat-
son’s personality. A charismatic figure, he projected his ideas with enthusiasm, optimism,
and self-confidence. He was a strong and appealing speaker who scorned tradition and
rejected the current psychology. These personal qualities, plus the spirit of the times he
so ably manipulated, define John B. Watson as one of psychology’s pioneers.

Discussion Questions
1. What ethical and moral considerations do you

think were involved in the Little Albert study?
2. How did Watson establish a conditioned emo-

tional response in Albert? Did that response
generalize to other stimuli? If so, to what kind
of stimuli?

3. Was Watson concerned about the practical value of
behaviorism? If your answer is yes, to what areas
of everyday life did he apply his findings?

4. Describe Watson’s approach to child rearing.
What were the results of that approach within his
family?

5. In Watson’s 1913 article, what criticisms did he
make of structuralism and functionalism? On
what basis did he argue that applied psychology
could be called scientific?

6. How were Watson’s ideas received by the youn-
ger generation of psychologists?

7. What research methods did Watson accept for a
scientific psychology?

8. Why was Watson’s use of verbal reports consid-
ered to be controversial?

9. How did the behaviorists’ view of the role and
task of human subjects differ from that of the
introspectionists?

10. Discuss how Watson’s subject matter and meth-
odology continued the atomistic, mechanistic,
empiricistic tradition.

11. How did Watson distinguish between responses
and acts? How did he distinguish between ex-
plicit and implicit responses?
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12. Describe Watson’s views on instinct and thought
processes.

13. How do the studies of Albert and Peter support
Watson’s ideas on the role of learning in
emotion?

14. Explain the reasons for behaviorism’s popular
appeal.

15. Describe Lashley’s law of mass action and prin-
ciple of equipotentiality.

16. In what way did Lashley’s research results dis-
credit a portion of Watson’s system?

17. Do you think Watson’s behaviorism would have
become so popular without the earlier work of the
functional psychologists? Explain your answer.

18. On what grounds did McDougall criticize Wat-
son’s form of behaviorism?
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C HA P T E R 11
Behaviorism: After the Founding

The IQ Zoo
It was called the IQ Zoo, located in Hot Springs, Arkansas. It’s closed now, but for
35 years thousands of people visited it to watch animals perform an amazing variety of
tricks. At least they looked like tricks, but in reality every animal had been carefully
trained. Nothing had been left to chance at the IQ Zoo. Each animal you saw—whether
a pigeon or a chicken or a raccoon—had become another Clever Hans (see Bailey &
Gillaspy, 2005).

Consider Priscilla the Fastidious Pig. If you have ever seen pigs in a barnyard you might
not think they were capable of doing anything exciting enough to make you watch. Pris-
cilla, however, was fascinating. She performed a routine about getting up in the morning.
First she switched on a radio, then ate breakfast at a table, picked up an array of dirty
clothes, stowed them in a hamper, and ran a vacuum cleaner around her room. Once she
was ready to face her public, she proceeded to answer questions put to her by the audience
by activating signs that lit up to indicate “yes” or “no.”

Another star of the IQ Zoo was Bird Brain, a chicken who played Tic-Tac-Toe with
people and would invariably win or tie every game. She never lost, not even when she
played against the great psychologist B. F. Skinner, whose reaction to losing to a chicken
went unrecorded. At one time there were hundreds of chickens like Bird Brain featured
at exhibitions and casinos throughout the United States, and not one ever lost a game to
a human opponent.

In addition to Bird Brain, a “hen played a 5-note tune on a small piano, another per-
formed a ‘tap dance’ in costume and shoes, while a third ‘laid’ wooden eggs in a nest box;
the eggs rolled down a trough into a basket. The audience could call out any number of
eggs desired, up to eight, and the hen would lay that number, nonstop” (Breland &
Breland, 1951, p. 202).

There were chickens that walked tightropes, played baseball and poker, and fired pop-
guns. Rabbits drove little fire trucks around the grounds, sirens wailing. Ducks played
pianos and drums, parrots rode bicycles, and raccoons played basketball. And who could
forget the dancing goat, the hamsters swinging on the trapeze, and the kissing rabbits
(Joyce & Baker, 2008; Time, February 28, 1955)?

The zoo was established in 1955 by Keller and Marian Breland, former graduate stu-
dents in psychology who left the university to earn a living by applying psychological
conditioning techniques to animal behavior. They met when Marian, whose family called
her “Mouse” because of her diminutive stature, literally ran into Keller one day when she
was rushing out of the psychology laboratory to seek medical treatment because she had
been bitten by a lab rat.
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A year later they married, and in 1943 they formed Animal Behavior Enterprise to
train animals to perform at state fairs and tourist attractions. By the time they opened
the IQ Zoo their work was well known, thanks to articles in the Wall Street Journal,
Time, Life, and Reader’s Digest. At the peak of their success the Brelands were running
nearly 140 trained-animal shows at major tourist attractions and twice that many in
traveling animal shows. They had also trained hundreds of animals for roles in movies,
television programs, and commercials. Overall they trained more than 6,000 animals of
some 150 species (Marr, 2002).

And they did it all through the use of the basic conditioning techniques they had
learned from B. F. Skinner, the leading behaviorist of the twentieth century.

Three Stages of Behaviorism
John B. Watson’s intended revolution did not transform psychology overnight. It took
more time than he expected. Yet by 1924, little more than a decade after he formally
launched behaviorism, even Titchener, Watson’s greatest opponent, conceded that be-
haviorism had engulfed American psychology. By 1930 Watson was able to proclaim
with considerable justification that his victory was complete.

Watson’s behaviorism was the first stage in the evolution of the behavioral school of
thought. The second stage, neobehaviorism, dates from 1930 to about 1960 and includes
the work of Tolman, Hull, and Skinner. These neobehaviorists agreed on several points,
as follows:

• The core of psychology is the study of learning.
• Most behavior, no matter how complex, can be accounted for by the laws of

conditioning.
• Psychology must adopt the principle of operationism.

The third stage in behaviorism’s evolution, neo-neobehaviorism or sociobehaviorism,
dates from about 1960 to about 1990. This stage includes the work of Bandura and
Rotter and is distinguished by a return to the consideration of cognitive processes while
maintaining a focus on the observation of overt behavior.

Operationism
The purpose of operationism, which was a major characteristic of neobehaviorism, was
to render the language and terminology of science more objective and precise and to rid
science of “pseudoproblems”; that is, those problems that are not actually observable or
physically demonstrable. Operationism holds that the validity of any scientific finding or
theoretical construct depends on the validity of the operations used in arriving at that
finding.

The operationist viewpoint was promoted by Percy W. Bridgman (1882–1961), a
Nobel Prize-winning physicist at Harvard University. His book, The Logic of Modern
Physics (1927), captured the attention of many psychologists (Feest, 2005). Bridgman
insisted that physical concepts be defined precisely and that all concepts lacking physical
referents be discarded.

We may illustrate by considering the concept of length. What do we mean by the length
of an object? We evidently know what we mean by length if we can tell what the length
of any and every object is, and for the physicist nothing more is required. To find the
length of an object, we have to perform certain physical operations. The concept of
length is therefore fixed when the operations by which length is measured are fixed;
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that is, the concept of length involves as much as and nothing more than a set of opera-
tions; the concept is synonymous with the corresponding set of operations. (Bridgman,
1927, p. 5)

Thus, a physical concept is the same as the set of operations or procedures by which it is
determined. Many psychologists believed this principle would be useful for their work
and were eager to apply it.

Bridgman’s insistence on discarding pseudo-problems—those questions that defy an-
swer by any known objective test—was particularly appealing to behavioral psychologists.
Propositions that cannot be put to experimental test, such as the existence and nature of
the soul, are meaningless for science. What is the soul? How can it be observed in the
laboratory? Can it be measured and manipulated under controlled conditions to deter-
mine its effects on behavior? If not, then the concept has no use or meaning or relevance
for science.

Following this reasoning, the concept of individual or private conscious experience is
also a pseudo-problem for the science of psychology. The existence or characteristics of
consciousness cannot be determined or even investigated by objective methods. According
to the operationist viewpoint, then, consciousness has no place in a scientific psychology.

Critics suggested that operationism was little more than a formal statement of principles
already being applied by psychologists to define ideas and concepts in relation to their
physical referents. There is little in Bridgman’s book on operationism that cannot be traced
to the works of the British empiricists. The long-term trend in American psychology was,
as we have seen, toward greater objectivity in methodology and subject matter, so it can be
said that the operationist approach to research and theory had already been accepted by
many psychologists.

Since the days of Wilhelm Wundt in Germany, however, physics had been the para-
gon of scientific respectability for the newer psychology. When physicists proclaimed
their acceptance of operationism as a formal doctrine, many psychologists felt compelled
to follow this role model. Eventually, psychologists used operationism more extensively
than did physicists. As a result, the generation of neobehaviorists that came of age in the
late 1920s and 1930s, including B. F. Skinner, incorporated operationism in their ap-
proach to psychology (Moore, 2005).

Bridgman lived long enough to witness not only psychology’s embrace of operation-
ism but also the later discarding of his approach. At the age of 79, knowing he was ter-
minally ill, Bridgman completed the index to a seven-volume edition of his collected
writings, mailed it to the publisher, and shot himself. He had feared that if he waited
any longer, he would become incapacitated and unable to take such action. In his suicide
note he wrote, “Probably, this is the last day I will be able to do it myself” (quoted in
Nuland, 1994, p. 152).

Edward Chace Tolman (1886–1959)
One of the early converts to behaviorism, Edward Tolman studied engineering at the
Massachusetts Institute of Technology. He switched to psychology and received his
Ph.D. from Harvard in 1915. In the summer of 1912, Tolman studied in Germany with
the Gestalt psychologist Kurt Koffka. In Tolman’s final year of graduate school, he be-
came acquainted with Watson’s new behaviorism. Having been trained in the tradition
of Titchener’s structural psychology, Tolman was already questioning the scientific use-
fulness of introspection. In his autobiography, he recalled that Watson’s behaviorism
came as a “tremendous stimulus and relief” (1952, p. 326).

Tolman became an instructor at Northwestern University in Evanston, Illinois, and in
1918 he took a new position at the University of California at Berkeley. It was at Berkeley
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where he taught comparative psychology and conducted research on learning in rats, and
soon afterwards he became dissatisfied with Watson’s form of behaviorism and began to
develop his own. During World War II, Tolman served with the Office of Strategic Ser-
vices (the OSS, the forerunner of the Central Intelligence Agency). In the early 1950s, he
helped lead faculty opposition to the California state loyalty oath.

Purposive Behaviorism

Tolman’s approach to behaviorism is presented in his book, Purposive Behavior in Animals
and Men (1932). His term purposive behaviorism may appear at first glance to be a curi-
ous amalgam of two contradictory ideas: purpose and behavior. Attributing purpose to an
organism’s behavior seems to imply consciousness, a mentalistic concept that has no place
in a behavioral psychology. Tolman made it clear, however, that he was very much the
behaviorist in subject matter and methodology. He was not urging psychology to accept
consciousness. Like Watson, he rejected introspection and had no interest in presumed in-
ternal experiences that were not accessible to objective observation.

Tolman argued that purposiveness in behavior can be defined in objective behavioral
terms without resorting to introspection or to reports about how one may feel about an
experience. It seemed obvious to Tolman that all actions were goal-directed. For exam-
ple, a cat tries to find its way out of the psychologist’s experimental puzzle box, a rat tries
to master the maze, and a child tries to learn to play the piano or to kick a soccer ball.

In other words, Tolman said, behavior “reeks” of purpose and is oriented toward
achieving a goal or learning the means to an end. The rat persistently runs the maze,
making fewer errors each time, to reach the goal faster. What is happening in this case
is that the rat is learning, and the fact of learning, whether in animal subjects or humans,
is objective behavioral evidence of purpose. Note that Tolman is dealing with the objec-
tive responses of the organism and that the measurements are stated in terms of changes
in response behavior as a function of learning. These are measures that yield objective
data.

Watsonian behaviorists were quick to criticize the attribution of purpose to behavior.
They insisted that any reference to purposiveness implied recognition of conscious pro-
cesses. Tolman responded that it made no difference to him whether the person or the
animal was conscious. The conscious experience—if there was any—associated with pur-
posive behavior did not influence the organism’s behavioral responses. And Tolman was
interested only in overt responses.

Intervening Variables

As a behaviorist, Tolman believed that both the initiating causes of behavior and the
final resulting behavior must be capable of objective observation and operational defini-
tion. He listed five independent variables as causes of behavior: environmental stimuli,
physiological drives, heredity, previous training, and age. Behavior is a function of these
five variables, an idea Tolman expressed in a mathematical equation.

Between these observable independent variables and the resulting response behavior
(the observable dependent variable), Tolman inferred a set of unobservable factors, the
intervening variables, which are the actual determinants of behavior. These factors are in-
ternal processes that connect the stimulus situation with the observed response. The beha-
viorists’ S-R proposition (for stimulus-response) should read S-O-R, so far as Tolman was
concerned. The intervening variable is whatever is going on within O (the organism) that
brings about the behavioral response to a given stimulus situation. But because intervening
variables cannot be objectively observed, they are of no use to psychology unless they can
be directly related to the experimental (independent) variables and the behavior (depen-
dent) variable.

Purposive
behaviorism: Tolman’s
system combining the
objective study of be-
havior with the con-
sideration of
purposiveness or goal
orientation in behavior.
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Edward Chace Tolman (1886–1959) 237



The classic example of an intervening variable is hunger. We cannot actually see hun-
ger in a person or a laboratory animal, but hunger can be precisely and objectively re-
lated to an experimental variable, such as the length of time since the organism last
received food. Hunger can also be related to an objective response or behavior variable,
such as the amount of food consumed or the speed with which it was eaten. Thus, the
unobservable variable of hunger can be described precisely in relation to empirical vari-
ables and made amenable to quantification and experimental manipulation.

By specifying the independent and dependent variables, which are observable events,
Tolman was able to provide operational definitions of unobservable, internal states. He
initially referred to his approach, in general, as operational behaviorism before selecting
the more precise term “intervening variable.”

Learning Theory

The problem of learning formed a major part of Tolman’s purposive behaviorism. He
rejected Thorndike’s law of effect, saying that reward or reinforcement has little influence
on learning. In its place, Tolman proposed a cognitive explanation for learning, suggest-
ing that the repeated performance of a task strengthens the learned relationship between
environmental cues and the organism’s expectations. In this way, the organism gets to
know its environment. Tolman called these learned relationships “sign Gestalts” and pos-
ited that they are built up by the continued performance of a task.

Let us watch a hungry rat in a maze. The rat moves about in the maze, exploring
correct alleys and blind alleys. Eventually the rat discovers food. In subsequent trials in
the maze, the goal (finding food) gives purpose and direction to the rat’s behavior. Ex-
pectations are established at each choice point, and the rat comes to expect that certain
cues associated with the choice point will or will not lead to the food.

When the rat’s expectation is confirmed and it obtains food, the sign Gestalt (the cue
expectancy associated with a particular choice point) is strengthened. For all the choice
points in the maze, then, the animal establishes a cognitive map, which is a pattern of
sign Gestalts. This pattern is what the animal learns—that is, the map of the maze, not
merely a set of motor habits. The rat’s brain forms a comprehensive picture of the maze
or of any familiar environment, enabling it to go from one place to another without be-
ing restricted to a fixed series of bodily movements. Tolman concluded that the same
phenomenon occurs with people familiar with their neighborhood or town. They can
go from one point to another by several routes because of the cognitive map they have
developed of the area.

Comment

Tolman is recognized as a forerunner of contemporary cognitive psychology (see Chap-
ter 15), and his work had a great impact, especially his research on problems of learning
and his concept of the intervening variable. Because intervening variables are a way of
operationally defining unobservable internal states, they made such states respectable
subjects for scientific study. Intervening variables were used by neobehaviorists such as
Hull and Skinner.

Another significant contribution was Tolman’s wholehearted support for the rat as an
appropriate subject for psychological study. At the start of his career, Tolman was not
enthusiastic. He said about rats, “I don’t like them. They make me feel creepy” (Tolman,
1919, quoted in Innis, 1992, p. 191).

By 1945, his attitude had changed:

Let it be noted that rats live in cages; they do not go on binges the night before one has
planned an experiment; they do not kill each other off in wars; they do not invent
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engines of destruction, and, if they did, they would not be so inept about controlling
such engines; they do not go in for either class conflicts or race conflicts; they avoid pol-
itics, economics, and papers on psychology. They are marvelous, pure, and delightful.
(Tolman, 1945, p. 166)

Thanks to the work of Tolman and others, the white rat became the primary research
subject for the neobehaviorists and learning theorists from 1930 until the 1960s. It was
assumed that research on white rats would yield insights into the basic processes under-
lying the behavior not only of rats but also of other animals and humans as well. Tolman
wrote that “everything important in psychology can be investigated in essence through
the continued experimental and theoretical analysis of the determiners of rat behavior
at a choice point in a maze” (quoted in Innis, 2000, p. 92). Who needed human subjects
when so many white rats were available?

Clark Leonard Hull (1884–1952)
Clark Hull and his followers dominated American psychology from the 1940s until the
1960s. Perhaps no other psychologist was so devoted to the problems of the scientific
method. Hull had a prodigious command of mathematics and formal logic, and he ap-
plied these disciplines to psychological theory in a way no one had done before. Hull’s
form of behaviorism was more sophisticated and complex than Watson’s. Hull liked to
tell his graduate students that “Watson is too naïve. His behaviorism is too simple and
crude” (quoted in Gengerelli, 1976, p. 686).

Hull’s Life

Throughout his life, Hull was plagued by ill health and poor eyesight. As a boy he nearly
died from typhoid, which left his memory impaired. When he was 24 he contracted polio;
as a result of the disease he had a permanent disability in one leg, forcing him to wear an
iron brace, which he designed himself. His family was poor, and Hull was forced to inter-
rupt his education several times to take teaching jobs to earn money. His greatest asset was
an intense motivation to succeed, and he persevered in the face of many obstacles.

In 1918, at the relatively advanced age of 34, Hull received his Ph.D. from the Univer-
sity of Wisconsin, where he studied mining engineering before changing to psychology.
He remained on the Wisconsin faculty for 10 years. His early research interests foretold
his lifelong emphasis on objective methods and functional laws. Hull investigated con-
cept formation, the effects of tobacco on behavioral efficiency, and tests and measure-
ments, and he published a textbook on aptitude testing (Hull, 1928). He developed
methods of statistical analysis and invented a machine for calculating correlations, which
has been exhibited at the museums of the Smithsonian Institution in Washington, D.C.
He devoted 10 years to the study of hypnosis and suggestibility, publishing 32 papers
and a book summarizing the research (Hull, 1933).

In 1929 Hull accepted a position as research professor at Yale University to pursue his
interest in formulating a theory of behavior based on Pavlov’s laws of conditioning. He
had read Pavlov’s work a few years earlier and had become intrigued by problems of con-
ditioned reflexes and learning. Hull referred to Pavlov’s Conditioned Reflexes as a “great
book” and decided to use animal subjects for his research. He had not run rats before be-
cause he detested the odors associated with a rat lab, but at Yale he visited the meticulously
clean rat colony maintained by E. R. Hilgard. Hull looked at the rats, “sniffed them and
said that he guessed he could use rats after all” (Hilgard, 1987, p. 201).

In the 1930s, Hull published articles about conditioning, arguing that complex
higher-order behaviors could be explained in terms of basic conditioning principles.
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Hull’s Principles of Behavior (1943) outlined a comprehensive theoretical framework to
account for all behavior. Hull soon became the most frequently cited psychologist in
the field. In the 1940s, up to 40 percent of all experimental articles and 70 percent of
all articles on learning and motivation in the two leading American psychology journals
cited Hull’s work (Spence, 1952). Hull continually revised his system, incorporating the
results of his extensive research that put his propositions to experimental test. The final
form was published in 1952 in A Behavior System.

The Spirit of Mechanism

Hull described his behaviorism and his image of human nature in mechanistic terms and
regarded human behavior as automatic and capable of being reduced to the language of
physics. According to Hull, behaviorists should regard their subjects as machines, and he
subscribed to the view that machines would one day be constructed to think and display
other human cognitive functions. In 1926 Hull wrote, “It has struck me many times that
the human organism is one of the most extraordinary machines—and yet a machine.
And it has struck me more than once that so far as the thinking processes go, a machine
could be built which would do every essential thing that the body does” (quoted in
Amsel & Rashotte, 1984, pp. 2–3). We can see that the seventeenth-century spirit of
mechanism as represented by Europe’s mechanical figures, clocks, and automata (such
as the defecating duck) was faithfully incorporated into Hull’s work.

Objective Methodology and Quantification

Hull’s mechanistic, reductionistic, and objective behaviorism provides a clear view of
what his methods of study had to be. First, they would be objective. In addition, they
would be quantitative, with the fundamental laws of behavior expressed in the precise
language of mathematics.

Hull noted four methods he considered useful for scientific research. Three were already
widely used: simple observation, systematic controlled observation, and the experimental
testing of hypotheses. The fourth method Hull proposed was the hypothetico-deductive
method, which uses deduction from a set of formulations that are determined a priori.
This method involves establishing postulates from which experimentally testable conclu-
sions can be deduced. These conclusions are submitted to experimental test, and they
must be revised if they are not supported by experimental evidence. If they are supported
and verified, then they may be incorporated into the body of science. Hull believed that
if psychology were to become truly objective like the other natural sciences—a basic prin-
ciple of the behaviorist program—then the only appropriate method would be the
hypothetico-deductive one.

Drives

To Hull, the basis of motivation was a state of bodily need that arose from a deviation
from optimal biological conditions. Rather than introducing the concept of biological
need directly into his system, however, Hull postulated the intervening variable of “drive,”
a term that had already come into use in psychology. Drive was defined as a stimulus aris-
ing from a state of tissue need that arouses or activates behavior. In Hull’s view, reduction
or satisfaction of a drive is the sole basis for reinforcement. The strength of the drive can
be empirically determined by the length of deprivation, or by the intensity, strength, and
energy expenditure of the resulting behavior. Hull considered length of deprivation to be
an imperfect measure and placed greater emphasis on response strength.

Hull postulated two kinds of drive. Primary drives are associated with innate biologi-
cal need states and are vital to the organism’s survival. Primary drives include food,

Hypothetico-deductive
method: Hull’s method
for establishing postu-
lates from which ex-
perimentally testable
conclusions can be
deduced.
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water, air, temperature regulation, defecation, urination, sleep, activity, sexual inter-
course, and pain relief. Hull recognized, however, that organisms might be motivated
by forces other than primary drives. Accordingly, he proposed the learned or secondary
drives, which relate to situations or environmental stimuli associated with the reduction
of primary drives and so may become drives themselves. Thus, previously neutral stimuli
may acquire the characteristics of a drive because they are capable of eliciting responses
similar to the responses aroused by the primary drive or original need state.

A simple example involves touching a hot stove and getting burned. The painful burn,
caused by actual physical damage to the body’s tissues, produces a primary drive—the
desire for relief from the pain. Other environmental stimuli associated with this primary
drive, such as the sight of the stove, may in the future quickly lead to withdrawing the
hand when this visual stimulus is perceived. In this way, the sight of the stove becomes
the stimulus for the learned drive of fear. These secondary or learned drives that moti-
vate our behavior develop from the primary drives.

Learning

Hull’s learning theory focuses on the principle of reinforcement, which is essentially
Thorndike’s law of effect. Hull’s law of primary reinforcement states that when a
stimulus-response relationship is followed by a reduction in need, the probability in-
creases that on subsequent occasions the same stimulus will evoke the same response.
Reward or reinforcement is defined not in terms of Thorndike’s notion of satisfaction
but rather in terms of reducing a primary need. Thus, primary reinforcement (the reduc-
tion of a primary drive) is fundamental to Hull’s theory of learning.

Just as his system contains secondary or learned drives, it also deals with secondary
reinforcement. If the intensity of the stimulus is reduced because of a secondary drive,
then that drive will act as a secondary reinforcement.

It follows that any stimulus consistently associated with a reinforcement situation will
through that association acquire the power of evoking the conditioned inhibition, i.e.,
reduction in stimulus intensity, and so of itself producing the resulting reinforcement.
Since this indirect power of reinforcement is acquired through learning, it is called
secondary reinforcement. (Hull, 1951, pp. 27–28)

Stimulus-response connections are strengthened by the number of reinforcements
that have occurred. Hull called the strength of the S-R connection habit strength. It is
a function of reinforcement and refers to the persistence of the conditioning.

Learning cannot take place in the absence of reinforcement, which is necessary to
bring about a reduction of the drive. This emphasis on reinforcement characterizes
Hull’s system as a need-reduction theory, as opposed to Tolman’s cognitive theory.

Comment

As a leading exponent of neobehaviorism, Hull was the target of the same attacks aimed
at Watson and other behaviorists. Psychologists who opposed any behavioral approach
to psychology included Hull in the enemy camp.

His system can be faulted for its lack of generalizability. In his attempt to define vari-
ables precisely, in quantitative terms, Hull necessarily operated on a narrow plane. He
often formulated postulates from results obtained in a single experiment. Opponents ar-
gued that it is difficult to generalize to all behavior on the basis of specific experimental
demonstrations such as “the most favorable interval for human eyelid conditioning
(Postulate 2)” or “the weight in grams of food needed to condition a rat (Postulate 7)”
(quoted in Hilgard, 1956, p. 181). Although quantification is commendable, Hull’s
extreme approach reduced the range of applicability of his research findings.

Law of primary
reinforcement: When a
stimulus-response re-
lationship is followed
by a reduction in a
bodily need, the prob-
ability increases that
on subsequent occa-
sions the same stimu-
lus will evoke the same
response.

Habit strength: The
strength of the
stimulus-response
connection, which is a
function of the number
of reinforcements.
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Nevertheless, Hull’s influence on psychology was substantial. The sheer quantity of
research inspired by his work, as well as the large number of psychologists he influenced,
assures his stature in the history of psychology. Hull defended, extended, and expounded
the objective behaviorist approach to psychology as no one else had ever done. One his-
torian wrote, “It is not often in any field that a true theoretical genius comes along; of
the very few to whom psychology can lay claim, Hull must surely rank among the fore-
most” (Lowry, 1982, p. 211).

B. F. Skinner (1904–1990)
For decades, B. F. Skinner was the world’s most influential psychologist. When Skinner
died in 1990, the editor of the journal American Psychologist praised him as “one of the
giants of our discipline” who “made a permanent mark on psychology” (Fowler, 1990,
p. 1203). Skinner’s obituary in the Journal of the History of the Behavioral Sciences de-
scribed him as the “leading figure in behavior science of this century” (Keller, 1991, p. 3).

Beginning in the 1950s, Skinner was the major embodiment of American behavioral
psychology. He attracted a large, loyal, and enthusiastic band of followers. He developed
a program for the behavioral control of society, promoted behavior modification techni-
ques, and invented an automated crib for tending infants. His novel, Walden Two, re-
mained popular decades after its publication. His 1971 book Beyond Freedom and
Dignity was a national best-seller, giving Skinner the opportunity to advance his views
on television talk shows. He became a celebrity, his name as familiar to the general pub-
lic as to other psychologists. In 1972, the magazine Psychology Today noted that, “For
perhaps the first time in American history, a professor of psychology has acquired the
celebrity of a movie or TV star” (quoted in Rutherford, 2000, p. 372).

Skinner’s Life

Skinner, born in Susquehanna, Pennsylvania, recalled his childhood environment as af-
fectionate and stable. He attended the same small high school from which his parents
had graduated; there were only seven other students in Skinner’s graduating class. As a
child he was interested in building things: wagons, rafts, model airplanes, and a steam
cannon to shoot potato and carrot plugs over the roof. He spent years trying to develop
a perpetual motion machine. He read about animals and kept an assortment of turtles,
snakes, lizards, toads, and chipmunks. At a county fair he saw performing pigeons; years
later he would train pigeons to perform tricks.

Skinner’s system of psychology reflects his early life experiences. According to his
view, life is a product of past reinforcements. He claimed that his life was just as prede-
termined and orderly as his system dictated all human lives would be. He believed that
his experiences could be traced solely and directly to stimuli in his environment.

Skinner enrolled in Hamilton College in New York but was not happy there. He
wrote:

I never fitted into student life. I joined a fraternity without knowing what it was all
about. I was not good at sports and suffered acutely as my shins were cracked in ice
hockey or better players bounced basketballs off my cranium. … I complained that the
college was pushing me around with unnecessary requirements (one of them daily
chapel) and that almost no intellectual interest was shown by most of the students.
(Skinner, 1967, p. 392)

Skinner played practical jokes that disrupted the college community, and he openly
criticized the faculty and administration. He graduated with a degree in English, a Phi
Beta Kappa key, and a desire to become a writer. At a summer writing workshop, the
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poet Robert Frost had commented favorably on Skinner’s poems and stories. For two
years after graduation he worked at writing, and then decided that he had nothing to
say. Depressed by his lack of success as a writer, he thought about consulting a psychia-
trist. He considered himself a failure, and his self-worth was shattered. He was also dis-
appointed in love; at least half a dozen women had rejected him.

He read about the conditioning experiments of Watson and Pavlov, which awakened
a scientific, rather than a literary, interest in human nature. In 1928, Skinner enrolled as
a graduate student in psychology at Harvard University, though he had never taken a
psychology course. He received his Ph.D. in three years, completed postdoctoral fellow-
ships, and taught at the University of Minnesota (1936–1945) and Indiana University
(1945–1947), after which he returned to Harvard.

His dissertation topic provides a hint of the position to which he adhered throughout
his career. He proposed that a reflex is the correlation between a stimulus and a re-
sponse, and nothing more. He noted the usefulness of the reflex concept in describing
behavior and gave ample credit to Descartes.

Skinner’s 1938 book, The Behavior of Organisms, describes the basic points of his sys-
tem. The book sold just 80 copies in four years—a total of 500 copies in its first eight
years—and it received largely negative reviews. Fifty years later, it was judged “one of
the handful of books that changed the face of modern psychology” (Thompson, 1988,
p. 397). What turned this book from an initial failure to an overwhelming success was
its usefulness for applied areas such as educational and clinical psychology. Such wide-
spread practical application of Skinner’s ideas was appropriate because he was keenly in-
terested in solving real-world problems. A later work, Science and Human Behavior
(1953), became the basic textbook for Skinner’s behavioral psychology.

Skinner remained productive until his death at the age of 86. In the basement of his
home, he constructed his personal Skinner box, a controlled environment to provide
positive reinforcement. He slept in a yellow plastic tank large enough to contain a mat-
tress, a few bookshelves, and a small television set. He went to bed each night at 10 PM,
slept for three hours, worked for an hour, slept three more hours, and arose at 5 AM in
the morning to work three more hours. Then he walked to his office for more work and
administered self-reinforcement every afternoon by listening to music.

He enjoyed writing and said that it provided considerable positive reinforcement. At
age 78, he wrote a paper titled “Intellectual Self-Management in Old Age,” citing his own
experiences as a case study (Skinner, 1983). He described how necessary it is for the
brain to work fewer hours each day, with rest periods between spurts of effort, to cope
with failing memory and diminished intellectual abilities. He was pleased to learn that he
had been cited in the psychological literature more frequently than Sigmund Freud.
When a friend asked if that had been a goal of his writing, he said simply, “I thought I
might make it” (quoted in Bjork, 1993, p. 214).

In 1989, Skinner was diagnosed with leukemia and given two months to live. In a
radio interview, he described his feelings:

I’m not religious, so I don’t worry about what will happen after I’m dead. And when I
was told that I had this and would be dead in a few months, I didn’t have any emotion
of any kind at all. Not a bit of panic, or fear, or anxiety. … The only thing that touched
me was, and really, my eyes watered when I thought of this, I will have to tell my wife
and my daughters. … I’ve had a very good life. It would be very foolish of me to com-
plain, in any way, about it. So I’m enjoying these last few months as well as I ever
enjoyed life. (quoted in Catania, 1992, p. 1527)

Eight days before he died, though frail, Skinner presented a paper at the 1990 APA
convention in Boston. He vigorously attacked the growth of cognitive psychology, which
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was challenging his form of behaviorism. The evening before his death, he was working
on his final article, “Can Psychology Be a Science of Mind?” (Skinner, 1990), which was
another indictment of the cognitive movement that threatened to supplant his view of
psychology.

Skinner’s Behaviorism

In several respects, Skinner’s position represented a renewal of Watson’s behaviorism.
One historian wrote, “Watson’s spirit is indestructible. Cleaned and purified, it breathes
through the writings of B. F. Skinner” (MacLeod, 1959, p. 34). Although Hull is also con-
sidered a rigorous behaviorist, there are differences between Hull’s and Skinner’s views.
Whereas Hull emphasized the importance of theory, Skinner advocated an empirical sys-
tem with no theoretical framework within which to conduct research.

Skinner summarized his approach this way: “I never attacked a problem by construct-
ing a hypothesis. I never deduced theorems or submitted them to experimental check. So
far as I can see I had no preconceived model of behavior—certainly not a physiological
or mentalistic one, and I believe not a conceptual one” (Skinner, 1956, p. 227). Nor did
Skinner draw on the work of other psychologists, with the exception of the ideas of
Watson and Pavlov. “I find it very difficult to incorporate anybody’s thinking in psychol-
ogy in my own. I almost never read any psychology” (quoted in Overskeid, 2007, p. 591).

Skinner’s behaviorism was devoted to the study of responses. He was concerned with
describing rather than explaining behavior. His research dealt only with observable behav-
ior, and he believed that the task of scientific inquiry is to establish functional relationships
between experimenter-controlled stimulus conditions and the organism’s subsequent
responses.

Skinner was not concerned with speculating about what might be occurring inside the
organism. His program included no presumptions about internal entities, whether inter-
vening variables, drives, or physiological processes. Whatever might happen between
stimulus and response is not the sort of objective data the Skinnerian behaviorist dealt
with. Thus, Skinner’s purely descriptive behaviorism has been called, with good reason,
the “empty organism” approach. Human organisms are controlled and operated by
forces in the environment, the external world, and not by forces within themselves.
Note that Skinner did not question the existence of internal physiological or even mental
conditions. What he did deny was their usefulness for a scientific study of behavior. A
biographer reiterated that Skinner’s position was “not a denial of mental events, but a
refusal to resort to them as explanatory entities” (Richelle, 1993, p. 10).

In contrast to many of his contemporaries, Skinner did not consider it necessary to
use large numbers of subjects or to make statistical comparisons between the average re-
sponses of subject groups. His method was the comprehensive investigation of a single
subject.

A prediction of what the average individual will do is often of little or no value in deal-
ing with a particular individual. … A science is helpful in dealing with the individual
only insofar as its laws refer to individuals. A science of behavior which concerns only
the behavior of groups is not likely to be of help in our understanding of the particular
case. (Skinner, 1953, p. 19)

In 1958, Skinnerian behaviorists established the Journal of the Experimental Analysis
of Behavior, largely in response to the unwritten requirements of mainstream psychology
journals concerning statistical analysis and the size of the subject sample. The Journal of
Applied Behavior Analysis was started as an outlet for behavior modification research, an
applied outgrowth of Skinner’s psychology.
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In the following passage from Science and Human Behavior, Skinner described how
the work of Descartes and the mechanical figures of seventeenth-century Europe influ-
enced his approach to psychology. Here we see a good example of the uses of history, a
twentieth-century psychologist building on work done 300 years before. This excerpt also
demonstrates the continuing evolution of machines; apparently they are becoming ever
more lifelike.

IN THEIR OWN WORDS

Original Source Material from Science and Human Behavior
(1953)

B. F. Skinner1

Behavior is a primary characteristic of living things. We almost identify it with life it-

self. Anything which moves is likely to be called alive—especially when the move-

ment has direction or acts to alter the environment. Movement adds verisimilitude

to any model of an organism. The puppet comes to life when it moves, and idols

which move or breathe smoke are especially awe-inspiring. Robots and other me-

chanical creatures entertain us just because they move. And there is significance in

the etymology of the animated cartoon.

Machines seem alive simply because they are in motion. The fascination of the

steam shovel is legendary. Less familiar machines may actually be frightening. We

may feel that it is only primitive people who mistake them for living creatures today,

but at one time they were unfamiliar to everyone. When [the 19th-century poets

William] Wordsworth and [Samuel Taylor] Coleridge once passed a steam engine,

Wordsworth observed that it was scarcely possible to divest oneself of the impression

that it had life and volition. “Yes,” said Coleridge, “it is a giant with one idea.”

A mechanical toy which imitated human behavior led to the theory of what we now

call reflex action. In the first part of the seventeenth century certain moving figures

were commonly installed in private and public gardens as sources of amusement.

They were operated hydraulically. A young lady walking through a garden might step

upon a small concealed platform. This would open a valve, water would flow into a pis-

ton, and a threatening figure would swing out from the bushes to frighten her. René

Descartes knew how these figures worked, and he also knew how much they seemed

like living creatures. He considered the possibility that the hydraulic system which ex-

plained the one might also explain the other. A muscle swells when it moves a limb—

perhaps it is being inflated by a fluid coming along the nerves from the brain. The

nerves which stretch from the surface of the body into the brain may be the strings

which open the valves.

Descartes did not assert that the human organism always operates in this way.

He favored the explanation in the case of animals, but he reserved a sphere of action

for the “rational soul”—perhaps under religious pressure. It was not long before the

additional step was taken, however, which produced the full-fledged doctrine of

“man a machine.” The doctrine did not owe its popularity to its plausibility—there

was no reliable support for Descartes’s theory—but rather to its shocking metaphys-

ical and theoretical implications.

Since that time two things have happened: machines have become more lifelike,

and living organisms have been found to be more like machines. Contemporary ma-

chines are not only more complex, they are deliberately designed to operate in ways

which resemble human behavior. “Almost human” contrivances are a common part

1From Science and Human Behavior, by B. F. Skinner. © 1953, Free Press.
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Operant Conditioning

Generations of psychology students have studied Skinner’s operant conditioning experi-
ments and how they differ from the respondent behavior investigated by Pavlov. In the
Pavlovian conditioning situation, a known stimulus is paired with a response under con-
ditions of reinforcement. The behavioral response is elicited by a specific observable
stimulus; Skinner called this behavioral response a respondent behavior.

Operant behavior occurs without any observable external antecedent stimulus, so that
the organism’s response appears to be spontaneous. This does not mean that there is no
stimulus that elicits the response but rather that no stimulus is detected when the re-
sponse occurs. From the experimenters’ viewpoint, however, there is no stimulus because
they have not applied a stimulus and cannot see one.

Another difference between respondent and operant behavior is that operant behavior
operates on the organism’s environment; respondent behavior does not. The harnessed
dog in Pavlov’s laboratory can do nothing but respond (salivate, in this case) when the
experimenter presents the stimulus (the food). The dog cannot act on its own to secure
the stimulus. However, the operant behavior of the rat in the “Skinner box” is instru-
mental in securing the stimulus (the food). Skinner disliked the label “Skinner box,” a
term first used by Clark Hull in 1933. Skinner referred to his experimental equipment
as an “operant conditioning apparatus.” However, Skinner box has become popular and
accepted usage.

When the rat in the Skinner box presses the bar, it receives food, and it does not get
any food until it does press the bar, which thus operates on the environment. Skinner be-
lieved that operant behavior better represents the typical learning situation. Because behav-
ior is mostly of the operant type, it follows that the most effective approach to a science of
behavior is to study the conditioning and extinguishing of these operant behaviors.

Skinner’s classic experimental demonstration involved bar pressing in a Skinner box
constructed to eliminate extraneous stimuli. A rat deprived of food was placed in the ap-
paratus and allowed to explore. Eventually in the course of this exploration the rat would
accidentally depress a lever or bar that activated a mechanism releasing a food pellet
onto a tray. After receiving a few pellets (the reinforcers), conditioning was usually rapid.
Note that the rat’s behavior (pressing the lever) operated on the environment and thus
was instrumental in securing food. The dependent variable is simple and direct: it is the
rate of response.

From this basic experiment Skinner derived his law of acquisition, which states that
the strength of an operant behavior increases when it is followed by the presentation of a
reinforcing stimulus. Although practice is important in establishing a high rate of bar
pressing, the key variable is reinforcement. Practice by itself will not increase the rate of
responding; all it does is provide the opportunity for additional reinforcement to occur.

Skinner’s law of acquisition differs from Thorndike’s and Hull’s positions on learning.
Skinner did not deal with any pleasure/pain or satisfaction/dissatisfaction consequences

Operant conditioning:
A learning situation
that involves behavior
emitted by an organism
rather than elicited by
a detectable stimulus.

Law of acquisition: The
strength of an operant
behavior is increased
when it is followed by
the presentation of a
reinforcing stimulus.

of our daily experience. Doors see us coming and open to receive us. Elevators re-

member our commands and stop at the correct floor. Mechanical hands lift imperfect

items off a conveyor belt. Others write messages of fair legibility. Mechanical or elec-

tric calculators solve equations too difficult or too time-consuming for human mathe-

maticians. Man has, in short, created the machine in his own image. And as a result,

the living organism has lost some of its uniqueness. We are much less awed by ma-

chines than our ancestors were and less likely to endow the giant with even one

idea. At the same time, we have discovered more about how the living organism

works and are better able to see its machine-like properties.
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of reinforcement as did Thorndike. Nor did Skinner make any attempt to interpret rein-
forcement in terms of reducing drives as did Hull. Whereas the systems of Thorndike
and Hull are explanatory, Skinner’s is descriptive.

Schedules of Reinforcement

The initial research on bar pressing in the Skinner box demonstrated the role of rein-
forcement in operant behavior. The rat’s behavior was reinforced for every bar press. In
other words, the rat received food every time it made the correct response. In the real
world, however, reinforcement is not always so consistent or continuous, yet learning
occurs and behaviors persist even when reinforced intermittently. Skinner wrote:

We do not always find good ice or snow when we go skating or skiing. … We do not
always get a good meal in a particular restaurant because cooks are not always predict-
able. We do not always get an answer when we telephone a friend because the friend is
not always at home. … The reinforcements characteristic of industry and education are
almost always intermittent because it is not feasible to control behavior by reinforcing
every response. (Skinner, 1953, p. 99)

Consider your own experience. Even if you study continuously, you may not get an A
on every test. On the job, even if you work at maximum efficiency, you do not receive
praise or pay raises every day. So Skinner wanted to know how behavior might be af-
fected by variable reinforcement. Is one reinforcement schedule or pattern better than
another in determining an organism’s responses?

The impetus for the research came not from intellectual curiosity but expediency, and it
shows that science sometimes operates contrary to the idealized picture presented in many
textbooks. One Saturday afternoon, Skinner noticed that his supply of rat food pellets was
running low. At that time—the 1930s—food pellets could not simply be purchased from a
laboratory supply company. The experimenter (or graduate students) had to compound
them by hand, a laborious and time-consuming process. Rather than spend his weekend
making food pellets, Skinner asked himself what would happen if he reinforced his rats
only once a minute regardless of the number of responses they made. That way, he would
need far fewer food pellets for the weekend. He designed a series of experiments to test
different rates and times of reinforcement (Ferster & Skinner, 1957; Skinner, 1969).

In one set of studies, Skinner compared the response rates of animals reinforced for
every response with those reinforced after a specified time interval. The second condition
is the fixed interval reinforcement schedule. A reinforcer could be given once a minute
or once every four minutes. The important point is that the animal is reinforced only
after the passage of a fixed period of time. A job in which salary is paid once a week or
once a month provides reinforcement on a fixed interval schedule. Employees are paid
not for the number of items they produce (the number of responses) but for the number
of days or weeks that elapse. Skinner’s research showed that the shorter the time interval
between reinforcers, the more rapidly the animals responded. As the interval between
reinforcers lengthened, the response rate declined.

Frequency of reinforcement also affects the extinction of a response. Behaviors are
eliminated more quickly when they have been reinforced continuously and reinforce-
ment is then stopped than when they have been reinforced intermittently. Some pigeons
responded up to 10,000 times without reinforcement when they had originally been con-
ditioned on an intermittent reinforcement basis.

In the fixed ratio schedule, the reinforcer is presented not after a certain time interval
(as above) but after a predetermined number of responses. The animal’s behavior deter-
mines how often it will receive reinforcement. It may be required to respond 10 times or

Reinforcement
schedules: Conditions
involving various rates
and times of
reinforcement.
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20 times after receiving the initial reinforcer before it gets another one. Animals on a
fixed ratio schedule respond much faster than do those on a fixed interval schedule.
Rapid responding on fixed interval reinforcement will not bring additional reinforce-
ment; the animal on a fixed interval schedule may press the bar five times or 50 times
and will still be reinforced only when the stated time interval has passed. The higher re-
sponse rate on the fixed ratio schedule worked for rats, pigeons, and humans. In a fixed
ratio payment schedule in the workplace, an employee’s pay or commission depends on
the number of items produced or sold. This reinforcement schedule is effective as long as
the ratio is not too high, requiring an impossible amount of work for each unit of pay,
and the specific reinforcement offered is worth the effort.

Successive Approximation: The Shaping of Behavior

In Skinner’s original operant-conditioning experiment, the operant behavior (pressing the
lever) is a simple behavior that a laboratory rat would be expected to display eventually in
the course of exploring its environment. Thus, the chance is high that such a behavior will
occur, assuming the experimenter has sufficient patience. It is obvious, however, that ani-
mals and humans demonstrate many more complex operant behaviors that have a much
lower probability of occurrence in the normal course of events. Remember the complicated
sequence of behaviors shown by Priscilla the Fastidious Pig, or the amazing feats of Bird
Brain, that were on display at the IQ Zoo. How are such complex behaviors learned? How
can a trainer or an experimenter or a parent reinforce and condition an animal or a child
to perform behaviors that are not likely to occur spontaneously?

Skinner answered these questions with the method of successive approximation, or
shaping (Skinner, 1953). He trained a pigeon in a very short time to peck at a specific
spot in its cage. The probability that the pigeon on its own would peck at that precise
spot was low. At first the pigeon was reinforced with food when it merely turned toward
the designated spot. Then reinforcement was withheld until the pigeon made some
movement, however slight, toward the spot. Next, reinforcement was given only for
movements that brought the pigeon closer to the spot. After that, the pigeon was rein-
forced only when it thrust its head toward the spot. Finally, the pigeon was reinforced
only when its beak touched the spot. Although this sounds time-consuming, Skinner
conditioned pigeons in less than three minutes.

The experimental procedure itself explains the term “successive approximation.” The
organism is reinforced as its behavior comes in successive or consecutive stages to ap-
proximate the final behavior desired. Skinner suggested that this is how children learn
the complex behavior of speaking. Infants spontaneously emit meaningless sounds,
which parents reinforce by smiling, laughing, and talking. After a while parents reinforce
this childish babbling in different ways, providing stronger reinforcers for sounds that
approximate words. As the process continues, parental reinforcement becomes more re-
stricted, given only for appropriate usage and pronunciation. Thus, the complex behavior
of acquiring language skills is shaped by providing differential reinforcement in stages.

Aircribs, Teaching Machines, and Pigeon-Guided Missiles

The operant conditioning apparatus brought Skinner prominence among psychologists,
but it was the aircrib, a device to automate the care of infants, that brought him public
notoriety (Benjamin & Nielsen-Gammon, 1999). When Skinner and his wife decided to
have a second child, she said baby care through the first two years required too much
menial labor, so Skinner invented a mechanized environment to relieve parents of rou-
tine tasks. Although the aircrib was made available commercially, it was not a successful
product. Skinner’s daughter, reared in the aircrib, apparently bore no ill effects from the
experience.

Successive
approximation: An ex-
planation for the ac-
quisition of complex
behavior. Behaviors
such as learning to
speak will be rein-
forced only as they
come to approximate
or approach the final
desired behavior.
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Skinner first described the device in Ladies Home Journal magazine in 1945 and later
in his autobiography. It was

… a crib-sized living space that we began to call the “baby-tender.” It had sound-absorbing
walls and a large picture window. Air entered through filters at the bottom and, after
being warmed and moistened, moved upward through and around the edges of a tightly
stretched canvas, which served as a mattress. A strip of sheeting ten yards long passed over
the canvas, a clean section of which could be cranked into place in a few seconds. (Skinner,
1979, p. 275)

Another piece of equipment Skinner promoted was the teaching machine, invented in
the 1920s by Sidney Pressey. Unfortunately for Pressey, the device was ahead of its time
then, and there was insufficient interest to continue marketing it (Pressey, 1967). Con-
textual forces may have been responsible for the lack of interest then as well as for the
enthusiastic resurrection of the device some 30 years later (Benjamin, 1988). When
Pressey introduced the machine, he promised it would teach students at a faster pace
and require fewer classroom teachers. At the time, however, there was a surplus of tea-
chers and no public pressure to improve the learning process. In the 1950s, when Skin-
ner promoted a similar device, there was a shortage of teachers, an excess of students,
and public pressure to improve education so the United States could compete with the
Soviet Union in space exploration. Skinner summarized his work in this field in The
Technology of Teaching (1968). He said that he had not known about Pressey’s invention
when he developed his own teaching machine, but he gave due credit to his predecessor
once he learned of Pressey’s work. Teaching machines were widely used in the 1950s and
1960s, until they were superseded by computer-assisted instructional methods.

During World War II, Skinner, with the assistance of the Brelands, developed a guid-
ance system to steer bombs dropped from warplanes to specific targets on the ground.
Pigeons housed in the nose-cones of the missiles were conditioned to peck at an image
of the target. Their responses affected the angles of the missiles’ fins so that they would
be targeted correctly. Skinner demonstrated that his pigeons could achieve a high degree
of accuracy. The U.S. military was apparently not impressed, however, when they opened
the nose cone and saw three pigeons instead of the sophisticated electronic equipment
they were expecting. They declined to add pigeons to their arsenal of weaponry (Skinner,
1960).

In the 1960s and 1970s, Keller and Marian Breland worked for the U.S. Department
of Defense. They

… conditioned herring gulls to conduct 360-degree searches over lakes and oceans,
taught pigeons to fly along a road to spot snipers, and conditioned ravens to perform
long-distance complex tasks such as taking pictures with small cameras held in their
beaks. It was notable that although they were able to escape from captivity, these ani-
mals consistently performed their tasks and returned. (Gillaspy & Bihm, 2002, p. 293)

Walden Two—A Behaviorist Society

Skinner mapped out a technology of behavior, an attempt to apply his laboratory find-
ings to society as a whole. Whereas Watson spoke in general terms about constructing a
foundation for saner living through conditioning, Skinner described in detail the opera-
tion of such a society. His novel, Walden Two (1948), follows life in a 1,000-member
rural community in which behavior is controlled by positive reinforcement. The book
was the outgrowth of Skinner’s personal midlife crisis, a depression he suffered at age
41. He sought to resolve it by resuming his post-college identity as a writer, expressing
his conflicts and despair through the story’s main character, T. E. Frazier. Skinner wrote,
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“Much of the life in Walden Two was my own at the time. I let Frazier say things I my-
self was not yet ready to say to anyone” (1979, pp. 297–298).

Three years passed before Skinner found a publisher for Walden Two. Many editors
rejected the manuscript, claiming it was wordy, slow, overly long, and badly organized
(Wiener, 1996). It was finally accepted when Skinner agreed to write an introductory
textbook on behavioral psychology for the same publisher. That work became his highly
popular Science and Human Behavior (1953). Walden Two went on to sell more than 3
million copies.

The society depicted in Skinner’s novel is based on his assumption that human nature
is machinelike. This idea reflects the line of thought we have traced from Galileo and
Newton through the British empiricists to Watson and Skinner. Skinner’s mechanistic,
analytic, and deterministic natural science approach, reinforced by the results of his con-
ditioning experiments, persuaded many behavioral psychologists that with an awareness
of environmental conditions and the application of positive reinforcement, human
behavior could be guided, modified, and shaped.

Behavior Modification

Skinner’s society that is based on positive reinforcement exists only in fictional terms,
but the control or modification of human behavior, individually and in small groups, is
widespread. Behavior modification through positive reinforcement is a frequently used
clinical application in mental hospitals, factories, prisons, and schools to change undesir-
able behaviors to more acceptable ones. Behavior modification works with people the
same way operant conditioning works to change the behavior of rats and pigeons; that
is, by reinforcing the desired behavior and not reinforcing undesired behavior.

Think of the child who throws temper tantrums to get food or attention. When par-
ents give in to the child’s demands, they are reinforcing unpleasant behavior. In a behav-
ior modification situation, behavior such as kicking and screaming would never be
reinforced. Only more socially acceptable behaviors would be reinforced. After a time
the child’s behavior will change because the tantrums no longer work to bring rewards,
whereas nicer behaviors will.

Operant conditioning and reinforcement have been applied in the workplace, where
behavior modification programs have been used to reduce absenteeism, improve job per-
formance, promote safe work practices, and teach job skills. Behavior modification has
also been successful in altering the behavior of patients in mental hospitals. By rewarding
patients for appropriate behavior with tokens that can be exchanged for goods or privi-
leges, and by not reinforcing negative or disruptive behaviors, positive behavioral
changes can be induced. Unlike traditional clinical techniques, the behavioral psycholo-
gist here is not concerned about whatever might be going on in the patient’s mind, any
more than the experimenter is concerned with any mental activities of the rat in the
Skinner box. The focus is exclusively on overt behavior and positive reinforcement.

Research has shown that behavior modification programs are usually successful only
within the organization or institution in which they are carried out. The effects rarely
transfer to outside situations because the program of reinforcement would have to be
continued, even intermittently, for the desired behavior changes to persist. For patients,
this can be done if caregivers in the home, for example, are trained to reinforce desirable
behaviors with smiles, praise, or other signs of affection and approval.

Punishment is not part of a behavior modification program. According to Skinner,
people should not be punished for failing to behave in desirable ways. Instead, they are
to be reinforced or rewarded when their behavior changes in positive ways. Skinner’s po-
sition that positive reinforcement is more effective than punishment in altering behavior
is supported by considerable human and animal research.

Behavior modification:
The use of positive re-
inforcement to control
or modify the behavior
of individuals or
groups.
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Skinner wrote that as a child he was never physically punished by his father and only
once by his mother, when she washed out his mouth with soap and water for saying a
naughty word (Skinner, 1976). He did not say whether the punishment was effective in
changing his behavior.

Criticisms of Skinner’s Behaviorism

Criticism of Skinner’s behaviorism has been directed toward his extreme positivism and
opposition to theory. Opponents argue that it is impossible to eliminate all theorizing.
Advance planning of the details of an experiment is evidence of theorizing, however sim-
ple. Also, Skinner’s acceptance of basic conditioning principles as the framework for his
research constitutes a degree of theorizing.

Skinner made confident assertions about economic, social, political, and religious is-
sues that he derived from his system. In 1986, he wrote an article with the all-embracing
title “What Is Wrong with Life in the Western World?” He stated that “human behavior
in the West has grown weak, but it can be strengthened through the application of prin-
ciples derived from an experimental analysis of behavior” (Skinner, 1986, p. 568). This
willingness to extrapolate from the data, particularly for proposals about solutions to
complex human problems, is inconsistent with an anti-theoretical stand and shows that
Skinner went beyond observable data in presenting his blueprint for the redesign of
society.

Skinner’s position that all behaviors are learned was challenged by the animal-training
work of his former students, Keller and Marian Breland. They found that pigs, chickens,
hamsters, porpoises, whales, cows, and other animals demonstrated a tendency toward
“instinctive drift.” This means that animals tended to substitute instinctive behaviors
for behaviors that had been reinforced, even when such instinctive behaviors interfered
with obtaining food.

Using food as a reinforcer, pigs and raccoons were quickly conditioned to pick up a
coin, carry it some distance, and drop it into a toy bank. After a while, however, the ani-
mals began performing unwanted behaviors.

Pigs would stop on their way, bury the coin in the sand, and take it out with their
snout; raccoons would spend a lot of time handling the coin, with their well-known
washing-like movements. This was at first amusing, but eventually it became
time-consuming and would make the whole show appear very imperfect to the spectator.
Commercially, it was a disaster. (Richelle, 1993, p. 68)

What was occurring was instinctive drift. The animals were reverting to innate beha-
viors that took precedence over learned behaviors, even though this caused a delay in
receiving food. Clearly in these cases, reinforcement was not as all-powerful as Skinner
claimed.

Skinner’s explanation of how infants learn to speak has been contested. Critics insist
that some behavior must be inherited. Infants do not learn language on a word-by-word
basis because they receive reinforcement for the correct usage or pronunciation of each
word. Instead, they master the grammatical rules necessary to produce sentences. The
potential to construct those rules, so this argument runs, is inherited, not learned
(Chomsky, 1959, 1972).

Contributions of Skinner’s Behaviorism

Despite these criticisms, Skinner remained the uncontested champion of behavioral psy-
chology from the 1950s to the 1980s. During this period, American psychology was
shaped more by his work than by the ideas of any other psychologist. In 1958, the
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APA bestowed on Skinner the Distinguished Scientific Contribution Award, noting that
“few American psychologists have had so profound an impact on the development of
psychology and on promising younger psychologists.”

In 1968, Skinner received the National Medal of Science, the highest accolade be-
stowed by the U.S. government for contributions to science. The American Psychological
Foundation presented Skinner with its Gold Medal Award, and he appeared on the cover
of Time magazine. In 1990, Skinner was awarded the APA’s Presidential Citation for
Lifetime Contribution to Psychology.

Skinner’s overall goal was the betterment of human lives and society through the ap-
plication of the principles of his form of behaviorism (see Rutherford, 2009). Despite the
mechanistic nature of his system, he was a humanitarian, a quality apparent in his efforts
to modify behavior in the real-world settings of homes, schools, businesses, and institu-
tions. He expected his technology of behavior to relieve human suffering and felt increas-
ingly frustrated that his ideas, though popular and influential, had not been applied more
widely and wisely.

Although Skinner’s brand of behaviorism continues to be applied in laboratory, clini-
cal, organizational, and other real-world settings, it has been challenged by the work of
the neo-neobehaviorists, including Albert Bandura and Julian Rotter, among others, who
take a more sociobehavioral approach.

Sociobehaviorism: The Cognitive Challenge
Bandura and Rotter and the followers of their sociobehavioral approach are primarily
behaviorists themselves, but their form of behaviorism is quite unlike Skinner’s. They
question his total disavowal of mental or cognitive processes and propose instead a social
learning or sociobehavioral approach, a reflection of the broader cognitive movement
in psychology as a whole. Social learning theories mark the third stage (the
neo-neobehaviorism stage) in the development of the behaviorist school of thought. We
discuss the origins and impact of the cognitive movement as a whole in Chapter 15.

Albert Bandura (1925– )
Albert Bandura was born in Canada, in a town so small that his high school had only
20 students and two teachers. His parents were immigrants from Eastern Europe who
had little formal education, but who placed a high value on it for their son. After Albert
graduated from high school, he worked with construction crews in the Yukon Territory,
filling potholes in the Alaska Highway. “Finding himself in the midst of a curious collec-
tion of characters, most of whom had fled creditors, alimony, and probation officers, [Ban-
dura] quickly developed a keen appreciation for the psychopathology of everyday life,
which seemed to blossom in the austere tundra” (Distinguished Scientific Contribution
Award, 1981, p. 28).

Bandura enrolled at the University of British Columbia in Vancouver where, quite by
accident, he discovered what he wanted to do with his life. “I was in a carpool with pre-
meds and engineers who enrolled in classes at an unmercifully early hour. So while wait-
ing for my English class, I flipped through a course catalogue that happened to have
been left on a table in the library. I noticed an introductory psychology course that
would be an early time filler. I enrolled in it and found my future profession” (Bandura,
2007, p. 46).

Thus he took his first course in psychology only because it was offered at a conve-
nient time. He earned a Ph.D. from the University of Iowa in 1952 and went from there
to a distinguished and highly productive career at Stanford University.
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Social Cognitive Theory

Bandura’s social cognitive theory is a less extreme form of behaviorism than Skinner’s,
and it reflects the spirit of its times and the impact of psychology’s renewed interest in
cognitive factors. Bandura’s viewpoint remained behaviorist, however. His research focus
was to observe the behavior of human subjects in interaction. He did not use introspec-
tion, and he emphasized the importance of rewards or reinforcements in acquiring and
modifying behavior.

In addition to being a behavioral theory, Bandura’s system is cognitive. He stressed
the influence on external reinforcement schedules of such thought processes as beliefs,
expectations, and instructions. In Bandura’s view, behavioral responses are not automat-
ically triggered in humans by external stimuli, as with a machine or a robot. Instead, re-
actions to stimuli are self-activated, initiated by the person. When an external reinforcer
alters behavior, it does so because the person is consciously aware of the response that is
being reinforced and anticipates receiving the same reinforcer for behaving in the same
way the next time the situation arises.

Although Bandura agreed with Skinner that human behavior can be changed through
reinforcement, he also suggested, and demonstrated empirically, that individuals can
learn virtually all kinds of behavior without experiencing reinforcement directly. We do
not always have to be reinforced ourselves in order to learn something. We can also
learn through what Bandura called vicarious reinforcement, by observing how other
people behave and seeing the consequences of their behavior.

This ability to learn by example and vicarious reinforcement assumes that we have the
capacity to anticipate and appreciate consequences we observe in others, even though we
have not experienced them ourselves. We can regulate our behavior by visualizing the
consequences of a particular behavior we have not personally experienced and then mak-
ing a conscious decision to behave or not behave similarly. Bandura suggests that there is
not a direct link between stimulus and response, or between behavior and reinforcement,
as Skinner noted. Instead, a mediating mechanism is interposed between stimulus and
response, and that mechanism is the person’s cognitive processes.

Thus, cognitive processes came to play a powerful role in Bandura’s social cognitive
theory, and this distinguished his views from Skinner’s. To Bandura, it is not the actual
reinforcement schedule that is effective in changing a person’s behavior but rather what
the person thinks that schedule is. Rather than learning by experiencing reinforcement
directly, we learn through “modeling,” which involves observing other people and pat-
terning our behavior on theirs. For Skinner, whoever controls the reinforcers controls
behavior. For Bandura, whoever controls society’s models controls behavior.

Bandura has conducted extensive research on the characteristics of the models that
influence human behavior. We are much more likely to model our behavior after a per-
son of the same sex and age, our peers, who have solved problems similar to our own.
We also tend to be impressed by models high in status and prestige. The type of behav-
ior involved affects the extent of our imitation. Simple behaviors are more likely to be
imitated than highly complex behaviors. Hostile and aggressive behaviors tend to be
strongly imitated, especially by children (Bandura, 1986). Thus, what we see in real life
or in the media can often determine our behavior.

For example, research conducted in several countries has consistently found that chil-
dren who watch a great deal of violence on television and in movies, or who spend time
playing action-packed videogames, display far more violent and aggressive behavior as
adolescents and young adults than do children who are exposed to less violence (Ander-
son et al., 2010; Rogoff, Paradise, Correa-Chavez, & Angelillo, 2003; Uhlmann & Swan-
son, 2004). Research has also shown that teenagers and young adults who listen

Vicarious
reinforcement: Ban-
dura’s notion that
learning can occur by
observing the behavior
of other people, and
the consequences of
their behavior, rather
than by always
experiencing rein-
forcement personally.
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frequently to rap music tend to become more hostile and sexually aggressive than those
who listen to less of this type of music (Chen, Miller, Grube, & Walters, 2006).

Bandura’s approach is a social learning theory because it studies behavior as formed
and modified in social situations. Bandura criticized Skinner for using only individual sub-
jects (mostly rats and pigeons) instead of human subjects interacting with one another.
Few people live in social isolation. Bandura charged that psychologists cannot expect
research findings that ignore social interactions to be relevant to the modern world.

Self-Efficacy

Bandura conducted considerable research on self-efficacy, described as our sense of
self-esteem or self-worth and our feeling of adequacy, efficiency, and competence in
dealing with problems (Bandura, 1982). His work has shown that people who have a
great deal of self-efficacy believe they are capable of coping with the diverse events in
their lives. They expect to be able to overcome obstacles. They seek challenges, perse-
vere, and maintain a high level of confidence in their ability to succeed and to exert
control over their lives. One researcher described self-efficacy simply as the “power of
believing you can,” adding that “believing that you can accomplish what you want to
accomplish is one of the most important ingredients in the recipe for success”
(Maddux, 2002, p. 277).

People low in self-efficacy feel helpless, even hopeless, about coping and think they
have little chance to affect the situations they confront. When they encounter pro-
blems, they are likely to give up if their initial attempts at solutions fail. They believe
nothing they can do will make a difference and that they have little or no control over
their fate.

Bandura’s research has shown that our belief in our level of self-efficacy influences
many aspects of our lives. For example, people higher in self-efficacy tend to earn better
grades, consider more career possibilities, have greater job success, set higher personal
goals, and enjoy better physical and mental health than people lower in self-efficacy. In
general, men have been found to be higher than women in self-efficacy. For both men
and women, self-efficacy seems to peak in middle age and decline after age 60.

It seems obvious that a high degree of self-efficacy will lead to positive effects in many
aspects of life. Research has shown that people high in self-efficacy feel better and health-
ier, and are less bothered by stress, more tolerant of physical pain, and likely to recover
more quickly from illness or surgery than people low in self-efficacy. Self-efficacy also
affects classroom and job performance. For example, employees high in self-efficacy
have been found to be more satisfied with their work, committed to their organization,
and motivated to perform well on the job and in training programs than are employees
low in self-efficacy (Salas & Cannon-Bowers, 2001). Also, people high in social
self-efficacy feel confident about their ability to initiate social contact and develop new
friendships. They score high on measures of emotional well-being and are less likely to
become addicted to Internet use than are those who score low in social self-efficacy
(Herman & Betz, 2006; Iskender & Akin, 2010).

Bandura’s research showed that groups develop collective efficacy levels that influ-
ence their performance of various tasks. Research on such diverse units as sports teams,
corporate departments, military outfits, urban neighborhoods, and political action
groups found that “the stronger the perceived collective efficacy, the higher the group’s
aspirations and motivational investment in their undertakings, the stronger their
staying power in the face of impediments and setbacks, the higher their morale and re-
silience to stressors, and the greater their performance accomplishments” (Bandura,
2001, p. 14).

Self-efficacy: One’s
sense of self-esteem
and competence in
dealing with life’s
problems.
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Behavior Modification

Bandura’s purpose in developing a social cognitive approach to behaviorism was to
change or modify those behaviors society considers abnormal or undesirable. He rea-
soned that if all behaviors are learned by observing other people and modeling our be-
havior on theirs, then undesirable behaviors can be altered or relearned in the same way.
Like Skinner, Bandura focused on externals, on the behavior itself and not on any pre-
sumed internal conscious or unconscious conflict. To Bandura, treating the symptom
means treating the disorder, because symptom and disorder are the same.

Modeling techniques are used to change behavior by having subjects observe a model
in a situation that usually causes them some anxiety. For example, children who are
afraid of dogs watch a child their age approach and touch a dog. Observing from a safe
distance, the fearful children see the model make progressively closer and bolder move-
ments toward the dog. The model pets the dog through the bars of a playpen, then en-
ters the pen to play with the dog. As a result of this observational learning situation, the
children’s fear of dogs can be reduced. In a variation of this technique, subjects watch
models play with the feared object, such as a snake, and then the subjects themselves
make progressively closer movements toward the object until they are actually able to
handle it.

Bandura’s form of behavior therapy is widely used in clinical, business, and classroom
situations and has been supported by hundreds of experimental studies. It has been ef-
fective in eliminating phobias about snakes, closed spaces, open spaces, and heights. It is
also useful in treating obsessive-compulsive disorders, sexual dysfunctions, and some
forms of anxiety, and it can be used to enhance self-efficacy.

Bandura’s work has been adapted for radio and television programs designed to pres-
ent models for appropriate behavior in addressing social and national problems such as
preventing unwanted pregnancies, controlling the spread of AIDS, promoting literacy,
raising the status of women, and adopting family-planning strategies. These programs
rely on fictional characters who act as models for listeners and viewers to emulate in
changing their behavior. Research conducted on these radio and television dramas re-
ports significant increases in desirable behaviors such as safe-sex practices, family plan-
ning, and enhancing the status of women (Bandura, 2007, 2009; Smith, 2002a).

Comment

As you would expect, traditional behaviorists criticized Bandura’s social cognitive behav-
iorism, arguing that cognitive processes such as belief and anticipation have no causal
effect on behavior. Bandura responded by saying that “it is amusing to see radical beha-
viorists, who contend that thoughts have no causal influence, devoting considerable time
to speeches, articles, and books in an effort to convert people’s beliefs to their way of
thinking” (quoted in Evans, 1989, p. 83).

Social cognitive theory has been widely accepted in psychology as an effective way to
study behavior in the laboratory and to modify it in clinical settings. In addition, Ban-
dura’s contributions have been widely recognized by his peers. He was president of the
APA in 1974, and in 1980 he received the APA’s Distinguished Scientific Contribution
Award. In 2004 he received the APA’s Outstanding Contribution to Psychology Award,
and in 2006 he was the recipient of the American Psychological Foundation’s Gold
Medal Award for Life Achievement in the Science of Psychology.

Bandura’s theory and the modeling therapy derived from it fit the functional, practical
cast of American psychology. His approach is objective and amenable to precise labora-
tory methods. It is responsive to the current intellectual climate that focuses on internal
cognitive variables and is applicable to real-world issues.
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Julian Rotter (1916– )
Julian Rotter grew up in Brooklyn, New York. The family lived comfortably until his fa-
ther lost his business at the beginning of the Great Depression in 1929. This unfortunate
change in economic circumstances was a turning point for the 13-year-old Rotter. He
wrote, “It began in me a lifelong concern with social injustice and provided me with a
powerful lesson on how personality and behavior were affected by situational conditions”
(Rotter, 1993, p. 274).

During high school he discovered books on psychoanalysis by Sigmund Freud and
Alfred Adler. As a game he started interpreting the dreams of his friends and decided
he wanted to become a psychologist. Disappointed to learn that there were few jobs for
psychologists, Rotter chose to major in chemistry at Brooklyn College. Once there, how-
ever, he happened to meet Adler and switched to psychology after all, even though he
knew it was impractical. He hoped to pursue an academic career, but prejudice against
Jews thwarted that goal. “At Brooklyn College and again in graduate school I had been
warned that Jews simply could not get academic jobs, regardless of their credentials. The
warnings seemed justified” (Rotter, 1982, p. 346).

After Rotter received his Ph.D. from Indiana University in 1941, he accepted a job at
a state mental hospital in Connecticut. He served as a psychologist with the U.S. Army
during World War II, taught at Ohio State University until 1963, and moved to the Uni-
versity of Connecticut. In 1988, he received the APA’s Distinguished Scientific Contribu-
tion Award.

Cognitive Processes

Rotter was the first psychologist to use the term “social learning theory” (Rotter, 1947).
He developed a cognitive form of behaviorism, which, like Bandura’s, includes reference
to internal subjective experiences. Thus his behaviorism, like Bandura’s, is less radical
than Skinner’s.

Rotter criticized Skinner for studying individual subjects in isolation, arguing that we
learn behavior primarily through social experiences. Rotter’s laboratory research was rig-
orous and well controlled, typical of the behaviorist movement. He studied only human
subjects in social interaction.

Rotter emphasized cognitive processes to a greater extent than Bandura. Rotter be-
lieved that we perceive ourselves as conscious beings capable of influencing the experi-
ences that affect our lives. Our behavior is determined by external stimuli and by the
reinforcement they provide, but the relative influence of these two factors is mediated
by our cognitive processes. Rotter delineated the following four principles that govern
behavioral outcomes (Rotter, 1982):

• We form subjective expectations of the outcomes or results of our behavior in terms of
the amount and kind of reinforcement likely to follow it.

• We estimate the likelihood that behaving in a certain way leads to a specific rein-
forcement and adjust our behavior accordingly.

• We place different values on different reinforcers and assess their relative worth for
different situations.

• Because each of us functions in a psychological environment that is unique to us as
individuals, the same reinforcement can have different values for different people.

Thus, to Rotter, our subjective expectations and values, which are internal cognitive
states, determine the effects that different external experiences (different external stimuli
and reinforcers) will have on us.
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Locus of Control

Rotter focused considerable research on our beliefs about the source of our reinforcers.
Some people believe reinforcement depends on their own behavior; these people are said
to have an internal locus of control. Other people believe reinforcement depends on
outside forces such as fate, luck, or the actions of other people; they are said to have an
external locus of control (Rotter, 1966).

Obviously, these perceptions about the source of control exert different influences on
behavior. To people with an external locus of control, their own abilities and actions
make little difference in the reinforcers they receive. Convinced they are powerless with
respect to outside forces, they make minimal attempts to change or improve their situa-
tion. But people with an internal locus of control expect to be in charge of their lives and
behave accordingly.

Rotter’s research has shown that people with an internal locus of control tend to be
physically and mentally healthier than those with an external locus of control. In general,
internals have lower blood pressure, fewer heart attacks, less anxiety and depression, and
are better able to cope with stress. They receive better grades in school and believe they
have greater freedom of choice. They are more popular and socially skilled and rank
higher in self-esteem. In addition, Rotter’s work suggests that locus of control is learned
in childhood from the behavior of parents or caregivers. Parents of adults who have an
internal locus of control tend to be supportive, generous with praise for achievement (pos-
itive reinforcement), consistent in their discipline, and not authoritarian in their attitudes.

Rotter developed a test to measure locus of control. The test consists of 23
forced-choice alternatives; subjects select the one in each pair that best describes their
beliefs (see Table 11.1).

A chance discovery We saw that Skinner’s accidental discovery of reinforcement
schedules was the result of expedience, of not wanting to spend the weekend in the lab-
oratory making food pellets for his rats. We noted that science does not always advance

Locus of control: Rot-
ter’s idea about the
perceived source of
reinforcement. Internal
locus of control is the
belief that reinforce-
ment depends on one’s
own behavior; external
locus of control is the
belief that reinforce-
ment depends on out-
side forces.

TABLE 11.1 SAMPLE ITEMS FROM THE I-E SCALE

1. Many of the unhappy things in people’s lives are partly due to bad luck.
People’s misfortunes result from the mistakes they make.

2. One of the major reasons why we have wars is because people don’t take enough
interest in politics.
There will always be wars, no matter how hard people try to prevent them.

3. In the long run, people get the respect they deserve in this world.
Unfortunately, an individual’s worth often passes unrecognized no matter how
hard he or she tries.

4. The idea that teachers are unfair to students is nonsense.
Most students don’t realize the extent to which their grades are influenced by
accidental happenings.

5. Without the right breaks, one cannot be an effective leader.
Capable people who fail to become leaders have not taken advantage of their
opportunities.

6. No matter how hard you try, some people just don’t like you.
People who can’t get others to like them don’t understand how to get along with
others.

Note: From “Generalized Expectancies for Internal Versus External Control of Rein-

forcement,” by J. B. Rotter, 1966, Psychological Monographs, 80, p. 11.
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in the rational, systematic fashion described in many textbooks. Random or accidental
factors intrude to shape the development of a field of study. For Rotter’s concept of locus
of control, which he considered his most significant discovery, the impetus was a chance
remark made by a colleague.

Rotter was conducting an experiment in which subjects working with sets of cards
were instructed to guess whether the reverse side of the cards showed a square or a cir-
cle. They were told that they were being rated on their powers of extrasensory perception
(ESP). After they had finished with one set of cards, they were asked to estimate how
successful they believed they would be with the second set of cards.

Some subjects reported they would do worse because they thought that their success-
ful guesses on the first trial were simply a matter of luck. Other subjects said they would
do better because they believed that their successful guesses the first time were based on
their ESP skills, which they expected would improve with practice.

At the time Rotter was conducting this research, he was also supervising the clinical
training of E. Jerry Phares. Phares spoke to Rotter about a patient who was upset about
his lack of social life. At Phares’s urging the man went to a party and danced with sev-
eral women, but even with that apparent social success his outlook did not change. He
told Phares that he had just been lucky: “It would never happen again.”

When Rotter heard the story, he realized that

… there were always some subjects in our experiments whose expectancies, like this
patient’s, never went up even after successes. My graduate students and I had run
various experiments in which we rigged the volunteers’ success or failure.… Some
volunteers, whether we told them they were right or wrong most of the time, didn’t
change their expectations that they’d get most of them wrong on the next set. Others,
whatever we told them, thought they’d do better the next time.

At that point I put together the two sides of my work—as practitioner and as
scientist—and hypothesized that some people feel that what happens to them is gov-
erned by external forces of one kind or another, while others feel that what happens
to them is governed largely by their own efforts and skills. (Rotter, quoted in Hunt,
1993, p. 334)

We are left to wonder whether Rotter would have developed the idea of locus of con-
trol had Phares’s patient revised his outlook about his own popularity after going to the
dance.

Comment

Rotter’s social learning theory has attracted many followers who are primarily experi-
mentally oriented and who agree on the importance of cognitive variables in influencing
behavior. His research is as rigorous and controlled as the subject matter allows, and he
defined his concepts with the precision that makes them amenable to experimental test-
ing. A large number of research studies, particularly on internal-external locus of control,
support his approach. Rotter claimed that locus of control was “one of the most studied
variables in psychology and the other social sciences” (Rotter, 1990, p. 489).

The Fate of Behaviorism
Although the cognitive challenge to behaviorism from within succeeded in modifying the
behaviorist movement we have followed from Watson through Skinner, it is important
to remember that Bandura, Rotter, and the other neo-neobehaviorists who support the
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cognitive approach still consider themselves behaviorists. We may call them methodolog-
ical behaviorists because they invoke internal cognitive processes as part of psychology’s
subject matter, whereas radical behaviorists believe psychology must study only overt be-
havior and environmental stimuli, not any presumed internal states. Watson and Skinner
were radical behaviorists. Hull, Tolman, Bandura, and Rotter can be classified as meth-
odological behaviorists.

The dominance of Skinner’s brand of behaviorism peaked in the 1980s and declined
after Skinner’s death in 1990. Even the famous Harvard pigeon laboratory, begun by
Skinner in 1948, was closed in 1998 (Azar, 2002). Skinner conceded before his death
that his form of behaviorism was losing ground and that the impact of the cognitive
approach was growing. Other scholars agree, noting that “fewer scholars at major univer-
sities now call themselves behaviorists in the traditional sense. In fact, ‘behaviorism’ is
often referred to in the past tense” (Baars, 1986, p. 1).

The behaviorism that remains vital in contemporary psychology, especially within ap-
plied psychology, is a different behaviorism from that which flourished in the decades
between Watson’s 1913 manifesto and Skinner’s death. As with all evolutionary move-
ments in science and in nature, species will continue to evolve. In that sense, behavior-
ism survives in the spirit of its founder’s intent, which was to develop a technology that
could be used to change behavior for the better.

Discussion Questions
1. What does Priscilla the Fastidious Pig have to do

with the history of psychology? By what techni-
ques was this animal trained?

2. Describe the three stages in the evolution of the
behaviorist school of thought.

3. Which psychologists can be classified as
neobehaviorists? On what major points did they
agree?

4. What was operationism and how did it influence
the neobehaviorists of the 1920s and 1930s?

5. What are pseudo-problems? Why was the
notion of pseudo-problems so appealing to
behaviorists?

6. Give an example of an intervening variable.
Describe how it can be defined operationally.

7. What did Tolman mean by purposive
behaviorism?

8. How did Hull’s behaviorism differ from the views
of Watson and Tolman?

9. What role did the spirit of mechanism play in
Hull’s approach to behaviorism?

10. Define Hull’s concepts of primary and secondary
drives and primary and secondary reinforcement.

11. What is the hypothetico-deductive method? List
some criticisms of Hull’s system.

12. Describe Skinner’s views on theorizing, the
mechanistic spirit, intervening variables, and the
use of statistics.

13. Distinguish between operant and respondent
conditioning. How is operant conditioning used
to modify behavior?

14. What is Skinner’s law of acquisition? How did it
differ from Thorndike’s and Hull’s positions on
learning?

15. What is the difference between fixed-interval and
fixed-ratio reinforcement schedules? Give a few
examples of each.

16. How would you apply the method of successive
approximation to train a dog to walk in a circle?

17. On what grounds has Skinner’s system been
criticized?

18. How do Bandura’s and Rotter’s views on cogni-
tive factors differ from Skinner’s views?

19. How is modeling used to change behavior? Give
an example.

20. How do people high in self-efficacy differ from
people low in self-efficacy?

21. Distinguish between self-efficacy and locus of
control in terms of their effects on behavior.
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C HA P T E R 12
Gestalt Psychology

A Sudden Insight
Tenerife, located 200 miles off the coast of Africa, is the most famous island in the his-
tory of psychology; perhaps it is the only island in the history of psychology. Neverthe-
less, the work of a German psychologist living there in the second decade of the
twentieth century is without question a significant part of the history of the field.

Wolfgang Köhler studied apes on Tenerife. No, this is not another Clever Hans or
Priscilla the Fastidious Pig tale. Those animals had been trained, or conditioned, to be-
have in certain ways. But until Köhler went to Tenerife, it was thought that the only way
animals could learn was through trial and error; that is, by accidentally stumbling on the
correct response—the one that brought food as reinforcement. Most of the animal re-
search we have cited in earlier chapters involved animals taught to behave in whatever
way the experimenter, or trainer, wanted them to.

Köhler had no interest in training the apes he found living on the island. His goal was
to observe them to see how they solved problems. He believed they were more intelligent
than people thought and that they were capable of solving problems in much the same
way humans did. So he put his apes in large cages, gave them implements that they could
use to obtain the food that was placed in plain view, and sat back to watch what they did.

One female ape, Nueva, picked up a stick that Köhler had placed in her cage. She
scraped the ground with it for a short time, then lost interest and dropped it. Ten min-
utes later some fruit was placed outside the cage. She stretched one arm through the bars
toward the fruit but could not reach it. She began to whimper, then moan, and she threw
herself on the ground in “a gesture most eloquent of despair,” Köhler wrote.

Several minutes later she looked at the stick, stopped whining, and suddenly grabbed
it. She stretched the stick through the bars of the cage and dragged the fruit close enough
so that she could grasp it with her hand.

An hour later Köhler repeated the experiment. This time Nueva showed little hesita-
tion. She picked up the stick and used it as a tool more adroitly than the first time, thus
obtaining the food more quickly. The third time she went for the stick immediately, re-
acting even faster.

It was clear to Köhler that Nueva had not fumbled around, using the trial-and-error
method of learning, until she happened in the course of random movements to touch the
food with the stick. In contrast, her movements were goal-oriented, purposeful, and de-
liberate. This was different from the behavior of Thorndike’s cats in the puzzle box or
rats in a maze.

Nueva, and the rest of the chimps studied on Tenerife, exhibited a different way of
learning, and their actions helped to bring about another revolution in psychology, an-
other way of approaching the study of mind and behavior.
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The Gestalt Revolt
We have traced the development of psychology from the initial ideas of Wundt and their
elaboration by Titchener, through the functionalist school of thought and the applied
areas of psychology, to the behaviorism of Watson and Skinner and the cognitive chal-
lenge within that movement. At approximately the same time the behaviorist revolution
was gathering strength in the United States, the Gestalt revolution was taking hold of
German psychology. This was yet another protest against Wundtian psychology—further
testimony to the importance of Wundt’s ideas as an inspiration for new viewpoints and a
basis for launching new systems of psychology.

In its attack on the psychology establishment, Gestalt psychology focused primarily
on the elementistic nature of Wundt’s work. Recall that sensory elements were the foun-
dation of Wundt’s psychology; Gestalt psychologists made this the target of their opposi-
tion. Wolfgang Köhler, a founder of Gestalt psychology, wrote, “We had been shocked
by the thesis that all psychological facts consist of unrelated inert atoms and that almost
the only factors which combine these atoms and thus introduce action are associations”
(Köhler, 1959, p. 728).

To understand the Gestalt protest, let us recall what psychology was like in 1912.
Watson’s behaviorism was beginning its attack on Wundt and Titchener and on func-
tionalism. Animal research from Thorndike’s and Pavlov’s laboratories was exerting a
significant impact. Sigmund Freud’s psychoanalysis (see Chapter 13) was already a de-
cade old. Although the Gestalt psychologists’ movement against Wundt’s position paral-
leled the rise of behaviorism in the United States, they were independent of one another.
Although both schools of thought started by opposing the same ideas—Wundt’s focus on
sensory elements—eventually they would come to oppose each other.

The differences between Gestalt psychology and behaviorism were soon evident.
Gestalt psychologists accepted the value of consciousness while criticizing the attempt
to reduce it to atoms or elements. Behavioral psychologists refused to acknowledge the
usefulness of the concept of consciousness for a scientific psychology.

Gestalt psychologists referred to Wundt’s approach (as they understood it) as brick-and-
mortar psychology, implying that the elements (the bricks) were held together by the mortar
of the association process. They argued that when we look out a window we really see trees
and sky, not individual sensory elements such as brightness and hue that may be somehow
connected to constitute our perception of trees and sky.

Further, the Gestalt psychologists maintained that when sensory elements are com-
bined, the elements form a new pattern or configuration. If you assemble a group of
individual musical notes (musical elements), for example, a melody or tune emerges
from their combination, something new that did not exist in any of the individual ele-
mentary notes. The popular way to state this notion is that the whole is different from
the sum of its parts. In fairness to Wundt, it should be noted that he recognized this
point with his doctrine of creative synthesis.

More to Perception than Meets the Eye

To illustrate the basic difference between the Gestalt and the Wundtian approaches to
perception, imagine you are a student in a Wundtian-style German psychology labora-
tory in the early part of the twentieth century. The psychologist in charge asks you to
describe a certain object that you see on a table. You say:
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Gestalt psychologists believe that there is more to perception than meets the eye.
In other words, our perception goes beyond the sensory elements, the basic physical
data provided to the sense organs.

Antecedent Influences on Gestalt Psychology
As with all movements, the ideas of the Gestalt protest have their roots in earlier ideas.
The basis of the Gestalt position, its focus on the wholeness of perception, can be found
in the work of the German philosopher Immanuel Kant (1724–1804), who wrote his
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books while dressed in bathrobe and slippers. Kant argued that when we perceive what
we call objects, we encounter mental states that appear to be composed of bits and
pieces. These are like the sensory elements proposed by the English empiricists and asso-
ciationists we discussed in Chapter 2. To Kant, however, these elements are organized
meaningfully not through some mechanical process of association. Instead, the mind in
the process of perceiving will form or create a whole experience. Thus, perception is not
a passive impression and combination of sensory elements, as the empiricists and asso-
ciationists said, but an active organizing of elements into a coherent experience. In this
way the mind gives shape and form to the raw data of perception.

Franz Brentano (see Chapter 4) at the University of Vienna, who opposed Wundt’s
focus on the elements of conscious experience, proposed that psychology study the act
of experiencing. He considered Wundt’s introspection to be artificial and favored a less
rigid and more direct observation of experience as it occurred. Brentano’s approach was
much like the later methods of the Gestalt psychologists.

Ernst Mach (1838–1916), a physics professor at the University of Prague, exerted a
more direct influence on Gestalt thinking with The Analysis of Sensations (1885).
In this book, Mach discussed spatial patterns such as geometric figures and temporal
patterns such as melodies, and he considered them to be sensations. These space-form
and time-form sensations were independent of their individual elements. For example,
the space-form of a circle might be white or black, large or small, and still retain its
elemental quality of circularity.

Mach argued that our perception of an object does not change, even if we change our
orientation to it. A table remains a table to us whether we look at it from the side or the
top or from an angle. Similarly, a tune remains the same in our perception even when its
time-form is changed; that is, when it is played faster or slower.

Christian von Ehrenfels (1859–1932) elaborated on Mach’s ideas and proposed quali-
ties of experience that cannot be explained as combinations of sensory elements. He
called these qualities Gestalt qualitäten (form qualities), which are perceptions based on
something greater than a merging of individual sensations. A melody is a form quality
because it sounds the same even when transposed to a different key. The melody is inde-
pendent of the sensations of which it is composed. To Ehrenfels and his followers, form
itself was an element created by the mind operating on the sensory elements. Thus, the
mind was able to create form out of elementary sensations. Max Wertheimer, one of the
three principal founders of Gestalt psychology, studied with Ehrenfels at Prague and
noted that the greatest stimulus for the Gestalt movement came from Ehrenfels’s work.

William James, who opposed the trend toward elementism in psychology, is also a
precursor of the Gestalt school of psychology. James regarded elements of consciousness
as artificial abstractions. He stated that people see objects as wholes, not as bundles of
sensations. The other major founders of Gestalt psychology, Kurt Koffka and Wolfgang
Köhler, learned of James’s work when they were students of Carl Stumpf.

Another early influence is the movement in German philosophy and psychology
known as phenomenology, a doctrine based on an unbiased description of immediate ex-
perience just as it occurs. The experience is not analyzed or reduced to elements or other-
wise artificially abstracted. It involves the almost naïve experience of common sense rather
than experience reported by a trained introspector with a systematic bias or orientation.

The Changing Zeitgeist in Physics
A significant influence on the development of Gestalt psychology was the Zeitgeist, espe-
cially the intellectual climate in physics. In the closing decades of the nineteenth century,
ideas in physics were becoming less atomistic with the recognition and acceptance of

Phenomenology: An
approach to knowl-
edge based on an un-
biased description of
immediate experience
as it occurs, not ana-
lyzed or reduced to
elements.
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fields of force, those regions or spaces crossed by lines of force such as from an electric
current.

The classic example is magnetism, a property difficult to understand in traditional
Galilean-Newtonian terms. For example, when iron filings are shaken onto a sheet of
paper that rests on a magnet, the filings arrange themselves in a characteristic pattern.
Although the iron filings do not touch the magnet, they are obviously affected by the
field of force around the magnet. Light and electricity were believed to operate similarly.
These force fields were considered new structural entities, not summations of the effects
of individual elements or particles.

Thus, the atomism or elementism so influential in the establishment of the much
newer science of psychology was being reconsidered in physics. Physicists were describ-
ing fields and organic wholes, thus providing ammunition and support for the Gestalt
psychologists’ revolutionary ways of looking at perception. The ideas offered by the
Gestalt psychologists were reflecting the new physics. Once again, psychologists were
striving to emulate the established natural sciences.

The impact of the new physics on Gestalt psychology had a personal connection.
Köhler had studied with Max Planck, one of the architects of modern physics. Köhler
wrote that because of Planck’s influence he perceived a connection between field physics
and the Gestalt concept of wholes. Köhler saw firsthand in physics the increasing reluc-
tance to deal with atoms and the replacement of this idea with a focus on the larger con-
cept of fields. Köhler wrote, “Gestalt psychology has since become a kind of application
of field physics to essential parts of psychology” (1969, p. 77).

In contrast, Watson apparently had no training in the new physics. His behaviorist
school of thought continued the reductionistic approach by emphasizing elements, the ele-
ments of behavior. This view is compatible with the older atomistic approach in physics.

The Phi Phenomenon: A Challenge to
Wundtian Psychology
Gestalt psychology grew out of a research study conducted in 1910 by Max Wertheimer.
While riding on a train through Germany during his vacation, Wertheimer got an idea
for an experiment about seeing motion when no actual motion occurred. Abandoning
his travel plans, he left the train at Frankfurt, purchased a toy stroboscope, and verified
his insight in a preliminary way in his hotel room. (The stroboscope, a forerunner
of the motion picture camera, rapidly projects a series of different pictures on the eye,
producing apparent motion.) Wertheimer later carried out a more extensive research
program at the University of Frankfurt, joined by two other psychologists, Koffka
and Köhler.

Wertheimer’s research problem, for which Koffka and Köhler served as subjects, in-
volved perceiving apparent movement, that is, the perception of motion when no actual
physical movement has taken place. Wertheimer referred to it as the “impression” of
movement. Using the tachistoscope, he projected light through two slits, one vertical
and the other 20 or 30 degrees from the vertical. If light was shown first through one
slit and then the other, with a relatively long interval between (more than 200 millise-
conds), the subjects saw what appeared to be two successive lights, first at one slit and
then at the other. When the interval between the lights was shorter, the subjects saw
what seemed to be two lights on continuously. With an optimal time interval between
the lights, about 60 milliseconds, the subjects saw a single line of light that appeared to
move from one slit to the other and back again.

These findings may seem unremarkable to you. Scientists had been aware of the phe-
nomenon for years, and movies, or motion pictures, had at that time already been popular

Fields of force: Regions
or spaces traversed by
lines of force, such as
of a magnet or electric
current.
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for a decade. Why, then, was apparent movement considered to be such a breakthrough?
Because according to the prevailing position in psychology, still dominated by Wundt’s
point of view, all conscious experience could be analyzed or broken down into its sensory
elements. Yet how could the perception of apparent movement be explained in terms of
a summation of individual elements when the elements were simply two stationary slits
of light? Could one stationary stimulus be added to the other to produce a sensation of
movement? It could not, and this was precisely the point of Wertheimer’s brilliantly sim-
ple demonstration. It defied explanation by the Wundtian system.

Wertheimer believed that the phenomenon he verified in his laboratory was in its way
as elementary as a sensation yet obviously was different from a sensation or a series of
sensations. He gave it the name phi phenomenon. And how did Wertheimer explain the
phi phenomenon when the psychology of the day could not? His answer was as inge-
nious as his research. Apparent movement did not need explaining. It existed as it was
perceived and could not be reduced to anything simpler.

According to Wundt, introspection of the stimulus would produce two successive
lines of light and nothing more. However, no matter how rigorously an observer intro-
spected the two exposures of light, the experience of a single line in motion persisted.
Any further attempt at analysis failed. The whole experience—the apparent movement
of the line from one slit to another—differed from the sum of its parts (the two station-
ary lines). Thus, the elementistic, associationistic psychology had been challenged, and
the challenge could not be met.

Wertheimer published the results of his research in 1912 as “Experimental Studies of
the Perception of Movement,” an article considered to mark the formal beginning of the
Gestalt psychology school of thought.

Max Wertheimer (1880–1943)
Max Wertheimer was born in Prague and attended local schools until age 18. He studied
law at the University of Prague, changed his major to philosophy, attended lectures by
Ehrenfels, and then went to the University of Berlin to pursue work in philosophy and
psychology. He earned his doctoral degree in 1904 at the University of Würzburg under
Oswald Külpe. He settled at the University of Frankfurt to lecture and conduct research,
receiving a professorship in 1929. During World War I, he did military research on lis-
tening devices for submarines and harbor fortifications.

During the 1920s at the University of Berlin, Wertheimer carried out some of his
most productive work for the development of Gestalt psychology. One student recalled
that the walls of Wertheimer’s office were painted bright red. Wertheimer apparently
found bright colors stimulating. He felt that “if the walls of a room are gray or light
green or some kind of dull color, one does not work as well as if they are painted in an
exciting color such as red” (King & Wertheimer, 2005, p. 188).

Wertheimer’s lecture style was also stimulating, and his imagery quite vivid. Some
students found this easy to understand, but others thought it unclear and confusing.
Another student, captivated by the professor’s passion, zeal, and convictions, believed at
first that few of them knew what Wertheimer was talking about. “It took me about a half
a year going to his lectures two or three times a week until I caught on. When we did
catch on, we were delighted! Our whole lives changed, our whole outlook on life chan-
ged. All of a sudden, everything became colorful and lively and had meaning” (King &
Wertheimer, 2005, p. 171).

That particular student’s life changed significantly. At the age of 22 she married her
43-year-old professor, despite his warning about his obsession with his work. “You must

Phi phenomenon: The
illusion that two sta-
tionary flashing lights
are moving from one
place to another.
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always remember,” he told her, “I will always be at my desk. I will always work. I must
create Gestalt theory” (King & Wertheimer, 2005, p. 172). He was not exaggerating.

In 1921 Wertheimer, Koffka, and Köhler, assisted by Kurt Goldstein and Hans
Gruhle, founded the journal Psychological Research, which became the official publica-
tion of the Gestalt psychology school of thought. The Nazi government suspended its
printing in 1938, but publication resumed after the war in 1949.

Wertheimer was among the first group of refugee scholars to flee Nazi Germany for
the United States, arriving in New York City in 1933. He became associated with the
New School for Social Research, where he remained until his death 10 years later.
Although his years in America were productive, he had difficulty adapting to a new lan-
guage and culture.

In 1994, more than 60 years after the Gestalt psychologists fled Germany, the University
of Frankfurt established the Max Wertheimer Lecture Series. His son Michael, a prominent
psychologist, delivered a lecture to honor his father in the same hall where his father had
taught so many years before (see King & Wertheimer, 2005).

Max Wertheimer made a strong impression on the young psychologist Abraham
Maslow, who was so in awe that he began to study Wertheimer’s personal characteris-
tics. From these observations of Wertheimer and others, Maslow developed the concept
of self-actualization and later promoted the humanistic psychology school of thought
(see Chapter 14).

Max Wertheimer with apparatus for visual imagery experiments.
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Kurt Koffka (1886–1941)
Kurt Koffka, born in Berlin, was the most inventive of Gestalt psychology’s founders. In-
terested in science and philosophy, he received his education at the University of Berlin.
He studied psychology with Carl Stumpf, earning his Ph.D. in 1909. The following year
he began his long, fruitful association with Wertheimer and Köhler at the University of
Frankfurt. Koffka wrote:

We liked each other personally, had the same kind of enthusiasms, the same kind of
backgrounds, and saw each other daily discussing everything under the sun.… [I could]
still feel the thrill of the experience when it dawned upon me what [the phi phenomenon]
really meant.… now at last form had become a subject that could be handled, it [had]
made its final entry into the system of psychology. (quoted in Ash, 1995, pp. 120, 131)

In 1911, Koffka accepted a position at the University of Giessen, 40 miles from
Frankfurt, where he remained until 1924. During World War I, he worked with
brain-damaged and aphasic patients at the psychiatric clinic.

After the war, perceiving that American psychologists were becoming aware of devel-
opments in Gestalt psychology in Germany, Koffka wrote an article for the American
journal Psychological Bulletin titled “Perception: An Introduction to the Gestalt-Theorie”
(Koffka, 1922). He presented the basic concepts of Gestalt psychology along with the
results and implications of considerable research.

Kurt Koffka (left) and Wolfgang Köhler (right).
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Although the article was important as the first comprehensive explanation of the
Gestalt movement for psychologists in the United States, it may have done more harm
than good. The word perception in the title created the lingering misunderstanding that
Gestalt psychologists dealt exclusively with perception and that the movement had no
relevance for other areas of psychology. Max Wertheimer wrote in 1925 that the belief
that Gestalt psychology was concerned only with perception was a “widespread misun-
derstanding [that was] objectively and historically false” (quoted in King, Wertheimer,
Keller, & Crochetiere, 1994, pp. 1–2). In reality, Gestalt psychology was more broadly
concerned with cognitive processes, with problems of thinking, learning, and other as-
pects of conscious experience. Michael Wertheimer explained the initial Gestalt focus
on perception as follows:

The main reason why the early Gestalt psychologists concentrated their systematic pub-
lications on perception was because of the Zeitgeist: Wundt’s psychology, against which
the Gestaltists rebelled, had obtained most of its support from studies of sensation and
perception, so the Gestalt psychologists chose perception as the arena in order to attack
Wundt in his own stronghold. (Michael Wertheimer, 1979, p. 134)

In 1921 Koffka published The Growth of the Mind, a book about developmental child
psychology that became successful in Germany and in the United States. Koffka taught
as a visiting professor at Cornell University and the University of Wisconsin, and in
1927 he was appointed professor at Smith College in Northampton, Massachusetts,
where he remained until his death in 1941. In 1935 he published Principles of Gestalt
Psychology, a difficult book that did not become the definitive treatment of Gestalt psy-
chology he had intended it to be.

Wolfgang Köhler (1887–1967)
Wolfgang Köhler has been called the most prolific promoter of the Gestalt movement
(see Mandler, 2007). His books, written with care and precision, became standard works
on Gestalt psychology. Köhler’s training in physics with Max Planck persuaded him that
psychology must ally itself with physics and that Gestalten (forms or patterns) occur not
only in physics but in psychology as well.

Born in Estonia, Köhler was five years old when his family moved to northern
Germany. His university education was at Tübingen, Bonn, and Berlin, and he received
his doctorate from Stumpf at the University of Berlin in 1909. He went to the University
of Frankfurt, arriving just ahead of Wertheimer and his toy stroboscope.

In 1913, at the invitation of the Prussian Academy of Science, Köhler journeyed to
Tenerife in the Canary Islands off Africa’s northwest coast, to study chimpanzees. Six
months after his arrival, World War I started, and Köhler reported that he was unable
to leave. (Other German citizens did manage to return home during the war years.)

One psychologist has suggested, based on his own interpretation of historical data,
that Köhler may have been a German spy and that his research facility was a cover for
espionage activities (Ley, 1990). It was also charged that a powerful radio transmitter was
concealed on the top floor of his house, which Köhler used to broadcast information
about Allied ship movements. In 2006 an American psychologist visited the house and
observed that it was “situated on a cliff overlooking the ocean [and] did have a good
view of an important segment of the Atlantic. If Kohler were operating a secret transmit-
ter, this would have been an ideal place to do so” (Johnson, 2007, p. 907). However, the
evidence to support these intriguing claims remains circumstantial and has been chal-
lenged by Köhler’s followers and by historians (see Lück, 1990).
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Whether a spy or a scientist marooned by war, Köhler spent the next seven years
studying the behavior of chimpanzees. He recorded his work in the now-classic volume
The Mentality of Apes (1917), which appeared in a second edition in 1924 and was
translated into English and French. Although Köhler initially found the chimp research
interesting, he soon became bored working with animals. He wrote, “Two years of apes
every day; one becomes chimpanzoid oneself and no longer notices something about the
animals as easily” (cited in Ash, 1995, p. 167).

In 1920 Köhler returned to Germany. He sold the chimps to the Berlin Zoo, but they
did not survive long, unable to cope with the change in climate. Two years later Köhler
succeeded Stumpf as professor of psychology at the University of Berlin. The most likely
reason for this prestigious appointment was the publication of Static and Stationary
Physical Gestalts (1920), a book that won considerable praise for its high level of schol-
arship. Köhler suggested that Gestalt theory was a general law of nature that should be
extended to all the sciences.

In the mid-1920s, Köhler divorced his wife, married a wealthy young Swedish
student, and thereafter cut off all contact with the four children of his first marriage.
Some 60 years later his second wife told an interviewer that Köhler opposed marriage
in principle, looking upon it as an “imposition on his freedom,” and disliked family
life. He thought “everyone should be free” (quoted in Ley, 1990, p. 201). Not long after
that, Köhler developed a tremor in his hands, which became more noticeable when he
was annoyed. His laboratory assistants would watch his shaking hands every morning
to gauge his mood.

During the 1925–1926 academic year, Köhler lectured at Harvard University and at
Clark University, where he also taught the graduate students how to dance the tango. In
1929 he published Gestalt Psychology, a comprehensive account of the Gestalt movement.

He left Nazi Germany in 1935 because of conflicts with the government. After he crit-
icized the regime in his lectures, a gang of Nazi thugs invaded his classroom. The threats
did not stop him from taking risks that could easily have led to a death sentence. He
wrote a courageous anti-Nazi letter to a Berlin newspaper, incensed by the dismissal of
Jewish professors from German universities. On the evening the letter was published, he
and some friends waited at his home, expecting the Gestapo to arrest him, but the
dreaded knock on the door never came.

Köhler was the only non-Jewish psychologist in Germany to protest publicly the dis-
missals of Jewish scholars (Geuter, 1987). The majority of faculty and students supported
the Nazi government enthusiastically from its earliest days. One faculty member called
the dictator Adolf Hitler a “great psychologist,” and another praised him as “far-seeing,
bold and emotionally deep” (quoted in Ash, 1995, p. 342). The leaders of the German
Psychological Society gave their immediate support to the Nazi regime, dismissed Jewish
journal editors from their positions even before it was required by law, and paid public
tribute to Hitler. At society meetings, they trumpeted the “evil influence” of the Jews
(Mandler, 2002b, p. 197).

After Köhler immigrated to the United States, he taught at Swarthmore College in
Pennsylvania, published several books, and edited the Gestalt journal Psychological
Research. In 1956 he received the Distinguished Scientific Contribution Award from the
APA, and in 1959 he was elected president of the APA.

The Nature of the Gestalt Revolt
The ideas of the Gestalt psychologists contradicted much of the academic tradition of
German psychology. In the United States, behaviorism was a less immediate revolt
against Wundtian psychology and against Titchener’s structuralism because functionalism
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had already brought about fundamental changes in American psychology. No such tem-
pering effects paved the way for the Gestalt revolution in Germany. The pronouncements
of the Gestalt psychologists were nothing less than heresy.

Like most intellectual revolutionaries, the Gestalt leaders demanded a complete revi-
sion of the old order. Köhler wrote:

We were excited by what we found, and even more by the prospect of finding further
revealing facts. It was not only the stimulating newness of our enterprise which inspired
us. There was also a great wave of relief—as though we were escaping from a prison.
The prison was psychology as taught at the universities when we still were students.
(Köhler, 1959, p. 728)

After Wertheimer initiated the studies on the perception of apparent movement, Gestalt
psychologists seized on other perceptual phenomena. The experience of perceptual
constancies afforded additional support for their views. For example, when we stand in
front of a window, a rectangular image is projected onto the retina of the eye, but when
we stand to one side, the retinal image becomes a trapezoid, although of course we continue
to perceive the window as a rectangle. Our perception of the window remains constant,
even though the sensory data (the images projected on the retina) change.

Similarly, with brightness and size constancy the sensory elements may change but
perception does not. In these cases, as with apparent movement, the perceptual experi-
ence has a quality of wholeness or completeness that is not to be found in any of the
component parts. Thus, there exists a difference between the character of the sensory
stimulation and the character of the actual resulting perception. The perception cannot
be explained simply as a collection of elements or the sum of the parts.

The perception is a whole, a Gestalt, and any attempt to analyze or reduce it to
elements will destroy it.

To begin with elements is to begin at the wrong end; for elements are products of reflec-
tion and abstraction, remotely derived from the immediate experience they are invoked
to explain. Gestalt psychology attempts to get back to naïve perception, to immediate
experience, and it insists that it finds there not assemblages of elements, but unified
wholes; not masses of sensations, but trees, clouds, and sky. And this assertion it invites
any one to verify simply by opening his eyes and looking at the world about him in his
ordinary everyday way. (Heidbreder, 1933, p. 331)

The word Gestalt has caused problems. Unlike functionalism or behaviorism, the term does
not clearly denote what the movement stands for. Also, it has no precise English-language
counterpart, although by now it has become part of the everyday language of psychology.
Commonly used equivalents are “form,” “shape,” and “configuration.”

In Gestalt Psychology (1929), Köhler noted that the word was used in two ways in
German. One usage denotes shape or form as a property of objects. In this sense, Gestalt
refers to general properties that can be expressed in such terms as angular or symmetri-
cal and describes characteristics such as triangularity in geometric figures or tempos in a
melody. The second usage denotes a whole or concrete entity that has as one of its attri-
butes a specific shape or form. In this sense, the word may refer to triangles, let us say,
rather than to the notion of triangularity.

Thus, Gestalt can be used to refer to objects as well as to their characteristic forms.
Also, the term is not restricted to the visual or even the total sensory field. It may
encompass learning, thinking, emotions, and behavior (Köhler, 1947). It is in this gen-
eral, functional sense of the word that the Gestalt psychologists attempted to deal with
the entire province of psychology.

Perceptual constancy:
A quality of wholeness
or completeness in
perceptual experience
that does not vary even
when the sensory ele-
ments change.
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Gestalt Principles of Perceptual Organization
Wertheimer presented the principles of perceptual organization of the Gestalt school of
psychology in a paper published in 1923. He asserted that we perceive objects in the
same way we perceive apparent motion, as unified wholes rather than clusters of individ-
ual sensations. These Gestalt principles are essentially rules by which we organize our
perceptual world.

One underlying premise is that perceptual organization occurs instantly whenever we
sense various shapes or patterns. The discrete parts of the perceptual field connect, unit-
ing to form structures distinct from their background. Perceptual organization is sponta-
neous and inevitable whenever we look or listen. Typically, we do not have to learn to
form patterns, as the associationists claimed, although some higher-level perception, such
as labeling objects by name, does depend on learning.

According to Gestalt theory, the brain is a dynamic system in which all elements
active at a given time interact. The visual area of the brain does not respond separately
to individual elements of visual input, connecting these elements by some mechanical
process of association. Rather, the elements that are similar or close together tend to
combine, and elements that are dissimilar or farther apart tend not to combine.

Several perceptual organization principles are listed as follows and are illustrated in
Figure 12.1.

1. Proximity. Parts that are close together in time or space appear to belong together
and tend to be perceived together. In Figure 12.1(a), you see the circles in three dou-
ble columns rather than as one large collection.

2. Continuity. There is a tendency in our perception to follow a direction, to connect
the elements in a way that makes them seem continuous or flowing in a particular
direction. In Figure 12.1(a), you tend to follow the columns of small circles from
top to bottom.

FIGURE 12.1
Examples of perceptual
organization.
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3. Similarity. Similar parts tend to be seen together as forming a group. In Figure 12.1(b),
the circles and the dots each appear to belong together, and you tend to perceive rows of
circles and rows of dots instead of columns.

4. Closure. There is a tendency in our perception to complete incomplete figures, to fill
in gaps. In Figure 12.1(c), you perceive three squares even though the figures are
incomplete.

5. Simplicity. We tend to see a figure as being as good as possible under the stimulus
conditions; the Gestalt psychologists called this prägnanz, or good form. A good
Gestalt is symmetrical, simple, and stable and cannot be made simpler or more
orderly. The squares in Figure 12.1(c) are good Gestalts because they are clearly per-
ceived as complete and organized.

6. Figure/ground. We tend to organize perceptions into the object being looked at (the
figure) and the background against which it appears (the ground). The figure seems
to be more substantial and to stand out from its background. In Figure 12.1(d), the
figure and the ground are reversible; you may see two faces or you may see a vase,
depending on how your perception is organized.

These organizing principles do not depend on higher mental processes or past experi-
ences but are present in the stimuli themselves. Wertheimer called them peripheral factors,
but he also recognized that central factors within the organism influence perception. For
example, we know that the higher mental processes of familiarity and attitude can affect
perception. In general, however, the Gestalt psychologists focused more on the peripheral
factors of perceptual organization than on the effects of learning or experience.

Gestalt Studies of Learning:
Insight and the Mentality of Apes
We mentioned Köhler’s prolonged visit to Tenerife (1913–1920), where he investigated
the intelligence of chimpanzees as demonstrated in their problem-solving abilities. These
studies were conducted in and around the animals’ cages and involved simple props such
as the bars of the cages (used to block access), bananas, sticks for drawing bananas into
cages, and boxes on which to climb to reach fruit suspended from the ceiling. Consistent
with the Gestalt view of perception, Köhler interpreted the results of his animal research
in terms of the whole situation and the relationships among the stimuli. He considered
problem solving to be a matter of restructuring the perceptual field.

In one study a banana was placed outside the cage, and a string attached to the banana
led into the cage. The ape grasped the string and pulled the banana into the cage with little
hesitation. Köhler concluded that in this situation the problem as a whole was easy for the
animal to perceive. If several strings led from the cage in the general direction of the fruit,
however, the ape would not recognize instantly which string to pull to get the banana. This
indicated to Köhler that the total problem could not be envisioned clearly.

In another study, a piece of fruit was placed outside the cage just beyond the chimp’s
reach. If a stick was put near the bars of the cage in front of the fruit, the stick and the
food would be perceived as part of the same situation, and the animal would quickly use
the stick to bring the fruit into the cage. If the stick was placed at the rear of the cage,
however, then the two objects (the stick and the banana) were less readily seen as part of
the same problem. In this case, a restructuring of the perceptual field was necessary for
the chimp to solve the problem.

Another experiment involved positioning a banana outside the cage beyond reach and
placing two hollow bamboo sticks inside the cage. Each stick by itself was too short to
retrieve the fruit. To reach the banana, the animal had to push the sticks together (inserting
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the end of one into the end of the other) to make a stick of sufficient length. Thus, to solve
the problem, the animal had to visualize a new relationship between the two sticks.

The following passages from Köhler’s book describe other studies and observations
on learning in chimpanzees. Köhler discusses the efforts of his chimps to learn to use
implements to retrieve food. These experiments show how the animals used boxes to
reach the stimulus object, typically a banana suspended from the roof of the cage.
Note the non-technical language Köhler used to describe his work. He focused on the
personalities of his chimps and their individual differences. He used no formal experi-
mental design or measurement, no rigorous experimental treatment, control group, or
statistical analysis. Instead, Köhler described his observations of the animals’ reactions
to the situations he created.

IN THEIR OWN WORDS

Original Source Material on Gestalt Psychology from
The Mentality of Apes (1927)

Wolfgang Köhler2

The chimpanzee is not simply provided for life with any special disposition which will

help him to attain objects placed high up, by heaping up any building material, and yet

he can accomplish this much by his own efforts, when circumstances require it, and

when the material is available.

Adult human beings are inclined to overlook the chimpanzee’s real difficulty in such con-

struction, because they assume that adding a second piece of building material to the first is

only a repetition of the placing of the first one on the ground (underneath the objective); that

when the first box is standing on the ground, its surface is the same thing as a piece of level

ground, and that, therefore, in the building-up process the only new factor is the actual lifting

up. So the only questions seem to be, whether the animals proceed at all tidily in their work,

whether they handle the boxes very clumsily, and so forth.…

That another special difficulty exists, however, should become obvious from the fur-

ther details of Sultan’s first attempt at building: When Sultan [considered the most intel-

ligent chimp] for the first time fetches a second box and lifts it, he waves it about

enigmatically above the first, and does not put it on the other. The second time he places

it upright on the bottom one, seemingly without any hesitation, but the construction is

still too low, as the objective has accidentally been hung too high up.

The experiment is continued at once, the objective hung about two meters to one

side at a lower spot in the roof, and Sultan’s construction is left in its old place, but Sul-

tan’s failure seems to have a disturbing aftereffect; for a long time he pays no attention

at all to the boxes, quite contrary to other cases, where a new solution was found and

usually repeated readily.…

Further on in the experiment a curious incident occurs: the animal reverts to older

methods, wants to lead the keeper by his hand to the objective, is shaken off, attempts

the same thing with me, and is again turned away. The keeper is then told that if Sultan

tries to fetch him again, he is apparently to give in, but, as soon as the animal climbs on

his shoulders, he is to kneel down very low.

Soon this actually happens: Sultan climbs onto the man’s shoulders, after he has

dragged him underneath the objective, and the keeper quickly bends down. The animal gets

off, complaining, takes hold of the keeper by his seat with both hands, and tries with all his

might to push him up. A surprising way to try to improve the human implement!

When Sultan now takes no further notice of the box, since he once discovered the so-

lution by himself, it seems justifiable to remove the cause of his failure. I put the boxes

2From The Mentality of Apes (pp. 135–172), by W. Köhler, 1927, London: Routledge & Kegan Paul.
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on top of each other for Sultan, underneath the objective, exactly as he had himself done

the first time, and let him pull down the objective.

As to Sultan’s effort to push the keeper into an erect position, I should like at the very

beginning to rebut the reproach of misunderstanding, of “reading into the animal”; the proce-

dure has merely been described, and there is no possibility at all of its being misunderstood.

But lest suspicions should arise, this case being an isolated one (an unjustifiable suspicion in

any case, considering that Sultan tries to utilize both the keeper and me, not once, but over

and over again, as a footstool), I shall briefly add a description of similar cases:

Sultan cannot solve a problem, in which the objective is outside the bars beyond

reach; I am near him inside. After vain attempts of all sorts, the animal comes up to me,

seizes me by the arm, pulls me toward the bars, at the same time pulling my arm with all

his might down to himself, and then pushes it through the bars toward the objective. As I

do not seize it, he goes to the keeper, and tries the same thing with him.

Later he repeats this proceeding, with the only difference that he first has to call me

with plaintive pleading to the bars, as this time I am standing outside. In this case, as in

the first, I offered so much resistance that the animal could barely overcome it, and he

did not release me until my hand was actually on the objective; but I did not do him the

favor (in the interests of future experiments) of bringing it in.

I must mention further, that one hot day the animals had had to wait longer than

usual for their water course, so that finally they simply grabbed hold of the keeper’s

hand, foot, or knee, and pushed him with all their strength toward the door, behind

which the water jug usually stood. This became their custom for some time; if the man

tried to continue feeding them on bananas, Chica would calmly snatch them out of his

hand, put them aside, and pull him toward the door (Chica is always thirsty).

It would be erroneous to consider the chimpanzee unenlightened and stupid in these mat-

ters. I must add that the animals understand the human body particularly easily in its local

costume of shirt and trousers without any coat. If anything puzzles them, they will investigate

it on occasion, and any large change in the manner of dressing or appearance (for example, a

beard) will make Grande and Chica undertake an immediate and very interested examination.

After the encouraging assistance to Sultan, the boxes are again put aside. A new objec-

tive is hung in the same place on the roof. Sultan immediately builds up both boxes, but at

the place where the objective had been hung at the very beginning of the experiment and

where his own first construction had stood. In about a hundred cases of using boxes for

building, this is the only one in which a stupidity of this kind was committed. Sultan is quite

confused while doing this, and is probably quite exhausted, as the experiment has lasted

over an hour in this hot place.3As Sultan keeps on pushing the boxes to and fro quite aim-

lessly, they are once more put on top of each other underneath the objective; Sultan reaches

it, and is allowed to go. Only on one occasion did I see him similarly confused and disturbed.

The next day it is clear that a particular difficulty must lie in the problem itself. Sultan

carries one box underneath the objective, but does not bring the second one; finally it is

built up for him and he attains the goal. The new one immediately replacing it (the con-

struction was again destroyed) does not induce him to work at all; he keeps on trying to

use the observer as a footstool; so once more the construction is made for him. Under-

neath the third objective Sultan places a box, pulls the other one up beside it, but stops

at the critical moment, his behavior betraying complete perplexity; he keeps on looking

up at the objective, and meanwhile fumbling about with the second box. Then, quite sud-

denly, he seizes it firmly, and with a decided movement places it on the first. His long un-

certainty is in the sharpest contrast to this sudden solution.

Two days later the experiment is repeated; the objective is again hung at a new spot.

Sultan places a box a little aslant underneath the objective, brings the second one up,

and has begun to lift it, when, all the while looking at the objective, he lets it drop again.

After several other actions (climbing along the roof, pulling the observer up) he again

starts to build; he carefully stands the first box upright underneath the objective, and

now takes great pains to get the second one on top of it; in the turning and twisting, it

3I only noticed later that I used to strain the animals a little too much during the first months; only with time
did I develop the slowness of procedure adequate to the apes and to the climate.
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Comment

Köhler interpreted these and similar studies as providing evidence of insight, the appar-
ently spontaneous apprehension or understanding of relationships. Sultan finally
achieved insight into the problem after many trials by grasping the relationship between
the boxes and the banana that was suspended overhead. Köhler’s word in German to
describe this phenomenon was Einsicht, which translates into English as insight or un-
derstanding. “There is no underlying conditioning taking place” he wrote, “rather, from
a certain point on, the animal realizes what it is all about, and from this moment on the
resultant behavior is of course perfect” (quoted in Ley, 1990, p. 182). In another example
of independent, simultaneous discovery, the American animal psychologist Robert
Yerkes found evidence in orangutans to support the concept of insight, which he called
“ideational learning.”

In the 1930s, Ivan Pavlov replicated some of Köhler’s research studies in which an ape
needed to place one box atop another to reach food suspended from the ceiling. He
found that it took the animals several months to solve the problem. He questioned
Köhler’s suggestion that the apes developed insight into the situation and called the

A chimpanzee uses sticks of different lengths to reach a piece of fruit.

Insight: Immediate
apprehension or
cognition.
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gets stuck on the lower one, with its open side caught on one of the corners. Sultan gets

up on it, and straightaway tumbles with the whole thing to the floor.

Quite exhausted, he remains lying in one corner of the room, and from here gazes at

both box and objective. Only after a considerable time does he resume work; he stands

one box upright and tries to reach his goal thus; jumps down, seizes the second, and fi-

nally, with tenacious zeal, succeeds in making it stand upright also, on the first one; but

it is pushed so far to one side that, at every attempt to climb up, it begins to topple.

Only after a long attempt, during which the animal obviously acts quite blindly, letting

everything depend on the success or failure of planless movements, the upper box at-

tains a more secure position, and the objective is attained.

After this attempt Sultan always used the second box at once and, above all, was

never uncertain as to where he had to put it.
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animals’ alleged problem-solving behavior “chaotic.” Pavlov said their responses were not
so different from the trial-and-error learning in Thorndike’s research (Windholz, 1997).

In 1974 the keeper of Köhler’s chimps, Manuel Gonzalez y Garcia, described the
research to an interviewer. He told many stories about the animals, particularly Sultan,
who used to help him feed the other apes. Gonzalez would give Sultan bunches of bananas
to hold. “On the oral command, ‘two each,’ Sultan would walk about the compound and
dole out two bananas to each of the other apes” (quoted in Ley, 1990, pp. 12–13).

One day, Sultan watched the keeper painting a door. When the keeper left, Sultan
picked up the paintbrush and began to imitate the behavior he had observed. On another
occasion, Köhler’s young son Claus sat in front of a cage, trying unsuccessfully to pull a
banana out between the bars. Sultan, inside the cage and apparently not hungry, turned
the banana 90 degrees so it would fit between the bars, whereupon Köhler told his son
that Sultan was smarter than he was.

Once Sultan encouraged Claus to climb to the top of a tree, and the boy refused to
come down despite his angry father’s commands. When Claus finally came down, Köhler
grabbed him, pulled down his shorts, and spanked him. Not long after that, Sultan snuck
up on Köhler himself and pulled down his pants from behind. Some 70 years later Claus
recounted that story for an interviewer, his eyes “twinkling with impish delight” (Ley,
1990, p. 240).

Köhler believed that the insight and problem-solving abilities demonstrated by his
chimps differed from the trial-and-error learning described by Thorndike. Köhler criticized
Thorndike’s work, arguing that its experimental conditions were artificial and allowed the
research animals to display only random behaviors. Köhler said that the cats in Thorndike’s
puzzle boxes could not survey the entire release mechanism (all the elements pertaining to
the whole situation), and thus could make only trial-and-error responses.

Similarly, an animal in a maze could not see the overall pattern or design but only
each alley as it was encountered. Therefore, the animals could do little but try one path
at a time. In the Gestalt view, the organism must be able to perceive the relationships
among the various parts of the problem before insight learning can occur.

These studies of insight supported the Gestalt psychologists’molar or global conception
of behavior, as opposed to the molecular or atomistic view promoted by the behaviorists.
The research also reinforced the Gestalt idea that learning involves a reorganization or
restructuring of one’s psychological environment.

Productive Thinking in Humans
Wertheimer’s book on productive thinking (Wertheimer, 1945), published post-
humously, applied Gestalt principles of learning to creative thinking in humans. He pro-
posed that thinking is done in terms of wholes. The learner regards the situation as a
whole, and the teacher must present the situation as a whole. You can see the differences
from the trial-and-error method in which a solution to a problem is hidden, in a sense,
and the learner may make mistakes before hitting on the correct answer.

The cases presented in Wertheimer’s book range from children’s thought processes in
solving geometric problems to the complex cognitive processes of the physicist Albert
Einstein developing his theory of relativity. At different ages and at various levels of dif-
ficulty, Wertheimer found evidence to support the idea that the whole problem must
dominate the parts. He believed that the details of a problem should be considered only
in relation to the total situation. Further, problem solving should proceed from the whole
problem downward to the parts, not the reverse.

In a classroom setting, for example, if a teacher arranges or organizes the elements of
word or number exercises into meaningful wholes, then students will more easily display
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insight and grasp the problems and solutions. Wertheimer showed that once the basic
principle of a solution had been understood, that principle could be transferred or
applied to other situations.

He challenged traditional educational practices, such as mechanical drill and rote
learning, which derive from the associationist approach to learning. He found repetition
to be rarely productive and cited as evidence a student’s inability to solve a variation of a
problem when the solution had been learned by rote rather than grasped by insight. He
agreed, however, that facts such as names and dates should be learned by rote, through
association strengthened by repetition. Thus he conceded that repetition was useful for
some purposes, but he maintained that repetition could lead to mechanical performance
rather than to understanding or to creative or productive thinking.

Isomorphism
Having established to their satisfaction that humans perceive organized wholes rather
than collections of sensory elements, Gestalt psychologists shifted their focus to the brain
mechanisms involved in perception. They attempted to develop a theory about underly-
ing neurological correlates of perceived Gestalts. The cerebral cortex was depicted as a
dynamic system, in which the elements active at a given time interact. This idea contrasts
with the machinelike conception that compares neural activity to a telephone switch-
board mechanically linking sensory inputs according to the principles of association.
In this associationist view, the brain operates passively, incapable of actively organizing
or modifying the sensory elements it receives. This latter theory also implies a direct
correspondence between the perception and its neurological counterpart.

From his research on apparent movement, Wertheimer suggested that brain activity is
a configural, whole process. Because apparent motion and actual motion are experienced
identically, the cortical processes for apparent and actual motion must be similar. It fol-
lows that corresponding brain processes must be operating.

In other words, to account for the phi phenomenon, there must be a correspondence
between the psychological or conscious experience and the underlying brain experience.
This idea is called isomorphism, a principle already accepted in biology and chemistry.
Gestalt psychologists likened a perception to a map, in that it is identical (“iso”) in form
or shape (“morph”) to what it represents, without being a literal copy of the terrain.
However, the perception does serve as a reliable guide to the perceived real world.

Köhler extended Wertheimer’s position in Static and Stationary Physical Gestalts
(1920), in which Köhler considered cortical processes to behave similarly to fields of
force. He suggested that like the behavior of an electromagnetic force field around a
magnet, neuronal activity fields are established by electromechanical processes in the
brain in response to sensory impulses.

The Spread of Gestalt Psychology
By the mid-1920s, the Gestalt movement was a coherent, dominant, and forceful school
of thought in Germany. Centered at the Psychological Institute of the University of
Berlin, the movement was attracting large numbers of students (nearly half of whom
were women) from many countries. The institute was housed in a wing of the former
Imperial Palace and boasted one of the world’s largest laboratories, equipped for the in-
vestigation of a variety of psychological issues from the Gestalt point of view. The Gestalt
journal Psychological Research was widely read and respected.

After the Nazis seized power in Germany in 1933, their anti-intellectualism, anti-Semitism,
and repressive actions forced many scholars, including the founders of the Gestalt school, to

Isomorphism: The
doctrine that there is a
correspondence be-
tween psychological or
conscious experience
and the underlying
brain experience.
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leave the country. The core of Gestalt psychology shifted to the United States, spreading
through personal contacts as well as published works. Even before the school’s formal
founding, many American psychologists had studied with its future leaders, absorbing
their ideas.

A few books by Koffka and Köhler had been translated from German into English and
reviewed in American psychology journals. A series of articles by the American psycholo-
gist Harry Helson, published in the American Journal of Psychology, also helped spread
Gestalt theory in the United States (Helson, 1925, 1926). Koffka and Köhler visited the
United States to lecture at universities and conferences. Koffka gave 30 talks in three
years, and in 1929 Köhler was a keynote speaker at the Ninth International Congress of
Psychology at Yale University. (The other keynote speaker was Ivan Pavlov, who was spat
on by one of Robert Yerkes’s chimps.)

So Gestalt psychology was attracting attention in the United States, but for several rea-
sons its acceptance as a school of thought came slowly. First, behaviorism was at the peak
of its popularity. Second, there was the language barrier. The major Gestalt publications
were in German, and the need for translation delayed full and accurate dissemination of
the Gestalt viewpoint. Third, as noted previously many psychologists incorrectly believed
that Gestalt psychology dealt only with perception. Fourth, the founders Wertheimer,
Koffka, and Köhler settled at small colleges in the United States that did not have gradu-
ate programs, so it was difficult for them to attract disciples to carry on their ideas.

Fifth, and most important, was that American psychology had advanced far beyond
the ideas of Wundt and Titchener, which the Gestalt psychologists were opposing.
Behaviorism was already the second stage of American opposition. Hence, American
psychology was much further removed from Wundt’s elementistic position than was
German psychology. American psychologists believed that Gestalt psychologists were
fighting an enemy they had already beaten. The Gestalt psychologists had come to
America protesting something that was no longer of any concern.

This situation was hazardous for the survival of the Gestalt school. We have seen con-
tinuing evidence throughout history that revolutionary movements need something to
oppose, something to push against if they expect to be successful in promoting their ideas.
But initially, the Gestalt psychologists arriving in the United States found little to oppose.

The Battle with Behaviorism

When Gestalt psychologists became aware of the trends within American psychology,
they readily spied their new target. If it were pointless to protest Wundtian psychology,
already vanquished from American psychology, then they could attack the reductionistic
qualities typical of the behaviorist school of thought. So the Gestalt psychologists argued
that behaviorism, like Wundt’s psychology, also dealt with artificial abstractions. It made
little difference to them whether analysis was in terms of introspective reduction to men-
tal elements (Wundt) or objective reduction to conditioned stimulus-response units
(Watson). The result was the same: a molecular instead of a molar approach. Gestalt
psychologists also disputed the behaviorists’ denial of the validity of introspection and
their discarding of any recognition of consciousness. Koffka charged that it was senseless
to develop a psychology without consciousness, as behaviorists had done, because that
meant psychology would be restricted to little more than a collection of animal research
studies.

The battles between Gestalt and behavioral psychologists grew emotional and per-
sonal. When Clark Hull, E. C. Tolman, Wolfgang Köhler, and several other psychologists
went out for a few beers after a scientific meeting in Philadelphia in 1941, Köhler said he
had been told that Hull used the insulting phrase “those goddamned Gestalters” in his
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classroom lectures. Embarrassed by this revelation, Hull said he hoped that scientific dis-
agreements would not be turned into personal attacks.

Köhler replied that he was “willing to discuss most things in a logical and scientific
manner, but when people try to make man out to be a kind of slot machine, then he
would fight.” He slammed his fist on the table “with a resounding smack” to emphasize
his point (quoted in Amsel & Rashotte, 1984, p. 23).

Gestalt Psychology in Nazi Germany

Although the founders of the Gestalt psychology school of thought fled wartime
Germany, some of their disciples remained there through the Nazi era, which ended
with Germany’s defeat by the Allies in 1945. These adherents to the Gestalt position con-
tinued to conduct research, focusing on studies in vision and depth perception. Köhler’s
Psychological Institute remained in operation at the University of Berlin, though, like all
German universities at the time, it no longer was characterized by openness of inquiry
and academic freedom. An American visitor to the institute in 1936 commented on the
“utter barrenness of the intellectual climate of this former stronghold of the Gestalt
school” (quoted in Ash, 1995, p. 340). The research activities of most German psycholo-
gists during World War II were directed toward the war effort, primarily the assessment
of military personnel. Practical and applied research took precedence over pure science
and theory construction.

Field Theory: Kurt Lewin (1890–1947)
We noted the trend in late nineteenth-century science to think in terms of field relationships
rather than within an atomistic and elementistic framework. Gestalt psychology reflected
this trend. Field theory arose within psychology as a counterpart to the concept of force
fields in physics. In psychology today the term field theory usually refers to the ideas of
Kurt Lewin. Lewin’s work is Gestalt in orientation but extends beyond the orthodox Gestalt
position to include human needs, personality, and social influences on behavior.

Lewin’s Life

Kurt Lewin was born in Mogilno, Germany, and studied at universities in Freiburg,
Munich, and Berlin. He received his Ph.D. in psychology from Carl Stumpf at Berlin in
1914, where he also trained in mathematics and physics. During World War I, Lewin
served in the German army, was wounded in action, and received Germany’s Iron Cross
decoration. He returned to the University of Berlin and pursued Gestalt research inter-
ests in association and motivation so enthusiastically that he was often considered a col-
league of the three Gestalt founders. He presented a version of his field theory to
American psychologists at the 1929 International Congress of Psychology at Yale.

Thus, Lewin was already known in the United States when he became visiting profes-
sor at Stanford in 1932. The following year, he decided to leave Germany because of the
Nazi menace. He wrote to Köhler, “I now believe there is no other choice for me but to
emigrate, even though it will tear my life apart” (quoted in Benjamin, 1993, pp. 158, 160).4

He spent two years at Cornell University and then went to the University of Iowa. His
research on the social psychology of the child led to an invitation to develop the new
Research Center for Group Dynamics at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology.
Although he died within a few years of accepting the position, his program was so effective
that the research center, now located at the University of Michigan, remains active today.

Field theory: Lewin’s
system using the con-
cept of fields of force to
explain behavior in
terms of one’s field of
social influences.

4Lewin’s mother and sister died in Nazi concentration camps.
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The Life Space

Throughout a career of 30 years, Lewin devoted himself to the broadly defined area of
human motivation, describing human behavior within its total physical and social con-
text (Lewin, 1936, 1939). His overall conception of psychology was practical, focusing on
social issues that affect how we live and work. He sought to humanize the factories of the
day so that work would become a source of personal satisfaction instead of solely a way
to earn a living.

Lewin’s knowledge of field theory in physics led him to consider that a person’s psy-
chological activities occur within a kind of psychological field, which he called the life
space. The life space encompasses all past, present, and future events that may affect us.
From a psychological standpoint, each of these events determines behavior in a given
situation. Thus, the life space consists of the person’s needs in interaction with the psy-
chological environment.

A life space shows varying degrees of development as a function of the amount and
kind of experience we have accumulated. Because an infant lacks experiences, it has few
differentiated regions in its life space. A highly educated, sophisticated adult has a com-
plex and well differentiated life space showing a variety of experiences.

Lewin sought a mathematical model to represent his theoretical conception of psycho-
logical processes. Because he was interested in the individual person (the single case)
rather than groups or average performance, statistical analysis was not useful for his pur-
pose. He chose topology, a form of geometry, to diagram the life space, showing at any
given moment a person’s possible goals and the paths leading to them.

Within his topological maps, which he used to diagram all forms of behavior and
psychological phenomena, Lewin used arrows (vectors) to represent the direction of a per-
son’s movement toward a goal. He added the notion of weighting these choices (valences) to
refer to the positive or negative value of objects within the life space. Objects that are attrac-
tive or that satisfy human needs have a positive valence; objects that are threatening have a
negative valence. His diagrams were sometimes referred to as a “blackboard psychology.”

Kurt Lewin uses life-space drawings to illustrate a person’s psychological field.
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In the simple example presented in Figure 12.2, a child wants to go to the movies but
is forbidden to do so by his or her parents. The ellipse represents the life space; C repre-
sents the child. The arrow is the vector indicating that C is motivated toward the goal of
going to the movie, which has a positive value. The vertical line is the barrier to the goal,
established by the parents, and it has a negative valence.

Motivation and the Zeigarnik Effect

Lewin proposed a basic state of balance or equilibrium between the person and the envi-
ronment. Any disturbance of this equilibrium leads to tension, which in turn leads to
some action in an effort to relieve the tension and restore the balance. Thus, to explain
human motivation, Lewin believed that behavior involves a cycle of tension-states or
need-states followed by activity and relief.

An early experiment to test this proposition was performed by Bluma Zeigarnik
in 1927 under Lewin’s supervision. Subjects were given a series of tasks and allowed to
finish some but were interrupted before they could complete others. Lewin made the
following predictions:

1. A tension-system develops when subjects are given a task to perform.
2. When the task is completed, the tension is dissipated.
3. If the task is not completed, the persistence of tension results in a greater likelihood

that the subjects will recall the task.

Zeigarnik’s results confirmed the predictions. The subjects remembered the uncom-
pleted tasks more readily than they recalled the completed tasks. This effect has since
become known as the Zeigarnik effect.

Lewin’s inspiration for this research on motivation came from observing a waiter in a
café across the street from the Psychological Institute in Berlin. One evening, while meet-
ing at the café with some of his graduate students,

… someone expressed amazement at the café waiter’s apparent ability to remember
what everyone had ordered without writing anything down. Some time after they had
paid, Lewin called the waiter and asked what they had ordered. He replied indignantly
that he no longer knew. (Ash, 1995, p. 271)

Once the waiter’s customers had paid, his task was complete and the tension had dis-
sipated. He no longer needed to remember what everyone had ordered.
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FIGURE 12.2 A
simplified example of a
life space.

Zeigarnik effect: The
tendency to recall un-
completed tasks more
easily than completed
tasks.
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Social Psychology

Lewin’s interest in social psychology began in the 1930s. His pioneering efforts in this
field are sufficient to justify his stature within the history of psychology. The outstanding
feature of Lewin’s social psychology is group dynamics, the application of psychological
concepts to individual and group behavior. Just as the individual and his or her environ-
ment form a psychological field, so the group and its environment form a social field.
Social behaviors occur within and result from coexisting social entities such as sub-
groups, group members, barriers, and channels of communication. Group behavior at
any given time is a function of the total field situation. Lewin conducted studies on
behavior in various social situations. A classic experiment involved authoritarian, demo-
cratic, and laissez-faire leadership styles among groups of boys (Lewin, Lippitt, & White,
1939). The results showed that boys in the authoritarian group became very aggressive.
Those in the democratic group were friendly toward one another and completed more
tasks than those in the other two groups. Lewin’s research initiated new areas of social
research and spurred the growth of social psychology.

In addition, he emphasized social action research, the study of relevant social
problems with a view to introducing change. Reflecting a personal concern about racial
problems, he conducted community studies on integrated housing, equal employment
opportunities, and the development and prevention of prejudice in childhood. His work
transformed these controversial issues into controlled research studies, applying the rigor
of the experimental method without the artificiality of the academic laboratory.

Lewin promoted sensitivity training for educators and business leaders to reduce
intergroup conflict and develop individual potential. His sensitivity training groups
(T-groups) were forerunners of the encounter groups popular in the 1960s and 1970s.

In general, Lewin’s experimental programs and research findings are more acceptable
to psychologists than many of his theoretical views. His influence on social and child
psychology is considerable, and many of his concepts and techniques are still used in
studies of personality and motivation.

Criticisms of Gestalt Psychology
Critics of the Gestalt psychology school of thought charged that the organization of per-
ceptual processes, as in the phi phenomenon, was not approached as a scientific problem
to be investigated but treated instead as a phenomenon whose existence was simply
accepted. This was like denying there was a problem at all.

Further, experimental psychologists asserted that the Gestalt position was vague and
that basic concepts were not defined with sufficient rigor to be scientifically meaningful.
Gestalt psychologists countered these charges by insisting that in a young science,
attempts at explanation and definition may be incomplete, but being incomplete was
not the same as being vague.

Other psychologists alleged that Gestalt proponents were too occupied with theory at
the expense of research and empirical data. Although the Gestalt school assuredly has
been theoretically oriented, it also emphasized experimentation and provided a consider-
able amount of research.

Related to this point is the suggestion that Gestalt experimental work was inferior to
behavioral psychology research because it lacked adequate controls and its unquantified
data were not amenable to statistical analysis. Gestalt psychologists held that because
qualitative results took precedence in their system, much of their research was deliber-
ately less quantitative than other schools considered necessary. Much Gestalt research
was exploratory, investigating psychological problems within a different framework.
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Köhler’s notion of insight has also been questioned. Attempts to replicate the two-
stick experiment with chimps have provided little support for the role of insight in learn-
ing. These later studies suggested that problem solving does not occur suddenly and may
depend on prior learning or experience (see, for example, Windholz & Lamal, 1985).

Also, some psychologists considered Gestalt psychologists to be using poorly defined
physiological assumptions. Gestalt researchers admitted that their theorizing in this area
was tentative, but they believed their speculations were a useful adjunct to their system.

Contributions of Gestalt Psychology
The Gestalt movement left an indelible imprint on psychology and influenced work on
perception, learning, thinking, personality, social psychology, and motivation. Unlike its
chief competitor at the time—behaviorism—Gestalt psychology retained a separate iden-
tity. Its major tenets were not fully absorbed into mainstream psychological thought. It
continued to foster interest in conscious experience as a legitimate problem for psychol-
ogy during the years when behaviorism was dominant.

The Gestalt focus on conscious experience was not like the approach of Wundt and
Titchener but centered instead on a modern version of phenomenology. Contemporary
adherents of the Gestalt position believe that conscious experience does occur and is a
legitimate subject for study. They recognize, however, that it cannot be investigated
with the same precision and objectivity as overt behavior. A phenomenological approach
to psychology is more widely accepted by European psychologists than it is in the United
States, but its influence can be seen in the American humanistic psychology movement
(see Chapter 14). Many aspects of contemporary cognitive psychology also owe their
origins to Gestalt psychology.

Discussion Questions
1. Explain the differences between the Gestalt and

behaviorist revolts against Wundtian psychology.
2. What did the Gestalt psychologists mean by the

expressions “the whole is different from the sum
of its parts” and “there is more to perception
than meets the eye?”

3. If you looked at a book on a table and said, “I see
a book on the table,” what error would you be
committing, according to Titchener?

4. Describe the antecedent influences on Gestalt
psychology.

5. How did the Zeitgeist in physics change toward
the end of the nineteenth century? How did that
change influence Gestalt psychology?

6. What is the phi phenomenon? How is it pro-
duced? Why couldn’t the phi phenomenon be
explained by Wundt’s psychology?

7. Why did some people mistakenly assume that
Gestalt psychology dealt only with perception?

8. Describe some of the principles of perceptual
organization.

9. How do studies of perceptual constancies sup-
port the Gestalt viewpoint?

10. Why has the word Gestalt caused problems for
the movement?

11. Give an example of Köhler’s research on insight
on the island of Tenerife.

12. How does insight learning differ from the trial-and-
error learning described by Thorndike?

13. How did Wertheimer apply Gestalt principles of
learning to creative thinking in humans?

14. How does isomorphism relate perception to
underlying neurological correlates?

15. What factors impeded the acceptance of Gestalt
psychology in the United States?

16. On what grounds has Gestalt psychology been
criticized?

17. On what grounds did Gestalt psychologists criti-
cize behaviorism?

18. Describe Lewin’s concept of a field theory and
tell how it was influenced by physics.

19. How does field theory deal with motivation and
with social psychology? What is social action
research?

20. In what ways did Gestalt psychology affect psy-
chology as a whole?
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C HA P T E R 13
Psychoanalysis: The Beginnings

Was It Only a Dream?
The little boy stared in horror as his mother was carried into the room. It was a sight he
never forgot. He gazed at her face; she was so young and beautiful but he was puzzled,
frightened even, by its peaceful expression. Was she merely asleep, or was she dead? His
gaze shifted to the people who were carrying her, only they did not look like people.
They did not seem human at all. They were extremely tall and dressed in strange cloth-
ing, but it was the faces that frightened him most of all. They appeared to be some kind
of bird-like creatures with very long beaks. Suddenly he awoke from his dream, his
nightmare, screaming and crying. He jumped out of bed and ran to his parents’ bed-
room. Only when he saw for himself that his mother was alive was he able to calm
down and sleep.

Thirty years later that dream was still a highly emotional experience for Sigmund
Freud, and when he applied his own techniques for analyzing dreams he finally under-
stood why. The superficial meaning was obvious; a little boy afraid of losing his mother.
There was nothing unusual or suspicious in that. But the more Freud thought about the
dream, the more he realized that it revealed a more subtle, sinister, even shocking
meaning.

Freud focused on the dream’s most bizarre aspect, the long-beaked and bird-like fig-
ures. What could they signify? What could they reveal about the unconscious longings of
a seven-year-old boy? Then he recalled a childhood friend, a youngster who was much
more worldly than Freud had been. That boy liked to talk about sex, a forbidden topic,
and had introduced Freud to the German slang expression for sexual intercourse. The
word was Vögeln.

As an adult Freud knew the word and was aware that it was derived from the German
word for bird. The creatures in his nightmare had faces like birds. As soon as he made
the connection, he knew the true meaning of his dream. It symbolized the sexual longing
of a seven-year-old boy for his mother. In his unconscious, he wanted to make love
to her.

If the child is the father to the man, as the saying goes—and as Freud believed—then
we can see the similarity to the child who dreamed of losing and loving his mother, and
the middle-aged physician who unraveled the dream’s thread and, in the process,
sparked another revolution in psychology.

The Development of Psychoanalysis
The term “psychoanalysis” and the name Sigmund Freud are recognized throughout the
modern world. Whereas other prominent people in the history of psychology, such as
Fechner, Wundt, and Titchener, are little known outside of psychology, Freud has
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maintained a high level of visibility among the general public. He appeared on the cover
of Time magazine three times, the last appearance occurring some 60 years after his
death. On the 150th anniversary of his birth, in 2006, his picture appeared on the cover
of Newsweek and he was lionized in a lengthy editorial column in the Wall Street Journal.
The Newsweek writer described him as “an inescapable force [who] captivates us even
now” (Adler, 2006, p. 43). Without a doubt, Sigmund Freud was one of a handful of
individuals pivotal in the history of civilization who altered the way humans think
about themselves.

Freud himself suggested that in all recorded history, there have been three great
shocks to the collective human ego (Freud, 1917). The first was when Copernicus
(1473–1543), the Polish astronomer, showed us that the earth was not the center of the
universe but merely one of many planets revolving around the sun. The second revela-
tion came in the nineteenth century when Charles Darwin demonstrated that we are not
a unique and separate species with a privileged place in creation but only a higher form
of animal species that evolved from lower forms of animal life. Freud administered the
third shock by proclaiming that we are not the rational rulers of our lives but are under
the influence of unconscious forces of which we are unaware and over which we have
little, if any, control.

Chronologically, psychoanalysis overlaps psychology’s other schools of thought. Con-
sider the situation in 1895, the year Freud published his first book marking the formal
beginning of his new movement. In that year, Wundt was 63 years old. The 28-year-old
Titchener had been at Cornell for only two years and was just beginning to develop his
structural psychology. The spirit of functionalism was starting to flourish in the United
States. Neither behaviorism nor Gestalt psychology had yet been proposed; Watson was
then 17 years old and Wertheimer was 15.

Yet by the time of Freud’s death in 1939, the entire psychological world had changed
radically. Wundtian psychology, Titchenerian structuralism, and functional psychology
were history. Gestalt psychology was being transplanted from Germany to the United
States, and behaviorism was the dominant form of American psychology.

Despite their fundamental disagreements, the schools of psychological thought we
have discussed thus far shared an academic heritage and owed much of their inspiration
and form to Wilhelm Wundt. Their concepts and scientific methods were refined in lab-
oratories, libraries, and lecture halls, and all dealt with topics such as sensation, percep-
tion, and learning. In contrast, psychoanalysis was neither a product of the universities
nor a pure science, but arose within the traditions of medicine and psychiatry from at-
tempts to treat persons labeled by society as mentally ill. Thus, psychoanalysis was not
(and still is not) a school of thought directly comparable with the others we have studied.

From its beginnings, psychoanalysis was distinct from mainstream psychological
thought in goals, subject matter, and methods. Its subject matter is psychopathology, or
abnormal behavior, relatively neglected by other schools of thought. Its primary method
is clinical observation rather than controlled laboratory experimentation. In addition,
psychoanalysis deals with the unconscious, a topic virtually ignored by other systems of
thought.

Wundt and Titchener did not accept the idea of unconscious forces in their systems
because it is impossible to apply the method of introspection to the unconscious. There-
fore, since the unconscious cannot be introspected, it cannot be reduced to sensory ele-
ments. The functional psychologists, with their exclusive focus on consciousness, had no
use for the unconscious mind, although James did admit to the notion of unconscious
processes. Angell’s 1904 textbook devotes no more than two pages at the end to the un-
conscious. Woodworth’s 1921 textbook had little more to say, covering the topic as an
afterthought. Of course, Watson had no more room in his system of behaviorism for
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the unconscious than he did for consciousness. He referred dismissively to the uncon-
scious as that which the individual has not yet verbalized. It was Freud who brought
the notion of the unconscious to psychology.

Antecedent Influences on Psychoanalysis
Three major sources of influence on the psychoanalytic movement were as follows:

1. Philosophical speculations about unconscious psychological phenomena
2. Early ideas about psychopathology
3. Evolutionary theory

Theories of the Unconscious Mind

Early in the eighteenth century, the German philosopher and mathematician Gottfried
Wilhelm Leibnitz (1646–1716) developed an idea he called monadology. Monads were
not physical atoms but were nevertheless considered to be the individual elements of all
reality. Thus, they were not composed wholly of matter in the sense that physicists used
the word. Each monad was an unextended psychic entity, mental in nature, which nev-
ertheless had some properties of physical matter. When enough monads were grouped
together, they created an extension.

Monads can be likened to perceptions. Leibnitz believed that mental events (which are
composed of the activity of monads) had different degrees of consciousness ranging from
completely unconscious to clearly conscious. Lesser degrees of consciousness were called
petites perceptions; the conscious realization of these was described as apperception. For
example, the sound of waves breaking on the shore is an apperception, but it is com-
posed of individual falling drops of water (the petites perceptions). We do not consciously
perceive each drop of water, but when enough of them collect they summate to produce
an apperception.

A century later, the German philosopher Johann Friedrich Herbart (1776–1841)
refined Leibnitz’s notion of the unconscious into the concept of threshold of conscious-
ness. Reflecting the impact of the mechanistic Zeitgeist, Herbart argued that ideas below
the proposed threshold are unconscious. When an idea rises to a conscious level of aware-
ness, it is apperceived (to use Leibnitz’s term). In order for an idea to rise into conscious-
ness, however, it must be compatible with the ideas already in consciousness. Incongruous
ideas cannot exist in consciousness at the same time, and irrelevant ideas are forced out of
consciousness to become inhibited ideas. Inhibited ideas (similar to Leibnitz’s petites
perceptions) exist below the threshold of consciousness. According to Herbart, conflict
develops among ideas as they struggle for conscious realization.

Fechner also speculated about the unconscious. Although he used the notion of thresh-
old, it was his suggestion that the mind is analogous to an iceberg that had a greater im-
pact on Freud. Fechner suggested that like the greater portion of the iceberg, much of the
mind lies hidden below the surface where it is influenced by unobservable forces.

It is interesting that Fechner’s work, to which experimental psychology owes so much,
also had an influence on psychoanalysis. Freud quoted from Fechner’s Elements of Psy-
chophysics in several of his books and derived some major concepts (such as the pleasure
principle, psychic energy, and aggression) from Fechner’s writings. Freud’s letters to a
boyhood friend tell that in his late teens and early twenties he liked to read the satirical
essays of one Dr. Mises, the pen name Fechner used to lampoon trends in science and
medicine (see Boehlich, 1990).

Discussion of the unconscious was very much part of the European intellectual
Zeitgeist of the 1880s when Freud was beginning his clinical practice. And it was not
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only of interest to professionals; the issue was also a fashionable topic of conversation
among the educated public. A book titled Philosophy of the Unconscious became so pop-
ular that it appeared in nine editions (Hartmann, 1869/1884). In the 1870s, at least a half
dozen other books published in Germany included the word “unconscious” in their titles.

The notion that unconscious forces may overtake and dominate a person’s more ra-
tional being soon appeared in the popular literature. In Robert Louis Stevenson’s novel,
Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde, published in 1889, the good doctor drinks a mysterious potion
that releases a different side of his character, one addicted to all forms of vice. This lower
self, this demanding amoral presence, gradually consumes the moral, upstanding, ratio-
nal self.

Thus we see that Freud was not the first to discuss seriously the unconscious human
mind. He conceded that writers and philosophers before him had dealt with it exten-
sively but he claimed that he had discovered a scientific way to study it.

Early Ideas About Psychopathology

As we have noted, a new movement requires something to revolt against in order to gain
momentum. Because psychoanalysis did not develop within academic psychology, the
movement it opposed was not Wundt’s form of psychology or any other then-current
school of psychological thought. To understand what Freud opposed, we must consider
the prevailing trends in the area in which he worked: the treatment of mental disorders.

The history of the treatment of mental illness is both fascinating and depressing. Rec-
ognition of mental disturbance dates to 2000 BC. The Babylonians believed that the cause
of mental illness was possession by demons, a condition they treated humanely with a
combination of magic and prayer. Ancient Hebrew cultures regarded mental illness as
punishment for sin and relied on magic and prayer to cure it. Greek philosophers—
notably Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle—argued that mental illness arose from disordered
thought processes. They prescribed the persuasive, healing power of words.

When Christianity became established in the fourth century, mental illness was once
again blamed on evil spirits. The treatment mandated by the church for over 1,000 years
involved torture and execution for those thought to be possessed by the devil. Beginning
in the fifteenth century, and continuing for 300 years, the Inquisition carried on by the
church pursued heresy and witchcraft, relentlessly identifying symptoms of mental disor-
ders, for which severe punishment was the only cure.

By the eighteenth century, mental illness came to be viewed as irrational behavior,
and mentally ill persons were confined in institutions similar to jails. Although they
were no longer tortured or put to death, no treatment was offered. Sometimes patients
were displayed publicly like animals in a zoo. Some were chained to their beds for years
or had arms and legs pinioned by iron bars. Others had iron rings riveted around their
neck, fastened by chains to a hook on the wall, not unlike dogs on a leash. These prisons
came to be known as lunatic asylums, described as “cemeteries for the still breathing”
(Scull, MacKenzie, & Hervey, 1996, p. 118).

More humane treatments Juan Luis Vives (1492–1540), a Spanish scholar, was
among the first to urge that mentally disturbed persons be treated sensitively and hu-
manely. Because of barriers of language and geography, however, his pleas for lenient
treatment were unknown outside of Spain. It was not until the end of the eighteenth cen-
tury that his ideas took root elsewhere.

Philippe Pinel (1745–1826), a French physician, considered mental illness to be a nat-
ural phenomenon treatable by the methods of natural science. He released patients from
their chains and treated them decently, taking time to listen to their complaints. He
maintained precise case-history files and data on cure rates.
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The mentally sick, far from being guilty people deserving punishment, are sick people
whose miserable state deserves all the consideration that is due to suffering humanity.
One should try with the most simple methods to restore their reason. (Pinel, quoted in
Wade, 1995, p. 25)

Under Pinel’s direction, the number of patients pronounced cured rose dramatically.
Following his example, chains were struck from patients in Europe and the United
States, and the scientific study of mental illness became widespread. “Scientific enlighten-
ment resulted in the treatment of human beings as machines that, when broken, needed
to be fixed. This repair was to take place in insane asylums equipped with gadgets and
apparatuses reflective of the industrial inventions of the industrial revolution” (Brems,
Thevenin, & Routh, 1991, p. 12).

In the United States, the most influential reformer of insane asylums was Dorothea
Dix (1802–1887), a deeply religious person who suffered from depression. Impressed by
what Pinel had accomplished with his patients, she applied her considerable energies and
persuasive abilities to duplicating his success. She traveled throughout the United States,
petitioning state legislators to mandate humanitarian treatment for the mentally ill. Dur-
ing the American Civil War she crusaded to improve conditions for wounded Union sol-
diers; her activism brought her an appointment as superintendent of women nurses for
the army.

The first psychiatrist to open a formal practice in the United States was Benjamin
Rush (1745–1813), who had been a signer of the Declaration of Independence. Rush es-
tablished the first hospital that was devoted solely for the treatment of emotional distur-
bances. Working within the familiar mechanistic tradition, Rush stated that everything in
the universe “including man’s mind and morality, could be explained in terms of physi-
cal laws and fitted within a scientific, rational structure” (Gamwell & Tomes, 1995,
p. 19). For example, Rush believed that some irrational behaviors were caused by too
much or too little blood. His remedy was simple: drain blood from his patients or
pump more blood into them.

Rush developed a rotating chair that would spin the unfortunate patient at high speed,
a procedure that often led to fainting. In an early form of shock treatment, Rush dunked
patients in icy water. He is also credited with the first sedating technique. A patient was
strapped in a tranquilizing chair and restrained around the chest, wrists, and ankles;
pressure was applied to the patient’s head by large wooden blocks gripped in a vise.

Although these techniques sound cruel to us today, remember that Rush was trying to
help people with mental disorders instead of dumping them in institutions where their
needs would be ignored. He recognized that his patients were sick, not possessed by evil
spirits.

During the nineteenth century, psychiatrists were divided into two camps: the somatic
and the psychic. The somatic approach held that abnormal behavior had physical causes
such as brain lesions, under-stimulated nerves, or overly tight nerves. The psychic school
subscribed to emotional or psychological explanations for abnormal behavior. In general,
the somatic viewpoint dominated and was supported by the ideas of the German philos-
opher Immanuel Kant, who ridiculed the view that emotional problems somehow led to
mental illness.

Psychoanalysis developed as a revolt against the somatic orientation. As the treatment
of mental illness advanced, some scientists became convinced that emotional factors were
of far greater importance than brain lesions or other physical causes.

The Emmanuel Movement The trend toward the psychic approach to mental illness
was fostered in the United States by the amazingly successful Emmanuel Church Healing
Movement, which argued for the use of psychotherapy. By focusing on the benefits of
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talk therapy, its promoters made the public and the medical community aware of the
importance of psychological factors as potential causes of mental illness (Caplan, 1998;
Gifford, 1997). The movement was begun by Elwood Worcester, rector of the Emmanuel
Church in Boston, Massachusetts, and was most influential from about 1906 to 1910.
The Reverend Worcester was an unusual clergyman in that he had earned a Ph.D. in
philosophy and psychology from the University of Leipzig, Germany, where he studied
under Wilhelm Wundt. Thus, Worcester became another of Wundt’s American students
who went astray, who left the confines of Wundt’s approach to experimental psychology
and began to apply it to problems of the real world.

The movement began in 1906 when Worcester announced in a public lecture for his
parishioners that he would be willing to meet the next morning with anyone who had
moral or psychological problems they wanted to discuss. He expected that a few might
show up but was astounded when nearly 200 appeared. (Benjamin & Baker, 2004,
p. 49)

Clearly there was a need for what Worcester wanted to offer.
The talk therapy sessions, for individuals and groups, were conducted by religious lea-

ders of several denominations. They relied heavily on the power of suggestion and the
moral authority of the clergymen in urging the proper course of behavior for the pa-
tients. The therapy quickly became popular throughout the United States and was soon
supplemented by a series of articles in Good Housekeeping magazine, which ran for
nearly two years. A 1908 book by Worcester and two colleagues, Religion and Medicine:
The Moral Control of Nervous Disorders, was hailed by the press as the most important
book published dealing with “scientific psychotherapy” (Caplan, 1998, p. 297).

In 1909, a journal titled Psychotherapy was published; it called for “sound psychology,
sound medicine, and sound religion” (Zaretsky, 2004, p. 80). Not so incidentally, as we
shall see, 1909 was also the year Freud made his only visit to the United States.

Although the movement was embraced enthusiastically by the public, the medical
community and clinical psychologists such as Witmer and Münsterberg strongly op-
posed the idea of ministers acting as psychotherapists. However, it was primarily due to
the popularity of the Emmanuel Movement that Freud and his psychoanalysis were
warmly welcomed in the United States when he brought his message in person in 1909.
The notion of a talk therapy was already part of the national consciousness.

Hypnosis Interest in the phenomenon of hypnosis also helped foster the growing fo-
cus on psychic causes of mental illness. The application of hypnosis to the treatment of
emotional disturbances originated in a mysterious, murky force called “animal magne-
tism,” introduced by Franz Anton Mesmer (1734–1815), a Viennese physician who was
part scientist, part showman.

Mesmer believed that the human body contained a magnetic force that operated like
the magnets used by physicists. This animal magnetism was capable of penetrating ob-
jects and acting on them from a distance. Animal magnetism could also cure nervous
disorders by restoring the equilibrium between the patient’s magnetic levels and the le-
vels prevalent in the environment.

At first, Mesmer claimed to reverse mental illness by having patients clutch magne-
tized iron bars. Later, Mesmer decided that all he needed to do was touch or stroke the
patients’ hands and his own magnetic force would be transmitted into the sufferers’ bod-
ies. Not surprisingly, Vienna’s medical community considered him a quack.

Mesmer became enormously successful in Paris, where he led group therapy sessions
in a dimly lit room with soft music and the scent of orange blossoms in the background.
Attired in lilac-colored robes, he orchestrated dramatic results. The patients, attached to
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one another by cords, perched around a tub filled with magnetized fluid and grasped the
iron rods that protruded from it. Mesmer and his assistant magnetizers passed among
the patients, laying hands on the bodies of the disturbed persons. Patients often experi-
enced convulsions or trances before returning to conscious awareness, miraculously
cured (Wade, 1995). “Mesmer made a fortune running several clinics and attending pri-
vate parties, often of upper-class women. The ladies would convulse, scream, and faint as
Mesmer waved his hands over them or touched them” (Dingfelder, 2010, p. 30).

When an investigating commission reported unfavorably on Mesmer’s so-called cures—
that he was not really curing people at all—he fled to Switzerland. However, the popularity
of mesmerism spread, particularly in the United States. A cultural historian of the period
wrote that by the mid-nineteenth century,

… there were between twenty and thirty thousand mesmerists lecturing in the North-
east alone. Many of them used their … force to control the behavior and attitudes of
their mesmerized subjects, to the wonder of audiences that often reached two or three
thousand. (Reynolds, 1995, p. 260)

In England, mesmerism was given a new name and greater credibility when the phy-
sician and surgeon James Braid (1795–1860) called the trancelike state neurohypnology,
from which the term hypnosis was eventually derived. Braid’s careful work and disdain
for exaggerated claims earned for hypnosis some scientific respectability (see Schmit,
2005).

Hypnosis achieved greater professional recognition in medical circles with the work of
the French physician Jean Martin Charcot (1825–1893), head of a neurological clinic at
Salpêtrière, a Paris hospital for insane women. Charcot had some success treating hyster-
ical patients by means of hypnosis. More important, he described the symptoms of hys-
teria and the use of hypnosis in medical terminology, making them more acceptable to
the French Academy of Science. Charcot’s work was primarily neurological, however,
emphasizing physical disturbances such as paralysis. Most doctors continued to ascribe
hysteria to somatic or physical causes until 1889, when Charcot’s student, Pierre Janet
(1859–1947), became director of the psychological laboratory at Salpêtrière. Charcot
also made substantial contributions to medicine, helping map centers in the brain as
well as the structure of the lungs, liver, and kidneys. He made the recording of a patient’s
body temperature standard hospital practice.

Janet rejected the opinion that hysteria was a physical problem and conceived of it as
a mental disorder caused by memory impairments, fixed ideas, and unconscious forces.
He chose hypnosis as the method of treatment. Thus, during the early years of Sigmund
Freud’s career, the medical establishment was paying increasing attention to hypnosis
and the psychological causes of mental illness. As we will see, Janet’s work anticipated
many of Freud’s ideas.

The work of Charcot and Janet in treating mental disturbances helped change psychia-
trists’ ideas from the somatic (physical) to the psychic (mental) point of view. Physicians
began to think in terms of curing emotional disturbances by treating the mind instead
of the body. By the time Freud started to publish his ideas, the term “psychotherapy” was
already in widespread use in the United States and in Europe as well.

The Influence of Charles Darwin

In 1979, Frank J. Sulloway, a distinguished historian of science, published Freud: Biolo-
gist of the Mind, in which he argued that Freud’s thinking had been strongly influenced
by Darwin’s writings. Sulloway based his conclusions on a new interpretation of the data
of history. He examined data that had existed for years but that no one else had viewed
in the same way. What Sulloway did was to check the books in Freud’s personal library,
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where he found copies of Darwin’s works. Freud had read them all and had written
notes in the margins. He had praised them to colleagues and in his own publications.
Sulloway wrote that Darwin “probably did more than any other individual to pave the
way for Sigmund Freud and the psychoanalytic revolution” (Sulloway, 1979, p. 238).
More recent research supports Darwin’s impact on Freud’s psychoanalytic theory. Later
in his life, Freud insisted that the study of Darwin’s theory of evolution was an essential
part of the training program for psychoanalysts (Ritvo, 1990).

Darwin discussed several ideas that Freud later made central issues in psychoanaly-
sis, including unconscious mental processes and conflicts, the significance of dreams,
the hidden symbolism of certain behaviors, and the importance of sexual arousal.
Overall, Darwin focused, as Freud did later, on the nonrational aspects of thought
and behavior.

Darwin’s theories also affected Freud’s ideas about childhood development. Darwin
had given his notes and unpublished materials to Romanes (see Chapter 6), who later
wrote two books based on Darwin’s material about mental evolution in humans and
animals. Sulloway found copies of Romanes’s books on Freud’s library shelves, with
Freud’s handwritten comments in the margins. Romanes elaborated on Darwin’s notion
of a continuous progression in emotional behavior from childhood to adulthood and on
the suggestion that evidence of a sex drive appears in infants as young as seven weeks.
Both themes became central to Freudian psychoanalysis.

Further, Darwin insisted that humans were driven by the biological forces of love and
hunger, which he believed were the foundation of all behavior. Less than a decade later,
the German psychiatrist Richard von Krafft-Ebing expressed a similar view, that sexual
gratification and self-preservation were the only instincts in human physiology. Thus, re-
spected scientists were following Darwin’s lead and recognizing sex as a basic human
motivation.

Additional Influences

During Freud’s university training he was exposed to the idea of mechanism, as repre-
sented by the physiologists, including Helmholtz, who had been students of Johannes
Müller (see Chapter 3). They had united to take the position that there are no forces
active within the organism other than the common physical and chemical ones. Freud
was influenced by this mechanistic orientation promoted by Ernst Brücke, his major pro-
fessor, and when he later formulated his theory of human behavior it was a deterministic
one. Indeed, he referred to it as psychic determinism.

Another aspect of the Zeitgeist reflected in Freud’s work was the attitude toward sex
in late nineteenth-century Vienna, where Freud lived and worked. It has been popularly
but wrongly assumed that because society in Freud’s day was so repressive, his open dis-
cussion of sexual matters was perceived as shocking. Although sexual inhibitions may
have been typical of Freud, and of the neurotic upper-middle-class women who became
his patients, this was assuredly not the attitude of the culture as a whole. Vienna at the
time was a permissive society. (Even Victorian England and Puritan America were not
really as prudish and inhibited as we usually think.) The 1880s and 1890s were charac-
terized by a breakdown of the Victorian sublimation of sexuality. Passion, prostitution,
and pornography flourished.

Interest in sex was apparent in everyday life as well as in scientific literature. In the
last decade of the nineteenth century, the scientific study of sexuality had become popular
both in Europe and the United States. Researchers, called “sexologists,” were expected to
“bring a naturalist’s cold eye to matters long thought indecent, immoral, disgusting, and
sinful. Sexologists were encouraged to study varieties of human sexual experience not as
vices, sins, or crimes, but as an integral part of the natural world” (Makari, 2008, p. 93).
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As a result, in the years before Freud advanced his sex-based theory, research had been
published on such topics as sexual pathologies, infantile sexuality, and the suppression of
sexual impulses and its consequences for mental and physical health.

In 1845, the German physician Adolf Patze argued that the sex drive could be de-
tected in children as young as three years old, a point reiterated in 1867 by Henry
Maudsley, a British psychiatrist. In 1886, Krafft-Ebing published his sensational book,
Psychopathia Sexualis, and in 1897 a Viennese physician, Albert Moll, wrote about child-
hood sexuality and the child’s love for the parent of the opposite sex, anticipating Freud’s
Oedipus complex.

A colleague of Freud’s in Vienna, the neurologist Moritz Benedikt, achieved dramatic
cures with hysterical women by getting them to talk about their sex lives. The French
psychologist Alfred Binet published work on sexual perversions. Even the word “libido,”
which would assume great significance in Freudian psychoanalysis, was already in use
with much the same meaning that Freud intended. Thus, the sexual component of
Freud’s work had been anticipated in one form or another. Largely because the profes-
sional and the public Zeitgeists were already receptive, Freud’s ideas would receive a
great deal of attention.

The concept of catharsis was also popular before Freud published his work. In 1880, a
year before Freud received his medical degree, an uncle of Freud’s future wife wrote
about Aristotle’s concept of catharsis, a way of treating emotional difficulties by having
the patient recall and describe unconscious conflicts. Catharsis soon became a popular
topic of conversation among the elite. By 1890, there were more than 140 publications
in German about catharsis (Sulloway, 1979).

Many of Freud’s ideas about dream symbolism had been anticipated in philosophy
and physiology as far back as the seventeenth century. Although Freud claimed he was
the only scientist to show an interest in dreams, the facts of history tell a different story.
The study of dreams had become “a well-established arena for empirically studying the
undercurrents of mental life” (Makari, 2008, p. 76). By the end of the nineteenth century
more than a dozen works on dreams were being published annually. Even Wilhelm
Wundt and the psychophysicists were conducting research on dreams, specifically on
how external stimuli were able to invade consciousness during sleep.

Three of Freud’s contemporaries were already working on dreams. Charcot proposed
that the psychological trauma associated with hysteria was revealed in the patient’s
dreams. Janet said the causes of hysteria were contained in dreams, and he used dream
analysis as a therapeutic tool. And Krafft-Ebing argued that unconscious sexual wishes
could be found in dreams (Sand, 1992).

Although there were many diverse influences on Freud’s thinking, let us not lose sight
of his genius, and that of all founders. It lies in their ability to draw together the threads
of various ideas and trends to weave a coherent system. Freud himself acknowledged his
anticipators. In 1924, he wrote that psychoanalysis “did not drop from the skies ready-
made. It had its starting point in older ideas, which it developed further; it sprang from
earlier suggestions, which it elaborated” (quoted in Grubrich-Simitis, 1993, p. 265).

Sigmund Freud (1856–1939) and the
Development of Psychoanalysis
Sigmund Freud was born on May 6, 1856, in Freiberg, Moravia (now Pribor, Czech
Republic). Freud’s father was a wool merchant. When his business failed in Moravia, he
moved the family to Leipzig and later, when Freud was four years old, to Vienna. Freud
remained in Vienna for nearly 80 years. Freud’s father, 20 years older than Freud’s
mother, who was the elder Freud’s third wife, was strict and authoritarian. As a boy,SIGMUND FREUD
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Freud felt both fear and love toward his father. Freud’s mother was protective and
loving; toward her, young Freud felt a passionate attachment. This fear of the father
and sexual attraction to the mother is what Freud later called the Oedipus complex. We
will see that much of Freud’s theory is autobiographical, deriving from his childhood
experiences and recollections.

Freud’s mother took immense pride in her firstborn, providing constant attention and
support. She was totally convinced of his future greatness. It is noteworthy that the
house in which Freud was born has been restored and maintained as a museum, and
the town of Pribor renamed its Stalin Square as Freud Square.

Among Freud’s adult personality characteristics were self-confidence, ambition, desire
for achievement, and dreams of glory and fame. He wrote, “A man who has been the
indisputable favorite of his mother keeps for life the feeling of a conqueror, that confi-
dence of success that often induces real success” (quoted in Jones, 1953, p. 5).

One of eight children, Freud demonstrated considerable intellectual ability, which the
family tried to encourage. His was the only room to have an oil lamp, providing better
light for study than the candles used by the other children. Freud’s brothers and sisters
were not allowed to play musical instruments, lest their practicing disturb the young
scholar. Despite this special treatment, Freud seemed to resent his siblings.

Freud entered high school a year earlier than normal and was considered a brilliant
student, graduating with distinction at age 17. He spoke German and Hebrew at home,
and in school he learned Latin, Greek, French, and English. In addition, he taught him-
self Italian and Spanish. His exposure to Darwin’s theory of evolution awakened an
interest in the scientific approach to knowledge, and he decided to study medicine. He
felt no pull to be a practicing physician but hoped that a medical degree would lead to a
career in scientific research.

He began his studies in 1873 at the University of Vienna. Because he insisted on
taking courses, such as philosophy, that were not part of the medical curriculum, he
spent eight years earning his degree. He concentrated on biology, dissecting more than
400 male eels to determine the structure of the testicles. His findings were inconclusive,
but it is interesting that his first research problem involved sex. He moved on to physi-
ology and worked on the spinal cord of fish, spending six years hunched over a micro-
scope in the physiological institute.

During these university years Freud experimented with the drug cocaine, which at
that time was not an illegal substance. He used cocaine himself, made it available to his
fiancée, sisters, and friends, and introduced it into medical practice. He was enthusiastic
about the substance and claimed it eased his depression and chronic indigestion. Con-
vinced that in cocaine he had discovered a miracle drug to cure everything from sciatica
to seasickness, he expected his discoveries to win him the recognition he craved. This
was not to be. Carl Koller, one of Freud’s medical colleagues, after overhearing Freud’s
casual conversation about the drug, conducted his own experiments and found that co-
caine could be used to anesthetize the human eye, facilitating the use of surgical proce-
dures for treating eye disorders. Thus, Koller achieved the fame that Freud desired.

In 1996, a German historian reviewing Koller’s papers at the Library of Congress in
Washington, D.C., found a small envelope containing white powder. Written on the
envelope: “Remainder of the 1st dose of cocaine, which I used in my first cocaine experi-
ments in August 1884.” The powder was quickly removed by surprised library officials.

Freud published a paper on cocaine’s benefits, which was later held partly responsible
for the epidemic of cocaine use in Europe and the United States that lasted well into the
1920s. Freud was criticized severely for advocating the use of cocaine for purposes other
than eye surgery and for unleashing this plague upon the world. For the rest of his life he
tried to erase the memories of his endorsement of cocaine and omitted any reference to
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these publications in his own bibliography. It was widely believed that Freud stopped his
personal use of cocaine after medical school, but a later examination of his letters (more
recently uncovered data of history) revealed that he used the drug for at least 10 more
years, well into middle age (Masson, 1985).

Freud hoped to continue his scientific research at an academic laboratory, but Ernst
Brücke, the medical school professor who directed the physiological institute where
Freud worked, discouraged him for economic reasons. Freud was too poor to support
himself during the many years it would take to secure one of the few university profes-
sorships that might become available. Knowing that Brücke was right, Freud decided to
take his medical examinations and enter private practice in the hope of improving his
financial situation. He received his M.D. in 1881 and established his practice as a clinical
neurologist. He did not find this career to be any more attractive than he had antici-
pated, but the money won out. He had become engaged to Martha Bernays, but the cou-
ple postponed their marriage several times until they could afford it, though even then
he had to borrow money and pawn their watches.

During their four-year courtship, Freud displayed extreme jealousy toward anyone
who claimed Martha’s attention or affection, even members of her own family. He wrote
to her:

From now on you are but a guest in your family. I will not leave you to anyone. If you
can’t be fond enough of me to renounce for my sake your family, then you must lose me
and wreck your life. I do have a tyrannical streak. (quoted in Appignanesi & Forrester,
1992, pp. 30, 31)

Freud’s long working hours prevented him from spending a great deal of time with
his wife and children, of whom there were eventually six. He took vacations alone or
with his sister-in-law Minna because Martha could not keep up the pace of hiking and
sightseeing.

The Case of Anna O.

The physician Josef Breuer (1842–1925), who had gained fame for his study of respira-
tion and of the functioning of the semicircular canals in the ears, befriended the young
Freud. The successful, sophisticated Breuer offered Freud advice, lent him money, and
apparently viewed him as a precocious younger brother. To Freud, Breuer was a father
figure. The two men frequently discussed Breuer’s patients, including the 21-year-old
Anna O., whose case became pivotal in the development of psychoanalysis.

An intelligent and attractive woman, Anna O. suffered from severe hysterical com-
plaints that including paralysis, memory loss, mental deterioration, nausea, and distur-
bances of vision and speech. The symptoms first appeared when she was nursing her
dying father, who had always pampered her. It was said that she felt for him a kind of
passionate love (Ellenberger, 1972, p. 274).

Breuer began Anna’s treatment by using hypnosis. He found that while hypnotized
she would recall specific experiences that seemed to have given rise to certain symptoms.
Talking about the experiences under hypnosis often relieved the symptoms. For more
than a year Breuer saw Anna every day. She would recount the day’s disturbing inci-
dents, and after they talked she sometimes reported that her symptoms had been eased.
She referred to their conversations as chimney sweeping or the talking cure. As their ses-
sions continued, Breuer realized (so he told Freud) that the incidents Anna remembered
involved thoughts or events she found repulsive. Reliving the disturbing experiences
under hypnosis reduced or eliminated the symptoms.

Breuer’s wife grew jealous of the close emotional relationship developing between
Breuer and Anna O. The young patient was exhibiting what later became known as
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positive transference toward Breuer. In other words, she was transferring the love she
felt for her father to her therapist. This transference was aided by the physical resem-
blance between her father and Breuer. Also, it may have happened that Breuer was
experiencing an emotional attachment to his patient. One historian noted, “her youthful
attractions, her charming helplessness, and her very name [the same as his mother’s]
reawakened in Breuer his dormant Oedipal longings for his own mother” (Gay, 1988,
p. 68). Breuer finally perceived the situation as a threat and told Anna he could no lon-
ger treat her. Within hours, Anna was stricken by the pains of hysterical childbirth.
Breuer terminated this condition through hypnosis. Then, according to legend, he took
his wife to Venice on a kind of second honeymoon, during which she became pregnant.

This tale turns out to be a myth perpetuated by several generations of psychoanalysts
and historians. It provides us with yet another example of distorted data of history. In
this case, the story persisted nearly 100 years. Breuer and his wife may indeed have
gone to Venice, but the birth dates of their children reveal that none could have been
conceived at that time (Ellenberger, 1972).

Further examination of historical records revealed that Anna O. (whose real name
was Bertha Pappenheim) was not cured by Breuer’s cathartic treatments. Two weeks
after Breuer stopped seeing her, she was institutionalized and spent hours sitting beneath
a portrait of her father, talking of visiting his grave. She experienced hallucinations and
convulsions, facial neuralgia, and recurring language difficulties. She became addicted to
morphine, which Breuer had prescribed for facial pain. “To live with a syringe [of mor-
phine] always at the ready is not a situation to be envied,” she wrote (quoted in Ramos,
2003, p. 239).

However, more recent data of history provide an alternate version. According to this
account, Breuer’s treatment had been successful and Anna O.’s later symptoms were very
mild. This writer also suggests that the source of the information critical of Breuer, sug-
gesting that Anna O. had not been cured, was none other than Sigmund Freud himself
(Miller, 2009).

Bertha Pappenheim became a social worker and feminist, endorsing education for
women. She published short stories and a play about women’s rights and was honored
on a German postage stamp (Shepherd, 1993). She died in 1936, not long after a strenu-
ous interrogation by the Gestapo regarding an anti-Nazi remark she had allegedly made.
In 1992, her life was the subject of a Broadway play, “The Mystery of Anna O.”

Breuer’s case report on Anna O. is significant in the development of psychoanalysis
because it introduced Freud to the cathartic method, the so-called talking cure, that later
figured so prominently in his work.

The Sexual Basis of Neurosis

In 1885, Freud received a small postgraduate grant that enabled him to spend several
months in Paris studying with Charcot. He observed Charcot’s use of hypnosis to treat
hysteria and soon came to regard the man as another father figure, imagining how advan-
tageous it would be for his career if he were married to Charcot’s daughter. Freud even
wrote to Martha to describe how attractive Charcot’s daughter was (Gelfand, 1992).

Charcot alerted Freud to the role of sex in hysterical behavior. At a party, Freud over-
heard Charcot say that a particular patient’s difficulties had a sexual basis: “In this sort of
case it’s always a question of the genitals—always, always, always” (quoted in Freud,
1914, p. 14). Freud observed that while Charcot was discussing sex he “crossed his hands
in his lap and jumped up and down several times. For a moment I was almost paralyzed
with astonishment” (quoted in Prochnik, 2006, p. 135).

After Freud returned to Vienna, he was again reminded of the possible sexual basis of
emotional disturbance. Rudolph Chrobak, an eminent gynecologist, asked Freud to take

Transference: The
process by which a
patient responds to the
therapist as if the
therapist were a sig-
nificant person (such
as a parent) in the pa-
tient’s life.
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the case of a woman suffering anxiety attacks that were relieved only when she knew the
whereabouts of her physician at every moment. Chrobak told Freud that the basis of the
anxiety was the impotence of the patient’s husband. After 18 years their marriage had
not been consummated. Freud wrote that Chrobak told him, “The sole prescription for
such a malady is familiar enough to us, but we cannot order it. It runs: Rx Penis normalis
dosim repetatur!” (Freud, 1914). Chrobak later denied making the remark (Ritvo, 1990,
p. 75).

Freud had adopted Breuer’s methods of hypnosis and catharsis to treat his patients,
but he was growing dissatisfied with hypnosis and soon abandoned it. Although the
technique was apparently successful in relieving or eliminating some symptoms, it was
rarely able to effect a long-term cure. Many patients returned with new complaints.
Also, Freud had found that some neurotic patients could not be easily or deeply hypno-
tized. He retained catharsis as a treatment method and developed from it the technique
of free association. (Recall that in Chapter 1 we noted that Freud’s intended meaning
was free intrusion or invasion, not free association.)

In free association, the patient lies on a couch and is encouraged to talk openly and
spontaneously, giving complete expression to every idea, no matter how embarrassing,
unimportant, or foolish it may seem. Freud’s goal in his system of psychoanalysis was
to bring into conscious awareness repressed memories or thoughts, which were assumed
to be the source of the patient’s abnormal behavior. Freud believed there was nothing
random about the material that invaded the patient’s mind, to be revealed during the
free-association sessions. The experiences thus recounted were predetermined and could
not be censored by the patient’s conscious choice. The nature of the patient’s conflict
forced this material to intrude on the patient’s consciousness so that it had to be
expressed to the therapist.

Through the free-association technique, Freud found that his patients’ memories
reached back to childhood, and that many of the repressed experiences they recalled con-
cerned sexual issues. Already sensitive to sexual factors as potential causes of emotional
distress and aware of current writings on sexual pathology, Freud began to pay increas-
ing attention to the sexual material revealed in his patients’ narratives. By 1898, he was
convinced that “the most immediate and, for practical purposes, the most significant
causes of neurotic illness are to be found in factors arising from sexual life” (quoted in
Breger, 2000, p. 117).

Studies on Hysteria

In 1895, Freud and Breuer published Studies on Hysteria, the book considered to mark
the formal beginning of psychoanalysis, although Freud did not use the word “psycho-
analysis” until a year later (Rosenzweig, 1992). The book contained papers by both
authors and several case histories, including that of Anna O. It received some negative
reviews but was largely praised in scientific and literary journals throughout Europe as
a valuable contribution to the field. It was a firm but modest beginning of the recogni-
tion Freud desired, even though the book sold only 626 copies over the next 13 years
(Makari, 2008).

Breuer had been reluctant to publish, as they had argued about Freud’s conviction
that sex was the sole cause of neurotic behavior. Breuer agreed that sexual factors were
important, but he was not persuaded that they were the only explanation. He told Freud
there was not enough evidence on which to base that conclusion. Although they decided
to proceed with publication, the controversy led to a rift in their friendship.

Freud believed that he was right and that there was no need for him to accumulate
additional data to support his position. One reason why he was unwilling to wait for
more research support, however, was that the delay might allow someone else to publish

Free association: A
psychotherapeutic
technique in which the
patient says whatever
comes to mind.
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the idea and claim priority. Freud’s ambition for success may have taken precedence over
scientific caution about rushing into print based on insufficient evidence.

Breuer found Freud’s dogmatic attitude about his work disturbing, and within a few
years the break between them was complete. Freud was embittered. He did, however,
later give Breuer credit in print for his pioneering work on the treatment of hysteria,
and by the time Breuer died in 1925, more than two decades later, Freud had mellowed.
He wrote a sensitive obituary, acknowledging his mentor’s accomplishments. He also
sent a letter of condolence to Breuer’s son, noting the “magnificent part played by your
late father in the creation of our new science” (quoted in Hirschmüller, 1989, p. 321).

The Childhood Seduction Controversy

As we have seen, Freud had no doubt that sex played the determining role in neurosis.
He had observed that most of his women patients reported traumatic sexual experiences
in childhood, often involving family members. He also came to believe that neurotic con-
ditions could not arise in a person who led a normal sex life.

In a paper presented to the Viennese Society of Psychiatry and Neurology in 1896,
Freud reported that, using material uncovered in his free-association technique, his
patients revealed childhood seductions, with the seducer usually being an older relative,
often the father. Further, Freud asserted that these seduction traumas were the cause of
adult neurotic behavior. His patients were hesitant about describing details of the seduc-
tion experience, as though the events were somehow unreal or had never really occurred.
Patients spoke haltingly, suggesting they could not fully recall the experiences.

The group received Freud’s paper with skepticism. Krafft-Ebing, the society’s president,
said it sounded like a “scientific fairy tale” (quoted in Jones, 1953, p. 263). Freud said his
critics were asses and could go to hell. It has generally been thought that the negative re-
sponse to Freud’s paper was based on the audience’s shock and anger at his contention
that sexual abuse in childhood occurred so frequently. A contemporary Freud scholar has
argued otherwise, that the “opposition to the seduction theory claim was based either on a
belief in the predominantly constitutional [somatic] bases of nervous disorder or, more of-
ten, on the grounds that findings obtained by means of Freud’s clinical procedures were un-
reliable” (Esterson, 2002, pp. 117–118). Whatever the most valid explanation may be, the
fact remains that the paper was far from a success for the ambitious Freud.

About a year later, Freud reversed his position. At that point he claimed that in most
cases the childhood seduction experiences his patients described were not real; they had
not actually happened. At first the awareness that his patients were reporting fantasies
instead of facts came as a shock to Freud because his theory of neurosis was based on
his belief that the patients had experienced childhood sexual trauma that accounted for
their irrational behavior as adults. On reflection, however, Freud decided that the
patients’ fantasies were quite real to them. Because the fantasies focused on sex, then
sex remained the root of the problem. By this reasoning, Freud preserved the basic idea
of sex as the cause of neurosis.

Nearly a century later, in 1984, a psychoanalyst who had briefly been director of the
Freud Archives, Jeffrey Masson, asserted that Freud lied about the reality of his patients’
childhood sexual experiences. Masson claimed that the sexual abuses reported by Freud’s
patients had indeed occurred, and that Freud deliberately decided to call these seductions
fantasies to make his system more acceptable to colleagues and to the public (Masson,
1984). Most reputable scholars denounced Masson’s charges, arguing that his evidence
was unconvincing (see Gay, 1988; Krüll, 1986; Malcolm, 1984), and the dispute received
nationwide media coverage.

In a Washington Post newspaper interview (February 19, 1984), the eminent Freud
scholars Paul Roazen and Peter Gay described Masson’s theory as a hoax and a slander,
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“a severe distortion of the history of psychoanalysis.” We must note that Freud never
abandoned his belief that childhood sexual abuse sometimes happened; what he revised
was his view that the experiences reported by his patients had always happened. It was,
Freud wrote, “hardly credible that perverted acts against children were so general”
(Freud, 1954, pp. 215–216).

Later evidence indicates that childhood sexual abuse is far more common than Freud
may have been prepared to accept. One writer noted that the “actual occurrence of father-
daughter incest is higher than the professional literature has been generally willing to ac-
knowledge” (Lerman, 1986, p. 65). This awareness led some psychoanalysts to suggest that
Freud’s original conception of the seduction theory as an explanation for neurosis may have
been correct. We do not know whether Freud actively suppressed the truth, as Masson
claimed, or whether he genuinely came to believe his patients were reporting fantasies.

In the 1930s, Sandor Ferenczi, a disciple of Freud, decided that symptoms of the
Oedipus complex reported by his patients resulted from real acts of sexual abuse and
not from fantasies. When he described his findings at a psychoanalytic congress in
1932, Freud tried to prevent him from speaking. When that failed, Freud led the opposi-
tion to Ferenczi’s position.

Another reason why Freud may have come to oppose the original seduction theory
was that if it were true, then all fathers, including his own, could be judged guilty of per-
verse acts against their children (Krüll, 1986).

Freud’s Sex Life

Regardless of the ultimate judgment on the seduction theory, Freud himself held a nega-
tive attitude toward sex and experienced personal sexual difficulties. He wrote of the
dangers of sexuality (even among people who were not neurotic) and argued that people
should strive to rise above this “common animal need.” He considered the sex act de-
grading, arguing that it contaminated mind and body. At the age of 41, he gave up sex.
“Sexual excitation is of no more use to a person like me” (Freud, 1954, p. 227). He had
occasionally experienced impotence and sometimes abstained from sex because he dis-
liked condoms and coitus interruptus, the standard birth control methods.

Freud blamed his wife for ending their sex life, and he interpreted some of his dreams
as depicting his resentment toward her for forcing him to give up sex. A biographer
wrote, “He felt resentful because she became pregnant so easily, because she often be-
came ill during her pregnancies, and because she refused to engage in any kind of sexual
activity beyond [procreative acts]” (Elms, 1994, p. 45). Freud’s conflicts about sex appar-
ently led to an attraction to and fascination with beautiful women, who seemed to gravi-
tate to his circle of disciples. A friend commented that among Freud’s students “there
were so many attractive women that it began to look like more than a matter of chance”
(Roazen, 1993, p. 138).

Freud soon became a textbook example of his theory. His sexual frustrations surfaced in
the form of neuroses. He described a major neurotic episode that occurred the year he
gave up sex as involving “odd states of mind not intelligible to consciousness—cloudy
thoughts and veiled doubts, with barely here and there a ray of light.… I do not know
what has been happening to me” (Freud, 1954, pp. 210–212). His troubling physical symp-
toms included migraine headaches, urinary problems, and spastic colon. He worried about
dying, feared for his heart, and became anxious about travel and open spaces.

His self-diagnosis was anxiety neurosis and neurasthenia resulting from the accumu-
lation of sexual tension. He had previously concluded that male neurasthenia resulted
from masturbation and that anxiety neurosis was linked to abnormal practices such as
coitus interruptus and abstinence. By so labeling his symptoms, “his personal life was
thus deeply involved in this particular theory, since with its help he was trying to
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interpret and solve his own problems.… Freud’s theory of actual neurosis is thus a the-
ory of his own neurotic symptoms” (Krüll, 1986, pp. 14, 20). Recognizing that he needed
psychoanalysis, Freud proceeded to analyze himself. The method he chose was the anal-
ysis of his dreams.

Dream Analysis

Freud had learned that a patient’s dreams could be a rich source of significant emotional
material and could contain clues to the underlying causes of a disturbance. Because of his
positivist belief that everything had a cause, he assumed that dream events could not be
completely without meaning and that they most likely result from something in the patient’s
unconscious mind. Freud realized that he could not analyze himself with the free-association
technique, being patient and therapist at the same time, so he decided to analyze his dreams.
On awakening each morning, he conducted a personal dream analysis. He wrote down the
dream stories from the night before and then free-associated to the material.

Through dream exploration, Freud realized the considerable hostility he felt toward
his father. He recalled for the first time his childhood sexual longings for his mother
and dreamed of sexual wishes toward his eldest daughter. This intense exploration of
his unconscious became the basis of his theory. Thus, much of his psychoanalytic system
was formulated from analyzing his own neurotic episodes and childhood experiences. He
perceptively observed, “The most important patient for me was my own person” (quoted
in Gay, 1988, p. 96).

Freud’s self-analysis continued for about two years, culminating in the publication of
The Interpretation of Dreams (1900), now considered his major work. He later said that
the book contained “the most valuable of all the discoveries it has been my good fortune
to make” (quoted in Forrester, 1998). He outlined for the first time the Oedipus com-
plex, drawing largely on his childhood experiences. Although not universally praised,
the book drew much favorable comment. Professional journals reviewed it, as did maga-
zines and newspapers in Vienna, Berlin, and other European cities. In Zurich, Carl Jung
read it and became a convert to psychoanalysis.

Freud adopted dream analysis as a standard psychoanalytic technique and devoted the
last half-hour of each day to analyzing his dreams. It is interesting that of the more than
40 of his own dreams Freud described in the book, few had any sexual content, despite
his assertion that dreams typically involve infantile sexual wishes. The significant theme
in Freud’s dreams was ambition, a personal trait he denied (Welsh, 1994).

The Pinnacle of Success

Freud continued to write and publish his ideas.

From 1900 on, he turned out a major essay or book-length work at the rate of at least
one a year. It is hard to be ignored when one is so prolific, when one applies a compre-
hensive theory to subject matter as diverse as human sexuality, creativity, destructive-
ness, loss, guilt, anxiety, and the tendency to repeat traumatic experiences. (Messer &
McWilliams, 2003, p. 76)

In 1901, he published The Psychopathology of Everyday Life, which contains a descrip-
tion of the famous Freudian slip. Freud’s term in German was Fehlleistung, which
means a blunder or a faulty performance. The term “Freudian slip” did not become pop-
ular until the 1950s (Erard, 207).

Freud suggested that in everyday behavior, unconscious ideas struggling for expres-
sion affect our thoughts and actions. What might seem a casual slip of the tongue or
act of forgetting is actually a reflection of real, though unacknowledged, motives.

Dream analysis: A
psychotherapeutic
technique involving the
interpretation of
dreams to uncover un-
conscious conflicts.

Freudian slip: An act of
forgetting or a lapse in
speech that reflects
unconscious motives
or anxieties.
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Three Essays on the Theory of Sexuality appeared in 1905. Three years earlier, some
students had urged Freud to conduct a weekly discussion group on psychoanalysis. It
has been reported that the topic of their first meeting was the psychology of cigar mak-
ing (Kerr, 1993). These early disciples included Jung and Adler, who later developed
important systems in opposition to Freud, but most were considered “marginal neuro-
tics” (Gardner, 1993, p. 51). Anna Freud called them “the odd ones, the dreamers, and
those who knew neurotic suffering from their own experience” (quoted in Coles, 1998, p.
144). One of the group’s members, Herbert Nunberg, recalled that “they discussed not
only the problems of others, but also their own difficulties; they revealed their inner con-
flicts, confessed their masturbation, their fantasies and reminiscences concerning their
parents, friends, wives, and children” (quoted in Breger, 2000, p. 178).

As with the breakdown of the relationship between Freud and Breuer, Freud tolerated
no disagreement about the role of sexuality in his theory. Disciples or students who
would not accept this premise or sought to change it were excommunicated. Freud
wrote, “Psychoanalysis is my creation; for ten years I was the only person who concerned
himself with it. No one can know better than I do what psychoanalysis is” (Freud, 1914,
p. 7). Even a loyal and devoted follower noted that “Freud was not merely the father of
psychoanalysis, but also its tyrant!” (Sadger, 2005, p. 40).

During the years from 1900 to 1910, Freud’s status improved. His private practice was
thriving, and colleagues paid attention to his pronouncements. In 1909, he and Jung
were invited by G. Stanley Hall to speak at the twentieth anniversary of Clark University
in Massachusetts. Freud delivered lectures and received an honorary doctorate in psy-
chology. “Perhaps the person most profoundly affected by Freud’s lectures was Freud
himself. Here, to an audience far, far superior to any he had ever commanded in Europe,
he proposed himself as a scientist and a therapist who had made important empirical
discoveries, and they responded with adulation” (Kerr, 1993, pp. 243–244).

Freud met prominent American psychologists such as James, Titchener, and Cattell.
Freud’s lectures were published in the American Journal of Psychology and translated
into several languages (Freud, 1909/1910). The American Psychoanalytic Association
(APA) discussed his work at its annual convention. The APA was founded in 1911, fol-
lowed by psychoanalytic societies in New York, Boston, Chicago, and Washington, D.C.

Freud’s concept of the unconscious mind also received an enthusiastic reception from
the American public. People were already interested in the idea, thanks to the writings of
Canadian psychologist H. Addington Bruce. Between 1903 and 1917, Bruce wrote 63
magazine articles and seven books about the unconscious, helping to stimulate public
interest (Dennis, 1991).

Although Freud was widely welcomed and honored on the trip, he retained many unfa-
vorable impressions. He criticized the quality of American cooking, the scarcity of public
toilets, the difficulty of the language, and the informality of manners. He was offended
when a tour guide at Niagara Falls referred to him as “the old fellow.” He told a biographer,
“America is a mistake; a gigantic mistake, it is true, but nonetheless a mistake” (Jones, 1955,
p. 60). The passage of time did not modify his opinion. Fourteen years after his visit to the
United States, he was asked why he seemed to hate it. He said, “I don’t hate America. I
regret it! I regret that Columbus ever discovered it!” (quoted in Rabkin, 1990, p. 34). In fair-
ness let us note that Freud also claimed to dislike Vienna, where he lived for nearly 80 years.

The official psychoanalytic family soon became torn as discord and dissension arose
about certain of Freud’s ideas. The situation frequently led to defections. Freud’s break
with Adler came in 1911 and three years later with Jung, whom Freud once considered
his spiritual son and heir to psychoanalysis. Freud was furious. At a family dinner party
he complained of their disloyalty. His aunt remarked, “The trouble with you, Sigi, is that
you just don’t understand people” (quoted in Hilgard, 1987, p. 641).
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In 1923, at the peak of his fame, Freud’s mouth cancer was diagnosed. Over the next
16 years he suffered continuous pain and underwent 33 operations to remove portions of
his palate and upper jaw. He received X-ray and radium treatments and had a vasec-
tomy, which physicians believed would reverse the tumor’s growth. The artificial device
made necessary by his mouth surgery affected his speech so that it was often difficult to
understand him. Although he continued to see patients and disciples, he shunned other
personal contacts. He did not stop his habit of smoking 20 cigars a day, however, even
after the illness was diagnosed.

After Hitler came to power in Germany, the official Nazi position on psychoanalysis
was made clear: Freud’s books were publicly burned at a Berlin rally in May 1933. As the
volumes were flung onto the bonfire, a Nazi leader shouted, “Against the soul-destroying
overestimation of the sex life—and on behalf of the nobility of the human soul—I offer
to the flames the writings of one Sigmund Freud!” (quoted in Schur, 1972, p. 446). Freud
commented, “What progress we are making. In the Middle Ages they would have burnt
me; nowadays they are content with burning my books” (quoted in Jones, 1957, p. 182).

By 1934, the more farsighted Jewish psychologists and psychoanalysts had emigrated.
The Nazi campaign to eradicate psychoanalysis in Germany was effective; knowledge of
Freud, once so widespread, was almost obliterated. A student at the Institute for Psycho-
logical Research and Psychotherapy, established by the Nazis in Berlin, recalled that
“Freud’s name was never mentioned, and his books were kept in a locked bookcase”
(The New York Times, July 3, 1984). Many important psychoanalytic books remain un-
available in the German language.

Despite the dangers, Freud insisted on remaining in Vienna. In March 1938, German
troops were welcomed into Austria, and shortly thereafter a gang of Nazis invaded his
home. A week later, his daughter Anna was arrested and detained. This last act finally
persuaded Freud to leave the country for his own safety. Partly through the intervention
of the U.S. government, the Nazis agreed to let Freud go to England (see Cohen, 2010).
Four of his sisters remained in Vienna and died in Nazi concentration camps.

At Clark University, 1909. Seated, from left: Sigmund Freud, G. Stanley Hall, Carl Jung. Standing, from
left: A. A. Brill, Ernest Jones, Sandor Ferenczi.
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To secure an exit visa, Freud had to sign a document attesting to his considerate, re-
spectful treatment by the Gestapo (the secret police). He signed the form and supposedly
added the sarcastic comment, “I can heartily recommend the Gestapo to anyone”
(quoted in Jones, 1957, p. 226). So noted Ernest Jones, Freud’s friend and biographer,
who presumably related the incident as Freud told it. More recently discovered data of
history—the original document that Freud signed—reveal no such comment (Decker,
1991). Nevertheless, the original, now discredited, version continues to appear in print.

Although Freud was welcomed in England, his health was deteriorating and he was un-
able to enjoy his last year. In his diary and in letters to friends, he wrote about the pain
from the spreading cancer. “I had to cancel my work for twelve days, and I lay with pain
and hot-water bottles on the couch which is meant for others” (Freud, 1939/1992, p. 229).
Nevertheless, he remained mentally alert and worked almost to the end.

Some years before, when he had selected Max Schur as his personal physician, Freud
had made Schur promise not to let him suffer unnecessarily. On September 21, 1939,
Freud reminded Schur of his vow. “You promised me then not to forsake me when my
time comes. Now it’s nothing but torture and makes no sense anymore” (quoted in
Schur, 1972, p. 529). Schur wrote that he administered an overdose of morphine over a
24-hour period, thus bringing to an end Freud’s many years of suffering.

In yet another example of the dynamic, ever-changing nature of history, this account
of Freud’s death, written by his personal physician, has been challenged. Intensive archi-
val research has revealed that Schur was not present at Freud’s death and that the final
(and fatal) dose of morphine was administered by Josephine Stross, a retired physician
and long-time friend of Anna Freud (Lacoursiere, 2008).

IN THEIR OWN WORDS

Original Source Material on Hysteria from Sigmund Freud’s First
Lecture at Clark University, September 9, 19091

In this excerpt from Freud’s initial lecture at Clark University, he discusses the case of Anna O.
————

Ladies and Gentlemen: It is a new and somewhat embarrassing experience for me to appear

as lecturer before students of the NewWorld. I assume that I owe this honor to the association

of my name with the theme of psychoanalysis, and, consequently, it is of psychoanalysis that I

shall aim to speak. I shall attempt to give you, in very brief form, an historical survey of the ori-

gin and further development of this newmethod of research and cure.

Granted that it is a merit to have created psychoanalysis, it is not my merit. I was a stu-

dent, busy with the passing of my last examinations, when another physician of Vienna, Dr.

Joseph Breuer, made the first application of this method to the case of an hysterical girl

(1880–1882). We must now examine the history of this case and its treatment, which can be

found in detail in Studies on Hysteria, later published by Dr. Breuer and myself.…

Dr. Breuer’s patient was a girl of 21, of a high degree of intelligence. She had developed, in

the course of her two years’ illness, a series of physical and mental disturbances which well

deserved to be taken seriously. She had a severe paralysis of both right extremities, with an-

aesthesia, and at times the same affection of the members of the left side of the body; distur-

bance of eye-movements and much impairment of vision; difficulty in maintaining the

position of the head; an intense Tussis nervosa [uncontrollable cough]; nausea when she at-

tempted to take nourishment; and at one time, for several weeks, a loss of the power to drink

in spite of tormenting thirst. Her power of speech was also diminished, and this progressed so

far that she could neither speak nor understand her mother tongue; and, finally, she was

1From “The Origin and Development of Psychoanalysis,” by Sigmund Freud, 1910, American Journal of
Psychology, 21, 181–210.
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subject to states of “absence,” of confusion, delirium, alteration of her whole personality.

These states will later claim our attention.

When one hears of such a case, one does not need to be a physician to incline to the

opinion that we are concerned here with a serious injury, probably of the brain, for which

there is little hope of cure and which will probably lead to the early death of the patient.

The doctors will tell us, however, that in one type of case with just as unfavorable symp-

toms, another, far more favorable, opinion is justified. When one finds such a series of

symptoms in the case of a young girl, whose vital organs (heart, kidneys) are shown by ob-

jective tests to be normal, but who has suffered from strong emotional disturbances, and

when the symptoms differ in certain finer characteristics from what one might logically ex-

pect, in a case like this the doctors are not too much disturbed. They consider that there is

present no organic lesion of the brain, but that enigmatical state, known since the time of

the Greek physicians as hysteria, which can simulate a whole series of symptoms of vari-

ous diseases. They consider, in such a case, that the life of the patient is not in danger and

that a restoration to health will probably come about of itself.

The differentiation of such an hysteria from a severe organic lesion is not always very

easy. But we do not need to know how a differential diagnosis of this kind is made; you

may be sure that the case of Breuer’s patient was such that no skillful physician could

fail to diagnose an hysteria. We may also add a word here from the history of the case.

The illness first appeared while the patient was caring for her father, whom she tenderly

loved, during the severe illness which led to his death, a task which she was compelled

to abandon because she herself fell ill.…

It had been noticed that the patient, in her states of absence, of psychic alteration, usually

mumbled several words to herself. These seemed to spring from associations with which

her thoughts were busy. The doctor, who was able to get these words, put her in a sort of

hypnosis and repeated them to her over and over, in order to bring up any associations that

they might have. The patient yielded to his suggestion and reproduced for him those psychic

creations which controlled her thoughts during her absences, and which betrayed them-

selves in these single spoken words. These were fancies [fantasies], deeply sad, often poeti-

cally beautiful—daydreams, we might call them—which commonly took as their starting

point the situation of a girl beside the sickbed of her father. Whenever she had related a

number of such fancies, she was, as it were, freed and restored to her normal mental life.

This state of health would last for several hours, and then give place on the next day to a

new absence, which was removed in the same way by relating the newly created fancies.

It was impossible not to get the impression that the psychic alteration which was ex-

pressed in the absence was a consequence of the excitations originating from these in-

tensely emotional fancy-images. The patient herself, who at this time of her illness

strangely enough understood and spoke only English, gave this new kind of treatment

the name “talking cure,” or jokingly designated it as “chimney sweeping.”

The doctor soon hit upon the fact that, through such cleansing of the soul, more could

be accomplished than a temporary removal of the constantly recurring mental clouds.

Symptoms of the disease would disappear when in hypnosis the patient could be made

to remember the situations, and the associative connections under which they first ap-

peared, provided free vent was given to the emotions which they aroused.

There was in the summer a time of intense heat, and the patient had suffered very

much from thirst, for, without any apparent reason, she had suddenly become unable to

drink. She would take a glass of water in her hand, but as soon as it touched her lips,

she would push it away, as though suffering from hydrophobia. Obviously for these few

seconds she was in her absent state. She ate only fruit, melons and the like, in order to

relieve this tormenting thirst. When this had been going on about six weeks, she was

talking one day in hypnosis about her English governess, which she disliked, and finally

told, with every sign of disgust, how she had come into the room of the governess, and

how that lady’s little dog, that she abhorred, had drunk out of a glass. Out of respect for

the conventions, the patient had remained silent. Now, after she had given energetic ex-

pression to her restrained anger, she asked for a drink, drank a large quantity of water
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without trouble, and woke from hypnosis with the glass at her lips. The symptom there-

upon vanished permanently.

Permit me to dwell for a moment on this experience. No one had ever cured an hysterical

symptom by such means before, or had come so near understanding its cause. This would

be a discovery [of great consequence] if the expectation could be confirmed that still other,

perhaps the majority, of symptoms originated in this way and could be removed by the

same method. Breuer spared no pains to convince himself of this and investigated the path-

ogenesis of the other, more serious, symptoms in a more orderly way.

Such was indeed the case; almost all the symptoms originated in exactly this way, as

remnants, as precipitates, if you like, of affectively toned experience, which for that rea-

son we later call psychic traumata. The nature of the symptoms became clear through

their relation to the scene which caused them. They were, to use the technical term, “de-

termined” by the scene whose memory traces they embodied, and so could no longer

be described as arbitrary or enigmatical functions of the neurosis.

Only one variation from what might be expected must be mentioned. It was not always

a single experience which occasioned the symptom, but usually several; perhaps many

similar repeated traumata cooperated in this effect. It was necessary to repeat the whole

series of pathogenic memories in chronological sequence, and of course in reverse order,

the last first, and the first last. It was quite impossible to reach the first and often most es-

sential trauma directly, without first clearing away those coming later.

You will, of course, want to hear me speak of other examples of the causation of hysterical

symptoms besides this inability to drink on account of the disgust caused by the dog drinking

from the glass. I must, however, if I hold to my program, limit myself to very few examples.

Breuer relates, for instance, that his patient’s visual disturbances could be traced back to exter-

nal causes in the following way: The patient, with tears in her eyes, was sitting by the sickbed

when her father suddenly asked her what time it was. She could not see distinctly, strained her

eyes to see, brought thewatch near her eyes so that the dial seemed very large, or else she tried

hard to suppress her tears so that the sick manmight not see them.

All the pathogenic impressions sprang from the time when she shared in the care of

her sick father. Once she was watching at night, in the greatest anxiety for the patient

who was in a high fever, and in suspense, for a surgeon was expected from Vienna to

operate on the patient. Her mother had gone out for a little while, and Anna sat by the

sickbed, her right arm hanging over the back of her chair. She fell into a reverie and

saw a black snake emerge, as it were, from the wall, and approach the sick man as

though to bite him. (It is very probable that several snakes had actually been seen in the

meadow behind the house, that she had already been frightened by them, and that these

former experiences furnished the material for the hallucination.)

She tried to drive off the creature but was as though paralyzed. Her right arm, which

was hanging over the back of the chair, had “gone to sleep,” become anaesthetic and

paretic [numb and tingling], and as she was looking at it, the fingers changed into little

snakes with death’s heads [the fingernails]. Probably she attempted to drive away the

snake with her paralyzed right hand, and so the anaesthesia and paralysis of this mem-

ber formed associations with the snake hallucination. When this had vanished, she tried

in her anguish to speak, but could not. She could not express herself in any language,

until finally she thought of the words of an English nursery song, and thereafter she

could think and speak only in this language. When the memory of this scene was revived

in hypnosis, the paralysis of the right arm, which had existed since the beginning of the

illness, was cured, and the treatment ended.

When, a number of years later, I began to use Breuer’s researches and treatment on

my own patients, my experiences completely coincided with his.…

Ladies and Gentlemen: If you will permit me to generalize, as is indispensable in so

brief a presentation, we may express our results up to this point in the formula: Our hys-
terical patients suffer from reminiscences. Their symptoms are the remnants and the

memory-symbols of certain traumatic experiences.
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Psychoanalysis as a Method of Treatment
Freud found that the free-association method did not always operate freely. Sooner or
later patients reached a point in their recollections where they were unable or unwilling
to continue. Freud thought these resistances indicated that patients had brought into
conscious awareness memories that were too shameful to be faced. Thus, the resistance
was a kind of protection against the emotional pain. The mere presence of the pain,
however, indicated that the analytic process was closing in on the source of the problem
and that the analyst should continue to probe that line of thought.

Freud’s discovery of his patients’ resistances led him to formulate the fundamental
principle of repression, which he described as the process of ejecting or excluding from
consciousness any unacceptable ideas, memories, and desires, leaving them to operate
instead in the unconscious. He wrote that the “essence of repression lies simply in
turning something away, and keeping it at a distance, from the conscious.” Further, he
regarded repression as “the cornerstone on which the whole structure of psychoanalysis
rests” (quoted in Boag, 2006, p. 74). Not only are unpleasant ideas or impulses pushed
out of consciousness, but they are forcefully kept out. The therapist must help patients
bring this repressed material back into awareness so that it can be confronted and
dealt with.

Freud recognized that the effective treatment of neurotic patients depended on devel-
oping an intimate, personal relationship between patient and therapist. We noted earlier
how Anna O.’s transference toward Breuer so disturbed him that he ended her therapy.
To Freud, transference was a necessary part of the therapeutic process. A goal of therapy
was to wean patients from this childlike dependency on the therapist and help them as-
sume a more adult role in their own lives.

Another important treatment method in Freudian psychoanalysis is dream analysis.
Freud believed that dreams represented the disguised satisfaction of repressed desires.
The essence of a dream is the fulfillment of one’s wishes. Dream events occur on two
levels. The dream’s manifest content is the patient’s actual story, recalling the events of
the dream. The dream’s true significance lies in the latent content, the dream’s hidden or
symbolic meaning.

Freud believed that when patients describe dreams they are expressing their forbidden
desires (the latent dream content) in symbolic form. Although many dream symbols can
be linked only to the person reporting the dream, other symbols are believed to be com-
mon to all of us (see Table 13.1). Despite the apparent universality of these dream sym-
bols, however, interpreting a particular dream for therapeutic purposes requires
knowledge of the patient’s specific conflicts.

Not all dreams are caused by emotional conflicts. Some dream stories arise from
simpler stimuli such as the temperature of the bedroom, contact with one’s partner, or
overeating before bedtime. Recent research also indicates that dream content can be
affected by exposure to electronic media such as the Internet, television, and videogames
(Gackenbach, 2009). Therefore, not all dreams will contain repressed or symbolic
material.

Despite the growing popularity of psychoanalysis for therapy, Freud had little per-
sonal interest in the potential treatment value of his system. His primary concern
was not to cure people but to explain the dynamics of human behavior. He identified
himself more as scientist than therapist and viewed the free-association and dream-
analysis methods as research tools for collecting data for his case studies. To Freud,
the fact that these techniques also had therapeutic application was secondary to their
scientific use.

Resistance: A block-
age or refusal to dis-
close painful memories
during a free-
association session.

Repression: The pro-
cess of barring unac-
ceptable ideas,
memories, or desires
from conscious
awareness, leaving
them to operate in the
unconscious mind.
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Perhaps because of his relative lack of interest in treating patients, Freud has been
described as an impersonal, even indifferent, therapist. He placed his chair at the head
of the psychoanalytic couch because he did not want patients to stare at him. Sometimes
he fell asleep during analytic sessions. He admitted, “I lack that passion for helping”
(quoted in Jones, 1955, p. 446). His passion was for the research on which he built his
theory to explain the functioning of the human personality.

One of Freud’s American patients recalled that Freud’s dog, a chow named Jofi, par-
ticipated in his therapy sessions. When Jofi scratched at the door to be let out, Freud
would say, “Jofi doesn’t approve of what you’re saying.” When Jofi later scratched at
the door to be let back in, Freud would say, “Jofi wanted to give you another chance.”
Once when the patient became very emotional, Jofi jumped on him. Freud said, “You
see? Jofi is so excited that you’ve been able to discover the source of your anxiety”
(quoted in Grinker, 2001, p. 39).

Freud’s system differed greatly in content and methodology from the traditional
experimental psychology of his time. Despite his scientific training, we have seen that
Freud did not use experimental research methods, relying on free association, dream
analysis, and the compilation of case histories. He did not collect data from controlled
experiments or use statistics to analyze his results. Although he had little faith in the
formal experimental approach, he insisted that his work was scientific and that case
histories and his self-analysis provided ample support for his conclusions. Freud
wrote:

When I set myself the task of bringing to light what human beings keep hidden within
them, not by the compelling power of hypnosis, but by observing what they say and
what they show, I thought the task was a harder one than it really is. He that has
eyes to see and ears to hear may convince himself that no mortal can keep a secret. If
the lips are silent, he chatters with his fingertips; betrayal oozes out of him at every

TABLE 13.1 DREAM SYMBOLS OR EVENTS AND THEIR LATENT

PSYCHOANALYTIC MEANING

SYMBOL INTERPRETATION

Smooth-fronted house Male body
House with ledges, balconies Female body
King and queen Parents
Small animals Children
Children Genital organs
Playing with children Masturbation
Baldness, tooth extraction Castration
Elongated objects (e.g., tree trunks,
umbrellas, neckties, snakes, candles)

Male genitals

Enclosed spaces (e.g., boxes, ovens, closets,
caves, pockets)

Female genitals

Climbing stairs or ladders; driving cars; riding
horses; crossing bridges

Sexual intercourse

Bathing Birth
Beginning a journey Dying
Being naked in a crowd Desiring to be noticed
Flying Desiring to be admired
Falling Desiring to return to a state (such as childhood)

where one is satisfied and protected
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pore. And thus the task of making conscious the most hidden recesses of the mind is one
which it is quite possible to accomplish. (Freud, 1901, pp. 77–78)

Freud formulated, revised, and extended his ideas in terms of the evidence as he alone
interpreted it. His own critical abilities were his most important guide in the construc-
tion of his theory. He insisted that only psychoanalysts who used his methods were qual-
ified to judge the scientific worth of his work. He ignored criticism from others,
particularly from those unsympathetic to psychoanalysis. Psychoanalysis was his system,
and his alone.

Psychoanalysis as a System of Personality
Freud’s system did not deal with all those topics typically included in the psychology
textbooks of his time, but he did explore areas other psychologists tended to ignore: un-
conscious motivating forces, conflicts among those forces, and the effects of the conflicts
on behavior.

Instincts

Instincts are the propelling or motivating forces of the personality, the biological forces
that release mental energy. Although the word “instinct” has become accepted usage in
the English language, it does not convey Freud’s intention. He did not use the German
equivalent, Instinkt, when referring to the human personality, only when describing in-
nate drives in animals. Freud’s term for human motivating forces was Trieb, best trans-
lated as impulse or driving force (Bettelheim, 1982). Freudian instincts are not inherited
predispositions—the usual meaning of instinct—but rather refer to sources of stimulation
within the body. The goal of instincts is to remove or reduce that stimulation through
some behavior, such as eating, drinking, or sexual activity.

Freud did not attempt to offer a detailed list of every possible human instinct, but he
grouped them in two general categories: the life instincts and the death instinct. Life in-
stincts include hunger, thirst, and sex. They are concerned with self-preservation and the
survival of the species and thus are the creative forces that sustain life. The form of en-
ergy through which life instincts are manifested is called libido. The death instinct is a
destructive force that can be directed inward, as in masochism or suicide, or outward, as
in hatred and aggression. As Freud grew older, he became convinced that aggression
could be as powerful a motivator for human behavior as could sex.

He was aware of an aggressive tendency within himself. Colleagues described him as a
good hater, and some of his writings indicate a high level of aggressiveness. The ten-
dency can also be detected in the bitterness and finality of his breaks with dissenters
within the psychoanalytic movement.

The concept of aggression as a motivator has been far better received by psychoanalysts than
the suggestion of a death instinct. One analyst wrote that the death instinct should be “rele-
gated to the dustbin of history” (Becker, 1973, p. 99). Another suggested that if Freud was a
genius, then the death instinct was an instance of genius having a bad day (Eissler, 1971).

Levels of Personality

In his early work Freud suggested that mental life consisted of two parts: conscious and
unconscious. The conscious portion, like the visible part of an iceberg, is small and insignif-
icant. It presents only the surface; that is, only a superficial glimpse of the total personality.
The vast and powerful unconscious—like the portion of the iceberg that exists beneath the
water’s surface—contains the instincts, those driving forces for all human behavior.

Instincts: To Freud,
mental representations
of internal stimuli (such
as hunger) that moti-
vate personality and
behavior.

Libido: To Freud, the
psychic energy that
drives a person toward
pleasurable thoughts
and behaviors.
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In later writings, Freud revised this simple conscious-unconscious distinction and
proposed the id, ego, and superego. The id, which corresponds roughly to Freud’s earlier
notion of unconscious, is the most primitive and least accessible part of the personality.
The id’s powerful forces include the sex and aggressive instincts. Freud wrote, “We call it
a cauldron full of seething excitations. [The id] knows no judgments of value, no good
and evil, no morality” (Freud, 1933, p. 74). Id forces seek immediate satisfaction without
regard for the circumstances of reality. They operate according to the pleasure principle,
concerned with reducing tension by seeking pleasure and avoiding pain. Freud’s word in
German for the id was es, meaning “it,” a term suggested by the psychoanalyst
Georg Groddeck, who had sent Freud the manuscript of his book called The Book of It
(Isbister, 1985).

The id contains our basic psychic energy, or libido, and is expressed through the re-
duction of tension. Increases in libidinal energy result in increased tension. And we then
act in an attempt to reduce this tension to a more tolerable level. However, we must in-
teract with the real world in order to satisfy our needs and maintain a comfortable level
of tension. For example, people who are hungry must act to find food if they expect to
discharge the tension induced by hunger. Therefore, some functional link between the
id’s demands and reality must be established.

The ego serves as the mediator between the id and the circumstances of the external
world to facilitate their interaction. The ego represents reason or rationality, in contrast
to the unthinking, insistent passions of the id. Freud called the ego ich, which translates
into English as “I.” He did not like the word ego and rarely used it. Whereas the id
craves blindly and is unaware of reality, the ego is aware of reality, manipulates it, and
regulates the id accordingly. The ego follows the reality principle, holding off the id’s
pleasure-seeking demands until an appropriate object can be found to satisfy the need
and reduce the tension.

The ego does not exist independently of the id; indeed, the ego derives its power from
the id. The ego exists to help the id and is constantly striving to bring about satisfaction
of the id’s instincts. Freud compared the interaction of ego and id to a rider on a horse.
The horse supplies the energy to move the rider along the trail, but the horse’s power
must be guided or reined in or else the horse may balk and throw the rider. Similarly,
the id must be guided and checked or it will overthrow the rational ego.

The third part of Freud’s structure of personality, the superego, develops early in life
when the child assimilates the rules of conduct taught by parents or caregivers through a
system of rewards and punishments. Behaviors that are wrong and bring punishment be-
come part of the child’s conscience, one part of the superego. Behaviors that are acceptable
to the parents or social group and that bring rewards become part of the ego-ideal, the
other part of the superego. Thus, childhood behavior is initially controlled by parental ac-
tions, but once the superego has formed behavior is determined by self-control. At that
point, the person administers his or her own rewards and punishments. Freud’s term for
the superego was a word he coined, über-ich, meaning, literally, “above I.”

The superego represents morality. Freud described it as the “advocate of a striving
toward perfection—it is, in short, as much as we have been able to grasp psychologically
of what is described as the higher side of human life” (Freud, 1933, p. 67). You can see
that obviously the superego will be in conflict with the id. Unlike the ego, which at-
tempts to postpone id satisfaction to more appropriate times and places, the superego
will attempt to inhibit id satisfaction completely.

Thus, Freud envisioned a continuous struggle within the personality as the ego is
pressured by insistent and opposing forces. The ego must try to delay the id’s sexual
and aggressive urges, perceive and manipulate reality to relieve the resulting tension,
and cope with the superego’s demands for perfection. The ego is thus pressured on three

Id: The source of psy-
chic energy and the
aspect of personality
allied with the instincts.

Ego: The rational as-
pect of personality re-
sponsible for
controlling the
instincts.

Superego: The moral
aspect of personality
derived from internal-
izing parental and so-
cietal values and
standards.
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sides, threatened by persistent dangers from the id, reality, and the superego. When the
ego becomes too severely stressed, the inevitable result is the development of anxiety.

Anxiety

Anxiety functions as a warning that the ego is being threatened. Freud described three
types of anxiety. Objective anxiety arises from fear of actual dangers in the real world.
Neurotic anxiety and moral anxiety, the other two types, derive from objective anxiety.

Neurotic anxiety comes from recognizing the potential dangers inherent in gratifying
the id instincts; it is not fear of the instincts themselves but fear of the punishment likely
to follow any indiscriminate, id-dominated behavior. In other words, neurotic anxiety is
a fear of being punished for expressing impulsive desires.

Moral anxiety arises from fear of one’s conscience. When we perform, or even think
of performing, some action contrary to our conscience’s moral values, we are likely to
experience guilt or shame. Our resulting level of moral anxiety depends on how well de-
veloped our conscience is. Less virtuous people experience less moral anxiety.

Anxiety induces tension, which motivates the individual to take some action to reduce
it. According to Freud’s theory, the ego develops protective defenses—the so-called
defense mechanisms—which are unconscious denials or distortions of reality. Some of
these defense mechanisms are described in Table 13.2.

Psychosexual Stages of Personality Development

Freud was convinced that his patients’ neurotic disturbances originated in their child-
hood experiences. Thus, he became one of the first theorists to emphasize the impor-
tance of child development. He believed that the adult personality was formed almost
completely by age five.

TABLE 13.2 FREUDIAN DEFENSE MECHANISMS

Denial
Denying the existence of an external threat or traumatic event; for example, a person living with a
terminal illness may deny the imminence of death.
Displacement
Shifting id impulses from a threatening or unavailable object to an object that is available, such as
replacing hostility toward one’s boss with hostility toward one’s child.
Projection
Attributing a disturbing impulse to someone else, such as saying you do not really hate your professor
but that he or she hates you.
Rationalization
Reinterpreting behavior to make it more acceptable and less threatening, such as saying the job from
which you were fired was not really a good job anyway.
Reaction formation
Expressing an id impulse that is the opposite of the one that is driving the person. For example,
someone disturbed by sexual longings may become a crusader against pornography.
Regression
Retreating to an earlier, less frustrating period of life and displaying the childish and dependent
behaviors characteristic of that more secure time.
Repression
Denying the existence of something that causes anxiety, such as involuntarily removing from
consciousness some memory or perception that brings discomfort.
Sublimation
Altering or displacing id impulses by diverting instinctual energy into socially acceptable behaviors,
such as diverting sexual energy into artistically creative behaviors.

Defense mechanisms:
Behaviors that repre-
sent unconscious de-
nials or distortions of
reality but which are
adopted to protect the
ego against anxiety.
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According to his psychoanalytic theory of development, children pass through a series of
psychosexual stages. During this time, children are considered to be autoerotic; that is, they
derive sensual pleasure from stimulating the body’s erogenous zones or being stimulated by
parents in normal caregiving activities. Each developmental stage centers on a specific
erogenous zone.

The oral stage lasts from birth into the second year of life. During this stage, stimu-
lation of the mouth, such as sucking, biting, and swallowing, is the primary source of
sensual satisfaction. Inadequate satisfaction (too little or too much) may produce an
oral personality type, a person preoccupied with mouth habits such as smoking,
kissing, and eating. Freud believed that a wide range of adult behaviors, from excessive
optimism to sarcasm and cynicism, could be attributed to events of the oral stage of
development.

In the anal stage, gratification shifts from the mouth to the anus, and children derive
pleasure from the anal area of the body. This stage coincides with toilet training. Children
may expel or withhold feces. Either situation shows a defiance of parental wishes. Conflicts
during this period can produce an anal-expulsive adult, who is dirty, wasteful, and extrav-
agant, or an anal-retentive adult, who is excessively neat, clean, and compulsive.

During the phallic stage, which occurs around age four, erotic satisfaction involves
sexual fantasies and fondling and exhibiting of the genitals. The Oedipus complex
occurs during this stage. Freud named the complex after the Greek legend in which
Oedipus unknowingly kills his father and marries his mother. Freud suggested that
children become sexually attracted to the parent of the opposite sex and fearful of the
parent of the same sex, who is perceived as a rival. His childhood experiences supported
this idea. He wrote, “I have found love of the mother and jealousy of the father in my
own case too” (Freud, 1954, p. 223).

Usually, children overcome the Oedipus complex by identifying with the parent of the
same sex. In addition, they replace their sexual longing for the parent of the opposite sex
with a more socially acceptable kind of affection. However, the attitudes toward the op-
posite sex that develop during this stage will persist, influencing adult relationships with
members of the opposite sex. One outcome of identifying with the parent of the same
sex is in terms of the superego’s development. By adopting the mannerisms and attitudes
of the same-sex parent, children assume the parent’s superego standards.

Children who outlast the struggles of these early stages enter a period of latency from
about age five to age 12, when the onset of puberty signals the beginning of the genital
stage. At that time heterosexual behavior becomes important and the person begins to
prepare for marriage and parenthood.

Mechanism and Determinism in Freud’s System
We saw that the structural psychologists, and later the behaviorists, considered humans to
be like machines. First the human mind and then human behavior were reduced to their
most elemental components. It may come as a surprise to learn that Freud, who ap-
proached human nature from such a different perspective, was also influenced by mecha-
nistic ideas. No less vigorously than the experimental psychologists, Freud believed that all
mental events, even dreams, are predetermined; nothing occurs by chance or free will. Ev-
ery action has a conscious or unconscious motive or cause. Further, Freud accepted the
doctrine that all phenomena could be reduced to the principles of the natural sciences.
By adopting the word “analysis” as part of his system of psychoanalysis, Freud was ac-
knowledging the analytical methods then used in physics and chemistry (Haynal, 1993).

In 1895, Freud decided to develop his conception of a scientific psychology, attempt-
ing to show that psychology must be rooted in the principles of physics and that mental

Psychosexual stages:
In psychoanalytic the-
ory, the developmental
stages of childhood
centering on eroge-
nous zones.

Oedipus complex: At
ages four to five, the
unconscious desire of
a boy for his mother
and the desire to re-
place or destroy his
father.
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phenomena exhibit many of the characteristics of the neurophysiological processes on
which they are based. Psychology’s aim would be to “represent [mental] processes as
quantitatively determined states of specifiable material particles” (Freud, 1895, p. 359).
He never completed the project, but we see in his later writings the ideas and terminol-
ogy he adopted from physics, especially mechanics, electricity, and hydraulics. His writ-
ings along these lines provide another instance of data lost to history because they were
not uncovered for more than 50 years. Until then, no one knew Freud had considered
such an approach to psychology.

Although Freud modified his intention to model psychology after physics when he
found that his chosen subject matter—the human personality—could not be treated by
physical and chemical techniques, he remained true to the positivism and determinism
that nurtured experimental psychology. In addition, although Freud was influenced by
this view, he was not constrained by it. He altered or discarded the philosophy in areas
where he saw it would not fit. In the end, he demonstrated how restricting a mechanistic
conception of human nature could be.

Relations Between Psychoanalysis
and Psychology
Psychoanalysis developed outside of mainstream academic psychology and remained so
for many years. “Academic psychology largely closed its doors to psychoanalytic doc-
trine. An unsigned editorial in a 1924 issue of the Journal of Abnormal Psychology be-
moaned the endless stream of writings on the unconscious by European psychologists”
(Fuller, 1986, p. 123). The editorial dismissed those writings as essentially worthless. Fol-
lowing that strong statement, few articles on psychoanalysis were accepted for profes-
sional publication, a prohibition that continued for at least 20 years.

Many academic psychologists offered forceful criticisms of psychoanalysis. In 1916,
when virtually everything German was considered suspect because of Germany’s wartime
aggression, Christine Ladd-Franklin wrote that psychoanalysis was a product of the
“undeveloped German mind.” Robert Woodworth, at Columbia University, called

Freud works in his Vienna study in 1937. He is surrounded by his collection of Greek, Roman, and
Egyptian antiquities.
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psychoanalysis an “uncanny religion” that led rational people to draw absurd conclu-
sions. John B. Watson called it “voodooism” (all quoted in Hornstein, 1992, pp. 255,
256). James McKeen Cattell, who was vehemently opposed to psychoanalysis, described
Freud as a man who “lives in the fairyland of dreams among the ogres of perverted sex”
(quoted in Fancher, 2000, p. 1027).

Despite these and other scathing attacks by the leaders of American psychology, some
of Freud’s ideas made their way into American psychology textbooks. By the 1920s, de-
fense mechanisms were being discussed seriously, along with the concept of the uncon-
scious mind and the manifest and latent contents of dreams (Popplestone & McPherson,
1994). Still, behaviorism remained the dominant school of thought in psychology, and
psychoanalysis was generally ignored.

But by the 1930s and 1940s, psychoanalysis had captured public attention. The combi-
nation of sex, violence, and hidden motives, and the promise to cure a variety of emo-
tional problems, proved almost irresistible to the general public. The academic
psychology establishment, however, was furious! People were confusing psychoanalysis
and psychology, making the assumption that the two fields were the same. Psychologists
hated the thought that sex, dreams, and neuroses were all that psychology was about. His-
torians noted, “It had become clear to psychologists by the 1930s that psychoanalysis was
not a passing craze but a serious competitor which threatened the foundations of scientific
psychology, at least in the minds of the public” (Morawski & Hornstein, 1991, p. 114).

To deal with this threat, psychologists resolved to apply the experimental method to
test psychoanalysis in order to determine its scientific legitimacy. Hundreds of studies
later, psychologists declared that psychoanalysis was inferior to a psychology based on
experimentation, at least in the eyes of the experimental psychologists. Although the de-
sign of many of these studies was questionable, psychologists believed that the results
restored their position of primacy. In addition, their research showed that academic psy-
chology could be relevant to the public interest because it was studying the same things
as the psychoanalysts (Hornstein, 1992).

The 1950s and 1960s found behaviorists translating psychoanalytic terminology into
the language of behavior. Watson set the pace earlier when he defined emotions as
merely sets of habits and described neurotic behavior as the result of faulty conditioning.
Skinner recast the Freudian defense mechanisms in the language of operant conditioning.

Eventually psychology incorporated many Freudian concepts and made them part of
the mainstream. The role of the unconscious, the importance of childhood experiences,
and the operation of the defense mechanisms are a few examples of psychoanalytic ideas
that are firmly part of contemporary psychology.

The Scientific Validation of Psychoanalytic
Concepts
As we noted, in the 1930s and 1940s many Freudian concepts were submitted to experi-
mental tests with questionable results. In later years, research of greater validity was per-
formed. An analysis of 2,500 studies from psychiatry, psychology, anthropology, and
other disciplines examined the scientific credibility of Freud’s formulations (Fisher &
Greenberg, 1977, 1996).

Although some concepts resisted attempts at scientific validation (id, ego, superego,
death wish, libido, and anxiety), others were found to be amenable to scientific testing.
The analysis showed that published studies provide some support for the following:

1. Some characteristics of the oral and anal personality types
2. Castration anxiety
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3. The notion that dreams reflect emotional concerns
4. Aspects of the Oedipus complex in boys (rivalry with the father and sexual fantasies

about the mother)

Freudian concepts that were tested but not supported by the experimental results
include the following:

1. Dreams satisfy symbolically repressed wishes and desires.
2. In resolving the Oedipus complex, boys identify with the father and accept his su-

perego standards out of fear.
3. Women have an inferior conception of their bodies, have less severe superego stan-

dards than men, and find it more difficult to achieve an identity.
4. Personality is formed by age five and changes little after that.

More recent research shows strong support for the influence of unconscious processes
on thoughts, emotions, and behavior, suggesting that unconscious influences may be
more pervasive than Freud claimed (see, for example, Bornstein & Masling, 1998;
Custers & Aarts, 2010; Scott & Dienes, 2010; Winkielman, Berridge, & Wilbarger,
2005). As one researcher noted, “today there is agreement that much [psychological]
functioning occurs in opposition to what is consciously desired” (Pervin, 2003, p. 225).
We shall see in Chapter 15 that cognitive psychology has readmitted the study of uncon-
scious mental processes.

Research also supports the defense mechanisms of repression, denial, identification,
projection, and displacement. Experiments on the so-called Freudian slip have shown
that at least some of these verbal misstatements appear to be just what Freud said they
were: unconscious conflicts and anxieties revealing themselves in embarrassing ways.

The most important point about scientific attempts to analyze Freudian principles is
the finding that at least some psychoanalytic concepts can be reduced to propositions
that can be tested by the methods of science.

Criticisms of Psychoanalysis
Freud’s methods of collecting data have been the target of considerable criticism. He
drew insights and conclusions from the responses of his patients while they were under-
going analysis. Consider the deficiencies of this approach when compared with the ex-
perimental method of systematic data collection under controlled conditions of
observation used by the other schools of thought.

First, the conditions under which Freud collected data were unsystematic and uncon-
trolled. He did not make a verbatim transcript of each patient’s words but worked from
notes made several hours after seeing the patient. “I write them down from memory in
the evening after work is done” (quoted in Grubrich-Simitis, 1993, p. 20). Some original
data (the patient’s words) were surely lost in the time that elapsed because of the vagaries
of memory and the possibility of distortions and omissions. Thus, the data consist of
only what Freud remembered.

Second, while recalling his patients’ words Freud may have reinterpreted them, guided
by a desire to find supportive material. He may have recalled and recorded only what he
wanted to hear. Of course it is also possible that Freud’s notes were accurate, but the
important point is that we cannot be certain because the original data have not
survived.

Third, Freud may have inferred, rather than actually heard, the stories of sexual se-
duction in childhood based on his evaluation of the patient’s symptoms. One writer sug-
gested that although Freud claimed that almost all his female patients said they had been
seduced by their fathers,
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… examination of the actual cases referred to by Freud reveals not a single instance in
which this was the case. There is no evidence that any patient ever told Freud she had
been seduced by her father. This is nothing more than an inference on Freud’s part.
(Kihlstrom, 1994, p. 683)

Other critics contend that Freud may have used suggestion, or more coercive proce-
dures, to elicit or implant such memories when no actual seduction had occurred (Powell
& Boer, 1994; Showalter, 1997). Freud even acknowledged that seduction recollections
may have been “fantasies which my patients had made up or which I myself had perhaps
forced on them” (quoted in Webster, 1995, p. 210).

Fourth, Freud’s research was based on a small and unrepresentative sample of people,
limited to himself and those who chose to undergo psychoanalysis with him. No more
than a dozen or so cases have been detailed in Freud’s writings, and most of those pa-
tients were young, unmarried, educated, upper-class women. It is difficult to generalize
from this limited sample to the general population.

Fifth, there are discrepancies between Freud’s notes on the therapy sessions and the pub-
lished case histories supposedly based on those notes. Researchers have found differences
involving the length of the analysis and the sequence of events disclosed during analysis as
well as unsubstantiated claims of cures (Eagle, 1988; Mahony, 1986). There is no way to de-
termine whether Freud made these statements deliberately to provide support for his posi-
tion or whether they resulted from forces in his own unconscious. Historians cannot attempt
to trace errors in Freud’s unpublished case studies because he destroyed most of the patient
files. Also, Freud published only six case histories after his break with Breuer, and none pro-
vides compelling supportive evidence for psychoanalysis. A biographer concluded:

Some of the cases present such dubious evidence in favor of psychoanalytic theory that
one may seriously wonder why Freud even bothered to publish them. Two of the cases
were incomplete and the therapy ineffective. A third case was not actually treated by
Freud. (Sulloway, 1992, p. 160)

Sixth, even if an accurate, word-for-word record of the therapy sessions had been
kept, it would not always have been possible to confirm the accuracy of the patients’ re-
ports. Freud made limited attempts to verify his patients’ reported accounts of their
childhood experiences. Critics argue that he should have questioned relatives and friends
about the events described. In summary, then, we must describe the first step in scientific
theory building, that of data collection, as incomplete, imperfect, and inaccurate.

As for the next step, drawing inferences and generalizations from the data, we cannot
assess how this was done because Freud never explained his reasoning. Because his data
could not be quantified or analyzed statistically, historians cannot determine their reli-
ability or statistical significance.

Scholars have challenged Freud’s assumptions about women. He suggested that
women have poorly developed superegos and inferiority feelings about their bodies be-
cause they lack a penis. The analyst Karen Horney (see Chapter 14) left Freud’s psycho-
analytic circle because of this issue and developed her own system, disagreeing that
women have penis envy. She suggested instead that men have womb envy. Most analysts
today believe Freud’s ideas about female psychosexual development are unproven and
incorrect. Chapter 14 describes the work of other theorists who disagreed with Freud’s
emphasis on biological forces, particularly sex, as determinants of personality. These the-
orists considered the impact of social forces on personality development.

Other neo-Freudians challenged Freud’s denial of free will and his focus on past be-
havior while excluding future hopes and goals as motivating forces. Some criticized
Freud for developing a personality theory based only on neurotics and ignoring the traits
of emotionally healthy persons. All of these points were used to build competing views of
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the human personality. The rise of these alternative theories soon led to divisiveness
within the psychoanalytic family and to the formalization of derivative analytic schools
of thought, some of which are explored in Chapter 14.

Contributions of Psychoanalysis
Why has psychoanalysis survived so long with all these strikes against it? To some extent all
theories of behavior can be criticized on the grounds of scientific acceptability. Psychologists in
search of a theory must sometimes select it on the basis of criteria other than formal scientific
precision, and those who choose psychoanalysis do not do so in the absence of supporting
evidence. Psychoanalysis does offer evidence, although not the kind usually accepted by sci-
ence. Acceptance of psychoanalysis is based instead on an intuitive appearance of plausibility.

Freud, who had little confidence in traditional experimental methods, argued that his work
was scientific and that he had amassed ample proof to support his conclusions. He also believed
that the only people qualified to judge the scientific merit of his ideas were psychoanalysts like
himself. He wrote that his system was based on “an incalculable number of observations and
experiences, and only someone who has repeated those observations on himself and on others
is in a position to arrive at a judgment of his own upon it” (Freud, 1940, p. 144).

Regardless of the scientific credibility of Freud’s work, there is no denying the tremen-
dous impact it has had on American academic psychology. Interest in Freud’s ideas re-
mains high. However, the popularity of psychoanalysis as therapy has declined when
measured by the number of clients and by the number of people training to become ana-
lysts, even though some research supports the contention that psychodynamic psycho-
therapy, derived from Freudian ideas, can be successful (Engel, 2008; Shedler, 2010).

Expensive, long-term Freudian therapy has been superseded by briefer and less expen-
sive psychotherapies (some of which derive from psychoanalysis) and by behavioral and
cognitive therapies. This trend has been reinforced by the cost-cutting measures instituted
by managed health care programs. It is far less expensive to prescribe a psychoactive drug
in a single doctor’s visit than a course of psychotherapy lasting several months. The num-
ber and variety of prescription antidepressant and antipsychotic medications have
increased dramatically over the last 25 years (Carlat, 2010; Mojtabai & Olfson, 2010).

The development of various drug regimens has reduced the need for psychotherapies
for certain types of mental disorders. The success of many drug therapies has led some
psychiatrists and clinical psychologists to revise their thinking about the contributing fac-
tors to mental illness, away from the psychic school of thought and back to the somatic.

The somatic or biochemical approach holds that mental disorders result from chemi-
cal imbalances in the brain. Why prescribe expensive, time-consuming psychotherapies
when the patient can pop a pill and feel better? Drug treatment, however, is not appro-
priate for all conditions or all patients. It is interesting that Freud long ago predicted this
development in the treatment of mental disorders.

Freud’s influence on American popular culture and consciousness has been enormous
and was evident immediately after his 1909 visit to Clark University. Newspapers featured
many stories about Freud, and by 1920 more than 200 books had been published on psycho-
analysis (Abma, 2004). Magazines such as Ladies Home Journal, The Nation, and The New
Republic ran feature stories. Dr. Benjamin Spock’s phenomenally successful baby and child
care books were based on Freud’s teachings. A major movie studio, MGM, offered Freud
$100,000 to collaborate on a film about love, but he refused. In October 1924, Freud ap-
peared on the cover of Time magazine, and his work on dreams had become so well known
by that time that a popular song was written about it. One line was “Don’t tell me what you
dream’d last night/For I’ve been reading Freud!” (quoted in Fancher, 2000, p. 1026).

In 2005, the British Broadcasting Company produced a four-hour television docu-
mentary about Freud’s influence in Western society. “The Century of the Self” showed
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how his theories affected marketing and advertising, political campaigning, and public
relations, particularly as developed in the United States by his nephew, Edward Bernays
(Held, 2009; Stevens, 2005). As noted, this public enthusiasm for Freud’s ideas occurred
much sooner than his acceptance by academic psychology.

The twentieth century saw a loosening of sexual restraints in behavior, the arts, litera-
ture, and entertainment. It has become widely believed that inhibiting or repressing sex-
ual impulses can be harmful. But it is ironic that Freud’s message about sex has been so
misinterpreted. He never argued for weakening sexual codes of conduct or for increased
sexual freedom. Rather, his view was that inhibiting the sex drive was necessary for the
survival of civilization. Despite his intention, however, the degree of sexual liberation
that marked much of the twentieth century was partly a result of Freud’s work because
his emphasis on sex helped popularize his ideas. Even in scientific journals, articles about
sex attract attention. The 1998 Library of Congress exhibition, “Sigmund Freud: Conflict
and Culture,” reinforced the impact of his work on popular culture.

We must conclude, then, that despite its lack of scientific rigor and its methodological
weaknesses, Freudian psychoanalysis became a vital force in modern psychology. Freud
remains the most frequently cited individual in the psychology research literature, accord-
ing to published citation indexes (see, for example, Fancher, 2000; Haagbloom et al., 2002).
The Division of Psychoanalysis (Division 39) is the sixth largest of all the APA’s divisions.

“When Time magazine put Freud on its cover in April 1956 [for the second time], the
psychoanalytic movement in America had arrived, and for the next several decades psy-
choanalysts largely dominated the mental health field” (Stossel, 2008, p. 16). Now, well
into the twenty-first century, Freud’s influence even beyond psychology remains vital
and strong. In 2008, an American psychologist surveyed the textbooks used in college-
level American history courses and found that all of them mentioned Freud’s visit to
the United States 100 years before (Burnham, 2009).

In 1929, E. G. Boring wrote in his textbook, A History of Experimental Psychology, that
psychology had no truly great proponent of the stature of Darwin or Helmholtz. In his
second edition, published 21 years later, Boring revised his opinion. Reflecting the develop-
ments in psychology during the intervening decades, he wrote of Freud with admiration:

Now he is seen as the greatest originator of all, the agent of the Zeitgeist who accom-
plished the invasion of psychology by the principle of the unconscious process.… It is
not likely that the history of psychology can be written in the next three centuries without
mention of Freud’s name and still claim to be a general history of psychology. And there
you have the best criterion of greatness: posthumous fame. (Boring, 1950, pp. 743, 707)

Discussion Questions
1. According to Freud, what were the three great

shocks in history that were delivered to the col-
lective human ego?

2. Describe the historical development of psycho-
analysis relative to the other schools of thought
in psychology.

3. What was the role of the unconscious in struc-
turalism, functionalism, and behaviorism?

4. Describe the theories of the unconscious devel-
oped by Leibnitz and Herbart.

5. Discuss two major sources of influence on the
psychoanalytic movement.

6. How were mentally ill persons dealt with before
the time of Freud?

7. In what ways was Freud influenced by Mesmer
and by Charcot?

8. What was the Emmanuel Movement? How did it
influence the acceptance of psychoanalysis in the
United States?

9. Discuss the influences of evolutionary theory and
of the notion of mechanism on the development
of psychoanalysis.

10. In what ways was psychoanalysis influenced by
Freud’s own childhood experiences and by his
own views on sexuality?
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11. Why was the case of Anna O. of such importance
in Freud’s thinking?

12. What was the controversy about Freud’s view of
childhood seduction experiences?

13. Describe the psychosexual stages of development.
14. Define repression, instinct, id, ego, and superego.

What are the life instincts and the death instinct?
15. What is the therapeutic significance of free as-

sociation, of resistances, and of repression?
16. In what ways do Freud’s proposed levels of

personality differ from one another? Why are
they so often in conflict?

17. What is the relationship between psychoanalysis
and mainstream academic psychology?

18. How did Freud attempt to explain mental pro-
cesses in mechanistic and deterministic terms?

19. Describe the results of attempts to test Freudian
concepts experimentally.

20. What criticisms have been made of Freud’s
methods for collecting data? How did Freud be-
lieve his concepts should be tested?

21. What, in general, has been the impact of psycho-
analysis on psychology and on popular culture?

22. Do you believe that Freud was correct when he
included himself in the list of the three people
who changed the world?
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C HA P T E R 14
Psychoanalysis: After the
Founding

When Life Hands You Lemons…
The lonely little boy saw two stray kittens and gathered them up in his arms. He needed
something to love, something to feel close to. He brought them home, but his mother
snatched them from him. She smashed them against a wall, head first, repeatedly, until
they were dead. He should have known she would do something like that.

Abraham Maslow never loved his mother, certainly not the way Freud said all little
boys did. There was no Oedipus complex in store for him. On the contrary, his passion-
ate, deep-seated hatred for his mother helped determine the direction of his life’s work.

As one of seven children born to poor Russian immigrant parents living in a Brooklyn,
New York, tenement apartment, Maslow had a nightmarish childhood. He later told an
interviewer, “With my childhood, it’s a wonder I’m not psychotic” (quoted in Hall,
1968, p. 37). “My family was a miserable family and my mother was a horrible creature”
(quoted in Hoffman, 1996, p. 2).

He grew up isolated, unloved, and unwanted. He had no friends, and his father was of
little help. Distant and aloof, Maslow’s father frequently abandoned the family and was
known for drinking, fighting, and womanizing. Maslow described feelings of anger and
hostility toward his father, but his relationship with his mother was far worse. She openly
rejected him in favor of his younger brothers and sisters. She frequently punished him harshly
for the slightest misdeed, warning that God would also punish him for his behavior. He never
forgave her for the way she treated him. When she died, he refused to attend the funeral.

The relationship with his mother affected not only his emotional life but also his work
in psychology. “The whole thrust of my life-philosophy,” he told a biographer, “and all
my research and theorizing, has its roots in a hatred for and revulsion against everything
she stood for” (quoted in Hoffman, 1988, p. 9).

As a teenager he faced other problems. Convinced he was ugly because of a promi-
nent nose, he also felt inferior because of his scrawny build. His parents taunted him
about his appearance and frequently remarked on how unattractive and awkward he
was. “I was all alone in the world. I felt peculiar. This was really in my blood, a very
profound feeling that somehow I was wrong. Never any feelings that I was superior.
Just one big aching inferiority complex” (quoted in Milton, 2002, p. 42).

Maslow hoped to compensate for his feelings of inferiority by becoming an athlete,
thinking this might bring recognition and acceptance. When he failed at sports, however,
he turned to books. The local library became his solitary playground, and reading and
education provided the path that would take him out of his isolation.

His years of study brought him in contact with the major schools of psychological
thought, from Titchener to Freud, and out of these differing definitions of psychology
Maslow fashioned his own way of studying human nature. In maturity, his ideas brought
him the acceptance, admiration, and adulation he had lacked as a child.
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Competing Factions
As with Wundt and his experimental psychology, Freud did not long enjoy a monopoly
on his new system of psychoanalysis. Barely 20 years after he founded the movement, it
splintered into competing factions led by analysts who disagreed on basic points. Freud
did not react well to these dissenters. Analysts who espoused new positions were scorned.
No matter how close they may have been to Freud personally and professionally, once
they abandoned his teachings, he cast them out and never spoke to them again.

We begin with two analysts who did not disagree totally with Freud’s basic views;
they built upon and expanded his work. These include his daughter Anna and the object
relations theorist Melanie Klein. We then discuss the three most prominent dissenters,
who developed their own theories during Freud’s lifetime: Carl Jung, Alfred Adler, and
Karen Horney. Next we describe the humanistic psychology movement that developed in
the 1960s, many years after Freud’s death. Two major theorists, Abraham Maslow and
Carl Rogers, aspired to replace psychoanalysis (as well as behaviorism) with their own
views of human nature. A contemporary derivative and expansion of humanistic psy-
chology is today’s positive psychology, which applies the experimental method to the
study of human strengths. Keep in mind that no matter how far these and other theorists
diverged from Freud’s teachings, they all derived their ideas from his work, either by
elaborating on it or opposing it.

The Neo-Freudians and Ego Psychology
As we noted, not all theorists and practitioners who followed Freud in the psychoanalytic
tradition felt the need to abandon or overthrow his system. There remained a sizable
group of neo-Freudian analysts who adhered to the central premises of psychoanalysis
but nevertheless modified the system. The major change these loyalists introduced was
an expansion of the concept of the ego. Rather than being the servant of the id, the ego
was seen as having a more extensive role.

Ego psychology included the ideas that the ego was more independent of the id, pos-
sessed its own energy not derived from the id, and had functions separate from the id.
Neo-Freudian analysts also suggested that the ego was free of the conflict produced when
id impulses pressed for satisfaction. In Freud’s view, the ego was forever responsive to
the id, never free of its demands. In the revised view, the ego could function indepen-
dently of the id, which was a significant departure from orthodox Freudian thought.

Another change introduced by neo-Freudians was to place less emphasis on biological
forces as influences on personality. Instead, more credit was given to the impact of social
and psychological forces. Neo-Freudians also minimized the importance of infantile sexu-
ality and the Oedipus complex, suggesting that personality development was determined
primarily by psychosocial rather than psychosexual forces. Thus, social interactions in
childhood assumed greater importance than real or imagined sexual interactions.

Anna Freud (1895–1982)
Sigmund Freud’s daughter Anna was a leader of neo-Freudian ego psychology. The
youngest of six children, Anna Freud wrote that she would never have been born if a
safe form of contraception had been available to her parents. Her father announced the
birth with more resignation than enthusiasm in a letter to a friend, commenting that had
the infant been a boy, he would have sent the news by telegram (Young-Bruehl, 1988).
Yet the year of Anna’s birth (1895) was symbolic, perhaps prophetic, because it coin-
cided with the birth of psychoanalysis. Anna would be the only Freud child to follow
her father’s path and become an analyst.
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As the least-favored girl in the family, Anna had an unhappy childhood. She recalled feel-
ing bored and lonely and being left out of activities by the older ones. She was jealous of her
sister Sophie, their mother’s pet. Anna became her father’s favorite; he became “as addicted to
his youngest daughter as he was to his cigars” (Appignanesi & Forrester, 1992, p. 277).

At the age of 14 she became interested in Sigmund Freud’s work. She would sit unob-
trusively in a corner at meetings of the Vienna Psychoanalytic Society, absorbing every-
thing that was said. At 22, driven by the emotional attachment to her father and concern
about her sexuality, Anna entered into analysis with him. She reported violent dreams in-
volving shooting, killing, dying, and defending him from enemies. The analysis, which was
long kept secret, lasted four years, with sessions six nights a week beginning at 10 PM.
Freud was later criticized for attempting to analyze his daughter.

The situation was called “impossible and incestuous,” “a momentous and bizarre event,”
and an “Oedipal acting-in at both ends of the couch” (quoted in Mahony, 1992, p. 307). At
the time, however, there seemed to them no other course to take. One historian wrote, “No
one else would presume to undertake the task, for Anna’s analysis would inevitably call
into question Freud’s role as her father” (Donaldson, 1996, p. 167). For another analyst
to hear intimate details about life with the father of psychoanalysis was unthinkable.

In 1924 Anna read her first scholarly paper to the Vienna Psychoanalytic Society.
Titled “Beating Fantasies and Daydreams,” it was allegedly based on a patient’s case his-
tory but was actually about her own fantasies. She described dreams involving beating,
masturbation, and an incestuous father-daughter love relationship. The paper was well
received by Freud and his colleagues and earned her admission into the society.

Freud was ambivalent about Anna becoming a psychoanalyst, and she experienced an
identity crisis about the situation that lasted some six years. At age 30, having rejected
offers of courtship from several of her father’s younger disciples and family friends, she
finally made the decision to become an analyst. She also settled into a long-term friend-
ship with an American heiress, Dorothy Tiffany Burlingham, and became like a second
mother to Dorothy’s children.

Freud was reported to have been “troubled to learn that Anna had finally decided
against getting married and having her own children, and furthermore that she was devel-
oping an intense emotional relationship with a woman” (Elms, 2001, p. 88). However,
Anna Freud’s biographer argued persuasively that the relationship was strictly emotional,
not sexual (see Young-Bruehl, 1988).

Anna Freud devoted her life to the development and extension of psychoanalytic the-
ory and its application to the treatment of emotionally disturbed children. Her only
other focus was the care of her father during his long illness. When he died, she kept
his overcoat in her closet. Several years after he died she reported a series of dreams
about him. She wrote:

He is here again. All of these recent dreams have the same character: the main role is
played not by my longing for him but rather his longing for me. In the first dream of
this kind, he openly said: “I have always longed for you so” (quoted in Zaretsky, 2004,
p. 263).

More than 40 years later, as Anna was near death herself, a friend accompanied her to
the park and watched as “the diminutive figure of Anna Freud, now as small as a schoolgirl,
sat [in her wheelchair] wrapped inside her father’s big wool coat” (Webster, 1995, p. 434).

Child Analysis

In 1927, Anna Freud published Introduction to the Technique of Child Analysis, which
foretold the direction of her interests. She developed an approach to psychoanalytic ther-
apy with children that took into account their relative immaturity and the level of their
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verbal skills. Although Sigmund Freud had not treated children in his private practice, he
took pride in Anna’s work. He wrote, “Anna’s views on child analysis are independent of
mine; I share her views, but she has developed them out of her own independent experi-
ence” (quoted in Viner, 1996, p. 9).

Her innovations included the use of play materials and the observation of the child
in the home setting. Most of her observations were carried out in London, where the
Freud family settled in 1938 after fleeing Vienna and the Nazis. She opened a clinic
next door to her father’s house and there established a treatment center and psychoan-
alytic training institute that attracted clinical psychologists from throughout the world.
The Anna Freud Centre in London continues her work today. Her studies were reported
in annual volumes of The Psychoanalytic Study of the Child, which began publication
in 1945. Her collected works were cumulated in eight volumes published between 1965
and 1981.

Anna Freud revised orthodox psychoanalytic theory to expand the role of the ego
functioning independently of the id. In The Ego and the Mechanisms of Defense (1936),
she clarified the defense mechanisms as they operate to protect the ego from anxiety.
The standard list of Freudian defense mechanisms (see Table 13.2 in Chapter 13) was
substantially her work. She gave the mechanisms more precise definition and contributed
examples from her analyses of children.

Comment

Ego psychology, as developed by Anna Freud and others, became the primary American
form of psychoanalysis from the 1940s to the early 1970s. One goal of the neo-Freudians
was to make psychoanalysis an accepted part of scientific psychology. “They did so by
translating, simplifying, and operationally defining Freudian notions, by encouraging
the experimental investigation of psychoanalytic hypotheses, and by modifying psycho-
analytic psychotherapy” (Steele, 1985, p. 222). In the process, the neo-Freudians fostered
a more conciliatory relationship between psychoanalysis and academic experimental
psychology.

Object Relations Theories: Melanie Klein
(1882–1960)
Freud used the word “object” to refer to any person, object, or activity that can satisfy an
instinct. In his view, the first object in an infant’s life that can gratify an instinct is the
mother’s breast. Later, the mother as a person becomes an instinct-gratifying object. As
the child grows, other people also become instinct-gratifying objects.

Object relations theories focus on the interpersonal relationships with these objects,
whereas Freud focused more on the instinctual drives themselves. Thus, object relations
theorists emphasize the social and environmental influences on personality, particularly
within the mother-child interaction. They also believe that personality is formed in
infancy by the nature of that relationship, at an earlier age than Freud proposed.

Object relations theorists argue that the most crucial issues in personality develop-
ment are the increasing ability and need of the child, over time, to break free from the
primary object (the mother) in order to establish a strong sense of self and to develop
relations with other objects (people). We briefly consider the work of object relations
theorist Melanie Klein.

Melanie Klein knew the importance of parent-child relations from her own experi-
ences as a child and a parent. An unwanted child, she suffered from lifelong depression
because of her feeling that her parents had rejected her. She became estranged from her
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own adult daughter (who later became an analyst). The daughter accused Klein of inter-
fering in her life and maintained that her brother, who died while mountain climbing,
had actually committed suicide because of his poor relationship with their mother.

Klein’s object relations theory focused on the intense emotional bond between mother
and child, particularly during the first six months of a child’s life. She described the con-
nection between infant and mother in social and cognitive terms rather than sexual
terms. Klein suggested that the mother’s breast is the first part-object for a baby, who
judges it as either good or bad, depending on whether it has satisfied an id instinct.
Thus, the infant’s environment, as defined and represented by this good or bad
part-object, is perceived as either satisfying or hostile. As the infant’s world expands, he
or she relates to whole objects (the mother as a person, for example), instead of
part-objects, and defines those whole objects the same way he or she had defined the
breast; that is, as satisfying or hostile. The initial social interaction between infant and
mother generalizes to all objects (people) in the child’s life, and in this manner the adult
personality is rooted in the nature of the relationship of the first six months of life.

Carl Jung (1875–1961)
Freud once regarded Carl Jung as a surrogate son and heir to the psychoanalytic move-
ment, calling him “my successor and crown prince” (quoted in McGuire, 1974, p. 218).
After their friendship disintegrated in 1914, Jung developed his analytical psychology,
which opposed much of Freud’s work.

Jung’s Life

Jung grew up in a small village in northern Switzerland near the famous Rhine Falls. By
his own account, his childhood was lonely, isolated, and unhappy (see Jung, 1961). His
father, a clergyman who had apparently lost his faith, was moody, irritable, and given to
loud rages. “Carl heard everything,” a biographer noted, “as his father’s anger resonated
throughout the house” (Bair, 2003, p. 20). His mother suffered from emotional disorders.
Her behavior was erratic, and she could change in an instant from a happy housewife to
a mumbling, incoherent demon. Another biographer suggested that the “whole maternal
side of the family appeared to be tainted with insanity” (Ellenberger, 1978, p. 149).

Jung learned at an early age not to trust or confide in either parent and, by extension,
not to trust the rest of the world. He turned away from the conscious world of reason
and ventured inward to the world of his dreams, visions, and fantasies, the world of his
unconscious. This became his guide in childhood and remained so through his adult life.
More than 50 years later a neighbor of the Jung family, recalling the first time he had
met the boy Carl, wrote, “I had never come across such an asocial monster before”
(quoted in Bair, 2003, p. 23).

At critical times Jung resolved problems and made decisions based on what his
unconscious told him through his dreams. When he was ready to enter college, his major
field was revealed in a dream. He saw himself unearthing bones of prehistoric animals
deep beneath the earth’s surface. He interpreted this to mean he should study nature
and science. A memory from age three, when he dreamed he was in an underground
cavern, foretold his future study of personality. Jung would focus on the unconscious
forces that lie beneath the surface of the mind.

Jung attended the University of Basel, Switzerland, and graduated in 1900 with a
medical degree. He was interested in psychiatry, and his first professional appointment
was at a mental hospital in Zurich. The director was Eugen Bleuler, a psychiatrist noted
for work on schizophrenia. In 1905 Jung was appointed lecturer in psychiatry at the
University of Zurich. Several years later, after marrying the second wealthiest heiress in
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all of Switzerland, he was able to resign from the university to devote time to writing,
research, and private practice.

In his work with patients, Jung did not adopt Freud’s habit of asking them to lie on a
couch; he said he had no wish to put his patients to bed. Jung and the patient sat oppo-
site each other in comfortable chairs. Occasionally he held therapy sessions aboard his
sailboat, happily racing across the lake in a high wind. Sometimes he sang to his patients.
At other times he was deliberately rude. When one patient appeared at the appointed
time, Jung said, “Oh no. I can’t stand the sight of another one. Just go home and cure
yourself today” (quoted in Brome, 1981, p. 185).

Jung became interested in Freud’s work in 1900 when he read The Interpretation of
Dreams, which he considered a masterpiece. By 1906 the two men had begun to corre-
spond, and a year later Jung traveled to Vienna to visit Freud. Their initial meeting
lasted 13 hours, an exciting beginning for what would become an intimate, father-son
relationship. (Freud was almost 20 years older than Jung.)

Their closeness may have contained elements of the Oedipus complex, as proposed by
Freud in his psychoanalytic theory, with the inevitable desire of the son to destroy the
father. Another complicating factor that may have doomed the relationship was a sexual
experience Jung reported having had at age 18. A family friend, whom Jung saw as a
father figure, had made unwanted sexual advances. Jung was repelled and immediately
ended that relationship. Years later, when Freud attempted to ensure that Jung would
carry on the psychoanalytic movement as Freud envisioned it, Jung rebelled against the
burden, perhaps feeling once again that an older man was trying to dominate him.
In both instances, Jung was disappointed in his chosen father figure. Perhaps because
of the earlier incident, he was unable to sustain the close emotional relationship Freud
desired (Alexander, 1994; Elms, 1994).

Unlike most of the psychoanalytic disciples, Jung had already established a profes-
sional reputation before becoming associated with Freud. He was the best known of the
early converts to psychoanalysis. As a result, he may have been less impressionable and
suggestible than younger analysts who joined Freud’s psychoanalytic family, many of
whom were still in medical school or graduate school and unsure of their professional
identity.

Although for a time Jung identified himself as a disciple of Freud’s, he was never an
uncritical one. Early in their relationship, he did attempt to suppress his doubts and
objections. While writing The Psychology of the Unconscious (1912), he reported that he
was troubled, realizing that when the book was published, publicly setting forth his own
position that differed significantly from orthodox psychoanalysis, it would damage his
standing with Freud. For months Jung was unable to proceed with the project, so dis-
turbed was he about Freud’s potential reaction. Of course he did eventually publish and
the inevitable occurred.

In 1911, at Freud’s insistence and despite opposition from the Viennese members,
Jung became the first president of the International Psychoanalytic Association. Freud
believed that anti-Semitism would impede the growth of psychoanalysis if the group’s
president was Jewish. The Viennese analysts, almost all of whom were Jewish, resented
and distrusted the Swiss-born Jung, who so obviously was Freud’s favorite. They not only
had seniority in the movement but they also believed that Jung held anti-Semitic views.
Shortly thereafter, Jung’s friendship with Freud began to show signs of strain, and by
1912 they had terminated their personal correspondence. In 1914, Jung resigned and
withdrew from the association.

When Jung was 38 years old he was stricken with intense emotional problems that
persisted for three years; Freud had experienced a similar period of turmoil at the same
stage of life. Believing he was going insane, Jung felt unable to do any intellectual work
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or even read a scientific book. He considered suicide and kept a gun next to his bed “in
case he felt he had passed beyond the point of no return” (Noll, 1994, p. 207).

During those years he was haunted by visions of a bloody apocalypse and wide-spread
carnage and desolation. He meticulously recorded these dreams in calligraphy and elabo-
rate drawings in some 200 pages of what became known as The Red Book. This journal was
kept secret in a Swiss bank vault and was not published until 2009, nearly 50 years after his
death (see Harrison, 2009). Jung’s visions came to him in a seemingly endless stream,
which he described as a feeling like rocks tumbling down on his head. “I often had to cling
to the table,” he said, “so as not to fall apart” (quoted in Corbett, 2009, p. 36). It is interest-
ing, however, that during this crisis Jung did not stop treating his patients.

He resolved his dilemma in essentially the same way Freud did, by confronting his
unconscious mind. Although he did not analyze his dreams systematically, as Freud
had done, Jung followed his unconscious impulses as revealed in dreams and fantasies.
As with Freud, this period became a time of immense creativity for Jung and led him to
formulate his personality theory. He wrote, “The years when I was pursuing my inner
images were the most important in my life—in them everything essential was decided”
(Jung, 1961, p. 199). He concluded, based on this experience, that the most important
stage in personality development was not childhood, as Freud believed, but middle age,
the time of his own crisis.

Even though Jung’s personal crisis was apparently resolved by his confrontation with
his unconscious, some aspects of his behavior remained unusual. Each morning he
would speak to his kitchen utensils: “Greetings to you” he would say to frying pans, or
“Good morning to you” to the coffee pot (Bair, 2003, p. 568). He hid large amounts of
cash inside books and stuffed in jars that he buried in the garden, and he promptly for-
got the secret codes he had devised to remind him where the jars were hidden. Never-
theless, Jung remained highly productive and continued to write and develop his system
for most of his 86 years.

Analytical Psychology

Jung’s life experiences undoubtedly influenced his analytical psychology. We mentioned
that his acceptance of the forces of his own unconscious mind foretold his later profes-
sional interests. Autobiographical evidence is also strong with regard to his views on sex.
Jung’s theory had no place for an Oedipus complex; it simply was not relevant to his
childhood. He thought his mother was fat and unattractive, and he never understood
Freud’s insistence that little boys develop sexual longings for their mothers.

Jung developed no adult insecurities, inhibitions, or anxieties about sex, as Freud
surely did. Further, Jung made no attempt to limit his sexual activities, as Freud had.
Jung preferred the company of women to men and surrounded himself with adoring
female patients and disciples. When they inevitably developed a crush, he did not hesi-
tate to begin a sexual liaison, some of which endured for years. He even warned his
female disciples that sooner or later they would fall in love with him (Noll, 1997). An
analysis of the ill-fated relationship between Freud and Jung noted, “To Jung, who freely
and frequently satisfied his sexual needs, sex played a minimal role in human motivation.
To Freud, beset by frustrations and anxious about his thwarted desires, sex played the
central role” (Schultz, 1990, p. 148).

As a child, Jung isolated himself from the company of other children, preferring a soli-
tary existence. This choice is also reflected in his theory and in its focus on inner growth
instead of social relationships. In contrast, Freud’s theory is more concerned with interper-
sonal relationships; Freud did not have such an isolated and introverted childhood.

Another point of difference between Jung’s analytical psychology and Freud’s psycho-
analysis concerns libido. Whereas Freud defined libido largely in sexual terms, Jung
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regarded it as a generalized life energy of which sex was only a part. For Jung, basic
libidinal energy expressed itself in growth, reproduction, and other activities, depending
on what was crucial for an individual at any given time.

Still another difference between the work of Jung and Freud is the direction of the
forces that affect personality. Freud described people as victims of childhood events;
Jung believed we are shaped not only by the past but also by our goals, hopes, and
aspirations. To Jung, personality was not fully determined by experiences during the first
five years of childhood but could be changed throughout one’s lifetime.

Also, Jung attempted to probe more deeply than Freud into the unconscious mind.
He added a new dimension, the collective unconscious, which he described as the inher-
ited experiences of the human species and their animal ancestors.

The Collective Unconscious

Jung described two levels of the unconscious mind. Beneath our conscious awareness is
the personal unconscious, which contains memories, impulses, wishes, faint perceptions,
and other experiences in a person’s life that have been suppressed or forgotten. This level
of unconsciousness is not very deep. Incidents from the personal unconscious can easily
be recalled to conscious awareness.

The experiences in the personal unconscious are grouped into complexes, which are
patterns of emotions and memories with common themes. A person will manifest a
complex by a preoccupation with some idea (such as power or inferiority) that then in-
fluences his or her behavior. Thus, a complex is essentially a smaller personality within
the total personality. At a level below the personal unconscious is the collective uncon-
scious, unknown to the individual. It contains the cumulated experiences of previous
generations, including our animal ancestors. These universal, evolutionary experiences
form the basis of personality.

Remember that the experiences within the collective unconscious are unconscious.
We are not aware of them, nor do we remember or have images of them, as we do of
experiences within the personal unconscious.

Archetypes

Inherited tendencies called archetypes within the collective unconscious are innate deter-
minants of mental life that dispose a person to behave not unlike ancestors who con-
fronted similar situations. We typically experience archetypes in the form of emotions
associated with significant life events such as birth, adolescence, marriage, and death or
with reactions to extreme danger. Jung referred to archetypes as the “gods” of the uncon-
scious (Noll, 1997).

When Jung investigated the mythical and artistic creations of ancient civilizations, he
discovered common archetypal symbols, even in cultures so widely separated in time and
place that there was no possibility of direct influence. He also found what he considered
traces of these symbols in dreams reported by his patients. All of this material supported
his conception of the collective unconscious. The archetypes that occur most frequently
are the persona, the anima and animus, the shadow, and the self.

The persona is the mask each of us wears when we come in contact with other people;
the mask represents us as we want to appear to society. As such, the persona may not
correspond to an individual’s true personality. The notion of the persona is similar to
the sociological concept of role-playing, in which we act as we think other people expect
us to act in different situations.

The anima and animus archetypes reflect the idea that each person exhibits some of
the characteristics of the other sex. The “anima” refers to feminine characteristics in man;
the “animus” denotes masculine characteristics in woman. As with other archetypes, these
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arise from the primitive past of the human species when men and women adopted
behavioral and emotional tendencies of the other sex.

Our darker self, represented by the shadow archetype, is the animalistic part of person-
ality. Jung considered it to be inherited from lower forms of life. The shadow contains
immoral, passionate, and unacceptable desires and activities. The shadow urges us to do
things we ordinarily would not allow ourselves to do. Once having done them, we are
likely to insist that something came over us. That something is the shadow, the primitive
part of our nature. There is also a positive side to the shadow, as it serves as a wellspring
of spontaneity, creativity, insight, and deep emotion, all of which are necessary for com-
plete human development.

Jung considered the self to be the most important archetype. Integrating and balanc-
ing all aspects of the unconscious, the self provides the personality with unity and stabil-
ity. Jung likened it to a drive toward self-actualization, by which he meant harmony,
completeness, and the full development of our abilities. However, he believed that
self-actualization could not be attained until middle age (30–40), years he believed were
crucial to personality development. This is a natural time of transition when the person-
ality undergoes necessary and beneficial changes. Here we see another autobiographical
element in Jung’s theory; his middle years were when he achieved self-integration follow-
ing the resolution of his neurotic crisis. As we noted, to Jung the significant stage in
personality development was not childhood (as in Freud’s life and system) but one’s thir-
ties and forties, the time of his own personal change.

Introversion and Extraversion

Jung’s concepts of introversion and extraversion are well known. The extravert directs
libido (life energy) outside the self to external events and people. This type of person is
strongly influenced by forces in the environment and is sociable and self-confident in a
variety of situations. In contrast, the libido of the introvert is directed inward. Such a per-
son is contemplative, introspective, and resistant to external influences. The introvert is
likely to be less confident than the extravert in dealing with other people and situations.

These opposing attitudes exist in everyone to some degree, but one attitude is usually
stronger than the other. No one is a complete extravert or introvert. The dominant atti-
tude at any given time can be determined by circumstances. Frequently, introverted peo-
ple become sociable and outgoing in situations that hold their interest.

Psychological Types: The Functions and Attitudes

In Jung’s theory, personality differences are expressed not only by the introversion or
extraversion attitudes but also through four functions: thinking, feeling, sensing, and in-
tuiting. These functions are ways in which we orient ourselves to the objective external
world as well as to our subjective internal world.

• Thinking is a conceptual process that provides meaning and understanding.
• Feeling is a subjective process of weighing and valuing.
• Sensing is the conscious perception of physical objects.
• Intuiting involves perceiving in an unconscious way.

Jung labeled thinking and feeling as the rational modes of responding because they
involve the cognitive processes of reason and judgment. Sensing and intuiting are con-
sidered non-rational because they do not involve the use of reason. Within each pair of
functions, only one is dominant at a given time. The dominant functions combine with
the dominant attitude of extraversion or introversion to produce the eight psychological
types, such as the extraverted thinking type or the introverted intuiting type.
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Comment

Jung’s ideas have influenced such diverse fields as religion, history, art, and literature.
Historians, theologians, and writers acknowledge him as a source of inspiration. How-
ever, scientific psychology in general has ignored much of his analytical psychology.
Many of his books were not translated into English until the 1960s, and his convoluted
writing style and unsystematic organization impede the full understanding of his work.

Jung’s disdain for traditional scientific methods repels many experimental psycholo-
gists, for whom Jung’s mystical, religion-based theories hold even less appeal than
Freud’s. Further, the criticisms we noted about supporting evidence for Freudian psycho-
analysis apply to Jung’s work. Jung, too, relied on clinical observation and interpretation
rather than controlled laboratory investigation.

However, some of Jung’s work has had a lasting and continuing influence on psychol-
ogy. The word-association test, for example, which Jung developed in the early 1900s, is
now a standard laboratory and clinical tool in psychology. Jung’s version of the test used
a list of 100 stimulus words that he believed were capable of eliciting emotions. He mea-
sured the time it took for a patient to respond to each word as well as the person’s phys-
iological reactions to determine the emotional intensity of the stimulus words.

Jung’s eight psychological types have stimulated considerable research. Noteworthy is
the Myers-Briggs Type Indicator, a personality test designed to measure the psychological
types. Constructed in the 1920s by Katharine Briggs and Isabel Briggs Myers, the test is
widely used for research and applied purposes, especially employee selection and counsel-
ing. The introversion-extraversion formulation inspired English psychologist Hans Eysenck
to develop the Maudsley Personality Inventory, a test to measure the two attitudes.
Research using these tests has provided empirical support for these concepts and demon-
strated that at least some Jungian notions are amenable to experimental testing. Indeed,
Jung’s concepts of introversion and extraversion are widely accepted in psychology today.

As with Freud’s work, however, broader aspects of Jung’s theory (i.e., complexes,
archetypes, and the collective unconscious) resist attempts at scientific validation. The
concept of self-actualization anticipated the work of Abraham Maslow and the humanis-
tic psychologists. The notion of a midlife crisis has been embraced by Maslow and others
and is accepted by many as a necessary stage of personality development. Its existence is
supported by considerable research.

Formal training in Jungian analysis is available in a number of cities in Europe and
the United States, including New York, San Francisco, and Los Angeles. The Society of
Analytical Psychology publishes the Jungian Journal of Analytical Psychology.

Social Psychological Theories: The Zeitgeist
Strikes Again
We noted that Freud was influenced by the mechanistic and positivistic outlook of
nineteenth-century science. Toward the end of that century, new disciplines were sug-
gesting other ways to view human nature, ways that exceeded the boundaries of biology
and physics. Research in anthropology, sociology, and social psychology supported the
proposition that people are products of social forces and institutions and therefore
should be studied in social rather than strictly biological terms. As anthropologists pub-
licized their studies of various cultures, it became clear that some of the neurotic symp-
toms and taboos Freud described were not universal, as he proposed. For example, not
all cultures had prohibitions against incest. Further, sociologists and social psychologists
had learned that much human behavior stems from social conditioning rather than from
actions taken to satisfy biological needs.
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Thus, the Zeitgeist was calling for a revised conception of human nature, but Freud,
to the dismay of some of his followers, clung to biological determinants of personality.
Younger analysts, less constrained by tradition, drifted away from orthodox psychoanal-
ysis to reshape Freudian theory in line with the then-current social science thought.
Their focus, that personality is more a product of environment than of biological
instincts, was compatible with American culture and thought and offered a more opti-
mistic scenario than Freud’s deterministic position.

We will discuss Alfred Adler and Karen Horney, two dissenters who believed that
human behavior is determined not by biological forces but by the interpersonal relation-
ships to which the person is exposed, particularly in childhood.

Alfred Adler (1870–1937)
Because he broke with Freud in 1911, Adler is usually considered the first proponent of
the social psychological approach to psychoanalysis. He developed a theory in which
social interest plays a major role, and he is the only psychologist to have a string quartet
named for him.

Adler’s Life

Adler was born to wealthy parents in a suburb of Vienna, Austria. His childhood was
marked by illness, jealousy of an older brother, and rejection by his mother. He thought
of himself as puny and unattractive. Adler felt closer to his father than to his mother. He
later rejected the Freudian definition of the Oedipus complex perhaps because, as was
true for Jung, it did not reflect his own childhood experiences. The young Adler worked
intently to become popular with his peers and eventually achieved the self-esteem and
acceptance he had not found within his family.

Initially Adler was a poor student, so inept that a teacher told his father that the only
job the boy was fit for was shoemaker’s apprentice. Through persistence and dedication
Adler rose from the bottom to the top of his class. He strove academically and socially to
overcome his handicaps and inferiorities, thus becoming an early example of his later
theory of the necessity of compensating for one’s weaknesses. Inferiority feelings, at the
core of his system, are a direct reflection of his childhood, a debt Adler acknowledged.
“Those who are familiar with my life work,” he wrote, “will clearly see the accord exist-
ing between the facts of my childhood and the views I expressed” (quoted in Bottome,
1939, p. 9).

Adler recalled that at age four, recovering from a near-fatal bout of pneumonia, he
resolved to become a physician. He pursued this goal, and in 1895 he received his medi-
cal degree from the University of Vienna. He specialized in ophthalmology and practiced
general medicine. When he became interested in psychiatry in 1902, he joined Sigmund
Freud’s weekly discussion group on psychoanalysis, one of four charter members.
Although he worked closely with Freud, their relationship was not personal. (Freud
once said Adler bored him.)

Over the next several years Adler developed a personality theory that differed in sev-
eral ways from Freud’s, especially with regard to Freud’s emphasis on sexual factors. In
1910, Freud named Adler president of the Vienna Psychoanalytic Society in an attempt
to reconcile their growing rift, but by 1911 the inevitable split was complete. Their part-
ing was bitter. Adler described Freud as a swindler and psychoanalysis as “filth” (Roazen,
1975, p. 210). Freud referred to Adler as “abnormal” and “driven mad by ambition,” as
well as paranoid, jealous, sadistic, and short (Gay, 1988, p. 223).

During World War I (1914–1918), Adler served as a physician in the Austrian army.
He later organized child guidance clinics for the Vienna school system. During the 1920s

ALFRED ADLER

Ar
ch
iv
es

of
th
e
Hi
st
or
y
of

Am
er
ic
an

Ps
yc
ho
lo
gy
/

Un
iv
er
si
ty
of

Ak
ro
n

330 Chapter 14: Psychoanalysis: After the Founding



his social psychological system, which he called individual psychology, attracted many
followers. He frequently visited the United States to lecture and was appointed professor
of medical psychology at New York’s Long Island College of Medicine.

His talks and his writings in America were immensely popular. A biographer noted that
Adler’s personal qualities, his “geniality, optimism, and warmth coupled with an intensely
ambitious drive,” made it easy for people to accord him celebrity status and accept him as
an expert on human nature (Hoffman, 1994, p. 160). Adler died in Aberdeen, Scotland,
while on a strenuous speaking tour.

Freud, replying to a letter from a friend expressing sadness at Adler’s death, revealed
his lingering bitterness over Adler’s defection from his own point of view when he wrote:

I don’t understand your sympathy for Adler. For a Jewish boy out of a Viennese suburb
a death in Aberdeen is an unheard-of career in itself and a proof of how far he had got
on. The world really rewarded him richly for his service in having contradicted psycho-
analysis. (quoted in Scarf, 1971, p. 47)

Individual Psychology

Adler believed that human behavior is determined largely by social forces, not biological
instincts. He proposed the concept of social interest, defined as an innate potential to
cooperate with others to achieve personal and societal goals. Our social interest develops
in infancy through learning experiences. In contrast to Freud, Adler minimized the influ-
ence of sex in the shaping of one’s personality. Also, Adler focused on conscious rather
than unconscious determinants of behavior. Whereas Freud associated present behavior
with past experiences, Adler believed we are more strongly affected by our plans for the
future. Striving for goals or anticipating coming events can influence present behavior.
For example, a person who fears eternal damnation after death is likely to behave differ-
ently from a person with a different expectation.

Whereas Freud divided personality into separate parts (i.e., id, ego, and superego),
Adler emphasized the unity and consistency of personality. He posited an innate, dynamic
force that channels the personality’s resources toward an overriding goal. This goal, for all
of us, is superiority (in the sense of perfection), and it represents the complete develop-
ment and fulfillment of the self.

Another crucial difference between Adler and Freud was their views on women. Adler
argued that there was no biological reason, such as Freud’s concept of penis envy, for
any alleged sense of inferiority women might feel. Adler charged that this was a myth
invented by men to bolster their own alleged sense of superiority. Any inferiority women
might feel resulted from social forces such as sex-role stereotypes. Adler believed in
equality for the sexes and supported the women’s emancipation movements of the day.

Inferiority Feelings

Adler proposed a generalized feeling of inferiority as a motivating force in behavior, as it
was in his own life. Initially Adler related this feeling of inferiority to physical defects.
The child with a hereditary organic weakness will attempt to compensate, to overempha-
size the deficient function. A child who stutters may, through conscientious speech ther-
apy, become a great orator; a child with weak limbs may, through intensive exercise,
excel as an athlete or dancer. Adler later broadened this concept to include any physical,
mental, or social handicap, real or imagined.

In infancy, the child’s helplessness and dependence on other people awaken this sense
of inferiority. Thus, it is a feeling experienced by everyone. Consciously aware of the need
to overcome it, the child at the same time is driven by the innate striving for the
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betterment of the self. This pushing and pulling process continues throughout life, propel-
ling us toward greater accomplishments.

Inferiority feelings operate to the advantage of the individual and the society because
they lead to continuous improvement. If in childhood these feelings are met with pamper-
ing or with rejection, however, the result can be abnormal compensatory behaviors. Fail-
ure to compensate adequately for inferiority feelings can lead to the development of an
inferiority complex, which renders the person incapable of coping with life’s problems.

Style of Life

According to Adler, the drive for superiority or perfection is universal, but each of us
behaves in a different way to try to reach that goal. We demonstrate our striving in a
unique or characteristic mode of responding by developing a style of life. This style of
life involves the behaviors by which we compensate for real or imagined inferiority. In
the example of the physically weak child, the style of life may include exercise or sports
that will increase stamina and strength.

The style of life is fixed at the age of four or five and becomes difficult to change
thereafter. It provides the framework within which all later experiences are dealt with.
Again we see that Adler recognized the importance of the early years of life, but he dif-
fered from Freud in believing that we can consciously create a lifestyle for ourselves.

The Creative Power of the Self

Adler’s concept of the creative power of the self suggests that we have the capacity to
determine our own personality in accordance with our unique style of life. This active,
creative human power may be likened to the theological notion of the soul. Certain abil-
ities and experiences come to us through heredity and environment, but the way we
actively use and interpret these experiences provides the basis for our personality, our
attitude toward life. Adler meant that each of us is consciously involved in shaping our
personality and destiny. We can determine our fate rather than have it determined by
past experience and by unconscious forces.

Birth Order

In examining his patients’ childhood years, Adler became interested in the relationship
between personality and birth order. He found that the oldest, middle, and youngest
children, because of their positions in the family, have varying social experiences that
result in different attitudes toward life and different ways of coping.

The oldest child receives a great deal of attention until dethroned by the birth of the
second child. The first-born may then become insecure and hostile, authoritarian and
conservative, manifesting a strong interest in maintaining order. Adler suggested that
criminals, neurotics, and perverts are often first-born children. He also suggested that
Freud was a typical eldest son.

Adler found the second child to be ambitious, rebellious, and jealous, constantly striv-
ing to surpass the first-born. Adler himself was a second-born and had a lifelong com-
petitive relationship with his older brother, whose name, coincidentally, was Sigmund.
Even when Adler had achieved an international reputation for his work, he continued
to feel overshadowed by his brother, then a wealthy businessman. Adler referred to
Sigmund as a “good, industrious fellow [who] was always ahead of me—and is still ahead
of me” (quoted in Hoffman, 1994, p. 11).

Nevertheless, Adler believed that the second-born child is better adjusted than the
first-born or the youngest child. He said that the youngest child in the family was likely
to be spoiled and predisposed toward behavioral problems in childhood and adulthood.

Inferiority complex: A
condition that develops
when a person is un-
able to compensate for
normal inferiority
feelings.
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In addition, an only child may experience difficulties in adjusting to the world outside
the family, where he or she is not the center of attention.

Comment

Adler’s theories were warmly received by scholars dissatisfied with Freud’s image of a
human personality dominated by sexual forces and governed by childhood experiences. It
is, after all, more pleasant and hopeful to think that we are able to consciously direct our
own development and strive to better ourselves regardless of genetic limitations and child-
hood events. Adler presented a far more satisfying and optimistic view of human nature.

Individual psychology did not lack critics, however. Many psychologists claimed that
Adler’s theories were superficial and relied on commonsense observations from everyday
life; others considered his ideas shrewd and insightful. Freud said Adler’s system was too
simple. It could take two years to learn psychoanalysis because of its complexity, but
Adler could be mastered in a few weeks “because with Adler there is so little to know”
(Freud, quoted in Sterba, 1982, p. 156). Adler said that was precisely his point. It had
taken him 40 years to make his psychology simple.

The objections of experimental psychologists to the work of Freud and Jung also apply
to Adler. His observations of patients cannot be repeated or verified, nor were they
obtained in controlled and systematic fashion. He did not attempt to confirm the accuracy
of his patients’ reports and did not explain the procedures by which he analyzed his data
and reached his conclusions.

Although many of Adler’s concepts resist attempts at scientific validation, the notion
of birth order has been the subject of considerable research. Studies show that first-borns
are high in intelligence and the need to achieve, and they tend to experience anxiety
when a second child becomes part of the family. First-borns are also more likely than
later-borns to complete more years of formal education, to work in more prestigious
occupations, and to achieve greater eminence in their careers (see Herrera, Zajonc,
Weiczorkowska, & Cichomski, 2003; Kristensen & Bjerkedal, 2007). These results sup-
port Adler’s views.

In general, research does not support Adler’s contention that second-borns are more
competitive and ambitious than their siblings. However, some interesting recent studies
are raising questions. One study of 700 brothers who played major league baseball found
that younger brothers were 10 times more likely to steal bases than their older brothers
and were also superior in overall batting success. This and other studies also showed that
younger siblings were far more likely to participate in high-risk activities such as skydiv-
ing (Sulloway & Zweigenhaft, 2010).

Research does not support Adler’s view that only children are more selfish and have
difficulty adjusting to the real world. Some research shows that only-borns tend to be
higher in achievement, intelligence, initiative, industriousness, and self-esteem (Falbo &
Polit, 1986; Mellor, 1990).

Adler’s influence on post-Freudian psychoanalysis has been substantial (see Olt, 2009).
The work of the ego psychologists, which focuses more on rational, conscious processes
than on the unconscious, follows Adler’s lead. His emphasis on social forces in personality
is seen in the work of Karen Horney. The creative power to shape one’s style of life influ-
enced Abraham Maslow, who wrote, “Alfred Adler becomes more and more correct year
by year. As the facts come in, they give stronger and stronger support to his image of man”
(Maslow, 1970, p. 13).

Adler’s focus on social variables can be seen in the work of the neo-neobehavioral social
learning theorist Julian Rotter, who wrote nearly 50 years after Adler’s death that he con-
tinues to be “impressed by Adler’s insights into human nature” (Rotter, 1982, pp. 1–2).
Adler may have been ahead of his time in recognizing social and cognitive variables;

Alfred Adler (1870–1937) 333



these ideas are more compatible with contemporary psychology than they were with
the psychology of his day.

Although many of Adler’s ideas have become widely accepted, his public acclaim
declined after his death and he has received relatively little credit for his contributions.
Many concepts have been borrowed from his theory without proper acknowledgment.
For example, in the (London) Times obituary for Sigmund Freud, Freud was named as
the originator of the term inferiority complex. When Carl Jung died, The New York
Times reported that he had coined the term! Neither paper mentioned Adler.

Adler’s followers claim that individual psychology remains influential among psychol-
ogists, psychiatrists, social workers, and educators. Individual Psychology: The Journal of
Adlerian Theory, Research and Practice is published quarterly in the United States, and
other Adlerian journals are published in Germany, Italy, and France. There are at pres-
ent Adlerian training institutes operating in New York, San Francisco, and Chicago.

Karen Horney (1885–1952)
An early feminist, Karen Horney was trained as a Freudian psychoanalyst in Berlin. She
described her work as an extension of Freud’s system rather than an effort to supplant it.

Horney’s Life

Horney was born in Hamburg, Germany. Her father was a devout, morose ship’s captain
many years older than her mother, who was a liberal and vivacious woman. Her mother
made it clear to Karen that she wished her husband dead; she had married him out of
fear of remaining a spinster. Her mother rejected Karen in favor of the first-born brother,
whom Karen envied simply for being a boy, and her father belittled her appearance and
intelligence. As a result, she felt inferior, worthless, and hostile (Sayers, 1991). “Why is
everything beautiful on earth given to me,” she wrote in her diary at age 16, “only not
the highest thing, not love! I have a heart so needing love” (Horney, 1980, p. 30).

This lack of parental love fostered what Horney later called “basic anxiety” and pro-
vides another instance of the impact of personal experience on a theorist’s views. A biog-
rapher wrote, “In all her psychoanalytic writings, Karen Horney was struggling to make
sense of herself and to obtain relief from her own difficulties” (Paris, 1994, p. xxii).

As an adolescent Horney developed emotional crushes as part of her search for the
love and acceptance she lacked at home. She began a newsletter she called a “virginal
organ for super-virgins” and took to walking streets known to be frequented by prosti-
tutes. In her diary she wrote, “In my imagination there is no spot on me that has not
been kissed by a burning mouth. In my imagination there is no depravity I have not
tasted, to the dregs” (Horney, 1980, p. 64).

Ignoring the opposition from her father, Horney entered medical school at the
University of Berlin and in 1913 received her degree. She married, gave birth to three
daughters (two of whom would later be analyzed by Melanie Klein to help them deal
with their conflicts with their mother), and became increasingly depressed. She described
a long period of unhappiness and oppression as well as marital difficulties. She com-
plained of crying spells, stomach pains, chronic fatigue, compulsive behaviors, an inabil-
ity to work, and thoughts of suicide.

After several affairs, she divorced her husband to continue her restless quest for ac-
ceptance the rest of her life. Her most enduring affair was with the psychoanalyst Erich
Fromm. When the relationship ended, she was devastated. She chose to undergo psycho-
analysis to deal with her depression and sexual problems. Her Freudian analyst told her
that her search for love and her attraction to forceful men reflected childhood Oedipal
longings for her powerful father (Sayers, 1991).
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When Horney realized that Freudian analysis was not helping her, she turned to
self-analysis, a practice she continued throughout her life. Sensitive to Adler’s observa-
tion that physical unattractiveness caused inferiority feelings, she concluded that by
studying medicine and engaging in promiscuous sexual behavior, she was acting more
like a man than like a woman. This helped her feel superior, but she never stopped her
search for love. As she aged, however, she singled out younger and younger men, many
of whom were analysts whose training she was supervising. Her attitude toward them
became casual and detached. Telling a friend about one of these young men, she said
that she did not know whether to marry him or to get a cocker spaniel. She chose the
dog (Paris, 1994).

From 1914 to 1918, Horney took orthodox psychoanalytic training at the Berlin
Psychoanalytic Institute. Later she became a faculty member there and began a private
practice. She wrote journal articles about problems of the female personality, outlining
her disagreement with certain Freudian concepts. In 1932 she went to the United States
as associate director of the Chicago Institute for Psychoanalysis. She also taught at the
New York Psychoanalytic Institute and continued to see patients. Her growing disaffec-
tion with Freudian theory soon led her to break with this group. She founded the
American Institute of Psychoanalysis and remained its head until her death.

Disagreements with Freud

Horney disputed Freud’s view that personality depends on unchanging biological
forces. She denied the preeminence of sexual factors, challenged the validity of the
Oedipal theory, and discarded the concepts of libido and the three-part structure of
personality. However, she did accept unconscious motivation and the existence of
emotional, non-rational motives.

Counter to Freud’s belief that women are motivated by penis envy, Horney argued that
men are motivated by womb envy; that is, jealousy of women for their ability to give
birth. She believed that men manifest womb envy and its accompanying resentment un-
consciously, through behaviors designed to harass and belittle women. By denying women
equal rights, limiting their opportunities, and downgrading their efforts to achieve, men
attempt to retain an alleged natural superiority. To Horney, the fundamental reason for
such masculine behavior is a sense of inferiority resulting from womb envy.

Horney and Freud also differed in their views of human nature. Horney wrote:

Freud’s pessimism as regards neuroses and their treatment arose from the depths of his
disbelief in human goodness and human growth. Man, he postulated, is doomed to suf-
fer or to destroy. My own belief is that man has the capacity as well as the desire to
develop his potentialities and become a decent human being. I believe that man can
change and go on changing as long as he lives. (Horney, 1945, p. 19)

Basic Anxiety

Basic anxiety is the fundamental concept in Horney’s system. She defined it as “the feel-
ing a child has of being isolated and helpless in a potentially hostile world” (Horney,
1945, p. 41). This definition characterized her own childhood feelings. Basic anxiety re-
sults from parental actions such as dominance, lack of protection and love, and erratic
behavior. Anything that disrupts a secure relationship between child and parents can
produce basic anxiety. Thus, the condition is not innate but results from social forces
and interactions in the child’s environment. Instead of accepting Freudian instincts as
motivating forces, Horney proposed that the helpless infant was driven by the need to
seek security, safety, and freedom from fear in a threatening world.

Basic anxiety:
Horney’s conception
of pervasive loneliness
and helplessness,
feelings that are the
foundation of
neuroses.
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Horney shared with Freud a belief that personality develops in the early childhood
years, but she insisted that personality continues to change throughout life. Whereas
Freud detailed psychosexual stages of development, Horney focused on how the growing
child is treated by parents and caregivers. She denied universal developmental phases,
such as an oral or anal stage. She suggested that if a child developed tendencies toward
an oral or anal personality, these tendencies were a result of parental behaviors. Nothing
in a child’s development was universal; everything depended on social, cultural, and
environmental factors.

Neurotic Needs

To Horney, then, basic anxiety arises from the parent-child relationship. When this socially
produced anxiety becomes evident, the child develops behavioral strategies in response to
parental behavior as a way of coping with the accompanying feelings of helplessness and
insecurity. If any one of the child’s behavioral strategies becomes a fixed part of the person-
ality, it is called a neurotic need, which is a way of defending against the anxiety.

Initially Horney listed 10 neurotic needs, including affection, achievement, and
self-sufficiency. In later writings she grouped the neurotic needs into three trends
(Horney, 1945):

• The compliant personality—one who needs to move toward other people, expressing
needs for approval, affection, and a dominant partner

• The detached personality—one who needs to move away from people, expressing needs
for independence, perfection, and withdrawal

• The aggressive personality—one who needs to move against people, expressing needs
for power, exploitation, prestige, admiration, and achievement

Movement toward people implies accepting one’s feelings of helplessness and acting
to win the affection of others, the only way the person can feel secure with other
people. Movement away from people involves withdrawing, behaving so as to appear
self-sufficient and avoid dependency. Movement against people involves hostility, rebel-
lion, and aggression. None of the neurotic needs or trends is a realistic way of dealing
with anxiety. Because they are incompatible, they can lead to conflicts. Once we establish
a behavioral strategy for coping with basic anxiety, this pattern ceases to be flexible
enough to permit alternative behaviors.

When a fixed behavior proves inappropriate for a particular situation, we are unable
to change in response to the demands of the situation. These entrenched behaviors in-
tensify our difficulties because they affect the total personality, our relations with other
people, with ourselves, and with life as a whole.

The Idealized Self-Image

The idealized self-image provides the person with a false picture of the personality or
self. It is an imperfect, misleading mask that prevents neurotic persons from understand-
ing and accepting their true selves. In donning the mask, they deny the existence of their
inner conflicts. They believe that the idealized self-image is genuine, and that belief, in
turn, enables them to think they are superior to the sort of person they really are.

Horney did not suggest that such neurotic conflicts were innate or inevitable.
Although they arose from undesirable situations in childhood, they could be prevented
if warmth, understanding, security, and love characterized the child’s home life.

Comment

Horney’s optimism about the possibility of avoiding neuroses was welcomed by psychol-
ogists and psychiatrists as a relief from Freud’s pessimism. Her work is also noteworthy
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because she described personality development in terms of social forces, attributing little
influence to innate factors.

The evidence to support Horney’s theory, like that cited by Freud, Jung, and Adler, is
taken from clinical observations of patients and thus subject to the same questions of
scientific credibility. Little research has been conducted on the concepts in her system.
Freud did not comment directly on her work but once said of her, “she is able but mali-
cious” (quoted in Blanton, 1971, p. 65). Elsewhere, in a thinly disguised allusion to Horney’s
work, Freud wrote, “We shall not be greatly surprised if a woman analyst, who has not been
sufficiently convinced of the intensity of her own wish for a penis, also fails to attach proper
importance to that factor in her patients” (1940, p. 65). Horney was described as “bitter”
over Freud’s failure to recognize the legitimacy of her views (Paris, 1994).

Although Horney did not have disciples or a journal to disseminate her ideas, her
work has had considerable impact. The Karen Horney Psychoanalytic Center remains
active in New York. With the rise of the feminist movement beginning in the 1960s,
her books enjoyed renewed popularity. Today, her writings on feminine psychology are
considered her major contribution. Many of her feminist positions, stated more than 80
years ago, have a strong contemporary ring. She began work on feminine psychology in
1922 and was the first woman to present a paper on the topic at an international psycho-
analytic congress. That meeting, in Berlin, was chaired by Sigmund Freud. Writing in the
1930s, Horney drew a distinction between the traditional woman, seeking self-identity
through marriage and motherhood, and the modern woman, seeking identity through a
career. This conflict between love and work, as Horney saw it, characterized her own life.
She chose to focus on work, which brought enormous satisfaction, but she continued to
search for love throughout her life.

Her dilemma remains as relevant in the twenty-first century as it was to her in the
1930s, and she fought for women to have the right to make their own decisions in the
face of restrictions imposed by a male-dominated society.

The Evolution of Personality Theory:
Humanistic Psychology
Freudian psychoanalytic theory did not long remain the sole approach to explaining the
human personality. We have seen that during Freud’s lifetime, alternatives were offered
by Jung and the social psychological theorists and by neo-Freudian loyalists. The study
of personality, both theory and research, has grown immensely, splintering the field with
conflicting viewpoints. Contemporary textbooks typically discuss 15 to 20 theories.
Although these systems differ in specifics as well as generalities, they have a common
heritage in that they all owe their origin and form, to some degree, to the founding
efforts of Sigmund Freud.

Freud served the same purpose on the psychoanalytic side of psychology’s history that
Wundt served on the experimental side, and that is as a source of inspiration as well as a
force to oppose. Every structure, whether actual or theoretical, depends on the soundness of
its foundation. Like Wundt, Freud provided a solid and challenging base on which to build.
As examples of the evolution in personality theory since Freud’s time, we describe the work
of Abraham Maslow and Carl Rogers and their humanistic psychology movement.

In the early 1960s, less than two decades before the 100th anniversary of the formal
founding of psychology, a so-called third force developed within American psychology.
This humanistic psychology was not intended to be a revision or adaptation of any
current school of thought, as was the case with some neo-Freudian positions. Instead,
humanistic psychologists expected to supplant both of psychology’s two main forces:
behaviorism and psychoanalysis.
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Humanistic psychology emphasized human strengths and positive aspirations, con-
scious experience, free will (rather than determinism), the fulfillment of human potential,
and a belief in the wholeness of human nature. You can readily see that these themes are
quite different from those of behaviorism or psychoanalysis.

Antecedent Influences on Humanistic Psychology

As with all ideas, anticipations of humanistic psychology can be found in the works of
earlier psychologists. Consider Brentano, an opponent of Wundt’s and an anticipator of
Gestalt psychology. Brentano had criticized the mechanistic, reductionistic, natural-science
approach to psychology and favored the study of consciousness as a molar quality rather
than a molecular content.

Külpe demonstrated that not all conscious experience could be reduced to elementary
form or explained in terms of responses to stimuli. And James argued against the mech-
anistic approach and urged a focus on consciousness and the whole individual. Gestalt
psychologists believed psychology should take a “wholes” approach to consciousness.
In defiance of behaviorism’s dominance, Gestalt psychologists continued to insist that
conscious experience was a legitimate and fruitful area of study.

Roots of the humanistic position can also be found in psychoanalysis. Adler, Horney,
and other personality theorists disagreed with Freud’s notion that our lives are governed
by unconscious forces. These dissenters from orthodox psychoanalysis believed that we
are conscious beings who possess spontaneity and free will and who are influenced by
the present and future as well as by the past. These theorists credit the personality with
the creative power to shape itself.

The Zeitgeist is always influential in organizing precedents and trends into a cohesive
viewpoint. Humanistic psychology reflected the disaffection of the 1960s that was voiced
against mechanistic and materialistic aspects of Western culture. The counterculture of
the time was composed of so-called hippies, primarily college students and dropouts,
some of whom relied on hallucinogenic drugs to stimulate and expand their conscious
experiences. As a group they shared ideals consistent with the humanistic approach to
psychology: a focus on personal fulfillment, a belief in human perfectibility, an emphasis
on the present and on hedonism (satisfying one’s pleasure-seeking instincts), the ten-
dency to self-disclose (to speak one’s mind freely), and the valuing of feelings over rea-
son and intellect.

The Nature of Humanistic Psychology

To humanistic psychologists, behavioral psychology was a narrow, artificial, and sterile
approach to human nature. They believed that the focus on overt behavior was dehuma-
nizing and reduced human beings to the status of mere animals and machines. They dis-
puted the contention that we function in a predetermined fashion in response to
stimulus events in our lives. Further, humanistic psychologists argued that humans are
more complex than laboratory rats or robots and cannot be objectified, quantified, and
reduced to stimulus-response units.

Behaviorism was not the humanistic psychologists’ sole target. They also opposed the
deterministic tendencies of Freudian psychoanalysis and the way it minimized the role of
consciousness. They also criticized Freudians for studying only neurotic and psychotic
individuals.

If psychologists concentrated only on mental dysfunction, how could they learn anything
about emotional health and other positive human qualities? By disregarding joy, content-
ment, ecstasy, kindness, and generosity, for example, to deal instead with the darker side of
the human personality, psychology was ignoring unique human strengths and virtues.
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Thus, in response to the perceived limitations of both behaviorism and psychoanaly-
sis, humanistic psychologists advanced what they hoped would be the third force within
psychology. As a serious study of neglected aspects of human nature, humanistic psy-
chology is best expressed in the works of Abraham Maslow and Carl Rogers.

Abraham Maslow (1908–1970)
Maslow has been called the spiritual father of humanistic psychology and probably did
more than anyone else to spark the movement and confer on it some degree of academic
respectability. He was driven to understand the greatest achievements of which we are
capable, and so he studied a small sample of psychologically outstanding people to deter-
mine how they differed from those of average or normal mental health.

Maslow’s Life

We described earlier Maslow’s unhappy childhood and how he turned to books and to
study to escape his feelings of loneliness and inferiority. When he went to college, at
Cornell University, his first experience with the field of psychology alienated him almost
completely. The course in which he enrolled, taught by E. B. Titchener, was “awful and
bloodless and had nothing to do with people, so I shuddered and turned away from it”
(quoted in Hoffman, 1988, p. 26). Maslow transferred to the University of Wisconsin,
where he found a different approach to psychology, and received his Ph.D. in 1934.

Maslow became an enthusiastic Watsonian behaviorist, convinced that the mecha-
nistic natural-science approach provided answers to all the world’s problems. Then a
series of personal experiences persuaded him that behaviorism was too limited to be
relevant to enduring human issues. He was deeply affected by the birth of his child
and by his reading of philosophy, Gestalt psychology, and psychoanalysis. Maslow
was also influenced by his contact with European psychologists who had fled Nazi
Germany and settled in the United States—Adler, Horney, Koffka, and Wertheimer.
His feelings of awe toward Gestalt psychologist Max Wertheimer and the anthropolo-
gist Ruth Benedict led to his first study of the characteristics of psychologically healthy
self-actualizing persons. Wertheimer and Benedict were Maslow’s models of the best of
human nature.

Maslow was also deeply affected by a parade he witnessed shortly after the surprise
attack by Japan on the U.S. fleet at Pearl Harbor, Hawaii, on December 7, 1941, which
forced America into World War II. “That moment changed my whole life,” he wrote,
“and determined what I have done ever since” (quoted in Hall, 1968, p. 54). He resolved
to devote himself to developing a psychology that would deal with the highest human
ideals. He would work to improve the human personality and show that people are
capable of more noble behaviors than hatred, prejudice, and war.

At that time Maslow was teaching at Brooklyn College, where his early attempts to
humanize psychology had negative personal consequences. The predominant behaviorist
psychology community ostracized him. Although students thought his ideas were inter-
esting, faculty colleagues avoided him. He was considered too unorthodox and too far
out of step with behaviorism, the mainstream psychology of the day. Editors of the major
journals refused to publish his work. It was at Brandeis University, during the years 1951
to 1969, that Maslow developed and refined his theory and presented it in a series of
popular books. He supported the sensitivity group movement, and in 1967 he was
elected president of the APA.

In the 1960s Maslow became a celebrity, a hero to the counterculture movement,
and finally achieved the adulation he had craved since his youth. “Younger people
found Maslow’s work especially appealing, and for many he became a guru-like figure”
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(Nicholson, 2001, p. 86). Maslow had successfully compensated, in Adlerian terms, for
the inferiorities of his childhood.

Self-Actualization

In Maslow’s view, each person possesses an innate tendency toward self-actualization
(Maslow, 1970). This state, which is the highest of the human needs, involves the active
use of all our qualities and abilities, the development and fulfillment of our potential.
To become self-actualizing, we must first satisfy needs that stand lower in an innate
hierarchy. Each need must be satisfied in turn before the next need can motivate us.

The needs Maslow proposed, in the order in which they must be satisfied, are the phys-
iological, safety, belonging and love, esteem, and self-actualization needs (see Figure 14.1).

Maslow’s research sought to identify characteristics of people who satisfied the
self-actualization need and therefore could be considered psychologically healthy. By his
definition, these people are free of neuroses. They are almost always middle-aged or
older and account for less than 1 percent of the population. Among the several dozen
self-actualizers Maslow studied by analyzing biographies and other written records
were the physicist Albert Einstein, the writer and social activist Eleanor Roosevelt, the
African-American scientist George Washington Carver, and the Gestalt psychologist
Max Wertheimer.

Self-actualizers share the following tendencies:

1. An objective perception of reality
2. A full acceptance of their own nature
3. A commitment and dedication to some kind of work
4. Simplicity and naturalness of behavior
5. A need for autonomy, privacy, and independence
6. Intense mystical or peak experiences
7. Empathy with and affection for all humanity
8. Resistance to conformity
9. A democratic character structure

10. An attitude of creativeness
11. A high degree of what Adler termed “social interest”

Maslow believed that prerequisites for self-actualization are sufficient love in child-
hood and the satisfaction of the physiological and safety needs within the first two years
of life. If children are made to feel secure and confident in their early years (which
Maslow certainly was not), then they will remain so as adults. Without adequate parental

Self-actualization: The
full development of
one’s abilities and the
realization of one’s
potential.

Need for
self-actualization

Esteem needs (from
self and others)

Belongingness
and love needs

Safety needs: security, order,
and stability

Physiological needs: food,
water, and sex

FIGURE 14.1
Maslow’s hierarchy of
needs.
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love, security, and esteem in childhood, it will be difficult for the adult to attain
self-actualization.

In this excerpt from Maslow’s book, Motivation and Personality, he describes three of
the characteristics previously listed that he found in his study of self-actualizers. Note the
relatively simple, non-technical language and the way in which he drew on the work of
William James and Alfred Adler to support his views.
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Comment

Maslow’s data and research methodology have been faulted because the subject sample
was considered too small to permit the kinds of generalizations he made. Also, his sub-
jects were selected according to his subjective criteria of psychological health, and his
terms are defined ambiguously and inconsistently. Maslow agreed that his investigations
did not meet the rigors of scientific research but argued that there was no other way
to study self-actualization. He referred to his work as “preliminary” and remained con-
vinced that his conclusions would one day be confirmed.

Later studies have provided some support for the characteristics of self-actualizers and
the order of needs in the hierarchy Maslow advanced. For example, researchers have
found that people highest in satisfaction of the needs for safety, belongingness, and
esteem were far less likely to display neurotic behaviors than were people who failed to
satisfy these needs. Also, people who scored high in self-esteem also scored high on mea-
sures of self-worth, self-confidence, and competence.

Despite limited empirical support for Maslow’s ideas, his goal of dealing with the
highest human ideals won a large following among those disenchanted with both behav-
iorism and psychoanalysis. His theories have had a broad impact beyond psychology.
Teachers, counselors, business and government leaders, health care professionals, and
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others trying to cope with the problems of modern life have found Maslow’s views com-
patible with their needs and useful in helping to solve everyday problems.

Some of the themes of his approach to psychology can be found in the contemporary
positive psychology movement. Some promoters of this approach credit Maslow as a
forerunner (see, for example, Diener, Oishi, & Lucas, 2003). Thus, Maslow’s legacy has
endured over several decades, from one century into the next.

Carl Rogers (1902–1987)
Carl Rogers is best known for a popular approach to psychotherapy called person-centered
therapy. Rogers also advanced a personality theory based on a single motivational factor
similar to Maslow’s concept of self-actualization. Unlike Maslow, however, Rogers’s
ideas did not derive from the study of emotionally healthy people but from applying his
person-centered therapy to those treated at his university counseling centers.

The name of Rogers’s therapy indicates his view of the human personality. By placing
the responsibility for improvement on the person or client rather than on the therapist
(as in orthodox psychoanalysis), Rogers assumed that people can consciously and ratio-
nally change their thoughts and behaviors from undesirable to desirable. He did not
believe that we are permanently restrained by unconscious forces or childhood experi-
ences. Personality is shaped by the present and how we consciously perceive it.

Rogers’s Life

Carl Rogers was born in Oak Park, Illinois, a suburb of Chicago. His parents espoused
strict fundamentalist views that, as Rogers put it, held him like a vise throughout child-
hood and adolescence. Their religious beliefs, and the suppression of any display of emo-
tion, forced him to live by a code that was not his own. He said later that these
restrictions gave him something to revolt against, although the rebellion would be long
in coming.

He was a solitary child who read incessantly. He believed that his older brother was his
parents’ favorite; as a result, Rogers felt he was always in competition with his brother. He
grew up with “bitter memories of being the inevitable butt of his brother’s jokes, even as he
was starved of joy by his mother” (Milton, 2002, p. 128).

Loneliness led Rogers to rely on his own experiences, and he turned to books as an
escape. He read everything he could find, even a dictionary and an encyclopedia. His
solitude forced him to depend on his own resources and his own personal view of the
world, a characteristic that was to become the foundation of his approach to the under-
standing of the human personality:

As I look back, I realize that my interest in interviewing and in therapy certainly grew
out of my early loneliness. Here was a socially approved way of getting really close to
individuals and thus filling some of the hunger I undoubtedly felt. (Rogers, 1980, p. 34)

Rogers’s physical health as a child was poor, and his family considered him overly
sensitive and nervous. “This sometimes led to a teasing banter that could verge on cru-
elty and exacerbated a tendency on Carl’s part to retreat into his own fantasy world”
(Rogers & Russell, 2002, p. 2).

When Rogers was 12, the family moved to a farm where he developed a strong inter-
est in nature. He read about agricultural experiments and the scientific approach to solv-
ing problems. Although this reading helped focus his intellectual life, his emotional life
was in turmoil. He wrote, “My fantasies during this period were definitely bizarre and
probably would be classified as schizoid by a diagnostician, but fortunately I never
came in contact with a psychologist” (Rogers, 1980, p. 30).
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At age 22, while attending a Christian student conference in China, he finally freed
himself from his parents’ fundamentalist code and adopted a more liberal philosophy of
life. He became convinced that people must choose to guide their lives by their own
interpretation of events rather than relying on the views of others. He was also per-
suaded that we must strive actively to improve ourselves. These concepts became corner-
stones of his personality theory.

Breaking with his parents’ religious view, while liberating for Rogers, was also physi-
cally and emotionally debilitating. Not long after his return from China he was hospital-
ized with an ulcer, which may have been induced by stress. He stayed at home for a year
to recuperate before returning to college.

Rogers received his Ph.D. in clinical and educational psychology in 1931 from Teachers
College of Columbia University. He spent nine years at the Society for the Prevention of
Cruelty to Children, working with delinquent and disadvantaged youngsters. In 1940 he
began his academic career, teaching at Ohio State University, the University of Chicago,
and the University of Wisconsin. During those years, he developed and refined his theory
and his method of psychotherapy.

At one point during his academic career he succumbed to what was then called a
nervous breakdown, triggered when he failed to help a severely disturbed patient. His self-
confidence shattered, Rogers wrote that he felt “deeply certain of my complete inadequacy
as a therapist, my worthlessness as a person, and my lack of any future in the field of psy-
chology” (1967, p. 367). Fortunately, he turned out to be incorrect on all three points.

It is important to remember that Rogers’s clinical experience during the time he was
developing his theory was undertaken mostly with college students in the counseling
center. Thus, the type of person he treated was primarily young, intelligent, and highly
verbal. Their problems, in general, were adjustment issues rather than severe emotional
disorders. This was a vastly different subject population than those seen by Freudian or
other clinical psychologists in private practice.

Self-Actualization

The greatest motivating force in personality is the drive to actualize the self (Rogers,
1961). Although this urge toward self-actualization is innate, it can be helped or hin-
dered by childhood experiences and by learning. Rogers emphasized the importance of
the mother-child relationship as it affects the child’s growing sense of self. If the mother
satisfies the infant’s need for love, which Rogers called positive regard, then the infant
will tend to become a healthy personality.

If the mother’s love for her child is conditional on proper behavior (conditional posi-
tive regard), then the child will internalize the mother’s attitude and develop conditions
of worth. In that event, the child feels worthy only under certain conditions and will try
to avoid behaviors that bring disapproval. As a result, the child’s self is not allowed to
develop fully. The child cannot express all aspects of the self because he or she has
learned that some of those behaviors bring rejection.

Thus, the primary requisite for the development of psychological health is uncondi-
tional positive regard in childhood. Ideally, the mother will demonstrate love and accep-
tance of the child regardless of the child’s behavior. The child who receives
unconditional positive regard will not develop conditions of worth and therefore will
not have to repress any part of the emerging self. Only in this way can a person eventu-
ally achieve self-actualization.

Self-actualization is the highest level of psychological health. Rogers’s conception, by
his own admission, is similar in principle to Maslow’s, although they differ somewhat on
the characteristics of psychologically healthy people.

Positive regard: The
unconditional love of a
mother for her infant.
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To Rogers, psychologically healthy or fully functioning persons have the following
qualities:

• An openness to, and a freshness of appreciation of, all experience
• A tendency to live fully in every moment
• The ability to be guided by their instincts rather than by reason or the opinions of

others
• A sense of freedom in thought and action
• A high degree of creativity
• The continual need to maximize their potential

Rogers described fully functioning persons as actualizing rather than actualized, to
indicate that the development of the self is always a work in progress. This emphasis
on spontaneity, flexibility, and our continued ability to grow is neatly captured in the
title of Rogers’s most popular book: On Becoming a Person (1961).

Comment

Rogers’s unique person-centered psychotherapy has had a major impact on psychology.
Its rapid acceptance was fostered in part by the social circumstances in the United States
in 1945 at the end of World War II. A huge number of veterans returning from active
duty overseas needed help adjusting to civilian life. The result was a demand for psychol-
ogists and for an effective counseling technique that could be learned quickly. Training
in traditional psychoanalysis required a medical degree and several years of specializa-
tion. In contrast, Rogers’s person-centered therapy was far simpler and required much
less preparation for the therapist. It perfectly suited the needs of the time.

Rogers’s approach remains influential in counseling and psychotherapy (see
Kirschenbaum & Jourdan, 2005; Patterson & Joseph, 2007). In the business world it is
used as a training technique for managers. In the helping professions it is applied to
train clinical psychologists, social workers, and counselors. More than 50 professional
journals and some 200 organizations worldwide are dedicated to promoting some
version of person-centered therapy.

Rogers was influential in the human potential movement of the 1960s and part of the
overall trend toward humanizing psychology. He was elected APA president in 1946 and
received the Distinguished Scientific Contribution Award and Distinguished Professional
Contribution Award.

The Fate of Humanistic Psychology
The humanistic psychology movement became formalized with its own journal, associa-
tion, and division of the APA. The Journal of Humanistic Psychology began in 1961, the
American Association for Humanistic Psychology in 1962, and the Division of Human-
istic Psychology of the APA in 1971. The Humanistic Psychologist became the division’s
official journal in 1989, and in 1986 the humanistic psychology archive was established
at the University of California at Santa Barbara. Thus the distinguishing traits of a cohe-
sive school of thought were evident. Humanistic psychologists offered a definition of
psychology distinct from the other two forces in the field (behaviorism and psychoanal-
ysis), and they possessed what every other school of thought boasted in its early days—a
passionate conviction that theirs was the best path for psychology.

Despite these attributes of a school of thought, humanistic psychology did not actually
become one. That was the judgment of humanistic psychologists themselves more than
20 years after the movement evolved. One wrote that “humanistic psychology was a great
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experiment, but it is basically a failed experiment in that there is no humanistic school of
thought in psychology, no theory that would be recognized as a philosophy of science”
(Cunningham, 1985, p. 18). Carl Rogers agreed: “Humanistic psychology has not had a
significant impact on mainstream psychology. We are perceived as having relatively little
importance” (quoted in Cunningham, 1985, p. 16). Even 10 years after Rogers’s harsh
judgment on humanistic psychology’s fate, a psychologist evaluating mainstream psy-
chology described it as “surprisingly unaffected” by the concerns of humanistic psychol-
ogy, noting its exclusion from publications, research grants, college courses, and licensing
and accreditation standards (Aanstoos, 1994, p. 2).

In the twenty-first century, humanistic psychology remains isolated outside the main-
stream of psychology (Giorgi, 2005). One sympathetic observer wrote, “compared to its
heyday in the 1960s and early 1970s, humanistic psychology has relatively little power or
influence in American psychology” (Elkins, 2009, p. 268).

Why did humanistic psychology remain separate from the accepted body of psycho-
logical thought? One reason is that most humanistic psychologists were in clinical prac-
tice and not at universities. Unlike academic psychologists, humanistic psychologists in
private practice could not to the same extent conduct research, publish papers, or train
new generations of graduate students to carry on their tradition.

Another reason for its lack of impact relates to the timing of the humanistic psychol-
ogy protest. At its peak—the 1960s and early 1970s—humanistic psychologists were
attacking positions no longer influential in psychology. Freud’s psychoanalysis and Skin-
ner’s behaviorism had already been weakened by internal divisiveness, and both were
already beginning to change in the way urged by the humanistic psychologists. As a
result, the humanistic protest was fighting movements that were no longer dominant in
their original form.

Although humanistic psychology did not transform psychology, it can be credited
with strengthening the idea within psychoanalysis that people can consciously and freely
shape their lives. Humanistic psychology also indirectly helped restore the study of con-
sciousness to academic experimental psychology because it arose contemporaneously
with the cognitive psychology movement and became part of the Zeitgeist.

One of the founders of cognitive psychology said he was “much moved by the spirit
of humanistic psychologists [and] saw the cognitive approach as a more humanistic view
of the human organism” (Neisser, quoted in Baars, 1986, p. 273). Overall, humanistic
psychology helped ratify changes already occurring in the field, and from that standpoint
it may be called successful. In addition, it was to have an impact four decades later on
contemporary psychology (see Nicholson, 2007).

Positive Psychology
The theme of humanistic psychology, the idea that psychologists should study the best of
human attributes as well as the worst, the positive characteristics as well as the negative,
was reprised in 1998 by APA president Martin Seligman. Speaking at a symposium on
the science of optimism and hope, Seligman noted that the field’s “relentless focus on the
negative has left psychology blind to the many instances of growth, mastery, drive and
insight that develop out of undesirable, painful life-events” (Seligman, 1998, p. 1).
Sounding not unlike Maslow 30 years earlier, Seligman added:

How has it happened that the social sciences view the human strengths and virtues—
altruism, courage, honesty, duty, joy, health, responsibility and good cheer—as deriva-
tive, defensive or downright illusions, while weakness and negative motivations—anxiety,
lust, selfishness, paranoia, anger, disorder and sadness—are viewed as authentic? (Seligman,
1998, p. 1)
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His goal was to persuade psychologists to develop a more positive conception of human
nature and human potential that would build on the pioneering work of Maslow and
Rogers (see Seligman, Steen, Park, & Peterson, 2005).

Seligman’s call for a positive psychology received a highly enthusiastic response.
Research studies, articles, and books began to pour forth. By 2001 studies of subjective
well-being, of dealing with the correlates and causes of happiness and other positive
emotions, had shown the “strongest increase in number of publications over the past 40
years” (Staudinger, 2001, p. 552). In 2000 the American Psychologist, a leading APA jour-
nal, devoted a special issue of nearly 200 pages to positive psychology. The issue focused
on happiness, excellence, and optimal human functioning, concepts rarely found in the
works of Freud and other psychoanalysts (see Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2000). Also
in 2000 the Journal of Happiness Studies began publication, the first such journal in the
field. The following year an issue of American Psychologist included four articles on pos-
itive psychology. The introduction to this group of articles was titled “Why Positive Psy-
chology Is Necessary” (Sheldon & King, 2001).

In 2002 Seligman published a popular book titled Authentic Happiness: Using the New
Positive Psychology to Realize Your Potential for Lasting Fulfillment. The book was the
topic of a laudatory article in Newsweek, which also described the positive psychology
movement as a “whole new age in research psychology” (Cowley, 2002, p. 49). In 2005
Time magazine published a 40-page special issue devoted to the work of Seligman and
his colleagues in this exciting new field. The following year the Journal of Positive Psy-
chology was started. At Harvard University that year the most popular undergraduate
course, with an enrollment of 855 students, was “Positive Psychology.” No other course
came close.

Thus, in less than 10 years since Seligman issued his initial call for a positive psychol-
ogy the field became phenomenally successful. Hundreds of research studies are pro-
duced every year; seminars are held, books published, and popular magazines and
television talk shows are praising its goals. Today’s textbooks on positive psychology typ-
ically cover topics such as subjective well-being, the science of happiness, love and life
satisfaction, interventions for enhanced well-being, leisure, peak performance, positive
affectivity, emotional creativity, optimism, hope theory, goal-setting for life and happi-
ness, and positive psychology on the job (see, for example, Compton, 2006).

What are the characteristics of a happy personality? What accounts for the state of
subjective well-being? Did you guess “money?” Well, yes and no; that may depend on
how you phrase the question. One survey of 136,000 people in 132 countries found that
life satisfaction varied with income. Those who earned more money said they were more
satisfied with their lives than those who earned less (Diener, Ng, Harter, & Arora, 2010).
However, positive feelings such as joy, happiness, and subjective well-being were less
dependent on money and more dependent on such factors as feeling respected, being in
control of one’s life, and having close friends and family. The primary researcher in that
survey said in an interview that money “makes you more satisfied than it makes you feel
good. Positive feelings are less affected by money and more affected by the things people
are doing day to day” (quoted in Stein, 2010, p. 1).

These findings seem to support the old adage that money alone does not buy happi-
ness. However, a lack of financial resources and economic insecurity can lead to unhap-
piness. Even winning a multimillion-dollar lottery results in only a temporary increase in
subjective well-being, after which most winners revert to their previous level of
happiness.

This idea has been given formal expression as the “hedonic treadmill” model of hap-
piness, for which there is strong research support. Hedonic refers to that which is char-
acterized by pleasure. This theory states that both positive and negative events will affect
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our level of happiness only temporarily, after which we revert to our normal level of
hedonic neutrality.

Thus, happiness and unhappiness are merely short-lived reactions to changes in people’s
circumstances. People continue to pursue happiness because they incorrectly believe that
greater happiness lies just around the corner. (Diener, Lucas, & Scollon, 2006, p. 305)

So, if you think all you need is a bigger house or a more expensive car, think again.
Surveys of adults show that more and showier possessions do not equate with greater
happiness. One researcher concluded that “the more people endorse materialistic goals,
the less happy and satisfied they are with life” (Van Boven, 2005, p. 133). Other research
has found that high-income people tend to be more tense and tend to devote less of their
time to relaxation and leisure activities. “The activities that higher-income individuals
spend relatively more of their time engaged in are associated with no greater happiness,
on average, but with slightly higher tension and stress” (Kahneman, Krueger, Schkade,
Schwartz, & Stone, 2006, p. 1908).

Similar to the relationship between money and well-being, having good health does
not guarantee happiness either. Poor health, however, like a low income, can diminish
overall life satisfaction. No gender differences have been found between men and women
on measures of happiness for the factors we have discussed.

The relationship between age and happiness seems clear. Studies show that subjective
well-being improves with age, except among people with serious health problems or
physical limitations in old age (Kunzmann, Little, & Smith, 2000). A study comparing
two groups of adults (average age 31 and average age 68) reported that happiness
increases with age (Lacey, Smith, & Ubel, 2006). A survey of 340,000 Americans ages
18 to 85 found that subjective well-being and life satisfaction were high at 18, fell pro-
gressively until about age 50, and increased to the point where 85-year-olds were more
satisfied than they were at 18 (Stone, Schwartz, Broderick, & Deaton, 2010).

A study of nearly 7,000 Americans over a 28-year period found that subjective
well-being, positive feelings, and life satisfaction were all related to longevity. In other
words, happier people lived longer (Xu & Roberts, 2010). Research on older people in
Spain found that exercise or other physical activity was strongly and positively related
to feelings of happiness and subjective well-being (Garatachea, Molinero, Martinez-
Garcia, Jimenez-Jiminez, Gonzales-Gallego, & Marquez, 2009).

It has also been found that marriage and personality variables relate to a positive
approach to life. Research evidence shows that married people report higher levels of hap-
piness than do people who have never married or who are divorced or widowed. People
who score high on measures of subjective well-being are also high in self-efficacy, internal
locus of control, a strong desire for control over one’s life, self-esteem, self-acceptance,
self-determination, extraversion, and conscientiousness. They also score low in neuroti-
cism (see, for example, Roberts, Walton, & Bogg, 2005; Ryan & Deci, 2001; Seligman &
Csikszentmihalyi, 2000; Snyder & Lopez, 2001; Staudinger, Fleeson, & Baltes, 1999).

What other factors influence happiness? With regard to racial and ethnic variables, stud-
ies show that African-American college students as well as older African Americans who
experienced discrimination had lower levels of happiness than did those who had not expe-
rienced discrimination (Prelow, Mosher, & Bowman, 2006; Utsey, Payne, Jackson, & Jones,
2002). Black college students who reported a strong sense of identification with, and accep-
tance by, the black community had higher levels of subjective well-being than did those who
felt less of an identity with the black community (Postmes & Branscombe, 2002).

You may be surprised to learn that a very low correlation has been found between
physical attractiveness and happiness. In addition, a comparison of 90 countries showed
that people who lived in highly developed, urbanized, and industrialized nations were hap-
pier and lived longer than those living in less well-developed nations (Veenhoven, 2005).
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Are happy people more likely to be successful just because they are happy? Or are
they happy because they are successful? Research indicates that happiness comes first
and leads to the kinds of behaviors that can result in success (Oishi, Diener, & Lucas,
2007). “People high in subjective well-being are more likely to secure job interviews, to
be evaluated more positively by supervisors once they obtain a job, to show superior per-
formance and productivity, and to handle managerial jobs better” (Lyubomirsky, King, &
Diener, 2005, p. 803).

Comment

The research and theorizing on positive psychology have captured the interest of a grow-
ing number of psychologists and may represent the most enduring legacy of the human-
istic psychology movement.

There is an important difference between positive psychology and humanistic psy-
chology, however, as well as between positive psychology and the psychoanalytically de-
rived approaches we described in earlier chapters. Instead of using highly subjective case
histories, like the self-actualization work of Maslow, positive psychology relies solely on
rigorous experimental research. It has “carefully avoided the antiscientific streak that
spelled the downfall of humanistic psychology” (Simonton & Baumeister, 2005, p. 99).

As for the future development of positive psychology as a formal movement or school
of thought, Seligman and other positive psychology pioneers have a less-structured goal.
“We see Positive Psychology as a mere change in focus for psychology,” Seligman wrote,
“from the study of some of the worst things in life to the study of what makes life worth
living. We do not see Positive Psychology as a replacement for what has gone before, but
just as a supplement and extension of it” (Seligman, 2002, pp. 266–267).

Others agree with Seligman’s early assessments. Two researchers wrote that the “range
of topics is now so great that positive psychology can truly be considered a general psy-
chology” (Simonton & Baumeister, 2005, p. 100). A similar judgment was offered by
others: “The future of positive psychology? Just plain psychology” (Gable & Haidt,
2005, p. 108).

Whatever the eventual status of positive psychology, it is clearly taking a vastly differ-
ent approach to human nature than that proposed by Sigmund Freud, who began the
study of personality more than a century ago.

The Psychoanalytic Tradition in History
We have described some of the diversity that arose within the psychoanalytic school dur-
ing and after Freud’s lifetime. Some contemporary positions bear little resemblance to his
views and can be labeled “psychoanalytic” only by default to distinguish them from the
behavioral-experimental tradition within psychology. Psychoanalysis was more divided
by its revisionist theorists than was behaviorism. Despite the changes introduced by neo-
behaviorists, they shared Watson’s belief that behavior should remain the focus of study.
In contrast, few of Freud’s followers agreed that the focus of study should remain on
unconscious biological forces or that people are motivated by sex and aggression.

The result has been many more sub-schools of psychoanalysis than of behaviorism.
This multitude of viewpoints may be considered a sign of vitality or of weakness. The
developments are too recent to judge. They are still history in the making, more than a
hundred years after Freud began his monumental work.

Discussion Questions
1. What personal experiences influenced Maslow’s

approach to psychology?
2. In what ways did the neo-Freudians change

Freudian psychoanalysis?

The Psychoanalytic Tradition in History 349



3. How did the changing Zeitgeist in social science
influence the later development of
psychoanalysis?

4. Describe Anna Freud’s relationship with her fa-
ther. What changes did she introduce into
psychoanalysis?

5. To what does the word object refer in object re-
lations theory?

6. How did the approaches of Melanie Klein and
Heinz Kohut differ from each other, and from
Freudian psychoanalysis?

7. In what ways did Jung’s life experiences influence
his analytical psychology?

8. Describe the Jungian concepts of the collective
unconscious and the archetypes.

9. How did Jung’s analytical psychology differ from
Freudian psychoanalysis?

10. On what issues did Adler and Freud disagree?
11. Explain what Adler meant by “style of life.” Ac-

cording to Adler’s theory, how do inferiority
feelings develop?

12. What lasting contributions to psychology have
been made by Jung and by Adler?

13. How were Horney’s views of personality influ-
enced by her childhood experiences?

14. In what ways did Freud and Horney differ in
their views of feminine psychology?

15. Explain Horney’s concepts of basic anxiety, neu-
rotic needs, and idealized self-image.

16. On what grounds did the humanistic psycholo-
gists criticize behaviorism and psychoanalysis?

17. Compare the views of Maslow and Rogers on
self-actualization and the characteristics of the
psychologically healthy person.

18. On what grounds have the theories of Maslow
and Rogers been criticized?

19. For what reasons did humanistic psychology fail
to reach its goal of transforming psychology?

20. In your opinion, will the positive psychology
movement have a more lasting influence on the
field than the humanistic psychology movement
did? Why or why not?

21. What factors have been shown to affect subjec-
tive well-being? What factors can you list that
influence your own happiness?
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What did Kasparov see that was beyond his understanding? What had spooked him so
much that he could no longer play the game at which he was master? And what does this
have to do with the history of psychology? Be patient. All will be revealed in time. For now,
let us follow the ever-changing nature of psychology into the twenty-first century.

Schools of Thought in Perspective
We have seen how each of the schools of thought in psychology developed, prospered for
a time, and then—with the exception of psychoanalysis—became part of mainstream
contemporary psychological thought. We have also seen that each movement drew
strength from its opposition to an earlier school. And when there was no longer a need
to protest, when the new school had ousted its opposition, it ceased to be a revolutionary
movement and became the established order, at least for a while.

Each school made substantial contributions to psychology’s evolution. This is true
even for structuralism, although it has left little direct imprint on psychology as we
know it today. There are no longer structuralists of Titchener’s sort in modern psychol-
ogy, nor have there been for more than a century. Yet structuralism was an enormous
success in promoting the enterprise Wundt began, the establishment of an independent
science of psychology free of the strictures of philosophy. That structuralism failed to
dominate psychology more than a short time does not detract from its revolutionary
achievement as the first school of thought of a new science and a vital source of opposi-
tion for the systems that followed.

Consider the success of functionalism, which also has not endured as a separate
school. As an attitude or viewpoint, however, which is all its advocates hoped it would
be, functionalism permeated American psychological thought. To the extent that American
psychology today is as much profession as science and applies its findings to virtually
every aspect of modern life, the functional, utilitarian attitude has indeed changed the
nature of psychology.

What of Gestalt psychology? It, too, on a more modest scale, accomplished its mis-
sion. The opposition to elementism, the support of a “wholes” approach, and the interest
in consciousness have influenced psychologists in clinical psychology, learning, percep-
tion, social psychology, and thinking. Although the Gestalt school did not transform psy-
chology the way its founders expected, it had considerable impact and can therefore be
described as a success.

As noteworthy as the accomplishments of structuralism, functionalism, and Gestalt
psychology are, they take second place to the phenomenal impact of behaviorism and
psychoanalysis. The effects of these movements have been profound, and they have
maintained their identities as separate and unique schools of thought.
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We saw how behaviorism and psychoanalysis splintered into various positions after
the days of their founders, Watson and Freud. No single form of behaviorism or of psy-
choanalysis has won allegiance from all members of either school. The emergence of sub-
schools divided the systems into competing factions, each with its own map of the path
to truth. Despite this internal diversity, however, behaviorists and psychoanalysts stand
firmly opposed to each other in their approaches to psychology. For example, Skinnerian
behaviorists have more in common with sociobehaviorist followers of Bandura and
Rotter than they do with followers of Jung’s or Horney’s psychoanalysis. The vitality of
these two schools of thought is evident in their continuing evolution.

We have seen that Skinner’s psychology was not the last stage in the development of
behaviorism any more than Adler’s individual psychology was the final stage of psycho-
analysis. We also saw that humanistic psychology, although failing to make an impact as
a separate school of thought, nevertheless influenced contemporary psychology through
the growth of the positive psychology movement.

By the 1960s and 1970s, two other movements arose within American psychology,
and each attempted to shape a new definition for the field. These movements are cogni-
tive psychology and evolutionary psychology.

The Cognitive Movement in Psychology
In Watson’s behaviorist manifesto in 1913, he insisted that psychology drop all refer-
ences to mind, consciousness, or conscious processes. Indeed, the psychologists who fol-
lowed Watson’s dictates eliminated mention of these concepts and banished all
mentalistic terminology. For decades, introductory psychology textbooks described the
functioning of the brain but refused to discuss any conception of the mind. People joked
that psychology had “lost consciousness” or “lost its mind,” seemingly forever.

Then suddenly (though the trend actually had been building for some time) psychol-
ogy regained consciousness. Words that once were politically incorrect were being ut-
tered at meetings and appearing in print. In 1979, the American Psychologist published
an article titled “Behaviorism and the Mind: A (Limited) Call for a Return to Introspec-
tion” (Lieberman, 1979), invoking not only mind but also the suspect technique of intro-
spection. A few months earlier, the journal had published an article with the simple title
“Consciousness.” “After decades of deliberate neglect,” its author wrote, “consciousness is
again coming under scientific scrutiny, with discussions of the topic appearing at entirely
respectable locations in psychology’s literature” (Natsoulas, 1978, p. 906).

In 1976, in his annual address, the APA president told the assembled audience that
psychology was changing and that the new conception included a refocus on conscious-
ness. Psychology’s image of human nature was becoming “human rather than mechani-
cal” (McKeachie, 1976, p. 831). When an officer of the APA and a prestigious journal
discuss consciousness so openly and optimistically, it seems obvious that a revolution—
another new movement—is under way.

Revisions in introductory textbooks followed, redefining psychology as the science of
behavior and mental processes instead of only behavior, a science seeking to explain
overt behavior and its relationship to mental processes. Thus it became clear that psy-
chology had progressed far beyond the desires and designs of Watson and Skinner.
A new school of thought was taking hold.

Antecedent Influences on Cognitive Psychology

Like all revolutionary movements in psychology, cognitive psychology did not spring up
overnight. Many of its features had been anticipated. Interest in consciousness was evi-
dent in the earliest days of psychology before it became a formal science. The writings of
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the Greek philosophers Plato and Aristotle deal with thought processes, as do the theo-
ries of the British empiricists and associationists.

When Wundt founded psychology as a separate scientific discipline, his work cen-
tered on consciousness. He may be considered a forerunner of contemporary cognitive
psychology because of his emphasis on the mind’s creative activity. The structuralist
and functionalist schools of thought dealt with consciousness, studying its elements and
functions. Behaviorism, however, brought fundamental change, dismissing consciousness
for nearly 50 years.

The return to consciousness, and the formal beginning of the cognitive psychology
movement, can be traced to the 1950s, although signs were apparent as early as the
1930s. The behaviorist E. R. Guthrie, toward the end of his career, deplored the mecha-
nistic model and argued that stimuli cannot always be reduced to physical terms. He
suggested that psychologists describe stimuli in perceptual or cognitive terms so that
they will be meaningful for the responding organism (Guthrie, 1959). The concept of
meaning cannot be described solely in behaviorist terms because it is a mentalistic or
cognitive process.

The purposive behaviorism of E. C. Tolman (Chapter 11) was another precursor of
the cognitive movement. His form of behaviorism recognized the importance of cogni-
tive variables and contributed to the decline of the stimulus-response approach. Tolman
proposed cognitive maps, attributed purposive behavior to animals, and emphasized in-
tervening variables as a way to operationally define internal unobservable states.

Gestalt psychology influenced the cognitive movement with its focus on “organiza-
tion, structure, relationships, the active role of the subject, and the important part played
by perception in learning and memory” (Hearst, 1979, p. 32). The Gestalt school of
thought helped keep alive at least a token interest in consciousness during the years
that behaviorism dominated American psychology.

Another anticipator of cognitive psychology is the Swiss psychologist Jean Piaget (1896–
1980), who liked hiking in the mountains to hunt for snails. As a taste treat he enjoyed
stale bread covered with mayonnaise and garlic. Piaget wrote his first scientific paper at
age 10 and later studied with Carl Jung. Piaget also worked with Théodore Simon who,
with Alfred Binet, developed the first psychological test of mental abilities (see Chapter 8).

Piaget assisted in administering the tests to children. He later became important for
his work on child development, not in psychosexual stages as proposed by Freud but in
cognitive stages. Piaget’s clinical method of interviewing children and his insistence on
highly detailed note-taking during the interviews were seen as a major inspiration for
the famous Hawthorne studies of industrial workers in the 1920s, which we described
in Chapter 8 (see Hsueh, 2004).

However, Piaget’s work on cognitive development, which was published in the 1920s
and 1930s, although highly influential in Europe, was not so widely accepted in the
United States because of its incompatibility with the behaviorist position. The early cog-
nitive theorists, however, welcomed Piaget’s emphasis on cognitive factors. As the ideas
of the cognitive psychologists took hold in American psychology, the relevance of
Piaget’s ideas became clearer. In 1969, he became the first European psychologist to receive
the APA’s Distinguished Scientific Contribution Award. Because his work focused on chil-
dren, it helped broaden the range of behavior to which cognitive psychology would be
applied.

The Changing Zeitgeist in Physics

When we find a major shift in the evolution of a science, we know it is reflecting changes
that are already part of its intellectual Zeitgeist. We have seen that a science, like a living
species, adapts to the conditions and demands of its environment. What intellectual
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climate fostered the cognitive movement and moderated behaviorist ideas by readmitting
consciousness? Once again we look to the Zeitgeist in physics, long psychology’s role
model, for it has influenced the field since its beginnings as a science.

Early in the twentieth century, a viewpoint developed within physics arising from the
work of Albert Einstein, Niels Bohr, and Werner Heisenberg. They rejected the mecha-
nistic model of the universe stemming from the days of Galileo and Newton, the proto-
type for the mechanistic, reductionistic, and deterministic view of human nature
embraced by psychologists from Wundt to Skinner. The new look in physics discarded
the requirement of total objectivity and the complete separation of the external world
from the observer.

Physicists recognized that any observation we make of the natural world is likely to
disturb it. They would have to attempt to bridge the artificial gap between observer
and observed, between inner world and outer world, between mental and material.
Thus, scientific investigation shifted from an independent and objectively knowable
universe to one’s observation of that universe. Modern scientists would no longer
be so detached from the focus of their observation. In a sense, they would become
“participant-observers.”

As a result, the ideal of a totally objective reality was no longer considered attainable.
Physics came to be characterized by the belief that what was once thought to be objective
knowledge is actually subjective, that is, dependent on the observer. This idea that all
knowledge is personal sounds suspiciously like what Berkeley proposed 300 years ago:
Knowledge is subjective because it depends on the nature of the person perceiving it.
One writer noted that our picture of the world, “far from being a genuine photographic
reproduction of an independent reality ‘out there,’ [is] rather more on the order of a
painting: a subjective creation of the mind which can convey a likeness but can never
produce a replica” (Matson, 1964, p. 137).

The physicists’ rejection of an objective, mechanistic subject matter and their concur-
rent recognition of subjectivity restored the vital role of conscious experience as a way of
obtaining information about our world. This revolution in physics was an effective argu-
ment for again making consciousness a legitimate part of psychology’s subject matter.
Although the scientific psychology establishment resisted the new physics for a half cen-
tury, clinging to an outdated model by stubbornly defining itself as an objective science
of behavior, it eventually responded to the Zeitgeist and modified itself sufficiently to re-
admit cognitive processes.

The Founding of Cognitive Psychology

A retrospective look at the cognitive movement gives the impression of a rapid transition
that undermined psychology’s behaviorist foundations in a few short years. At the time,
of course, this transition was not at all apparent. The change that now seems so dramatic
came about slowly and quietly, with no beating drums and no fanfare. One psychologist
wrote, “the term ‘revolution’ is probably inappropriate. There were no cataclysmic
events; the change occurred slowly in different subfields over some 10 to 15 years; there
was no identifiable flashpoint or leader” (Mandler, 2002a, p. 339).

Often, the progression of history is clear only after the event. The founding of cognitive
psychology did not occur overnight, nor could it be attributed to the charisma of one in-
dividual who, like Watson, changed the field almost single-handedly. Like functional psy-
chology, the cognitive movement claims no solitary founder, perhaps because none of the
psychologists working in the area had the personal ambition to lead a new movement.
Their interest was pragmatic: simply getting on with the work of redefining psychology.

In retrospect, history identifies two scholars who are not founders in the formal sense
but who contributed groundbreaking work in the form of a research center and books
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now considered milestones in the development of cognitive psychology. They are George
Miller and Ulric Neisser. Their stories highlight some of the personal factors involved in
shaping new schools of thought.

George Miller (1920–)
George Miller majored in English and speech at the University of Alabama, where he
received his master’s degree in speech in 1941. While there, he expressed an interest in
psychology and was offered an instructorship to teach 16 sections of introductory psy-
chology, even though he had never taken a course in the field. He said that after teaching
the same material 16 times a week, he began to believe in it.

Miller went on to Harvard University, where he worked in the psychoacoustic labora-
tory on problems in vocal communication. In 1946, he received his Ph.D. Five years later
he published a landmark book on psycholinguistics, Language and Communication
(1951). Miller initially accepted the behaviorist school of thought, noting that he had lit-
tle choice because behaviorists held the leadership positions in major universities and
professional associations.

The power, the honors, the authority, the textbooks, the money, everything in psychol-
ogy was owned by the behavioristic school. … those of us who wanted to be scientific
psychologists couldn’t really oppose it. You just wouldn’t get a job. (Miller, quoted in
Baars, 1986, p. 203)

By the mid-1950s, after investigating statistical learning theory, information theory,
and computer-based models of the mind, Miller concluded that behaviorism was not,
as he put it, “going to work out.” The similarities between computers and the operation
of the human mind impressed him, and his view of psychology became more cognitively
oriented. At the same time, he developed an annoying allergy to animal hair and dander,
so he could no longer conduct research with laboratory rats. Working only with human
subjects was a disadvantage in the world of the behaviorists.

Miller’s shift toward a cognitive psychology was also helped by his rebellious nature,
so typical of many of his generation of psychologists. They were primed to revolt against
the psychology then being taught and practiced, ready to offer their new approach, their
focus on cognitive rather than behavioral factors. But as Miller wrote some 50 years later,
“At the time it was happening, I did not realize that I was, in fact, a revolutionary”
(2003, p. 141).

In 1956 Miller published an article, which has since become a classic, titled “The
Magical Number Seven, Plus or Minus Two: Some Limits on our Capacity for Processing
Information.” In this work, Miller demonstrated that our conscious capacity for
short-term memory of numbers (or, similarly, for words or colors) is limited to approxi-
mately seven “chunks” of information. That is all we are able to process at any given
point. The importance, and impact, of this finding lies in the fact that it deals with a
conscious, or cognitive, experience at a time when behaviorism still dominated psycho-
logical thought. In addition, Miller’s use of the phrase “processing information” indicated
the influence of a computer-based model of the human mind.

The Center for Cognitive Studies

With Jerome Bruner (1915–), his colleague at Harvard, Miller established a research
center to investigate the human mind. Miller and Bruner asked the university president
for space, and in 1960 they were given the house in which William James had once lived.
This was considered an appropriate site because James had dealt so exquisitely in his
Principles book with the nature of mental life. Choosing a name for the new enterprise
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was not a trivial matter. Being associated with Harvard, the center had the potential to
exert an enormous influence on psychology. They selected the word “cognition” to denote
their subject matter and decided to call the facility the Center for Cognitive Studies:

In using the word “cognition” we were setting ourselves off from behaviorism. We wanted
something that was mental—but “mental psychology” seemed terribly redundant.
“Common-sense psychology” would have suggested some sort of anthropological investiga-
tion, and “folk psychology” would have suggested Wundt’s social psychology. What word do
you use to label this set of views? We chose cognition. (Miller, quoted in Baars, 1986, p. 210)

Two students at the center later recalled that no one could tell them what cognition
really meant at that time or what ideas they were supposed to be promoting. The center
“was not set up to be for anything in particular; it was set up to be against things. What
was important was what it was not” (Norman & Levelt, 1988, p. 101).

It was not behaviorism. It was not the ruling authority, the establishment, or the psy-
chology of the present. In defining the center, its founders were demonstrating how
greatly they differed from behaviorism. As we have seen, every new movement proclaims
that its position or attitude differs from the current school of thought; this is a necessary
preliminary stage to defining what they are about and what changes they propose. Miller,
however, gave due credit to the Zeitgeist. “Neither of us should take too much credit for
the Center’s success. It was an idea whose time had come” (Miller, 1989, p. 412).

Miller did not consider cognitive psychology to be a true revolution, despite its differ-
ences from behaviorism. He called it an “accretion,” a change by slow growth or accu-
mulation. He saw the movement as more evolutionary than revolutionary and believed it
was a return to a commonsense psychology that recognized and affirmed psychology’s
concern with mental life as well as behavior.

Researchers at the center investigated a wide range of topics: language, memory, per-
ception, concept formation, thinking, and developmental psychology. Most of these areas
had been eliminated from the behaviorists’ vocabulary. Miller later established a program
for cognitive sciences at Princeton University.

Miller became president of the APA in 1969 and received the Distinguished Scientific
Contribution Award and the American Psychological Foundation’s Gold Medal Award
for Life Achievement in the Application of Psychology. In 1991 he was awarded the
National Medal of Science. In 2003 he was given the APA’s Outstanding Lifetime Con-
tribution to Psychology Award. Additional acknowledgment of the significance of his work
includes the number of cognitive psychology laboratories modeled on his center and the
rapid development and formalization of the approach he did so much to define.

Ulric Neisser (1928–)
Born in Kiel, Germany, Ulric Neisser was brought to the United States by his parents at
the age of three. Describing his childhood, Neisser wrote, “I was afraid of girls, poor at
sports, and incompetent even in shop. I thought of myself as an outsider and of my few
friends as weird. Maybe I was weird, too” (2007, p. 272).

He began his college studies at Harvard, majoring in physics. Impressed with a young
psychology professor by the name of George Miller, Neisser decided that physics did not
excite him. He switched to psychology and took an honors course with Miller on the
psychology of communications and information theory. He reports also being influenced
by Koffka’s book, Principles of Gestalt Psychology. After receiving his bachelor’s degree
from Harvard in 1950, Neisser earned his master’s degree at Swarthmore College, study-
ing under Gestalt psychologist Wolfgang Köhler. Neisser returned to Harvard for his
Ph.D., which he completed in 1956.
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Despite his growing attraction to a cognitive approach to psychology, Neisser saw no
escape from behaviorism if he wanted an academic career. “It was what you had to learn.
That was the age when it was supposed that no psychological phenomenon was real un-
less you could demonstrate it in a rat” (quoted in Baars, 1986, p. 275). It was fortunate
for Neisser that his first academic job was at Brandeis University, where the psychology
department chair was Abraham Maslow. At the time, Maslow was moving away from his
own behaviorist training to develop the humanistic approach to the field. Maslow was
not successful in turning Neisser into a humanistic psychologist, or in turning humanis-
tic psychology into psychology’s third force, but he provided the opportunity for Neisser
to pursue his interest in cognitive issues. (Neisser later claimed that cognitive psychology,
not humanistic psychology, was the third force.)

In 1967 Neisser published Cognitive Psychology. He reported that the book was a per-
sonal one, an attempt to define himself and the kind of psychologist he wanted to be.
The book was also a landmark in the history of psychology, an attempt to define a new
approach to the field. It became extremely popular, and Neisser was embarrassed to find
himself designated the “father” of cognitive psychology.

“In the blink of an eye,” Neisser wrote 40 years later, “there were cognitive journals,
courses on cognition, training programs in cognitive psychology, and conferences of
every kind. I myself was a star, now introduced everywhere as ‘the father of cognitive
psychology.’ It was a heady experience for a young man not yet 40 years old” (2007, p. 284).

But he soon grew disillusioned with what he had created. Just nine years later, Neisser
published Cognition and Reality (1976), which expressed his deepening dissatisfaction
with what he saw as the narrowing of the cognitive position and its reliance on labora-
tory situations instead of real-world settings from which to collect data. He insisted that
the results of psychological research should have ecological validity. By that he meant
that they should be generalizable to situations beyond the confines of the laboratory.

In addition, Neisser insisted that cognitive psychologists should be able to apply their
findings to practical problems, helping people deal with the everyday issues in their work
and in their lives. Thus, Neisser concluded that the cognitive psychology movement had
little to contribute to psychology’s understanding of how people cope. And so this major
figure in the founding of cognitive psychology became an outspoken critic, challenging
the movement as he had earlier challenged behaviorism.

After 17 years at Cornell University, where his office was not far from where Titch-
ener’s pickled brain was housed, Neisser moved to Emory University in Atlanta. He re-
turned to Cornell in 1996.

The Computer Metaphor
Clocks and automata were the seventeenth-century metaphors for the mechanical view
of the universe and, by extension, for the human mind. Those machines were wide-
spread, easily understood models of how the mind was believed to work. Today, the me-
chanical model of the universe and the behavioral psychology that derived from it have
been superseded by other viewpoints, such as the acceptance of subjectivity in physics
and the cognitive movement in psychology.

As a result, the clock is no longer a useful example for the modern view of the mind.
A twentieth-century machine, the computer, has emerged to serve as our model, as a
new metaphor for the functioning of the mind. One historian of science wrote, “The ve-
hicle for the reintroduction of mind, and a vital agent of behaviorism’s overthrow, was
the idea that the brain is a computer. This assertion has become a commonplace one in
the historical literature on the ‘cognitive revolution’ ” (Crowther-Heyck, 1999, p. 37).
Psychologists invoke the operations of the computer to explain cognitive phenomena.
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Computers, said to display artificial intelligence, are often described in human terms.
The storage capacity is its memory, programming codes are languages, and new genera-
tions of computers are said to be evolving.

Computer programs, essentially sets of instructions for dealing with symbols, may be
seen to function similarly to the human mind. Both the computer and the mind receive
from the environment and process large amounts of information (sensory stimuli or
data). They digest this information, manipulating, storing, and retrieving it, and acting
on it in various ways. Thus, computer programming has become the basis for the cogni-
tive view of human information processing, reasoning, and problem solving.

Cognitive psychologists are interested in the sequence of symbol manipulation that
underlies human thought processes. In other words, they are concerned with how the
mind processes information. Their goal is to discover the programs each of us has stored
in our memory, those patterns of thinking that allow us to understand and articulate
ideas, to remember and recall events and concepts, and to grasp and solve new problems.
In more than 125 years of history, psychology has progressed from simple clocks to so-
phisticated computers as the models for its subject matter, but it is significant that both
are mechanical. This demonstrates the historical continuity in psychology’s evolution
from older to newer schools of thought. We can also see a historical continuity in the
evolution of computers themselves.

The Development of the Modern Computer

We have already discussed the work of Charles Babbage and Henry Hollerith to develop
machines that would “think” like humans. However, it was a practical problem during
the early days of World War II that led to the beginning of the modern age of computers.
In 1942 the U.S. Army desperately needed to find a faster way to make the rapid calculations
required to fire artillery pieces. To aim a cannon accurately so that the shell hits its target
was (and still is) a difficult process, far more complex than a soldier aiming a rifle and
squeezing the trigger. Here is one description: “To aim a cannon, a gunner had to adjust
the gun to several settings. That required [mathematical] tables to account for all the vari-
ables that affect the trajectory of an artillery shell; wind speed and direction, humidity, tem-
perature, elevation, even the temperature of the gunpowder” (Keiger, 1999, p. 40).

The book of settings for each type of artillery piece contained hundreds, even thou-
sands, of tables of settings. A single trajectory required 12 hours of continuous and com-
plicated calculations (see Friedel, 2007). This work was being done by women, newly
employed during wartime, using mechanical calculating machines. (The women holding
these jobs were called “computers.”) Within a year, however, they had fallen behind; they
could not keep up with the demand. The situation was so critical that some cannons had
to be withdrawn from combat because there were no firing tables available.

This need spurred the development of the first giant computer, Electronic Numerical
Integrator and Calculator (ENIAC). Completed in 1943, the horseshoe-shaped machine
took up three walls of a huge room with “arms 80 feet long. It would stand eight feet tall
and weigh 30 tons. It would contain 17,468 vacuum tubes as well as 10,000 capacitors,
70,000 resistors, 1,500 relays, and 6,000 manual switches—an array of electronics so vast
that large blowers would be required to dissipate the heat it produced” (Waldrop, 2001,
p. 45).

Machines that can perform mental operations have come a long way from Babbage’s
calculating engine. You need only to compare the size and capacity of your laptop or
smartphone to realize how primitive ENIAC was. The evolution of machines to perform
mental functions continues at a rapid pace, which leads, inevitably, to the question of
whether these machines truly demonstrate intelligence.
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Artificial Intelligence
We noted that cognitive psychologists accepted computers as a model for human cogni-
tive functioning, suggesting that the machines display artificial intelligence and process
information similarly to the way people do. Does it follow that the computer’s intelli-
gence is the same as human intelligence? Can computers think? In the seventeenth century,
automata simulated human movements and speech. In the future, will new generations
of computers simulate human thought?

Initially computer scientists and cognitive psychologists enthusiastically embraced the
notion of artificial intelligence. As early as 1949, when computers were relatively primi-
tive, the author of a book titled Giant Brains declared, “a machine can handle informa-
tion; it can calculate, conclude, and choose; it can perform reasonable operations with
information. A machine, therefore, can think” (quoted in Dyson, 1997, p. 108).

In 1950 the British computer genius Alan Turing (1912–1954) proposed a way to ex-
amine the proposition that computers can think. Called the Turing Test, it involved per-
suading a subject that the computer with which he or she is communicating is really
another person, not a machine. If the subject cannot distinguish the computer’s re-
sponses from human responses, then the computer must be displaying intelligence at a
human level. The Turing Test works as follows:

The interrogator [the subject] has two different “conversations” with an interactive
computer program. The goal of the interrogator is to figure out which of the two parties
is a person communicating through the computer and which is the computer itself. The
interrogator can ask the two parties any questions at all. However, the computer will
try to fool the interrogator into believing that it is human, whereas the human will be
trying to show the interrogator that she or he truly is human. The computer passes the
Turing Test if an interrogator is unable to distinguish the computer from the human.
(Sternberg, 1996, pp. 481–482)

Not everyone agreed with the premise of the Turing Test. One of the most effective
objections was offered by John Searle (1932– ), an American philosopher who advanced
the Chinese Room problem (Searle, 1980). Imagine you are sitting at a desk. In the wall
in front of you are two slots. Slips of paper appear one at a time from the slot on the left.
Each paper contains a group of Chinese characters. Your job is to match by shape the set
of symbols with those in a book. When you find the matching set, you are directed to
copy another set of symbols from the book onto a piece of paper and feed the paper
through the slot on the right.

What is happening here? You are receiving inputs from the left slot and writing out-
puts for the right slot, following the instructions (the program) you have been given. If
you are like most subjects in the United States, you would not be expected to read or
understand Chinese. All you are doing is mechanically following your instructions.

However, if a Chinese psychologist were on the far side of the wall containing the
slots, he or she would not know you were unfamiliar with the Chinese language. Com-
munications are going to you in Chinese and you are responding with appropriate an-
swers in Chinese, copied from your book. But no matter how many messages you receive
and respond to, you still do not know Chinese. You are not thinking; you are merely
following instructions. You are not displaying intelligence but simply following orders.

Searle argued that computer programs that may appear to comprehend different
kinds of inputs and respond to them in an intelligent manner are operating like the sub-
ject in the Chinese Room puzzle. A computer no more understands the messages it re-
ceives than you may have understood Chinese. In these instances, both you and the
computer are operating strictly in accordance with a set of programmed rules.
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Many cognitive psychologists came to agree that computers may pass the Turing Test
and simulate intelligence without actually being intelligent. So far, however, none had
been able to pass the Turing Test. Every year since 1990 a competition for the Loebner
prize gold medal has been held to find a computer program that will persuade judges
that they are communicating with a person and not a computer. As of 2009, no one had
won the prize, although in 2009 a program won the bronze medal for convincing 3 of the
12 judges that it was an actual human (Floridi, Taddeo, & Turilli, 2009; Pavia, 2008).

We may conclude, then, that computers cannot yet think. However, they can perform
as if they were thinking. And that brings us back to the 1997 chess match that so devas-
tated the world champion Garry Kasparov. What caused him to become so dispirited
and abandon the game was that his opponent was a computer.

Manufactured by IBM, the computer’s name was Deep Blue. It weighed almost three
tons, and each of its two towers was more than six feet tall. It was capable of processing
200 million chess positions every second; within three minutes it could process 50 billion
moves. No wonder even the greatest chess master gave up in despair. But for all its ca-
pacity, was Deep Blue really thinking?

The general conclusion is that the machine was not, even though it “behaved” as if
it were. A British science writer with an interest in chess-playing machines concluded,
“Despite the relentless improvement in computer performance, there has been little
progress toward general-purpose machine intelligence. Deep Blue showed that building
a computer capable of playing chess as well as any human reveals very little about intel-
ligence in general” (Standage, 2002, p. 241). The computer, for all its spectacular perfor-
mance, still had to be programmed in advance by a thinking human being.

Kasparov later wrote that “instead of a computer that thought and played like a hu-
man, with human creativity and intuition, [the programmers] got one that played like a
machine, systematically evaluating 200 million possible moves on the chess board per
second and winning with brute number-crunching force” (Kasparov, 2010, p. 2).

In 2003 Kasparov played against Deep Junior, a new generation of chess-playing com-
puter. Before the match he said, “I’m here representing the human race. I promise I’ll do
my utmost.” But he had a hard time of it again. An observer for Wired magazine wrote:

While Kasparov is nearly worn out, Deep Junior just keeps on going. Like a homicidal
robot, the computer absolutely will not stop. Ever. Garry has become more and more
exhausted. He’s trying to stay calm and focused so he can upset the machine and not
blunder [but] upsetting the machine is not an option. It doesn’t rankle. (wired.
com/news.7/6/2006)

When Kasparov agreed to a 3-3 tie, he was booed by the crowd. Nevertheless, his
performance showed that artificial intelligence has not attained the level and complexity
of human intelligence—yet.

The Nature of Cognitive Psychology
In Chapter 11 we noted how the inclusion of cognitive factors in the social learning the-
ories of Albert Bandura and Julian Rotter altered American behaviorism. Today it is not
only in behavioral psychology that the cognitive movement has an impact. Cognitive
factors are considered by researchers in virtually all areas: attribution theory in social
psychology, cognitive dissonance theory, motivation and emotion, personality, learning,
memory, perception, problem solving, creativity, and information processing in human
intelligence and in artificial intelligence. Applied areas such as clinical, community,
school, and industrial-organizational psychology have also seen an emphasis on cognitive
factors.

The Nature of Cognitive Psychology 361



Cognitive psychology differs from behaviorism on several points. First, cognitive psy-
chologists focus on the process of knowing rather than merely responding to stimuli.
The important factors are mental processes and events, not stimulus-response connec-
tions; the emphasis is on the mind, not behavior. This does not mean that cognitive psy-
chologists ignore behavior, but behavioral responses are not the sole focus of their
research. Behavioral responses are sources for making inferences and drawing conclu-
sions about the mental processes accompanying them.

Second, cognitive psychologists are interested in how the mind structures or organizes
experience. Gestalt psychologists, as well as Piaget, argued in favor of an innate tendency
to organize conscious experience (sensations and perceptions) into meaningful wholes
and patterns. The mind gives form and coherence to mental experience; this process is
the subject matter of cognitive psychology. British empiricists and associationists and
their twentieth-century derivatives, the Skinnerian behaviorists, insisted that the mind
did not possess inherent organizational abilities.

Third, cognitive psychologists believe that the individual actively and creatively ar-
ranges the stimuli received from the environment. We are capable of participating in
the acquisition and application of knowledge, deliberately attending to some events and
choosing to commit them to memory. We are not, as the behaviorists claimed, passive
responders to external forces or blank slates on which sensory experience will write.

Cognitive Neuroscience

Research on mapping brain functions dates from the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries
and the work of Hall, Flourens, and Broca (see Chapter 3). Using methods such as extir-
pation and electrical stimulation, early physiologists attempted to determine the specific
parts of the brain that controlled various cognitive functions.

That quest continues today in the discipline called cognitive neuroscience, a hybrid
of cognitive psychology and the neurosciences (see Spear, 2007). The goals of this field
are to determine “how brain functions give rise to mental activity” and to “correlate spe-
cific aspects of information processing with specific brain regions” (Sarter, Bernston, &
Cacioppo, 1996, p. 13).

Researchers in cognitive neuroscience have made striking advances in mapping the
brain, largely due to the development and application of sophisticated imaging techni-
ques. For example, the electroencephalogram (EEG) records variations in electrical activ-
ity in selected parts of the brain. Computerized axial tomography (CAT) scans reveal
detailed cross sections of the brain. Magnetic resonance imagery (MRI) scans produce
three-dimensional pictures of the brain. Whereas these techniques produce still images,
positron emission tomography (PET) scans provide live pictures of various cognitive ac-
tivities as they occur. These and other imaging techniques are providing scientists with a
degree of precision and detail that was not previously attainable.

Cognitive neuroscientists have demonstrated that the human brain can exert control
over a computer. Thought can be translated into movement by electrical impulses alone.
The first subject for a demonstration of this kind was a 25-year-old man who had been
totally paralyzed for the last three years. Electronic sensors, implanted in the motor cor-
tex of his brain, were interfaced with a computer allowing him to control not only the
computer but also a television set and a robot—all by using only his thoughts.

Within minutes he had learned to move the computer’s cursor, allowing him to open
e-mail, move objects using a robotic arm, play a simple videogame, and draw a crude
circle on the screen. He exercised this control by thinking about—that is, by willing or
intending to make—such movements. He could not, of course, move any control with
his hands.
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This application of cognitive neuroscience, called neuroprosthetics, offers the hope
that people with these types of disabilities could one day be able to interact with and
exercise control over objects in their environment (Hochberg et al., 2006; Isa, Fetz, &
Muller, 2009; Pollack, 2006).

The Role of Introspection

Cognitive psychologists’ acceptance of conscious experiences led them to reconsider sci-
entific psychology’s first research approach, the introspective method introduced by
Wundt more than a century ago. In a statement that could have been uttered by Wundt
or Titchener, a psychologist writing in the late twentieth century noted the obvious fact
that “if we are to study consciousness we must use introspection and introspective re-
ports” (Farthing, 1992, p. 61). Much more recently, another psychologist affirmed that
“introspection is indispensable to psychology” (Locke, 2009, p. 24).

Psychologists have attempted to quantify introspective reports to render them more
objective and amenable to statistical analyses. One approach, retrospective phenome-
nological assessment, involves asking subjects to rate the intensity of their subjective
experiences while responding to a previous stimulus situation. In other words, subjects
retrospectively evaluate the subjective experiences that occurred during an earlier period
when they were asked to respond to a given stimulus.

A leading cognitive psychologist noted that not only is introspection widely used but
that the conscious states revealed by introspection are “often good predictors of people’s
behavior” (Wilson, 2003, p. 131).

Although some form of introspection constitutes the most frequently used research
method in contemporary psychology, even its most ardent adherents recognize the lim-
itations to its validity. For example, some subjects may give socially desirable introspec-
tive reports by telling researchers what they think the researchers want to hear in an
effort to please them. Another problem with introspection is that subjects may not be
able to access some of their thoughts or feelings because these reside deep in the uncon-
scious, a topic to which psychologists are devoting increasing attention.

Unconscious Cognition

The study of conscious mental processes sparked a renewed interest in unconscious cog-
nitive activities. “After 100 years of neglect, suspicion, and frustration, unconscious pro-
cesses have now taken a firm hold on the collective mind of psychologists” (Kihlstrom,
Barnhardt, & Tataryn, 1992, p. 788). Increasingly, cognitive psychologists agree that the
unconscious is able to accomplish many functions that were once thought to require
deliberation, intention, and conscious awareness. Research suggests that much of our
thinking and information processing takes place first in the unconscious, which may op-
erate more quickly and efficiently than does the conscious mind (see Bargh & Morsella,
2008; Hassin, Uleman, & Margh, 2005; Wilson, 2002).

However, this is not the unconscious mind of which Freud spoke, overflowing with
repressed desires and memories brought into conscious awareness only through psycho-
analysis. The new unconscious is more rational than emotional and is involved in the
first stage of cognition in responding to a stimulus. Thus, unconscious processes form
an integral part of learning and can be studied experimentally.

To distinguish the modern version of the cognitive unconscious from the psychoana-
lytic version (and from the physical states of being unaware, asleep, or comatose), some
cognitive psychologists prefer the term “nonconscious.” In general, cognitive researchers
agree that most human mental processing occurs at a nonconscious level. “It now ap-
pears that the unconscious is ‘smarter’ than first thought, capable of processing complex
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verbal and visual information and even anticipating (and planning for) future events.… No
longer simply a repository for drives and impulses, the unconscious appears to play a role
in problem solving, hypothesis testing, and creativity” (Bornstein & Masling, 1998, p. xx).

In both laboratory experiments and observational studies of consumer purchasing behavior,
researchers have found that unconscious thought (called here “deliberation-without-
attention”) was more creative and diverse and led to purchases with which people were
more satisfied than when the laboratory responses and purchasing behavior were directed
by conscious thought (Dijksterhuis, Bos, Nordgren, & van Baaren, 2006; Dijksterhuis
& Meurs, 2006).

A popular approach to studying nonconscious processing involves subliminal percep-
tion (or subliminal activation), in which stimuli are presented below the subjects’ levels
of conscious awareness. Despite the subjects’ inability to perceive those stimuli, the stimuli
activate the subjects’ conscious processes and behavior. Thus, this type of research shows
that we can be influenced by stimuli we cannot see or hear. These and similar findings
have persuaded cognitive psychologists that the process of acquiring knowledge (in or out
of the laboratory setting) takes place at both conscious and nonconscious levels, but that
most of the mental work involved in learning occurs at the nonconscious level.

Animal Cognition

The cognitive movement restored consciousness not only to humans but to animals as
well. Indeed, animal psychology and comparative psychology have come full circle,
from observations of animal mental life reported by Romanes and Morgan in the 1880s
and 1890s, through the mechanical stimulus-response conditioning research of Skinner-
ian behaviorists in the 1950s and 1960s, to the contemporary restoration of conscious-
ness by cognitive psychologists.

Since the 1970s, animal psychologists have attempted to demonstrate how animals
“encode, transform, compute, and manipulate symbolic representations of the real
world’s spatial, temporal, and causal textures for the purposes of adaptively organizing
their behavior” (Cook, 1993, p. 174). In other words, the same computer-like informa-
tion processing system believed to be operating in humans is being studied in animals.

Animal memory has been shown to be complex and flexible, and at least some cogni-
tive processes may operate similarly in animals and humans. Laboratory animals are ca-
pable of learning diverse and sophisticated concepts. They display mental processes such
as coding and organizing symbols, the ability to form abstractions about space, time, and
number and to perceive cause-and-effect relationships. In addition, their use of tools and
other implements and their ability to modify tools to operate in different situations im-
ply a basic sense of reasoning (Bania, Harris, Kinsley, & Boysen, 2009; Wynne, 2001).

Studies of animals ranging from insects to mammals (including bees, pigs, rats, pigeons,
chimps, parrots, dolphin, and crows) suggest that animals can perform a variety of cogni-
tive functions. They can form cognitive maps, sense the motives of others, plan by taking
into account past experiences, understand the concept of numbers, and solve problems
through the use of reason (see, for example, Emery & Clayton, 2005; Pennisi, 2006).

A variety of studies have shown that parrots and dogs can function intellectually at
levels comparable to those of a two-to-five-year-old human. Pigs can play videogames
with joysticks and use mirrors to find food that is located behind them. Honeybees can
learn to distinguish human faces (see Avargues-Weber, Portelli, Benard, Dyer, & Giorfa,
2010; Broom, Sena, & Moynihan, 2009; Jayson, 2009; Pepperberg, 2008).

As you might expect, however, the idea of animal cognition is still controversial. Some
animal psychologists maintain that the research to date does not sufficiently support the
generalization that animal cognition operates similarly to human cognition. The gap
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between human and animal functioning proposed by Descartes in the seventeenth cen-
tury retains its appeal.

Behavioral psychologists still reject the notion of consciousness, in animals as well as
humans. One behaviorist wrote about cognitive animal psychologists, “They are the
George Romaneses of today. Speculating about memory, reasoning, and consciousness
in animals is no less ridiculous today than it was a hundred years ago” (Baum, 1994,
p. 138). A noted historian offered a contradictory view:

Do animals show all the observable aspects of consciousness? The biological evidence
points to a clear yes. Are they then likely to have the subjective side as well? Given the
long and growing list of similarities, the weight of evidence, it seems to me, is inexorably
moving toward yes. My sense is that the scientific community has now swung decisively
in its favor. The basic facts have come home at last. We are not the only conscious
beings on earth. (Baars, 1997, p. 33)

If animals are conscious beings and can perform cognitive functions similar to hu-
mans, is it reasonable to ask whether they also display common personality characteris-
tics? A growing number of psychologists believe the answer is yes.

Animal Personality

In the early 1990s two psychologists decided to study the 44 red octopuses at the aquar-
ium in Seattle, Washington, where staff scientists and keepers had often noticed what
they thought were differing personalities among their charges. Indeed, they had given the
creatures names to match their natures. A shy female octopus was called Emily Dickinson,
after the poet. Another was so aggressive and destructive she was called Lucretia McEvil
(Siebert, 2006).

The psychologists observed the behavior of the octopuses in three experimental situa-
tions and found that they differed on three factors: activity, reactivity, and avoidance.
Their answer to the question, “Do octopuses have personalities?” was a qualified yes
(Mather & Anderson, 1993).

Since the time of that research, studies have documented personality characteristics in
a variety of animals, including fish, spiders, farm animals, hyenas, chimps, and dogs. For
example, hyenas in a zoo were observed by their keepers to have such distinct human-
like characteristics as excitability, sociability, curiosity, and assertiveness. Sheep were
judged to differ markedly in shyness versus boldness, and this characteristic affected
their behavior. Mice showed some degree of empathy for other mice in pain, as did
chimps, elephants, and dolphin. Orangutans that rated high in extraversion and agree-
ableness and low in neuroticism were also rated high in subjective well-being. In addi-
tion, personality traits exhibited by dogs have been measured as accurately as those in
humans (see Gosling, Kwan, & John, 2003; Hirayoshi & Nakajima, 2009; Miller, 2006;
Sibbald, Erhard, McLeod, & Hooper, 2009; Siebert, 2006; Weiss, King, & Perkins, 2006).

“With the emergence of animal personality studies, we are gaining an even fuller appre-
ciation not only of the distinctiveness of birds and beasts and their behaviors but also of
their deep resemblances to us and our own behaviors” (Siebert, 2006, p. 51). If animals are
so similar to humans in cognitive processing, temperament, and personality, does this lend
additional support to the importance of evolution in all living creatures? As we shall see, the
relatively new field of evolutionary psychology is dedicated to investigating this question.

Current Status of Cognitive Psychology

With the cognitive movement in experimental psychology and the emphasis on con-
sciousness within humanistic psychology and post-Freudian psychoanalysis, we can see
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that consciousness has reclaimed the central position it held when the field formally
began. An analysis of 95 APA presidential addresses shows that the dominant view of
psychology’s subject matter has swung from subjective to objective and back again to
subjective events. Consciousness has made a substantial and vigorous return.

As a school of thought, cognitive psychology boasts all the trappings of success.
Within the decade of the 1970s, the movement had so many adherents that it could sup-
port its own journals: Cognitive Psychology (first published in 1970), Cognition (1971),
Cognitive Science (1977), Cognitive Therapy and Research (1977), Journal of Mental Imag-
ery (1977), and Memory and Cognition (1983). Consciousness and Cognition began pub-
lication in 1992 and the Journal of Consciousness Studies in 1994. By 2010 there were
more than 40 journals dealing with various aspects of cognitive psychology.

Jerome Bruner once described cognitive psychology as “a revolution whose limits we
still cannot fathom” (Bruner, 1983, p. 274). Nobel Prize–winning scientist Roger Sperry
commented that compared to the behaviorist and psychoanalytic revolutions in psychol-
ogy, the cognitive or consciousness revolution is the “most radical turnaround; the most
revisionary and transformative” (Sperry, 1995, p. 35).

The impact of cognitive psychology has been felt in most areas of interest to psychol-
ogists. Further, cognitive psychologists have attempted to extend and consolidate the
work of several major disciplines in a unified study of how the mind acquires knowledge.
This perspective, dubbed cognitive science, is an amalgam of cognitive psychology,
linguistics, anthropology, philosophy, computer sciences, artificial intelligence, and the
neurosciences.

Although George Miller has questioned just how united such disparate fields of study
could become (cognitive sciences, he suggested, rather than cognitive science), there is no
denying the growth of the multidisciplinary approach. Cognitive science laboratories and
institutes have been established at universities throughout the United States; some psy-
chology departments have been renamed cognitive science departments. By whatever
name, the cognitive approach to the study of mental phenomena and mental processes
has come to dominate psychology and allied disciplines.

Perhaps the only feature it shares with its predecessor, behaviorism, is the use of the
experimental method. “The methods used by cognitive psychologists to study the mind
are the same as those used by behaviorists to study behavior, while ignoring (or denying)
the mind” (Marken, 2009, p. 137).

A recent extension of cognitive psychology called embedded cognition recognizes that
there are physical aspects of cognition revealed in brain activity and in sensation and
perception. It follows, then, that perceptual and motor response systems affect, direct,
and often determine the cognitive processes that occur in the mind. Thus “the mind
must be understood in the context of its relationship to a physical body that interacts
with the world” (Wilson, 2002, p. 625).

For example, studies have shown that situations as simple as holding a hot or a cold
cup of coffee can affect how we judge or evaluate the personality of another person.
Those people who were touching the hot cups gave different evaluations of other people
than did those holding the cold cups. In another study, carrying light versus heavy clip-
boards affected how college students evaluated the worth of a foreign currency. Those
who carried the heavier clipboards judged the currency to be far more valuable than
those who carried the lighter clipboards. Thus, the physical cues gave context to the sit-
uation and influenced thought processes, which supports the suggestion that how we
process information involves not only the mind but also the body (Jostmann, Lakens, &
Schubert, 2009; Miles, Nind, & Macrae, 2010).

Another important topic in cognitive psychology is cognitive overload, which deals
with that familiar activity known as multitasking. Research has shown that college
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students who were exposed to a variety of electronic images and tasks performed poorly.
They were not able to focus nearly as well as non-multitaskers. The multitaskers were
more easily distracted and had difficulty organizing information and shifting from one
task to another (Ophir, Nass, & Wagner, 2009). “Multitaskers were just lousy at every-
thing,” one of the researchers said (Pennebaker, 2009).

No revolution, however successful, lacks critics. For example, most Skinnerian beha-
viorists oppose the cognitive movement. Even those who support it point out weaknesses
and limitations, noting that there are few concepts that the majority of cognitive psychol-
ogists agree upon or consider important, and there remains considerable confusion about
terminology and definitions.

Another criticism is directed at an overemphasis on cognition at the expense of other
influences on thought and behavior, such as motivation and emotion. The professional
literature on motivation and emotion has declined over the last few decades, whereas
publications on cognition have increased. Ulric Neisser suggested that the result is a nar-
row, sterile approach to the field. “Human thinking is passionate and emotional, people
operate from complex motives. A computer program, by contrast, has no emotion and is
monomaniacal in its single-mindedness” (Neisser, quoted in Goleman, 1983, p. 57). He
sensed a danger that cognitive psychology was fixated on thought processes to the same
extreme that behaviorism focused only on overt behavior.

Jerome Bruner warned that cognitive science was becoming more restricted to in-
creasingly narrow, even trivial, concerns (Bruner, 1990). A harsher judgment deals with
the failure to unify the disparate fields of study concerned with cognitive functioning.
One critic noted that there is, as yet, “no common view of the mind” (Erneling, 1997,
p. 381).

Cognitive psychology is not finished. Because it is still developing, still history in the
making, it is too soon to judge its ultimate contribution. It has the characteristics of a
school of thought: its own journals, laboratories, meetings, jargon, and convictions, as
well as the zeal of righteous believers. We may speak of cognitivism, as we do of func-
tionalism and behaviorism. Cognitive psychology has already become what other schools
of thought became in their time, part of psychology’s mainstream. That, as we have seen,
is the natural progression of revolutions when they become successful.

Evolutionary Psychology
The most recent approach to psychology, evolutionary psychology, argues that people are
biological creatures that have been wired or programmed by evolution to behave, think,
feel, and learn in ways that have fostered survival over many past generations. This ap-
proach is based on the assumption that people with certain behavioral, cognitive, and
affective tendencies were more likely to survive and bear and raise children.

As one evolutionary psychologist commented, “Humans who defended territory,
nurtured children, and strove for domination were more likely to successfully repro-
duce than humans who did not do these things, with the result that their ultimate
descendants—members of the present generation—generally have all of these behavi-
oral tendencies” (Funder, 2001, p. 209). The genes for those behaviors that facilitate sur-
vival were “passed on through the generations because they were adaptive, enhancing
survival or reproductive success, and eventually, they spread widely and became stan-
dard equipment” (Goode, 2000, p. D9).

Thus, we are shaped as much, if not more, by biology than by learning. While not
denying that social and cultural forces can influence our behavior through learning, evo-
lutionary psychologists proclaim that we are predisposed at birth to certain ways of
behaving as shaped by evolution.
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Evolutionary psychology deals with four fundamental propositions:

1. All psychological mechanisms at some basic level originate from, and owe their
existence to, evolutionary processes.

2. Darwin’s theories of natural and sexual selection are the most important evolutionary
processes responsible for creating evolved psychological mechanisms.

3. Evolved psychological mechanisms can be described as information-processing
devices.

4. Evolved psychological mechanisms are functional; they function to solve recurrent
adaptive problems that confronted our ancestors. (quoted from David Buss interview
in Barker, 2006, pp. 69–70)

Evolutionary psychology is a broad field that makes use of research findings from
other disciplines, including animal behavior, biology, genetics, neuropsychology, and
evolutionary theory. It applies these findings (to) areas of psychology such as intelli-
gence, personality and individual differences, social psychology, and risk-taking behavior
(see Buss, 2009; Kanazawa, 2010; Pawlowski, Atwal, & Dunbar, 2008; Webster, 2007).

We noted in Chapter 1 that psychology today is fragmented into varying approaches
to its subject matter, and that there has been no single unifying theme to bring these
factions together into a single psychology. Proponents of evolutionary psychology claim
that their definition can unite this disparate field.

A founder of evolutionary psychology, David Buss, wrote that it “represents a true
scientific revolution, a profound paradigm shift in the field of psychology” (2005, p. xxiv).
In an interview the following year he called evolutionary psychology “one of the most
important scientific revolutions we’ve ever had in the history of psychology” (Barker,
2006, p. 73).

Antecedent Influences on Evolutionary Psychology

Any movement that calls itself evolutionary psychology owes a debt to Charles Darwin.
The idea that only those with certain characteristics will survive and reproduce others
with the same characteristics is the cornerstone of evolutionary psychology, as it was
for Darwin. “The emergence of evolutionary psychology and related disciplines signals
the fulfillment of Darwin’s vision” (Buss, 2009b, p. 140).

In 1890, 31 years after Darwin published his monumental work on evolution, William
James used the term “evolutionary psychology” in his book, The Principles of Psychology.
James predicted that one day psychology would be based upon evolutionary theory. He
also proposed that much of human behavior is programmed at birth by genetic predis-
positions he called instincts. These instinctive behaviors could be modified by experience
or learning, but initially they are formed independently of experience.

James believed that a wide range of behaviors were instinctive, including fears of spe-
cific objects such as snakes, strange animals, and heights, all of which have obvious sur-
vival value. Other instinctive behaviors James discussed were parenting skills, love,
sociability, and pugnacity (the tendency to quarrel and fight). James argued that instinc-
tive behaviors evolved through natural selection and were adaptations designed to cope
with specific problems of survival and reproduction.

During the reign of behaviorism, from 1913 to about 1960, the notion that any behav-
ior might be determined genetically was anathema. All behavior was learned, said the
behaviorists, but even during their years of supremacy and effective domination of psy-
chology, there were scattered reports of genetic influences and inherited tendencies tak-
ing precedence over conditioned responses.

For example, in Chapter 11 we discussed the work of Skinner’s students, the Brelands,
who trained animals to perform for the IQ Zoo, television commercials, and state fairs.

368 Chapter 15: Contemporary Developments in Psychology



You will recall that some of their animals demonstrated a tendency toward instinctive
drift. The animals sometimes substituted instinctive behaviors for those that had been
reinforced with food, even when the instinctive behaviors interfered with obtaining
food, a clear violation of the basic behavioristic principle that reinforcement rules all.

You are probably familiar with the monkey-mother love research of psychologist
Harry Harlow (Harlow, 1971). Harlow raised baby monkeys with artificial mothers of
two types. Both were constructed of wire mesh, but one was covered in soft, cuddly terry
cloth while the other was hard, uncovered, and contained a nipple for dispensing milk.
To Skinnerians it was obvious that reinforcement would be associated only with the hard
mother that supplied the reward of milk. When the monkeys were frightened, however,
they clung to the terry cloth mother, not the one that had always supplied reinforcement.
It would seem that some other guiding force was at work that could not be explained by
operant conditioning and reinforcement.

Research conducted by Martin Seligman, the initiator of positive psychology (discussed
in Chapter 14), showed that it was easy to condition people to fear snakes, insects, dogs,
heights, and tunnels. It was harder, however, to condition them to fear a more neutral or
less threatening object such as a car or screwdriver (Seligman, 1971).

A fear of snakes has always been useful for survival in evolution, and so presumably
we are born wired with this predisposing tendency. Fearing a neutral object, on the other
hand, has had no survival value over the generations and so has not been passed on.
Seligman called this phenomenon biological preparedness. This idea suggests that “pho-
bias are indeed learned through classical conditioning but that certain fears that may
have served some adaptive purpose in ancestral environments are more readily condi-
tionable” (Siegert & Ward, 2002, p. 244).

The cognitive revolution was also a precursor of evolutionary psychology. The cogni-
tive movement likened the human mind to a computer that could process whatever in-
formation it received. Part of the computer metaphor of the mind is the realization that
the mind, like a computer, must be programmed to perform its multitude of tasks.

Thus, evolutionary psychology both draws on the cognitive revolution and expands its
importance as a necessary framework within which to understand human and animal
nature. It focuses on the importance of consciousness as it has evolved over time, and
it places a greater emphasis on the notion of the computer as a metaphor for all con-
scious processes. Two leading evolutionary psychologists wrote:

The programs comprising the human mind were designed by natural selection to solve
the adaptive problems regularly faced by our hunter-gatherer ancestors—problems such
as finding a mate, cooperating with others, hunting, gathering, protecting children, nav-
igating, avoiding predators, avoiding exploitation, and so on. The brain’s evolved func-
tion is to extract information from the environment and use that information to
generate behavior and regulate physiology. Hence, the brain is not just like a computer.
It is a computer—that is, a physical system that was designed to process information.
(Tooby & Cosmides, 2005, p. 5).

The Influence of Sociobiology

Another impetus for evolutionary psychology occurred in 1975 when Edward O. Wilson,
a biologist, published a groundbreaking book titled Sociobiology: A New Synthesis
(Wilson, 1975). The book was both hailed and reviled. Two years later it was featured
on the cover of Time magazine. That same year Wilson was awarded the National Medal
of Science and had a pitcher of ice water poured over his head at the annual meeting of
the American Association for the Advancement of Science, an organization not noted
for physical violence.
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Wilson’s bold and simple thesis was an affront to many people because it challenged
their cherished belief that everyone is created equal, and that environmental and social
forces alone can foster or limit human development. Wilson angered people by appear-
ing to argue that genetic influences may be more important than cultural ones. If all
behavior is determined genetically, then there is no hope of changing it through child-
rearing practices, education, or any other way. That was not Wilson’s central point,
however, though he did take a strong hereditarian position at a time when such a view
was anathema. Wilson wrote:

Human beings inherit a propensity to acquire behavior and social structures, a propen-
sity that is shared by enough people to be called human nature. The defining traits
include division of labor between the sexes, bonding between parents and children,
heightened altruism toward closest kin, incest avoidance, other forms of ethical behav-
ior, suspicion of strangers, tribalism, dominance orders within groups, male dominance
overall, and territorial aggression over limiting resources. Although people have free will
and the choice to turn in many directions, the channels of their psychological develop-
ment are nevertheless—however much we might wish otherwise—cut more deeply by
genes in certain directions than others. (Wilson, 1994, pp. 332–333)

As a result of the outcry over Wilson’s book, the word sociobiology developed such a
negative connotation that it was dropped from use. In 1989, when a group of American
scientists decided to form a professional association to study the field Wilson began, they
called it the Human Behavior and Evolution Society and tried not to use the word socio-
biology at their meetings.

The field of study Wilson started became incorporated into the changing views of a
number of American psychologists who called their work evolutionary psychology. Under
that more acceptable name, the field has become immensely popular (B. Webster, 2007).

Current Status of Evolutionary Psychology

Evolutionary psychology deals with evolved psychological mechanisms that are wired or
programmed into human cognition and behavior because they have been successful in
solving specific problems of survival and reproduction in the organism’s evolutionary
history. The approach has become highly successful and influential and is occupying a
central role in cognitive neuroscience (Confer, et al., 2010; C. Webster, 2007).

Despite the popularity of evolutionary psychology, it has generated considerable criti-
cism, as every new movement does. As mentioned earlier, people who believe that hu-
mans are solely, or at least primarily, the products of learning oppose any discussion of
biological determinants of behavior. If human nature is determined by genetic endow-
ment alone, then there is no possibility of positive social and cultural forces changing
behavior for the better, or for people to try to exercise free will.

The evolutionary psychologists’ response to this criticism is to note, as Wilson did
earlier, that they do not claim that all behavior is immutably determined by our genes.
Human behavior is changeable; we remain free to choose. Social and cultural forces are
influential and sometimes override or alter inherited programming to respond in certain
ways.

Opponents argue that the breadth of the field “makes the theory difficult to test in
any convincing way. The ability of evolutionary psychology to explain nearly everything
is not an absolute virtue” (Funder, 2001, p. 210). Critics also question how it is possible
to clearly identify a history of adaptation in a particular behavior, through hundreds of
generations, to primitive peoples where the survival value of the behavior presumably
originated.
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Comment

We have seen throughout this book that all approaches to psychology, all attempts to
define the field, have had critics and points of apparent vulnerability. As with cognitive
psychology, it is too early in the development of evolutionary psychology to judge its ul-
timate value. It, too, is history in the making. One advocate of the evolutionary psychol-
ogy movement summed up the current status of the field in these terms: “We now have
a powerful principle that will eventually provide a foundation for a deeper and richer
psychology. But we have a lot of work to do” (Nesse, quoted in Goode, 2000, p. D9).

And so the search for the truly definitive approach to psychology, for the ultimate
school of thought that might characterize the field for more than a few decades, con-
tinues. Will evolutionary psychology or cognitive psychology become that final arbiter of
what psychology ought to be and do? Based on what we have seen so far, probably not.

All we can say with certainty is that if the history of psychology as we have recounted
it tells us anything, it is that when a movement becomes formalized into a school it gains
momentum that can be stopped only by its success in overthrowing the established posi-
tion. When that happens, the unobstructed arteries of the once vigorous youthful move-
ment begin to harden. Flexibility turns to rigidity, revolutionary passion turns to
protection of position, and eyes and minds begin to close to new ideas. In this way a
new establishment is born. So it is in the progress of any science, an evolutionary build-
ing to higher levels of development. There is no completion, no finish, just a never-
ending process of growth, as newer species evolve from older ones and attempt to adapt
to an ever-changing environment.

Discussion Questions
1. Describe the accomplishments, failures, and ulti-

mate fates of the major schools of thought in
psychology.

2. What were the precursors of cognitive
psychology?

3. How did the changing Zeitgeist in physics influ-
ence cognitive psychology?

4. What were the early signs of a cognitive revolu-
tion in psychology?

5. What personal factors motivated Miller and
Neisser?

6. In what ways did cognitive psychology differ
from behavioral psychology?

7. What does the term “ecological validity” mean?
8. Discuss the shift from clocks to computers as

metaphors for the mind.
9. What practical need in World War II led to the

development of the modern computer? What was
ENIAC?

10. What did the most famous chess match of the
twentieth century tell us about the ability of
machines to think?

11. How are the Turing Test and the Chinese Room
problem used to examine the proposition that
computers can think?

12. Discuss three ways in which cognitive psychology
differs from behaviorism.

13. Describe cognitive neuroscience and the techni-
ques used to map the brain.

14. How does cognitive neuroscience relate to earlier
attempts to explain brain functioning?

15. What is neuroprosthetics and how does it involve
cognitive neuroscience?

16. What are the limitations to the use of introspec-
tion in cognitive psychology?

17. In what ways does the current version of the
cognitive unconscious differ from the Freudian
view of the unconscious?

18. Describe the current view of animal cognition.
19. In your opinion, are animals capable of cognitive

activities, or are we attributing human functions
to them that they do not really possess?

20. How does evidence favoring the existence of
personality in animals support Darwin’s notion
of evolution and the field of evolutionary
psychology?

21. Describe what is meant by the terms “embedded
cognition” and “cognitive overload.”

22. What is the present status of cognitive
psychology?
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23. Describe the relationship between evolutionary
psychology and cognitive psychology. Which one
draws upon the other?

24. In your opinion, has psychology reached the
stage of a unified paradigm that unites all the

different approaches to psychology? Do you
think evolutionary psychology is likely to be
the final stage in the fractious and fragmented
history of the field?

Recommended Resources
Baars, B. J. (1986). The cognitive revolution in psychol-

ogy. New York: Guilford.
Describes the transition from post-Watsonian
behaviorism to cognitive psychology. Includes
interviews with Miller, Neisser, and other cognitive
psychologists.

Confer, J., Easton, J., Fleischman, D., Goetz, C., Lewis,
D., Perilloux, C., & Buss, D. (2010). Evolutionary
psychology. American Psychologist, 65, 110-126.
Discusses controversies, limitations, and prospects
for the growing field of evolutionary psychology.

Leavitt, D. (2006). The man who knew too much: Alan
Turing and the invention of the computer. New
York: Norton.
A highly readable biography of this groundbreaking
thinker and originator of the ideas that led to the
invention of the computer. Recounts his tragic per-
sonal life at a time when homosexuality in England
was considered indecent and illegal.

Miller, G. A. (1989). Autobiography. In G. Lindzey (Ed.),
A history of psychology in autobiography (Vol. 8, pp.
391–418). Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press.
Includes Miller’s recollections of the teachers who
influenced his career in psychology.

Neisser, U. (2007). Autobiography. In A history of
psychology in autobiography (Vol. 9, pp. 269–301).

Washington, DC: American Psychological
Association.
Describes his early years, his brief interest in para-
psychology, his college years, and his outstanding
career as a psychologist.

Pinker, S. (2002). The blank slate: The modern denial of
human nature. New York: Viking.
Illustrates the common evolutionary themes in hu-
man nature over disparate cultures and argues for
acceptance of our genetic heritage. Evaluates popu-
lar past conceptions of human nature such as the
“blank slate,” the “noble savage,” and the “ghost in
the machine.”

Rychlak, J. F. (1997). In defense of human conscious-
ness. Washington, DC: American Psychological
Association.
See especially chapter 7 on computers and
consciousness, with machines as the metaphor for
human mental functions.

Skinner, B. F. (1987). Whatever happened to psychol-
ogy as the science of behavior? American Psycholo-
gist, 42, 780–786.
Presents Skinner’s view that humanistic psychology
and cognitive psychology are obstacles in the way of
psychology’s acceptance of his program for the ex-
perimental analysis of behavior.
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Glossary

Absolute threshold: The point of sensitivity below
which no sensations can be detected and above which
sensations can be experienced.

Act psychology: Brentano’s system of psychology,
which focused on mental activities (e.g., seeing) rather
than on mental contents (e.g., that which is seen).

Analytical psychology: Jung’s theory of personality.

Anecdotal method: The use of observational reports
about animal behavior.

Apperception: The process by which mental ele-
ments are organized.

Archetypes: Inherited tendencies within the collec-
tive unconscious that dispose a person to behave sim-
ilarly to ancestors who confronted similar situations.

Associated reflexes: Reflexes that can be elicited not
only by unconditioned stimuli but also by stimuli that
have become associated with the unconditioned
stimuli.

Association: The notion that knowledge results from
linking or associating simple ideas to form complex ideas.

Associative memory: An association between stimu-
lus and response, taken to indicate evidence of
consciousness in animals.

Basic anxiety: Horney’s conception of pervasive
loneliness and helplessness, feelings that are the
foundation of neuroses.

Behavior modification: The use of positive
reinforcement to control or modify the behavior of
individuals or groups.

Behaviorism: Watson’s science of behavior, which
dealt solely with observable behavioral acts that could
be described in objective terms.

Catharsis: The process of reducing or eliminating a
complex by recalling it to conscious awareness and
allowing it to be expressed.

Clinical method: Posthumous examination of brain
structures to detect damaged areas assumed to be
responsible for behavioral conditions that existed
before the person died.

Cognitive psychology: A system of psychology that
focuses on the process of knowing, on how the mind
actively organizes experiences.

Collective unconscious: The deepest level of the
psyche; it contains inherited experiences of human and
prehuman species.

Conditioned reflexes: Reflexes that are conditional
or dependent on the formation of an association or
connection between stimulus and response.

Connectionism: Thorndike’s approach to learning
that was based on connections between situations and
responses.

Creative synthesis: The notion that complex ideas
formed from simple ideas take on new qualities; the
combination of the mental elements creates something
greater than or different from the sum of the original
elements.

Defense mechanisms: Behaviors that represent
unconscious denials or distortions of reality but which
are adopted to protect the ego against anxiety.
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Derived and innate ideas: Derived ideas are pro-
duced by the direct application of an external stimulus;
innate ideas arise from the mind or consciousness,
independent of sensory experiences or external stimuli.

Determinism: The doctrine that acts are determined
by past events.

Differential threshold: The point of sensitivity at
which the least amount of change in a stimulus gives
rise to a change in sensation.

Dream analysis: A psychotherapeutic technique
involving the interpretation of dreams to uncover
unconscious conflicts.

Dynamic psychology: Robert Woodworth’s system
of psychology, which was concerned with the influence
of causal factors and motivations on feelings and
behavior.

Ego: The rational aspect of personality responsible
for controlling the instincts.

Electrical stimulation: A technique for exploring the
cerebral cortex with weak electric current to observe
motor responses.

Empiricism: The pursuit of knowledge through the
observation of nature and the attribution of all knowl-
edge to experience.

Equipotentiality: The idea that one part of the
cerebral cortex is essentially equal to another in its
contribution to learning.

Extirpation: A technique for determining the func-
tion of a given part of an animal’s brain by removing or
destroying it and observing the resulting behavior
changes.

Field theory: Lewin’s system using the concept of
fields of force to explain behavior in terms of one’s field
of social influences.

Fields of force: Regions or spaces traversed by lines
of force, such as of a magnet or electric current.

Free association: A psychotherapeutic technique in
which the patient says whatever comes to mind.

Freudian slip: An act of forgetting or a lapse in
speech that reflects unconscious motives or anxieties.

Functionalism: A system of psychology concerned
with the mind as it is used in an organism’s adaptation
to its environment.

Gestalt psychology: A system of psychology that
focuses largely on learning and perception, suggesting
that combining sensory elements produces new
patterns with properties that did not exist in the
individual elements.

Habit strength: The strength of the stimulus-
response connection, which is a function of the number
of reinforcements.

Historiography: The principles, methods, and
philosophical issues of historical research.

Humanistic psychology: A system of psychology
that emphasizes the study of conscious experience and
the wholeness of human nature.

Hypothetico-deductive method: Hull’s method for
establishing postulates from which experimentally
testable conclusions can be deduced.

Id: The source of psychic energy and the aspect of
personality allied with the instincts.

Imageless thought: Külpe’s idea that meaning in
thought can occur without any sensory or imaginal
component.

Individual psychology: Adler’s theory of personality;
it incorporates social as well as biological factors.

Inferiority complex: A condition that develops when
a person is unable to compensate for normal inferiority
feelings.

Insight: Immediate apprehension or cognition.

Instincts: To Freud, mental representations of inter-
nal stimuli (such as hunger) that motivate personality
and behavior.

Intervening variables: Unobserved and inferred
factors within the organism that are the actual
determinants of behavior.

Introspection by analogy: A technique for studying
animal behavior by assuming that the same mental
processes that occur in the observer’s mind also occur
in the animal’s mind.

Introspection: Examination of one’s own mind
to inspect and report on personal thoughts or
feelings.

Isomorphism: The doctrine that there is a
correspondence between psychological or conscious
experience and the underlying brain experience.
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Just noticeable difference: The smallest difference
that can be detected between two physical stimuli.

Law of acquisition: The strength of an operant
behavior is increased when it is followed by the
presentation of a reinforcing stimulus.

Law of effect: Acts that produce satisfaction in a
given situation become associated with that situation;
when the situation recurs, the act is likely to recur.

Law of exercise: The more an act or response is used
in a given situation, the more strongly the act becomes
associated with that situation.

Law of mass action: The efficiency of learning is a
function of the total mass of cortical tissue.

Law of parsimony: (Lloyd Morgan’s Canon): The
notion that animal behavior must not be attributed to a
higher mental process when it can be explained in
terms of a lower mental process.

Law of primary reinforcement: When a stimulus-
response relationship is followed by a reduction in a
bodily need, the probability increases that on subse-
quent occasions the same stimulus will evoke the same
response.

Libido: To Freud, the psychic energy that drives a
person toward pleasurable thoughts and behaviors.

Locus of control: Rotter’s idea about the perceived
source of reinforcement. Internal locus of control is the
belief that reinforcement depends on one’s own
behavior; external locus of control is the belief that
reinforcement depends on outside forces.

Materialism: The doctrine that considers the facts of
the universe to be sufficiently explained in physical
terms by the existence and nature of matter.

Mechanism: The doctrine that natural processes are
mechanically determined and capable of explanation by
the laws of physics and chemistry.

Mediate and immediate experience: Mediate
experience provides information about something
other than the elements of that experience; immediate
experience is unbiased by interpretation.

Mental age: The age at which children of average
ability can perform certain tasks.

Mental tests: Tests of motor skills and sensory
capacities; intelligence tests use more complex
measures of mental abilities.

Mentalism: The doctrine that all knowledge is a
function of mental phenomena and dependent on the
perceiving or experiencing person.

Mind-body problem: The question of the distinction
between mental and physical qualities.

Monadology: Leibnitz’s theory of psychic entities,
called monads, which are similar to perceptions.

Naturalistic theory: The view that progress and
change in scientific history are attributable to the
Zeitgeist, which makes a culture receptive to some
ideas but not to others.

Nonsense syllables: Syllables presented in a
meaningless series to study memory processes.

Oedipus complex: At ages four to five, the uncon-
scious desire of a boy for his mother and the desire to
replace or destroy his father.

Operant conditioning: A learning situation that
involves behavior emitted by an organism rather than
elicited by a detectable stimulus.

Operationism: The doctrine that a physical
concept can be defined in precise terms related to the set
of operations or procedures by which it is determined.

Perceptual constancy: A quality of wholeness or
completeness in perceptual experience that does not
vary even when the sensory elements change.

Personal unconscious: The reservoir of material
that once was conscious but has been forgotten or
suppressed.

Personalistic theory: The view that progress and
change in scientific history are attributable to the ideas
of unique individuals.

Phenomenology: Stumpf’s introspective method that
examined experience as it occurred and did not try to
reduce experience to elementary components. Also, an
approach to knowledge based on an unbiased descrip-
tion of immediate experience as it occurs, not analyzed
or reduced to elements.

Phi phenomenon: The illusion that two stationary
flashing lights are moving from one place to another.

Positive regard: The unconditional love of a mother
for her infant.

Positivism: The doctrine that recognizes only natural
phenomena or facts that are objectively observable.
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Pragmatism: The doctrine that the validity of ideas is
measured by their practical consequences.

Primary and secondary qualities: Primary qualities
are characteristics such as size and shape that exist in
an object whether or not we perceive them; secondary
qualities are characteristics such as color and odor that
exist in our perception of the object.

Psychoanalysis: Sigmund Freud’s theory of person-
ality and system of psychotherapy.

Psychophysics: The scientific study of the relations
between mental and physical processes.

Psychosexual stages: In psychoanalytic theory, the
developmental stages of childhood centering on erog-
enous zones.

Purposive behaviorism: Tolman’s system combining
the objective study of behavior with the consideration
of purposiveness or goal orientation in behavior.

Recapitulation theory: Hall’s idea that the psycho-
logical development of children repeats the history of
the human race.

Reductionism: The doctrine that explains phenom-
ena on one level (such as complex ideas) in terms of
phenomena on another level (such as simple ideas).

Reflex action theory: The idea that an external object
(a stimulus) can bring about an involuntary response.

Reflex arc: The connection between sensory stimuli
and motor responses.

Reinforcement schedules: Conditions involving
various rates and times of reinforcement.

Reinforcement: Something that increases the
likelihood of a response.

Repetition: The notion that the more frequently two
ideas occur together, the more readily they will be
associated.

Repression: The process of barring unacceptable
ideas, memories, or desires from conscious awareness,
leaving them to operate in the unconscious mind.

Resistance: A blockage or refusal to disclose painful
memories during a freeassociation session.

Self-actualization: The full development of one’s
abilities and the realization of one’s potential.

Self-efficacy: One’s sense of self-esteem and compe-
tence in dealing with life’s problems.

Simple and complex ideas: Simple ideas are
elemental ideas that arise from sensation and reflection;
complex ideas are derived ideas that are compounded
of simple ideas and thus can be analyzed or reduced to
their simpler components.

Social interest: Adler’s conception of an innate
potential to cooperate with other people to achieve
personal and societal goals.

Stimulus error: Confusing the mental process under
study with the stimulus or object being observed.

Stream of consciousness: William James’s idea that
consciousness is a continuous flowing process and that
any attempt to reduce it to elements will distort it.

Structuralism: E. B. Titchener’s system of psychol-
ogy, which dealt with conscious experience as depen-
dent on experiencing persons.

Successive approximation: An explanation for the
acquisition of complex behavior. Behaviors such as
learning to speak will be reinforced only as they come
to approximate or approach the final desired
behavior.

Superego: The moral aspect of personality derived
from internalizing parental and societal values and
standards.

Synthetic philosophy: Herbert Spencer’s idea that
knowledge and experience can be explained in terms of
evolutionary principles.

Systematic experimental introspection: Külpe’s
introspective method that used retrospective reports of
subjects’ cognitive processes after they had completed
an experimental task.

Transference: The process by which a patient
responds to the therapist as if the therapist were a
significant person (such as a parent) in the patient’s
life.

Trial-and-error learning: Learning based on the
repetition of response tendencies that lead to success.

Tridimensional theory of feelings: Wundt’s expla-
nation for feeling states based on three dimensions:
pleasure/displeasure, tension/relaxation, and excite-
ment/depression.

Tropism: An involuntary forced movement.

Two-point threshold: The threshold at which two
points of stimulation can be distinguished as such.
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Variability hypothesis: The notion that men show a
wider range and variation of physical and mental de-
velopment than women; the abilities of women are seen
as more average.

Vicarious reinforcement: Bandura’s notion that
learning can occur by observing the behavior of other
people, and the consequences of their behavior, rather
than by always experiencing reinforcement personally.

Voluntarism: The idea that the mind has the
capacity to organize mental contents into higher-level
thought processes.

Zeigarnik effect: The tendency to recall uncompleted
tasks more easily than completed tasks.

Zeitgeist: The intellectual and cultural climate or
spirit of the times.
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interact with the body only at a single point. He also believed that the interaction occurred
somewhere within the brain because research had shown that sensations travel to the brain
and movement originates within the brain. It was obvious to Descartes that the brain had
to be the focal point for the mind’s functions. The only structure of the brain that is single
and unitary (that is, not divided and duplicated in each hemisphere) is the pineal body or
conarium, and Descartes chose this as the logical site of the interaction.

Descartes used mechanistic terms to describe how the mind-body interaction occurs.
He suggested that the movement of animal spirits in the nerve tubes makes an impres-
sion on the conarium and from this impression the mind produces a sensation. In other
words, a quantity of physical motion (the flow of animal spirits) produces a mental qual-
ity (a sensation). The reverse can also occur: The mind can make an impression on the
conarium (in some way Descartes never made clear), and by inclining to one direction or
another, the impression can influence the flow of animal spirits to the muscles, resulting
in a physical or bodily movement.

The Doctrine of Ideas

Descartes’s doctrine of ideas also had a profound influence on the development of mod-
ern psychology. He suggested that the mind produces two kinds of ideas: derived and
innate. Derived ideas arise from the direct application of an external stimulus, such as
the sound of a bell or the sight of a tree. Thus, derived ideas (the idea of the bell or the
tree) are products of the experiences of the senses. Innate ideas are not produced by
objects in the external world impinging on the senses but develop instead out of the
mind or consciousness. Although the potential existence of innate ideas is independent
of sensory experiences, they may be realized in the presence of appropriate experiences.
Among the innate ideas Descartes identified are God, the self, perfection, and infinity.

In later chapters we note how the concept of innate ideas led to the nativistic theory of
perception (the idea that our ability to perceive is innate rather than learned) and also influ-
enced the Gestalt school of psychology, which, in turn, influenced the more contemporary
cognitive movement in psychology. The doctrine of innate ideas is also important because it
inspired opposition among early empiricists and associationists, such as John Locke, and
among later empiricists, such as Hermann von Helmholtz and Wilhelm Wundt.

Descartes’s work served as a catalyst for many trends that would converge in the new
psychology. His noteworthy systematic contributions include the following:

• The mechanistic conception of the body
• The theory of reflex action
• The mind-body interaction
• The localization of mental functions in the brain
• The doctrine of innate ideas

With Descartes we see the idea of mechanism applied to the human body. So wide-
spread was the mechanistic philosophy in defining the Zeitgeist of that era that it was
inevitable that someone would decide to apply it to the human mind. Let us now turn
to that significant event: the reduction of the human mind to a machine.

Philosophical Foundations of the New Psychology:
Positivism, Materialism, and Empiricism
Auguste Comte (1798–1857)

By the middle of the nineteenth century, 200 years after Descartes’ death, the long period
of prescientific psychology had come to an end. During this time, European philosophical
thought had become infused with a new spirit: positivism. The term and the concept are

Derived and innate
ideas: Derived ideas
are produced by the
direct application of an
external stimulus; in-
nate ideas arise from
the mind or con-
sciousness, indepen-
dent of sensory
experiences or exter-
nal stimuli.

Positivism: The doc-
trine that recognizes
only natural phenome-
na or facts that are
objectively observable.
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the work of the French philosopher Auguste Comte, who, when he learned he was dying,
said that his death would be an irreparable loss to the world.

Comte undertook a systematic survey of all human knowledge. To make this ambi-
tious task more manageable, he decided to limit his work to facts that were beyond ques-
tion; that is, those facts that had been determined solely through the methods of science.
Thus, his positivistic approach referred to a system based exclusively on facts that are
objectively observable and not debatable. Everything of a speculative, inferential, or
metaphysical nature he declared illusory, and thus rejected.

Comte believed that the physical sciences had already reached a positivist stage, no
longer dependent on unobservable forces or religious beliefs to explain natural phenom-
ena. However, for the social sciences to reach a more advanced stage of development,
they, too, would have to abandon metaphysical questions and explanations and build
solely on observable facts. So influential were Comte’s ideas that positivism became a
popular and dominant force in the European Zeitgeist of the late 1800s. “Everyone was
a positivist, or at least professed to be” (Reed, 1997, p. 156).

It is amazing that Comte was able to exert such a major and lasting influence over
European thought, considering his financial and emotional problems. He never held a
formal academic position. His writings provided little more than subsistence income,
supplemented by fees for public lectures and occasional gifts from admirers. He was bril-
liant but troubled, and he struggled with frequent periods of dementia.

[He] would often crouch behind doors and act more like an animal than a human….
Every lunch and dinner, he would announce he was a Scottish Highlander from one of
Walter Scott’s novels, stick his knife into the table, demand a juicy piece of pork, and
recite verses of Homer. … One day, when his mother joined [Comte and his wife] for a
meal, an argument broke out at the table, and Comte took a knife and slit his throat.
The scars were visible for the rest of his life. (Pickering, 1993, p. 392)

Early in his career Comte had supported the notion of equality for women, as well as
other feminist causes, but he changed his mind when he married a strong-willed, highly
intelligent woman. He described his marriage as the biggest mistake of his life. (His ideas
on positivism fared better than his personal life.)

The widespread acceptance of positivism meant that scholars would consider two
types of propositions. A historian described them as follows: “One refers to the objects
of sense, and it is a scientific statement. The other is nonsense!” (Robinson, 1981,
p. 333). Knowledge derived from metaphysics and from theology was the “nonsense.”
Only knowledge derived from science was held to be valid.

Other ideas in philosophy also supported anti-metaphysical positivism. The doctrine
of materialism stated that the facts of the universe could be described in physical terms
and explained by the properties of matter and energy. The materialists proposed that
even human consciousness could be understood in terms of the principles of physics
and chemistry. The materialists’ work on mental processes focused on physical properties—
the anatomical and physiological structures of the brain.

A third group of philosophers, those who advocated empiricism, were concerned with
how the mind acquires knowledge. They argued that all knowledge is derived from sensory
experience. Positivism, materialism, and empiricism became the philosophical foundations
of the new science of psychology. Of these three philosophical orientations, empiricism
played the major role. Empiricism could be related to the growth of the mind; that is, to
how the mind acquires knowledge. According to the empiricist view, the mind grows
through the progressive accumulation of sensory experiences. This idea contrasts with the
nativistic view exemplified by Descartes, which holds that some ideas are innate.

We consider some of the major British empiricists: John Locke, George Berkeley,
David Hartley, James Mill, and John Stuart Mill.

Materialism: The doc-
trine that considers the
facts of the universe to
be sufficiently ex-
plained in physical
terms by the existence
and nature of matter.
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John Locke (1632–1704)

John Locke, the son of a lawyer, studied at universities in London and Oxford and re-
ceived his bachelor’s degree in 1656 and his master’s degree shortly thereafter. At first
he was an indifferent student, amusing himself by “reading, romance, and writing flirta-
tious letters to women he never actually pursued. He developed an amateur’s curiosity
about medicine, filling notebooks with recipes that called for hedgehog grease and
carved-up puppies. He once took the heart out of a frog and watched the animal leap
about until it died. Locke did these things more to pass the time than with any pretense
of practicing the new science” (Zimmer, 2004, p. 241).

After several years as a student, he finally showed a serious interest in one subject:
natural philosophy. He remained at Oxford a few more years, tutoring in Greek, writing,
and philosophy, and then took up the practice of medicine. He developed an interest in
politics and in 1667 went to London to become secretary to the Earl of Shaftesbury and,
in time, the confidant and friend of this controversial statesman.

Shaftesbury’s influence in the government declined, and in 1681 he fled to Holland
after participating in a plot against King Charles II. Although Locke was not involved
in the plot, his relationship with the earl brought him under suspicion, and so he, too,
left for Holland. Several years later, Locke was able to return to England, where he be-
came commissioner of appeals and wrote books on education, religion, and economics.
He was concerned about religious freedom and the right of people to govern themselves.
His writings brought him much fame and influence, and he was known throughout
Europe as a champion of liberalism in government. Some of his work had an impact
on the writers of the American Declaration of Independence.

Locke’s major work of importance to psychology is An Essay Concerning Human Un-
derstanding (1690), which was the culmination of 20 years of study. This book, which
appeared in four editions by 1700 and was translated into French and Latin, marks the
formal beginning of British empiricism.

How the mind acquires knowledge. Locke was concerned primarily with cognitive
functioning; that is, the ways in which the mind acquires its knowledge. In tackling this
issue, he rejected the existence of innate ideas, as proposed by Descartes, and argued that
humans are born without any knowledge whatsoever. Aristotle had held a similar notion
centuries before, that the mind at birth was a tabula rasa, a blank or clean slate on which
experience would write. Locke admitted that certain concepts—such as the idea of God—
may seem to us as adults to be innate, but that is only because we were taught those
ideas in childhood and cannot remember a time when we were unaware of them. Thus,
Locke explained the apparent inherent nature of some ideas in terms of learning and
habit. How, then, does the mind acquire knowledge? To Locke, as for Aristotle earlier,
the answer was that the mind acquired knowledge through experience.

Sensation and reflection. Locke recognized two kinds of experiences, one deriving
from sensation and the other from reflection. The ideas that derive from sensation—from
direct sensory input from physical objects in the environment—are simple sense impres-
sions. These sense impressions operate on the mind, and the mind itself also operates on
the sensations, reflecting on them to form ideas. This mental or cognitive function of re-
flection as a source of ideas depends on sensory experience because the ideas produced by
the mind’s reflection are based on impressions already experienced through the senses. In
the course of human development, sensations appear first. They are a necessary forerunner
of reflections because there must first be a reservoir of sense impressions for the mind to be
able to reflect on. In reflecting, we recall past sensory impressions and combine them to
form abstractions and other higher-level ideas. Thus, all ideas arise from sensation and re-
flection, but the ultimate source remains our sensory experiences.
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You may wonder why we are asking you to read something that Locke wrote more than 300
years ago. After all, you are reading about Locke in this section of the textbook, and your in-
structor is discussing him in class. Remember, however, that textbook authors and teachers pro-
vide you with their own versions, visions, and perceptions. Authors and teachers must reduce,
abstract, and synthesize the original data of history to distill them tomanageable proportions. In
that process, something of the unique form, style, and even content of the original may be lost.

To understand fully any system of thought, one should, ideally, read the original data of
history on which writers base their books and professors create their lectures. In practice,
of course, this is rarely possible. That is why we are providing you with samples of the original
data—the theorists’ own words—for many of the contributors to the development of psycho-
logical thought. These excerpts show you how the theorists presented their ideas and acquaint
you with the explanatory style previous generations of students were required to study.

IN THEIR OWN WORDS

Original Source Material on Empiricism from An Essay
Concerning Human Understanding (1690)

John Locke

Let us then suppose theMind to be, as we say, white Paper, void of all Characters, without

any Ideas; How comes it to be furnished? Whence comes it by that vast store, which the

busy and boundless Fancy of Man has painted on it, with an almost endless variety?

Whence has it all the materials of Reason and Knowledge? To this I answer, in one word,

From Experience. In that, all our Knowledge is founded; and from that it ultimately derives

it self. Our observation employ’d either about external, sensible Objects; or about the in-

ternal Operations of our Minds, perceived and reflected on by our selves, is that which

supplies our Understandings with all the materials of thinking. These two are the Foun-

tains of Knowledge fromwhence all the Ideas we have, or can naturally have, do spring.

First, Our Senses, conversant about particular sensible Objects, do convey in to the Mind

several distinct perceptions of things, according to those variouswayswherein those Objects

do affect them: And thus we come by those ideas we have of Yellow,White, Heat, Cold, Soft,

Hard, Bitter, Sweet, and all those which we call sensible qualities, which when I say the

senses convey into the mind, I mean they from external Objects convey into the mind what

produces there those Perceptions. This great Source of most of the ideas we have, depend-

ing wholly upon our Senses, and derived by them to the Understanding, I call Sensation.
Secondly, The other Fountain from which Experience furnisheth the Understanding

with Ideas, is the Perception of the Operations of our own Minds within us, as it is em-

ploy’d about the Ideas it has got: which Operations, when the Soul comes to reflect on

and consider do furnish the Understanding with another set of Ideas, which could not be

had from things without: and such are Perception, Thinking, Doubting, Believing, Reason-

ing, Knowing, Willing, and all the different actings of our ownMinds; which we being con-

scious of and observing in our selves do from these receive into our Understandings as

distinct Ideas, as we do from Bodies affecting our Senses. This Source of Ideas every

Man haswholly in himself: And though it be not Sense, as having nothing to dowith exter-

nal Objects; yet it is very like it andmight properly enough be call’d internal Sense. But as I

call the other Sensation, so I call this Reflection, the Ideas it affords being such only as the

Mind gets by reflecting on its own Operations within it self. By Reflection, then, I would be

understood to mean that notice which the Mind takes of its own Operations and the man-

ner of them, by reason whereof there come to be Ideas of these Operations in the Under-

standing. These two, I say—External, Material things as the objects of Sensation; and the

Operations of our own Minds within as the Objects of Reflection—are, to me, the only

Originals fromwhence all our Ideas take their beginnings.
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Simple ideas and complex ideas. Locke distinguished between simple ideas and
complex ideas. Simple ideas can arise from both sensation and reflection and are
received passively by the mind. Simple ideas are elemental; they cannot be analyzed
or reduced to even simpler ideas. Through the process of reflection, however, the
mind actively creates new ideas by combining simple ideas. These new, derived ideas
are what Locke called complex ideas. They are compounded of simple ideas, and
hence they are capable of being analyzed or resolved into their simpler component
ideas.

The theory of association. The notion of combining or compounding ideas and the
reverse notion of analyzing them marks the beginning of the mental-chemistry approach
to the problem of association. In this view, simple ideas may be linked or associated to
form complex ideas. Association is an early name for the process psychologists call
“learning.” The reduction or analysis of mental life into simple ideas or elements, and the
association of these elements to form complex ideas, became central to the new scientific
psychology. Just as clocks and other mechanisms could be disassembled—reduced to their
component parts—and reassembled to form a complex machine, so could human ideas.

Locke treated the mind as though it behaved in accordance with the laws of the natu-
ral universe. The basic particles or atoms of the mental world are the simple ideas, con-
ceptually analogous to the atoms of matter in the mechanistic universe of Galileo and
Newton. These elements of the mind cannot be broken down into simpler elements,
but, like their counterparts in the material world, they can combine, or be associated, to
form more complex structures. Thus, association theory was a significant step in the di-
rection of considering the mind, like the body, to be a machine.

Primary and secondary qualities. Another proposition important to early psychol-
ogy is Locke’s distinction between primary and secondary qualities as they apply to sim-
ple sensory ideas. Primary qualities exist in an object whether or not we perceive them.
The size and shape of a building are primary qualities, whereas the building’s color is a
secondary quality. Color is not inherent in the object itself but rather depends on the
experiencing person, and not all people perceive a particular color in the same way. Sec-
ondary qualities such as color, odor, sound, and taste exist not in the object but in a
person’s perception of the object. The tickle of a feather is not in the feather but in our
reaction to the feather’s touch. The pain inflicted by a knife is not in the knife but in our
experience in response to the wound.

A popular experiment described by Locke illustrates these ideas. Prepare three
containers of water: one cold, one lukewarm, and one hot. Place your left hand in
the cold water and your right hand in the hot water, then put both hands in the luke-
warm water. One hand will perceive this water as warm and the other will perceive it
as cool. The lukewarm water itself is the same temperature for both hands; it cannot be
both warm and cool at the same time. The secondary qualities or experiences of warmth
and coolness exist in our perception and not in the object (in this case, the water).

Consider another example. If we did not bite into an apple, its taste would not exist.
Primary qualities, such as the size and shape of the apple, exist whether or not we per-
ceive them. Secondary qualities, such as the taste, exist only in our act of perception.

Locke was not the first scholar to distinguish between primary and secondary quali-
ties. Galileo had proposed essentially the same notion:

I think that if ears, tongues, and noses were removed, shapes and numbers and motions
[primary qualities] would remain, but not odors nor tastes nor sounds [secondary

Simple and complex
ideas: Simple ideas are
elemental ideas that
arise from sensation
and reflection; complex
ideas are derived ideas
that are compounded
of simple ideas and
thus can be analyzed
or reduced to their
simpler components.

Association: The no-
tion that knowledge
results from linking or
associating simple
ideas to form complex
ideas.

Primary and secondary
qualities: Primary
qualities are charac-
teristics such as size
and shape that exist in
an object whether or
not we perceive them;
secondary qualities are
characteristics such as
color and odor that
exist in our perception
of the object.
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qualities]. The latter, I believe, are nothing more than names when separated from liv-
ing beings (quoted in Boas, 1961, p. 262).

The distinction between primary and secondary qualities is consonant with the mech-
anistic position, which holds that matter in motion constitutes the only objective reality.
If matter were all that existed objectively, then our perception of anything else—such as
colors, odors, and tastes—must be subjective. Only primary qualities can exist indepen-
dently of the perceiver.

In making this distinction between objective and subjective qualities, Locke was rec-
ognizing the subjectivity of much human perception, an idea that intrigued him and
stimulated his desire to investigate the mind and conscious experience. He proposed sec-
ondary qualities in an attempt to explain the lack of precise correspondence between the
physical world and our perception of it.

Once scholars accepted the theoretical distinction between primary and secondary
qualities—that some existed in reality and others existed only in our perception—it was
inevitable that someone would ask whether there was any real difference between them.
Perhaps all perception exists only in terms of secondary qualities, those qualities that are
subjective and dependent on the observer. The philosopher who did ask, and answer, this
question was George Berkeley.

George Berkeley (1685–1753)

George Berkeley was born and educated in Ireland. A deeply religious man, he was
ordained a deacon in the Anglican Church at the age of 24. Shortly thereafter, he
published two philosophical works that were to exert an influence on psychology, An
Essay Towards a New Theory of Vision (1709) and A Treatise Concerning the Princi-
ples of Human Knowledge (1710). With these books, his contribution to psychology
ended.

Berkeley traveled extensively throughout Europe and held a number of jobs in
Ireland, including a teaching position at Trinity College in Dublin. He became finan-
cially independent when he received a sizable gift of money from a woman he met
once at a dinner party. After spending three years in Newport, Rhode Island, Berkeley
donated his house and library to Yale University. For the last years of his life,
he served as Bishop of Cloyne. When he died, his body was left untended in bed
until it began to decompose, in accordance with his instructions. Berkeley believed
that putrefaction was the only sure sign of death, and he did not wish to be buried
prematurely.

Berkeley’s fame—or at least his name—remains known in the United States today.
In 1855, a Yale University clergyman, the Reverend Henry Durant, established a
school in California. He named it “Berkeley” in honor of the good bishop, or perhaps
in recognition of Berkeley’s poem, “On the Prospect of Planting Arts and Learning in
America,” which includes the oft-quoted line, “Westward the course of empire takes
its way.”

Perception is the only reality. Berkeley agreed with Locke that all knowledge of the
external world comes from experience, but he disagreed with Locke’s distinction between
primary and secondary qualities. Berkeley argued that there were no primary qualities.
There were only what Locke called secondary qualities. To Berkeley, all knowledge was
a function of—or depended on—the experiencing or perceiving person. Some years later,
his position was given the name mentalism, to denote its emphasis on purely mental
phenomena.

Mentalism: The doc-
trine that all knowledge
is a function of mental
phenomena and de-
pendent on the per-
ceiving or experiencing
person.
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Berkeley suggested that perception is the only reality of which we can be sure. We
cannot know with certainty the nature of physical objects in the experiential world—the
world that is derived from or based on our own experiences. All we can know is how we
perceive or experience those objects. Thus, because perception is subjective—that is,
within ourselves—it does not mirror the external world. A physical object is nothing
more than an accumulation of sensations we experience concurrently, so that they be-
come associated in our mind by habit. According to Berkeley, then, the world of our ex-
periences becomes the summation of our sensations.

There is no material substance of which we can be certain because if we take away the
perception, the quality disappears. Thus, there can be no color without our perception of
color, no shape or motion without the perception of shape or motion.

Berkeley was not saying that real objects exist in the physical world only when they
are perceived. His theory was that because all experience is within ourselves, relative to
our own perception, we can never know precisely the physical nature of objects. We can
rely only on our own unique perception of them.

He recognized, however, that there was stability and consistency in the objects of the
material world and that objects existed independent of our perception of them, and so he
had to find some way to account for this. He did so by invoking God; Berkeley was, after
all, a bishop. God functioned as a kind of permanent perceiver of all the objects in the
universe. If a tree fell in the forest (as the old riddle goes), it would make a sound even if
no one were there to hear it, because God would always be perceiving it.

The association of sensations. Berkeley applied the principle of association to ex-
plain how we come to know objects in the real world. This knowledge is essentially a
construction or composition of simple ideas (mental elements) bound by the mortar of
association. Complex ideas are formed by joining the simple ideas that are received
through the senses, as he explained in An Essay Towards a New Theory of Vision:

Sitting in my study I hear a coach drive along the street; I look through the [window]
and see it; I walk out and enter it. Thus, common speech would incline one to think I
heard, saw, and touched the same thing … the coach. It is nevertheless certain the ideas
[admitted] by each sense are widely different, and distinct from each other; but, having
been observed constantly to go together, they are spoken of as one and the same thing.
(Berkeley, 1709/1957a)

The complex idea of the coach is fashioned from the sound of its wheels on the cob-
blestone street, the sturdy feel of its frame, the fresh smell of its leather seats, and the
visual image of its boxy shape. The mind constructs complex ideas by fitting together
these basic mental building blocks—the simple ideas. The mechanical analogy in the
use of the words “constructs” and “building blocks” is not coincidental.

Berkeley also used association to explain visual depth perception. He examined the prob-
lem of how we perceive the third dimension of depth given that the human eye has a retina of
only two dimensions. His answer was that we perceive depth as a result of our experience. We
associate visual impressions with the sensations that occur as our eyes adjust to seeing objects
at different distances and with the movements we make in approaching or retreating from the
objects we see. In other words, the continuous sensory experiences of walking toward or
reaching for objects, plus the sensations from the eye muscles, become linked to produce
the perception of depth. When an object is brought closer to the eyes, the pupils converge;
when the object is moved away, this convergence diminishes. Thus, depth perception is not
a simple sensory experience but an association of ideas that must be learned.

Berkeley was continuing the growing associationist trend within empirical philosophy
by attempting to explain a purely psychological, or cognitive, process in terms of the
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association of sensations. His explanation accurately anticipated the modern view of
depth perception in its consideration of the physiological cues of accommodation and
convergence.

David Hartley (1705–1757)

David Hartley was prepared to follow his father’s career path and become a minister, but
because he quarreled frequently with established church doctrine, he wisely turned to
medicine instead. He led a quiet and uneventful life working as a doctor, even though
he never completed his medical degree, and on his own pursued the study of philosophy.
In 1749, he published Observations on Man, His Frame, His Duty, and His Expectations,
considered by many scholars to be the first systematic treatise on association.

Association by contiguity and repetition. Hartley’s fundamental law of association
is contiguity, by which he attempted to explain the processes of memory, reasoning,
emotion, and voluntary and involuntary action. Ideas or sensations that occur together,
simultaneously or successively, become associated so that the occurrence of one is con-
nected with the occurrence of the other. Further, Hartley proposed that repetition of
sensations and ideas is necessary for associations to be formed.

Hartley agreed with Locke that all ideas and knowledge are derived from experiences
conveyed to us through the senses; there are no innate associations, no knowledge pres-
ent at birth. As children grow and accumulate a variety of sensory experiences, mental
connections of increasing complexity are established. In this way, higher systems of
thought have been developed by the time we reach adulthood. This higher-order mental
life—skills such as thinking, judging, and reasoning—may be analyzed or reduced to the
mental elements or simple sensations from which it was compounded. Hartley was the
first to apply the theory of association to explain all types of mental activity.

The influence of mechanism. Like other philosophers before him, Hartley viewed
the mental world in mechanistic terms. In one respect, he exceeded the aims of other
empiricists and associationists: Not only did Hartley attempt to explain psychological
processes in light of mechanical principles, but he also tried to similarly explain their
underlying physiological processes.

Isaac Newton had asserted that one characteristic of impulses in the physical world is
that they vibrate. Hartley applied this idea to the functioning of the human brain and
nervous system. He suggested that the nerves were solid structures (not hollow tubes,
as Descartes believed), and that vibrations of the nerves transmitted impulses from one
part of the body to another. These vibrations initiated smaller vibrations in the brain,
which were the physiological counterparts of ideas. The importance of Hartley’s doctrine
for psychology is that it is yet another attempt to use scientific ideas about the mechani-
cal universe as a model for understanding human nature.

James Mill (1773–1836)

James Mill was born in Scotland, the son of a shoemaker, which ordinarily would have
limited his job prospects considerably. His mother, however, refused to permit that. She
had “great ambitions for him, and from the very first, James was made to feel that he
was superior and the center of attention” (Capaldi, 2004, p. 1). She insisted that he stay
away from other children and devote his time to study. This proved to be a Spartan reg-
imen, and one to which he would later subject his son.

Mill was educated at the University of Edinburgh in Scotland and served for a short
time as a clergyman. When he discovered that no one in his congregation understood his
sermons, he left the Church of Scotland to earn his living as a writer. His most famous

Repetition: The notion
that the more fre-
quently two ideas oc-
cur together, the more
readily they will be
associated.
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literary work is the History of British India, which took 11 years to complete. His most
important contribution to psychology is Analysis of the Phenomena of the Human Mind
(1829).

The mind as a machine. James Mill applied the doctrine of mechanism to the hu-
man mind with a rare directness and comprehensiveness. His stated goal was to destroy
the illusion of all subjective or psychic activities and to demonstrate that the mind was
nothing more than a machine. Mill believed that empiricists who argued that the mind
was merely similar to a machine in its operations had not gone far enough. The mind
was a machine—it functioned in the same predictable, mechanical way as a clock. It
was set in operation by external physical forces and run by internal physical forces.

According to this view, the mind is a totally passive entity that is acted on by external
stimuli. We respond to these stimuli automatically; we are incapable of acting spontane-
ously. Mill therefore had no place in his theory for the concept of free will.

As the title of Mill’s major work suggests, he proposed that the mind be studied by
the method of analysis; that is, by reducing the mind to its elementary components.
You will recognize that this is the mechanistic doctrine. To understand complex phe-
nomena, whether in the mental or the physical worlds—whether ideas or clocks, for ex-
ample—it is necessary to break them down into their smallest component parts. Mill
wrote that a “distinct knowledge of the elements is indispensable to an accurate concep-
tion of that which is compounded of them” (Mill, 1829, Vol. 1, p. 1).

To Mill, sensations and ideas are the only kinds of mental elements that exist. In the
familiar empiricist-associationist tradition, all knowledge begins with sensations from
which are derived, through the process of association, higher-level complex ideas. Asso-
ciation was a matter of contiguity or concurrence alone, and it could be simultaneous or
successive.

Mill believed that the mind had no creative function because association is a totally
automatic, passive process. The sensations that occur together in a certain order will be
reproduced mechanically as ideas, and these ideas occur in the same order as their cor-
responding sensations. In other words, association is mechanical, and the resulting ideas
are merely the accumulation or sum of the individual mental elements.

John Stuart Mill (1806–1873)

James Mill agreed with Locke’s suggestion that the human mind at birth was like a blank
slate on which experience would write. When his son John was born, Mill vowed that he
would determine the experiences that would fill the boy’s mind, and he embarked on a
rigorous program of private tutoring. Every day, for up to five hours, he drilled the child
in Greek, Latin, algebra, geometry, logic, history, and political economy, questioning
young John repeatedly until he answered correctly (Reeves, 2009).

He was kept away from the distraction of other children, frequently admonished and
corrected for making mistakes, and never praised for his achievements. He once de-
scribed his father as “excessively severe. No fault, however trivial, escaped his notice;
none goes without reprehension or punishment of some sort” (quoted in Capaldi, 2004,
p. 10).

In his autobiography, John Stuart Mill wrote that his father “demanded of me not
only the utmost that I could do, but much that I could by no possibility have done …
no holidays were allowed, lest the habit of work should be broken and a taste for idleness
acquired” (J. S. Mill, 1873/1909, pp. 10, 27). Although his was a harsh upbringing, he
succeeded in learning all his father thought he should know.

At the age of three, John Stuart Mill could read Plato in the original Greek. At 11, he
wrote his first scholarly paper, and by 12 he had mastered the standard universityJOHN STUART MILL
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curriculum. At 18, he described himself as a “logical machine,” and by 21 he suffered
from major depression. He wrote of his mental breakdown: “I was in a dull state of
nerves … the whole foundation on which my life was constructed fell down. … I seemed
to have nothing left to live for” (Mill, 1873/1909, p. 83). It was several years before he
recovered a sense of self-worth. Later in life he blamed his parents for his mental diffi-
culties, his father for his strictness and his mother who, as he said, never showed any
regard for him. “I thus grew up in the absence of love and in the presence of fear”
(J. S. Mill, quoted in Kamm, 1977, p. 15).

Mill worked for the East India Company, handling routine correspondence about
England’s governance of India. “He was such a demon for work that growing overheated
through feverish memo-writing he would gradually strip off his clothes and work gravely
at his stool without waistcoat or pants, as his colleagues watched in prim Victorian won-
der” (Gopnik, 2009, p. 86).

At the age of 25, Mill fell in love with Harriet Taylor, a beautiful and intelligent mar-
ried woman. Mrs. Taylor would have a major influence on Mill’s work and life. The two
developed a close friendship and mutual affection that became widely known. Even by
today’s standards, it was an unusual relationship. After repeated demands from her hus-
band that she stop spending so much time with Mill, Harriet negotiated a compromise.
She and Mill would continue to see one another but she would live with her husband,
vowing to be loyal and faithful to both men by abstaining from sexual activities with ei-
ther. This situation continued for 20 years, until Harriet’s husband died. After the so-
cially acceptable two-year mourning period, Harriet and John Stuart Mill were able to
marry.

She assisted in his work, so much that he referred to her as the “chief blessing of my
existence” (Mill, 1873/1909, p. 111). He was heartbroken when she died only seven years
later. He built a cottage for himself from which he could gaze upon her grave. “It is
doubtful,” he wrote, “if I shall ever be fit for anything public or private again … the
spring of my life is broken” (quoted in Capaldi, 2004, p. 246). This quotation is impor-
tant because of the mechanical image Mill used; a spring was the engine, the motivating
force of machines such as clocks and automata, and by extension, of humans as well. At
the age of 52 he found a new “spring” in Harriet’s 27-year-old daughter, Helen, who re-
mained his companion for the rest of his life. In letters he referred to her as his daughter,
but in reality she acted more like a governess. “He had adored being dominated by
Harriet; he enjoyed being dominated by Helen” (Kamm, 1977, p. 133).

Mill later published an essay entitled “The Subjection of Women,” written at
Helen’s suggestion and inspired by Harriet’s marital experiences with her first hus-
band. He was appalled that women had no financial or property rights, and he com-
pared the plight of women to that of other disadvantaged groups. He condemned the
ideas that a wife was expected to submit to sex with her husband on demand, even
against her will, and that divorce on the grounds of incompatibility was not then per-
mitted. He proposed that marriage be more a partnership between equals than a mas-
ter/slave relationship (Rose, 1983). Sigmund Freud later translated Mill’s essay on
women into the German language, and in letters to his fiancée sneered at Mill’s notion
of equality of the sexes. Freud wrote, “The position of woman cannot be other than
what it is: to be an adored sweetheart in youth, and a beloved wife in maturity”
(Freud, 1883/1964, p. 76). We can see that Mill was more advanced in his thinking
on this issue than was Freud.

Mental chemistry. Through his writings on various topics, John Stuart Mill became
an influential contributor to what was soon to become formally the new science of psy-
chology. He argued against the mechanistic position of his father, James Mill, who
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viewed the mind as passive, something acted upon by external stimuli. To John Stuart
Mill, the mind played an active role in the association of ideas.

He proposed that complex ideas are not merely the summation of simple ideas
through the process of association. Complex ideas are more than the sum of the individ-
ual parts (the simple ideas). Why? Because they take on new qualities that are not found
in the simple elements. For example, if you mix blue, red, and green light in the proper
proportion, you end up with white, which is an entirely new quality. According to this
view—which came to be known as creative synthesis—the proper combining of mental
elements always produces some distinct quality that was not present in the elements
themselves.

Thus, John Stuart Mill was influenced in his thinking by the research then being un-
dertaken in chemistry, which provided him with a different model for his ideas than the
physics and mechanics that formed the context for the ideas of his father and the earlier
empiricists and associationists. Chemists were demonstrating the concept of synthesis, in
which chemical compounds were found to exhibit attributes and qualities not present in
their component parts or elements. For example, the proper mixture of the elements hy-
drogen and oxygen produces water, which has properties not found in either of the
elements. Similarly, complex ideas formed by combining simple ideas take on character-
istics not found in their elements. Mill called this approach to the association of ideas
“mental chemistry.”

John Stuart Mill also made a significant contribution to psychology by arguing that it
was possible to make a scientific study of the mind. He made this assertion at a time
when other philosophers, notably Auguste Comte, were denying that the mind could be
examined by the methods of science. In addition, Mill recommended a new field of
study, which he called “ethology,” devoted to factors that influence the development of
the human personality.

Contributions of Empiricism to Psychology
With the rise of empiricism, many philosophers turned away from earlier approaches to
knowledge. Although concerned with some of the same problems, their methods for con-
sidering these problems became atomistic, mechanistic, and positivistic.

Reconsider the principles of empiricism:

• The primary role of the process of sensation
• The analysis of conscious experience into elements
• The synthesis of elements into complex mental experiences through the process of

association
• The focus on conscious processes

The major role that empiricism was playing in shaping the new scientific psychology
was about to become evident, and we will see that the concerns of the empiricists formed
psychology’s basic subject matter.

By the middle of the nineteenth century, philosophers had established the theoretical
rationale for a natural science of human nature. What was needed next, to translate the-
ory into reality, was an experimental attack on the same subject matter. And that was
soon to occur, thanks to the physiologists, who supplied the kind of experimentation
that would complete the foundation for the new psychology.

Creative synthesis: The
notion that complex
ideas formed from
simple ideas take on
new qualities; the
combination of the
mental elements cre-
ates something greater
than or different from
the sum of the original
elements.
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Discussion Questions
1. Why was the defecating duck such a sensation in

Paris in 1739? What did it have to do with the
development of the new psychology?

2. Explain the concept of mechanism. How did it
come to be applied to human beings?

3. How did the development of clocks and automata
relate to the ideas of determinism and reductionism?

4. Why were clocks considered to be models for the
physical universe?

5. What were the implications of Babbage’s calculat-
ing engine for the new psychology? Describe the
contribution of Ada Lovelace to Babbage’s work.

6. How did Descartes’s views on the mind-body is-
sue differ from earlier views?

7. How did Descartes explain the functioning and
interaction of the human body and the human
mind? What is the role of the conarium?

8. How did Descartes distinguish between innate
ideas and derived ideas?

9. Define positivism, materialism, and empiricism.
What contributions did each viewpoint make to
the new psychology?

10. Describe Locke’s definition of empiricism. Dis-
cuss his concepts of sensation and reflection, and
of simple and complex ideas.

11. What is the mental-chemistry approach to asso-
ciation? How does it relate to the idea that the
mind is like a machine?

12. How did Berkeley’s ideas challenge Locke’s dis-
tinction between primary and secondary quali-
ties? What did Berkeley mean by the phrase
“perception is the only reality”?

13. How did Hartley’s work exceed the aims of the
other empiricists and associationists? How did
Hartley explain association?

14. Compare the explanations of association offered
by Hartley, James Mill, and John Stuart Mill.

15. Contrast and compare the positions of James
Mill and John Stuart Mill on the nature of the
mind. Which view had the more lasting impact
on psychology?
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Aaano bhadrah kratavo yantu vishvatah.
Let noble thoughts come from all directions.

-A Vedic saying

The intellect acquires critical acumen by familiarity with
different traditions. How much does one really under-
stand by merely following one’s own reasoning only?

-Bhartr
�
hari (Vākyapadīya 2.484)

Constructionism opens the door to multiple ways of
seeing the world; it is an invitation to creativity, and it
asks the researcher to think carefully about what is
being contributed to the culture and the world.

-Kenneth J. Gergen (Interview in this issue)

This special issue ofPsychological Studies (PS) is in honour
of Kenneth J. Gergen’s seminal work on social construction.
During the last four decades he has been leading debates
through which he has reoriented the theory and practice of
psychology. Indeed Ken has inspired a large body of research
and application which has crossed disciplinary and national
boundaries. This issue of PS offers a state-of-the art collection
of articles reflecting on Ken’s work and the growth of social
constructionism in different domains. The idea to bring out this
special issue germinated in December 2009 when Ken and his
wife Mary visited Delhi University and shared constructionist
ideas with a cross section of the community of present and
future Indian psychologists. The day he lectured here, we also

celebrated his 75th birthday. We also decided then to organize
this issue of the journal to present an account of themultifaceted
growth of social constructionism over the years. We invited a
range of scholars who have ventured to use social construction-
ism to give first hand accounts. Our request was enthusiastically
responded to and the result is this issue of Psychological
Studies. The issue begins with an interview of Ken and con-
cludes with Mary’s personal reflections about the making of
Ken. Other contributions reflect and relate to Ken and con-
structionism. We hope the contributions to this issue will invite
the readers to engage dialogically with social constructionism
and the challenges faced in our contemporary world.

As a social psychologist trained at the Universities of Yale
and Duke, Ken completed his doctoral work with Edward E.
Jones in 1962 and started his professional life at Harvard as
Assistant Professor in the Department of Social Relations. In
1967 he came to Swarthmore College in Philadelphia where
he is currently a Senior Research Professor. He has been on
visiting assignments to the Universities of Heidelberg, Sor-
bonne, Rome, and Kyoto. He has widely travelled in different
parts of the world and has collaborated with scholars from
psychology and many allied fields of human inquiry. In 1993,
he and his colleagues launched the Taos Institute as a non-
profit organization dedicated to bringing constructionist ideas
together with societal practices. The Institute now offers con-
ferences, workshops, a Ph.D. program, certificates, publica-
tions, and on-line resources. Ken is serving as its President. He
is also an adjunct professor at Tilburg University.

As a warm, considerate, and engaging person, Ken is
very generous with his ideas. In his academic journey he
has been coherent with his social construction theory and
maintained his course while at the same time continually
revising, expanding and evolving his contributions. During
his long career, Ken has tirelessly concentrated on reflection
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and action using interpretation and construction as key tools.
He has now become an institution in himself.

Going beyond the insular orientation of psychology, Ken
has often been crossing the disciplinary boundaries to create
bridges and searching for shared spaces to foster dialogue.
Building on developments in contemporary discourses in the
philosophy of science, cultural studies, and interpretive inqui-
ry, Ken has widened the net of psychological exploration and
situated it in a culturally informed dynamic intellectual space.
He has critically addressed many concepts and assumptions
that are taken for granted by those who are educated in the
positivist mould of knowledge creation, which has been
informing the mainstream psychological investigations.

The constructionist turn has been controversial. It has met
with resistance and contested by those who, like physical
scientists, subscribe to an essentialist view of reality and claim
legitimacy for the scientifically produced and represented
‘objective’ knowledge. Positioned in such a scenario, Ken
has indefatigably tried to demystify the conceptual, theoreti-
cal, and methodological implications of such knowledge
claims by critiquing and offering empowering reconstructions
(see Gergen 1982, 1985, 1994, 2001, 2009). In so doing, he
has demonstrated an unparalleled intellectual courage and pa-
tient striving. Ken’s early work has been dominated by a critical
stance but in later works he has moved toward developing an
alternative vision for social life characterized by joint action,
performance, relational nature of constructed realities, and
cultural inclusiveness.

A moment’s reflection on the contemporary social reality
would bring home the point that the perspective of construction-
ism has become more pertinent today than ever before, espe-
cially on the following two counts. First, it respects the plurality
and diversity in our social world. Instead of a singular or
hegemonic view of reality, constructionism entertains multiple
realities which emerge and therefore offers innovative ways of
appreciating and shaping reality (Gergen et al. 1996). Recog-
nizing ‘others’ on their terms builds trust and encourages dia-
logue. Themove from the notion of objective reality to reality as
construction opens the scope of interchange, collaboration, and
sharing. Explicating and elaborating the significance and impli-
cations of these ideas for a better world has been a major theme
in Ken’s work. Using this as a building block, Ken has ventured
to envision collaborative practices in the domains such as
health, organization, human development, and education.

Second, social constructionism reconfigures human dis-
courses in a non-foundationist and non reductionist ways. In
his groundbreaking paper titled Social Psychology as His-
tory published in 1973, Ken drew attention to the histori-
cally situated nature of social psychological inquiry and the
resulting theory and knowledge. He observed:

‘Perhaps the primary guarantee that social psychology
will never disappear via reduction to physiology is that

physiology cannot account for the variations in the
human behavior over time… To be sure, varying
responses to the environment rely on variations in
physiological function. However, physiology can never
specify the nature of the stimulus inputs or the response
context to which the individual is exposed. It can never
account for the continuously shifting patterns of what is
considered the good or desirable in society, and thus a
range of primarymotivational sources for the individual.
However, while social psychology is thus insulated
from physiological reductionism, its theories are not
insulated from historical change’. (1973, Pp. 315–316).

It may be noted that in recent years there is revival of
interest among psychologists in accounting everything in
terms of neuro-physiological processes and mechanisms.
Proposals of brain-based understanding have been on in-
crease. There is strong assertion that almost all psycholog-
ical processes can be ultimately traced to brain processes.
This is in tune with the idea of psychology as natural
science. As such it required grounding of mental processes
in neuro-physiology. In 2010 Ken addressed the problems
involved in such reifications. In a paper titled The Accultur-
ated Brain Ken has raised some important issues for the
discipline as well as society. Examining the socio-cultural
implications of brain based explanations he observed that brain
determinism implies a kind of neo-fatalism and makes impor-
tant concepts empty of values. In contrast, Ken noted that the
brain may be thought

‘as an instrument for achieving culturally constructed
ends. All attempts to infer mental states from behavioral
observation are suspended, then, on a network of conjec-
tural assumptions…Brain scan data do not solve the
problem of inference, but simply remove it from one site
of speculation to another. Brain scans do not speak for
themselves. To read them as evidence of depression,
deceit, trust, empathy, political preferences, and so on,
is essentially to participate in a tradition of cultural inter-
pretation. In this sense, making connections between
mind and brain is a form of cultural projection. That is,
one must participate in a cultural tradition in which the
existence of mental states is presumed in order to read
brain scans in their terms’ (Gergen, 2010, p. 7).

To Ken ‘brain may be a major facilitator of our actions, it
is not their progenitor’ (Gergen, 2010, p.16). This view
acknowledges the value of indigenous psychologies rooted
in diverse cultures. The Western psychology’s cultural im-
perialism keeps other constructions on the margin. He asks:
‘Why there has not been a lively interest in exploring the neural
basis of karma, swabhava, swadharma, and sthita pragya, all
significant to human functioning in Hindu psychology’?
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(Gergen 2010, P. 8). In seeing human activities as culturally
bound, we can envision alternative futures, especially with the
understanding of phenomenon like neural plasticity.

A concerted investment in relational processes has become
a key concern of Ken’s work. He notes that in today’s era of
rapidly changing ‘glocal’ boundaries, the idea of an individ-
ual appears dislocated and inept. He also observes that the
celebration of the individual mind as a locus of capacity for
autonomous thought and judgment is a legacy of Western
Enlightenment. Treating the individual mind as the primary
reality creates a gulf between the self and other. In this
scheme we don’t know the other mind so one need not trust
the other. As a consequence, relationships are becoming
artificial and of secondary importance and we are moving
toward a culture of loneliness, self-centeredness, and antago-
nism, with reduced degree of community participation.

The process of knowledge generation is primarily relation-
al in nature. As Ken has nicely put, “reasoning well” is not to
step outside of relationships for a “private moment”, but to
participate fully within them. He firmly believes that com-
munally shared understanding and values are constitutive of
science. Also, knowledge deeply involves the work of inter-
pretation. Thus knowledge may not be more or less true but
its functionality in terms of culturally accepted beliefs
and values may be low or high. Thus knowledge originates
from communities and not from the individual minds. In this
way social construction becomes a framework within which
the production and use of knowledge is embedded.

Contributions to The Present Issue of PS

This special issue of Psychological Studies begins with a
recent interview of Ken by Liping Yang, a scholar from
Nanjing Normal University, China. Ken has provided a
candid account of his current engagements and responded
to a range of questions related to theory and application of
constructionism. He declares that it is the dialogue which is
the ultimate aim of his endeavours. To him, social construc-
tionism works as a meta-theory of knowledge and also
furnishes a theory that accounts for the happenings in life.
To him knowledge is a communal construction. He says:

When we talk about the world, it is not a mirror of the
world. It is a way of using words for some purpose,
one interpretation among a possible infinity. So there
is no truly true account, no truth with the capital “T”,
no objectivity that is opposed to a subjective account.

Ken’s interview is followed by a thought provoking
contribution by Shotter. Reflecting on Relational Being
(Gergen 2009), he notes that the basic way of being in the
world is to be constantly in motion. We live continuously in
the midst of change. However the linguistic habit leads us

into thinking that what is new for us must, simply, be made
from what is already in existence. Shotter notes that the
notion of relational embedding in our surroundings is en-
tirely new in Ken’s recent work. The capacities for collab-
orative inquiry help to better the conditions of our own lives
and our living of them together. Our ontology lies ‘within a
process of relational flow, in which there is both, continuous
movement toward constraint, and an openness to the evolu-
tion of meaning’ (Gergen, 2009, p.46). Human actions have
no meaning in and of themselves; only within an ongoing
confluence of joint- or co-action can they begin to have a
practical meaning. Shotter posits that ‘if our living activity is
truly determined by that which has not yet been achieved,
but which is in fact anticipated (as at least possible) in the
flow of already occurring events, then we must contemplate
the possibility of a world that is still coming into being—a
world within which the many different flowing strands of
different activity intertwine, become entangled with each
other, and then sometimes separate; a turbulent, not-yet-
settled, dialogically-structured world—a world that is still
in the making. As a result, the whole field of psychological
inquiry must take on a new cast—especially if it is to take on
the relational responsibility for the practical creation of worlds
which sustain, rather than merely exploit, the relational flow
within which the confluences responsible for their emergence
occur. We must conduct our inquiries from within the midst of
turbulent, flowing processes.’

In the next contribution Anderson shares her reflections on
how Gergen has offered and substantiated a shift from the
individual to the social, including the shift of the focus on
knowledge from an individual cognitive construction to a
communal one, from language as representational to language
as a dynamic social process, and from the notion of a person as
a bounded self to the notion of a person as a ‘multi-being’.
Against this backdrop she discusses therapy as relational
recovery. She argues that the constructionist view challenges
the hierarchy and dualism in therapeutic systems. The empha-
sis is on using the dynamic process of dialogue with each
other, others and one’s self. Thus the relational and dialogic
conversational endeavour becomes central. Dialogue invites
and requires of its participants a sense of mutuality. These
characteristics distinguish dialogue as a collaborative and
generative joint activity.

Situating constructionism in the context of communica-
tion discipline, McNamee observes that Ken’s work inspires
and influences practitioners working in many areas. It offers
resources such as centering relational processes which, in
turn, generate the expansion of collaborative, participatory
practices that embrace alternative worldviews through a
reflexive stance. Ken has challenged himself and others to
stay on the edge because it is on the edge that new relational
possibilities can be created. Ken’s position is that “the limits
of my relations are the limits of my resources”. This implies
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the salience of situated joint action. It is argued that meaning
is constructed with others and realized in the collaborative
performances of people in relation.

In the next paper Yu and Sun have focused on organizational
processes. They note the limitations of reductionist approach
which essentializes the ‘social’ through the usage of language,
which itself is a product of culture. The social constructionist
work has brought into focus the fact that social psychological
theories tend to reflect historical and cultural circumstances,
rather than capturing laws of nature. The implications of this
view for understanding organizational processes are elaborated.

In the next contribution Wortham and Jackson examine
the significance of relational approach for educational re-
search and practice. They argue that education should in-
volve a set of processes to enhance relationships rather than
enhancing the individual’s mind and offer critique of the
prevailing assumptions. They elaborate the emerging em-
phasis on individuals as woven into contexts and knowledge
as produced in relationships and bring out the implications
of knowledge as ‘contextualized’.

Population dynamics are changing and the challenge of
graceful aging is widely recognized as one of the key societal
issues across the globe. In this context Randall has addressed
the problem of aging which simultaneously occurs in physical
as well as psychological domains. More specifically the idea
of biographical aging is distinguished from biological aging.
Randall argues that an “inside” perspective views aging in
more positive terms, and aging people can be conceptualized
as persons with (and within) complex webs of stories. Aging
may be configured as a (potentially) creative process, a pro-
cess of not merely getting old, but consciously growing old.
The conceptual analysis presented by Randall brings a new
orientation to aging.

In the next contribution, Panda has examined the multilin-
gual education (MLE) discourse and practices in the Indian
context. The choice of MLE model is influenced by the
dominant construction of the problem of tribal children’s
learning in regular government schools as one of ‘poor’ or
‘inadequate’ bridging between their everyday language and
concepts and the school language and the academic concepts.
‘Bridging’ and ‘exit’, therefore, became two foundational
metaphors of the Indian MLE programmes. The paper decon-
structs these metaphors and argues for a critique in pedagogy.

Using an autoethnographic lens, Sharma notes that the
communal construction of mental illness makes recovery a
daunting challenge since society largely perceives the psy-
chiatrically ill as ‘deficient’. Not only does one have to deal
with the illness itself, but has to address the perpetual stigma
associated with the labelling. Using a personal narrative, it is
shown how one constructs structures which help to make
oneself stable and empowered from within.

The domain of helping professions is the theme of the
next contribution in which Romaioli explores the potential

contribution of the social constructionist paradigm to har-
monize different perspectives on therapy. In particular, at-
tention is drawn to three premises: (1) the individual psychic
world is constructed within relational processes, mainly
through dialogue (2) in general, discourses can be classified
as either generative or degenerative, and (3) individuals
construct their life narrative according to a common-sense
that—more or less openly—draws its concepts from “offi-
cial” psychology theories. This relational perspective allows
one to appreciate the implications for clinical practice,
where therapist and client are seen as “multi-beings” and
therefore endowed with multiple views.

Using a dialogical style Paré and Sutherland have
addressed the challenges in practice and examine concerns
in counselling education following a social constructionist
perspective. Building on the centrality of relationship as the
key theme they have written the article in two voices. Paré’s
reflections occupy the major portion of the contribution;
however, his account often takes turns by the reflective
interventions by a second counsellor educator, Sutherland.
They draw attention to the relational aspect of knowledge
and meaning and reflexive cooperation. They argue that
descriptions and explanations are accomplishments of coor-
dinated human action, and relationships provide various
forms of choices for going forward, and are also impacted
significantly by the choices made.

Taking to a different plane of deliberation Kwee, a Bud-
dhist scholar and practitioner, argues that the psychology of
relational Buddhism is a cutting-edge practical understanding
of life. He notes that while living in an ocean of relationships
from the cradle to the grave, it is significant to recognize the
interpersonal significance of the binding “we”. In the context
of the theory of dependent origination, to act is to inter-act and
to be is to inter-be. This deep insight goes well with the
assumptions of social constructionism. Relational Buddhism
invites the co-creation of inter-being-in-between-selves and of
a “non-foundational morality of coordinated action” to render
“team spirit for humanity” with congenial bonds as a lifeline.

Priya has addressed the problem of suffering and healing
and offers a critique of the Western biomedicine that focuses
on diagnosis and treatment of the symptoms of a disease.
Using a social constructionist paradigm as a meta theory, the
human experiences of suffering and healing are explicated
and connected with the works of Eric J. Cassell and Arthur
Kleinman. It is argued that suffering and healing experien-
ces are socio-historically contextualized. In this framework
the dialogic partnership between the researcher and the
participant becomes a meaningful medium to understand
such experiences.

In the next paper entitled “On a Train from Morgantown”
Jones has shared a film script. It is built around the fictive
historical dialogue between a German developmental psy-
chologist, Klaus Riegel and Kenneth Gergen, an American
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social psychologist. Both have just presented papers at a
conference and are boarding a train to return to their respective
places. The author meets them as they are travelling from
Morgantown. Their conversation ignites ideas that would
propel Gergen into abandoning metatheories and lighting the
spark that began the concept of social constructionism. The
conversation represents the interface between old ideas of
grand theories and the birth of new ideas inspired by the
possibilities of a smaller, more intimate world view. Jones
uses retrospective imagining supported by narrative biograph-
ical theory. He extends these to the illusory biographies of
others constructed within a sense of other as created by an
imaginative projection of self onto their worlds.

In the final contribution, Mary Gergen, a feminist scholar
and life partner of Ken, reconstructs Ken’s journey over the
years by relating to places and people in a historical context.
Her narrative offers a deeply reflective account of the person
that Ken is, his zeal for writing, sharing and relating through
dialogue. Amidst diverse moves, turns, challenges, and col-
laborations Ken has been continuously engaged in appreci-
ating the complexities of human life as it unfolds. Mary
offers insights into the evolution of Ken’s passions, habits
and motivation for his wide-ranging concerns for humanity
—his being and his ways of becoming—through engage-
ments in dialogical reflection and action.

Ken’s creativity, imagination and engagement continue and
his ideas have made their presence felt around the world. The
constructionist view is increasingly being used by a range of
researchers and practitioners. It is assuming the form of a
paradigm. However, it makes no claims for one truth. It opens
the door to multiple ways of engaging in knowledge. The
consciousness of multiplicity is indeed an emerging global
sensitivity. In this context various relational processes like
dialogues, collaborations, networks and negotiations are crit-
ical. The social constructionist move from monologue to
dialogue, from isolated to relational rationality, is the future.

Together these contributions map out a clear and com-
pelling vision of a constructionist perspective from an
insider’s perspective. They seek to explain the dialogical
nature of the social world. This issue PS is our attempt
to contribute to the efforts in this direction and to
recognize the accomplishments of a brilliant academic
leader. We present this issue with the hope that it will
ignite a spirit of productive and useful deliberation for
making human lives more fulfilling through an open
minded dialogue and reflexivity.
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Abstract 

 

Hermeneutics as a research practice, if it is to remain true to its philosophical origins, 

involves reappraisal and reinterpretation in relation to its cultural contexts. Among the 

threads of connection affecting hermeneutic practice are the exigencies of academic 

institutions and evolving cross-cultural perspectives. This article addresses these issues from 

the perspective of exploring hermeneutics for a research study of nurses’ relational practice 

on acute care mental health units from Buddhist perspectives. The exploration is, as 

hermeneutics must be, both a review and a refashioning, a looking back in order to look 

forward.  
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Introduction 

Hermeneutic philosophy recognizes the historicity of culture and, thus, of its own insights within 

cultural contexts. Hermeneutics is always in dialogue with its own history. In the past 25 years, 

one branch of this history has been the development of hermeneutics as a valuable approach to 

research in disciplines that entail practices of human relating, such as nursing and education. I 

write from within this particular branch of the hermeneutic tradition, in an exchange with the 

tradition as I apply it to a research question about understandings of the nurse-patient relationship 

in acute care mental health settings. I believe that hermeneutics offers a unique capacity to cut 

into the complexity of this phenomenon in its historical, political, ethical, and relational 

complexities. To complicate matters further, I am bringing to the investigation perspectives 

gained from the study and practice of Zen Buddhism, which I believe hold fresh insights into the 

topic and can contribute new ways of seeing for nursing practice. At the same time, because I 

have worked primarily in and around Gadamerian hermeneutics , I have become aware of the 

sands of history shifting under my feet–the insight of impermanence, in Buddhist terms. The 

discussion that follows is part review and part questioning of the particular historical and cultural 

landscape that I am discovering as I cultivate my skills as a hermeneutic researcher in nursing. In 

this article, I re-explore the historical, philosophical, and methodological underpinnings of the 

hermeneutic tradition as applied to research in nursing. I consider some of the complexities 

engendered by working with interpretive research in settings that start from positivist 

assumptions, and I begin to open up the relevance of hermeneutics to cross-cultural questions.  

 

Every attempt to undertake a research study in the name of philosophical hermeneutics is beset 

with difficulty from the start. Gadamer (1960/2004) wrote in his introduction to Truth and 

Method that “the hermeneutics developed here is not . . . a methodology of the human sciences” 

(p. xxii). The would-be hermeneutic researcher, however, operates in a world in which academic 

institutions, ethics boards, and funding bodies all want to know the method and to have a 

satisfactory account of the method. Elsewhere, Gadamer (2007) outlined more of an idea of how 

philosophical hermeneutics might be applied as a mode of research inquiry:  

 

the practical science directed towards this practical knowledge is neither theoretical 

science in the style of mathematics nor expert know-how in the sense of a knowledgeable 

mastery of operational procedures (poiesis), but a unique sort of science. It must arise 

from practice itself and . . . be related back to practice. (p. 231) 

 

Researchers have to work out the methodological implications of philosophical hermeneutics for 

nursing research in this arising from practice and returning to practice. This working-out is not a 

reinstitution of method, a codification, or a resolution of a problem, but a process of careful 

explication and exploration of a complex question. The question is how to carry out research in 

nursing using a philosophical hermeneutic approach within the exigencies of academic structures, 

while maintaining integrity of philosophy and process. The thread of understanding that will 

guide this exploration is the appeal to practice, which speaks to the clinical practice of nurses as 

the point of doing research at all and of research as itself a practice.  

 

The Historical, Philosophical, and Methodological Underpinnings of the Tradition 

 

Historical Underpinnings 

 

Sensitivity to history is part of hermeneutic consciousness, in our understanding of ourselves as 

being within history and shaped by history (Gadamer, 1960/2004). Any discussion of the 

historical underpinnings of a research endeavour based upon philosophical hermeneutics must 
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therefore attend to the history of the approach and to the history underlying the singular inquiry. 

This awareness that ways of thinking originate from somewhere is in itself one marker of the 

difference between hermeneutics and scientific method; the latter lays claim to a technical 

objectivity which is, if not strictly ahistorical, then heir to a progressivist view of history in which 

the less technologically advanced past is never as good as the present, which is in the shadow of 

an assumed better future. In this linear view, history is not quite bunk, as Henry Ford remarked, 

but is a matter of indifference rather than significance.    

 

Gadamer (1960/2004) began his historical investigation of hermeneutics with Luther (though, of 

course, locating it within the western philosophical tradition all the way back to Plato and 

Aristotle) and followed its development as an explicit issue in philosophy through the works of 

Schleiermacher and Dilthey. For the present discussion, however, if we keep our eyes on research 

practices, the key figure is Husserl, who Grondin (2003) described as a “liberator” who tried to 

“free thought from pre-established methodological concepts” (p. 73). Husserl did this through a 

critique of the scientific claim to make objective observations of the world. He posited the idea of 

“intentionality” (Grondin, p. 73), meaning that we are already implicated in the world through our 

consciousness. Husserl coined the term Lebenswelt, or life-world, to convey the experience of 

being in the world “that represents the pregiven basis of all experience” and “the whole in which 

we live as historical creatures” (Gadamer, 1960/2004, p. 239). As a nurse researcher, I can trace 

back to Husserl the legitimacy of choosing a topic of lived nursing practice as the subject of 

nursing research. Husserl, however, supposed that it was possible, at least to some extent, to step 

out of the life-world in the name of an observing, analytic ego and to discover the essential 

components of a phenomenon (Caputo, 1987). These suppositions continue to operate in 

phenomenological research through the methodological steps of description, bracketing, and the 

delineation of essences (Dahlberg, 2006; Gearing, 2004; van Manen, 1997). Heidegger, who was 

a student of Husserl’s, argued that the idea of intentionality implied a fully ontological immersion 

in the world such that one could not, as it were, pull oneself up by one’s own hair to take a look 

around. “Essentially, the person exists only in the performance of intentional acts, and is therefore 

essentially not an object” (Heidegger, 1927/1962, p. 73). For Heidegger, the consequence of this 

immersion in the world is already to be committed to understanding. Caputo (1987) put it that 

“we understand as we do because we exist as we do” (p. 61). This does not, however, mean that 

understanding and being are stuck in a tautology since “as understanding, Dasein projects its 

Being upon possibilities” (Heidegger, 1927/1962, p. 188). For Heidegger, it was “the working-out 

of possibilities projected in understanding” (p. 189) that constituted interpretation. Gadamer, who 

was a student and colleague of Heidegger’s, developed this mode of interpretation in his 

philosophical hermeneutics.   

 

Having come to the threshold of the philosophical underpinnings of the research approach, I will 

postpone a discussion of Gadamer’s hermeneutics for the next section. First, I want to emphasize 

the implication of the concept of Lebenswelt for scientific method. An ontological basis of 

understanding troubles the separation of subject and object upon which scientific method 

traditionally depends. The significance of this point for the context in which I am writing this 

article is that the language of method is part of the vocabulary of academic research, at least in 

nursing. The template for candidacy questions from the Faculty of Nursing at the University of 

Calgary, which constitutes the original context for this paper, requires a question that addresses 

“the research method and data analysis/management strategy chosen for the thesis” (Faculty of 

Nursing, 2008). We may recognize this usage of the word “method” as a language-game 

(Wittgenstein, 1953/2009) belonging to the university. We may, therefore, pass over it as 

shorthand for whatever form of words we may prefer, such as research approach, but we may also 

heed Wittgenstein’s observation that “we don’t notice the enormous variety of all the everyday 

language-games, because the clothing of our language makes them all alike” (p. 236). Indeed, 



 International Journal of Qualitative Methods 2012, 11(3) 

   
 

217 

etymologically the word method goes back to the Greek méthodos, meaning “pursuit, following 

after” (Barnhart, 2006, p. 657) and is derived from the concrete image of a road, a way. The 

Canadian Oxford Dictionary (Barber, 1998) defines method as “a mode of procedure; a defined 

or systematic way of doing a thing” (p. 912). These readings of method are surely broad enough 

to include philosophical hermeneutics as a defined way of doing research, but to do so would not 

only tend to conceal the historical difference outlined above, but also blur a necessary perception 

of the hegemonic place of scientific method in our society and its institutions of higher education.  

History is intimately bound up with identity, as the eminent Canadian historian Margaret 

MacMillan (2008) has pointed out. We recognize where we stand in part through our 

understandings of where we have come from; this recognition also enables us to begin to shape 

possibilities towards the future. According to Caputo (1987), universities define “what is or is not 

‘rational discourse’” (p. 230) through their apparatuses of discourse but are themselves subject to 

“a social system which has increasingly technical and pragmatic expectations of the university” 

(p. 230). From a critical hermeneutic perspective in nursing, Allen (1995, 2006) drew attention to 

the privileges of professionalism within the educational and healthcare systems. This is not to say 

that we should excise the term method from our vocabulary or that we can work within existing 

institutions according to some pure alternative non-method. Our work as researchers has to be 

undertaken with the acknowledgement of the complexity of history, while framing possibilities 

for purposeful, useful, and just investigation.  

 

Philosophical Underpinnings 

 

Three significant elements in Gadamer’s philosophical hermeneutics that nurse researchers use in 

their practice are reflexivity, dialogue, and, of course, interpretation. Reflexivity in this tradition 

picks up from Heidegger’s (1927/1962) discussion of the circle of understanding, which is “the 

expression of the existential fore-structure of Dasein itself” (p. 195). Gadamer (1960/2004) 

expanded upon the interpretive effect of this hermeneutic circle to draw attention to the dynamic 

between the thing under consideration (where he refers to literary texts, we would think of a 

topic) and the fore-structures of understanding that are already part of our being-in-the-world. 

Gadamer wrote that “working out this fore-projection, which is constantly revised in terms of 

what emerges as he penetrates into the meaning, is understanding what is there” (p. 269) and that 

“this constant process of new projection constitutes the movement of understanding and 

interpretation” (p. 269).  A possible refiguring of the image of the circle sees it as a spiral to 

convey the movement of understanding that can never quite return to its previous position.   

 

Researchers in other traditions have taken up the idea of reflexivity in different ways. Ahern 

(1999), for example, argued for a reflexive bracketing. She proposed that fore-understandings 

enable us to frame an issue, but maintained that it is still possible to bracket, or temporarily 

suspend, “the idiosyncrasies of researchers” (p. 407). Koch (1996) outlined several approaches to 

reflexivity in different research approaches. These are variations on the idea of a self-positioning 

in historical, cultural, political, or gender terms. This self-consciousness of identity, which is, as 

mentioned above, thoroughly historical, is part of the work of hermeneutic research. In 

Gadamerian (1960/2004) terms, it is part of working out fore-understandings in the light of 

“historically effected consciousness” (p. 336). However, this kind of reflexivity also carries the 

risk of reductionism when it is too tied to some particular ideological perspective, whereas the 

dynamic of the reflexive hermeneutic circle allows for, indeed expects, the iterative questioning 

and shifting of one’s assumptions.   

 

One of Gadamer’s central themes is dialogue, since the engagement with the address of the other 

permits the hermeneutic circle to move. In the encounter with another, our presuppositions are 

thrown into relief, exposed in new ways, and made available for revision (if we allow them). 
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Davey (2006) wrote that, “the result of dialogic encounter should be that both parties retire 

thinking in different and unexpected ways about criticisms made and received” (p. 19). I would 

qualify the word “criticisms” here as being only one mode of being able to shift in understanding; 

the introduction of new or unfamiliar ways of looking at something would be a more general 

description for what might emerge in dialogue. One of the important points about dialogue when 

considering the philosophical underpinnings for research is that it so closely pertains to the actual 

practice of interviewing in research. Here again, the idea of practice is important, both as a 

description of what to do and, more importantly, as an attitude of continual opening into 

possibility. Gadamer (1960/2004) addressed this sense of practice in his discussion in Truth and 

Method of dialogue as lived dialectic:  

 

As the art of asking questions, dialectic proves its value because only the person who 

knows how to ask questions is able to persist in his questioning, which involves being 

able to preserve his orientation towards openness. The art of questioning is the art of 

questioning ever further – i.e., the art of thinking. It is called dialectic because it is the art 

of conducting a real dialogue. (p. 360) 

 

Gadamer, at another point in Truth and Method, distinguished “a therapeutic conversation” from 

a “true conversation” (p. 387) on the grounds that the former is governed by a particular intent 

and, implicitly, assumes unequal or at least different roles between participants. There is a 

correlate here with the research interview as a conversation that by its nature has certain 

assumptions about roles and purposes. As a researcher, or as a clinician, I take this as an 

important caution rather than an interdiction. Indeed, in an address to psychiatrists in San 

Francisco in 1989, Gadamer (1996) emphasized the commonality rather than the contrast between 

hermeneutic philosophical work and clinical work. He noted that, “if philosophy is an attempt to 

understand the incomprehensible, an attempt to take up the major human questions” then 

“psychiatrists will immediately recognize how particularly exposed they are to such unexplained 

phenomena” (p. 167). This speaks to me, too, as a mental health nurse. I would argue that since 

Gadamer gave that address, the increasing dominance of the biomedical in psychiatry has served 

to try to reduce that exposure to the unexplained. That it persists nonetheless in the endlessly 

variegated responses to the world of those suffering with mental illness only makes it all the more 

urgent that nurses continue to locate their work on precisely this ground of the unexplained and 

the uncomfortable. Given this, the differentiation of how we practice with hermeneutic 

conversation under different circumstances only underlines the significance of reflexivity because 

it invokes the social structures standing behind the clinician or researcher as such. It is the 

responsibility of the nurse as either clinician or researcher to enter into an interview/conversation 

with an awareness of her or his place and role in relation to the other in that setting.   

 

The third element of philosophical hermeneutics that is so crucial to research is interpretation.  

Interpretive perspectives in qualitative research include structuralism, phenomenology, and 

feminism, as well as hermeneutics (Denzin & Lincoln, 2008). What is distinctive about 

philosophical hermeneutics, however, is the ontological grounding of interpretation that calls into 

play, in Gadamer’s (1960/2004) terms, our prejudices and historically-effected consciousness. By 

the fact of our being-in-the-world, we are already seeing the world as something – we have “an 

angle” (Caputo, 2006, p. 57). Our task as researchers is to align this angle (which is already 

partly-revealed and partly-hidden in the choice of topic) with the appropriate cultural resources to 

enable us to “see what is going on” (Caputo, p. 57). In a way it sounds banal to say “I want to see 

what is going on” when a mental health nurse on an acute unit meets a patient. The challenge of 

research inspired by philosophical hermeneutics is to articulate a meaningful and useful 

alignment of elements among the infinite possibilities of individual experiences and cultural and 

historical interconnections in which the topic lives.    
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Interpretation in the hermeneutic tradition also draws on a profound sense of the place of 

language as mediating our being-in-the-world. Gadamer (1960/2004) wrote that, “the light that 

causes everything to emerge in such a way that it is evident and comprehensible in itself is the 

light of the word” (p. 478). This view of language as inherently interpretive, aesthetic, and self-

expressive presses back against the objectification of words as entities to be counted and means 

that even forms of thematic analysis have to be approached with care. For philosophical 

hermeneutics, interpretation is linguistic and language is interpretive. 

 

Methodological Underpinnings 

 

The question of the methodological underpinnings for research that breathes philosophical 

hermeneutics moves the discussion back towards that disputed territory of method which is 

inscribed in the map of the modern university. The Canadian Oxford Dictionary (Barber, 1998) 

defines methodology as “a body of methods” and as “the branch of knowledge that deals with 

method” (p. 912). The qualitative research literature also allows for some latitude. Laverty (2003) 

argued that methodology, unlike a prescriptive method, is a “creative approach to understanding” 

(p. 16) that can draw on various approaches. Carter and Little (2007) placed methodology as the 

foundation of method, as the justification for techniques and procedures of research. For Koch 

(1996), methodology “describes the process by which insights about the world and the human 

condition are generated, interpreted and communicated” (p. 174). These loosenings around 

method certainly create space for ways of conducting research that do not fit the scientific 

paradigm and, even in the case of philosophical hermeneutics, explicitly question its hegemony. 

The trouble with hegemonies is that we live under them whether we like it or not – not only under 

but also in them. It is good hermeneutic practice to keep these ambiguities in play. Derrida (2008) 

wrote of one boundary, the limit between animal and human, that his purpose in discussing and 

challenging this duality was “certainly not in effacing the limit, but in multiplying its figures, in 

complicating, thickening, delinearizing, folding, and dividing the line precisely by making it 

increase and multiply” (p. 29). My intention, then, is not to elide or ignore the limits of 

method/methodology or methodology/process (and so on) but rather to maintain alertness around 

such limits, even as I endeavour to follow the ways of philosophical hermeneutics qua research.   

 

From the perspective of nursing research, philosophical hermeneutics is one way of addressing 

the need to answer certain kinds of questions. Qualitative research is a response to a basic 

curiosity about human experience that is not satisfied by results of inquiry based upon Cartesian 

assumptions of objectivity and isolated phenomena. In nursing, Carper’s (1978/2009) description 

of four ways of knowing, which include the aesthetic, personal, ethical, and empiric/scientific, 

has remained an important reference point for establishing the pertinence of qualitative research 

in nursing. Over time, qualitative research has broadened in its range of approaches, which at 

least partly reflects a developing awareness of being in the shadow of quantitative research (D. 

Jardine, personal communication, May 2008). Grounded theory, for example, has a schematic 

approach that involves treating words as data elements that can be grouped into themes so that the 

number of incidences of words, phrases, and themes acts as a register of the value of a concept 

(Streubert-Speziale & Rinaldi-Carpenter, 2007). Polkinghorne (2005) traced the expansion of 

qualitative research to include more interpretive approaches with a concomitant shift from a focus 

on methods and training in techniques towards practice and cultivation of a way of seeing. This 

interest in the stance and presence of the researcher in the research process, over and above 

technique, is one of the methodological linkages between philosophy and process in hermeneutic 

research. For Jardine (1992) writing from the point of view of research, and Davey (2006) from 

the point of view of philosophy, philosophical hermeneutics is a practice. The qualities that make 

it a practice are its dialogic nature and dynamic of discovery, in which the researcher’s 

understanding moves with a deepening sense of the interconnectivity of the topic. It is this 
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dynamism, unforeseeable in its specifics, that is so different from a prescriptive method. Practice, 

however, always has its own obligations and ways of doing something. Philosophical 

hermeneutic research has its “critical procedures” with a “clear style and a discernible signature” 

(Davey, 2006, p. 18). These procedures generally include the address of a topic, collection of 

pertinent data, and then an interpretive analysis of the topic (Moules, 2002). These generalized 

procedures all involve reflexivity and decision-making on the part of the researcher. There is a 

dialectic of form and formlessness that is only ever apparently resolved in a finished research 

report or thesis, provided that the researcher has maintained the integrity of the approach.   

 

The address of the topic suggests a question that is brought to awareness by an experience rather 

than by a rational process of decision-making or an external suggestion (Jardine, 2003). The 

researcher’s reflexive involvement in the topic is already present in its first articulation, and, in 

terms of the above dialectic, the working out of a research question is the role of form. Davey’s 

(2006) discussion of the German word Sache is applicable to “topic” as an equivalent English 

word. He wrote that Sache has both the dimensions of an entity with cultural referents beyond the 

grasp of any one individual and of “cultural effectiveness” (p. 69) that is only brought about 

through an active engagement on the part of the reader (or researcher). Thus, the topic presents 

itself as an area of study and, at the same time, as a locus of reappraisal, reanimation, and 

reimagining. My own topic can illustrate this element of renewal. There is an extensive literature 

about nurse-patient relationships in mental health nursing that already contains a wealth of 

valuable perspectives, but the topic takes on a singular resonance stemming from my own clinical 

experiences and my perspectives of Buddhist practice. New research may arise from precisely 

such resonances between the existing tradition of knowledge and the possibility of fresh insights. 

One aspect in the recognition of possibility becoming a realized research study is the approval of 

the topic and its articulation as questions by supervisors and colleagues. It is not enough that I 

feel inspired or energized by a topic—there is a social and ethical obligation that the topic has 

relevance and at least a reasonable chance of providing something useful in the end to people in 

need of nursing care.   

 

The animation and illumination of the topic guides the process of data collection. In nursing 

research, this usually entails interviews with individuals who are in the life-world of the topic 

(Koch, 1996). The interview in this tradition reflects the dialogic, linguistic heart of hermeneutics 

even though, as noted earlier, it has inflections of the exigencies of roles and context. The 

researcher thus has a responsibility to respect the integrity of the interviewee while conducting a 

conversation based on heeding the other’s position and remaining open to the possibilities that 

emerge in dialogue (Binding & Tapp, 2008). Another aspect of data collection is getting to know 

the literature about the topic. In philosophical hermeneutics, this goes beyond a literature review, 

both in content and style. Davey (2006) dwelt at length on the Gadamerian notion of Bildung, 

which can be narrowly translated as “cultivation,” but which has connotations of culture, 

learning, and, perhaps most importantly, openness to new learning. Bildung entails, in one aspect, 

“exposing oneself to the experiences that the practical acquisition of the facts and skills pertinent 

to a given discipline expose one to” and, thereby, it is “possible to become a good or, rather, a 

more understanding practitioner” (p. 39). The sense of development as a practitioner affirms the 

philosophical-methodological power of hermeneutics as a research approach for a practice 

discipline like nursing. Another aspect of Bildung, according to Davey, is that it does not dictate a 

particular kind of education or canon of work, as some critics of Gadamer have suspected, but 

that it is linked to the topic at hand. Bildung requires a cultivation of what can expand 

understanding of the topic, which can include not only the obvious sources (as in the conventional 

literature review) but also whatever cultural resources can help to shed light on the topic. In this 

way, each researcher reinvents the topic in light of his or her own constellation of relationships, 

readings, and fore-understandings.   
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Data analysis is another term that ought to carry a hermeneutic health warning, although it is no 

bad thing once more to draw attention to the tension between the generally given structures of 

research and the far more fluid interconnections of a hermeneutic study. The dialectic of form and 

formlessness is still in play. While there is something to be written, the term data implies 

separated objects of knowledge with analysis as a distanced examination of them. The 

hermeneutic understanding of language as interpretive instead demands an attention to aesthetics 

and expressive fluidity. Koch (1996) described the process of writing in a way that respects form, 

while retaining a more ecologic sense of making connections: “Patients’ stories and exemplars 

merge with contextual data, and literature is progressively incorporated to mediate understanding 

delivered in a construction” (p. 179). In hermeneutic writing, “analysis becomes synonymous 

with interpretation” (Moules, 2002, p. 15). Through this interpretive writing reflexivity once more 

emerges as one of the signatures of philosophical hermeneutics. Reflexivity is not the same as 

subjectivity—the researcher does not redraw the topic on a whim but rather commits to the play 

of the topic. There is undoubtedly a question of style involved in philosophical hermeneutic 

writing, a valuing of creative expression that goes against the grain of contemporary belief that 

technical, jargon-ridden language somehow betokens substance. This is one of the challenges of 

hermeneutic research, both because it is not easy to do and because style cannot be allowed to run 

away with sense and purpose.   

 

The risks of hermeneutic research, including the risk of doing it badly, mean that rigour is as 

much a methodological consideration as for any other form of research. The debate about rigour 

in qualitative research has continued as the forms of research have increased. There have been 

various re-interpretations of validity to make more sense in a qualitative paradigm. Morse, 

Barrett, Mayan, Olson, and Spiers (2002) argued to retain the concepts of reliability and validity 

and called for structural “techniques of verification” (p. 14) to ensure validity. Their approach 

does highlight the importance of careful, intentional decision making throughout the research 

process, although it seems over-schematic for hermeneutic research. Rashotte and Jensen (2007), 

by contrast, outlined a way of understanding validity in hermeneutic phenomenological inquiry 

that links it to relational ethics. Values of acute sensitivity to context, communication styles, and 

the integrity of research participants in their account are all highly consistent with philosophical 

hermeneutics. What both approaches have in common is a concern for accountability, so that the 

decisions made by researchers are recorded and explained. A further support for rigour in the 

hermeneutic process is the dialogic work with participants and supervisors entailed in arriving at 

decisions, though the researcher remains responsible for those decisions. One determinant of 

rigour is a constant attention to the pertinence of interpretation to the particular world of practice 

under consideration. The arc of the research process must at all points remain true to practice 

such that “interpretations provide faithful, recognizable, and ‘true’ descriptions of experience . . . 

that ring true” (Moules, 2002, p. 17) to those reading the finished report.   

 

The Fit of the Topic 
 

I have mentioned in general terms the kind of research topics that arise from nursing practice and 

lend themselves to an interpretive approach. I can flesh this out with regard to my own topic, 

which concerns understandings of the nurse-patient relationship in acute care mental health units, 

particularly from Buddhist perspectives. The word topic itself leads into interpretive ways of 

thinking through its connection with topology, sense of place, and ecology of place (Jardine, 

2000). The etymology goes back even beyond the Greek tópos, meaning place, to the Indo-

European top, meaning “arrive at, meet with” (Barnhart, 2006, p. 1151). A topic is a place of 

encounter, a place where things are going on, a place with its own life of exchanges and 

interconnections. In this way, the particular topic already begins to reveal itself as a certain kind 

of place, a mental health unit, in a particular point in history and culture, and as a place where a 
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nurse meets a patient. An ecology begins to unfold. I, as researcher, am already part of this 

unfolding ecology by attending to it, by responding to its address. As a Zen practitioner, with a 

little bit of learning and many questions arising from this tradition and this practice, my 

perspective also enters into the ecology of the place, of the topic. This is the ground for the fit of 

the topic and the hermeneutic approach to research.   

 

Bearing in mind this understanding of the topic, I will highlight some aspects of it that strike me 

as worthwhile pathways of understanding, which deserve critical attention, perhaps reinvention, 

in order at the end to return to practice with fresh ideas and new possibilities. I will start with 

mental health and psychiatry, that curious dual term (now there is a rival duality, mental health 

and addictions, which for now I only note as a question for another occasion). Mental health and 

psychiatry are like a couple in a somewhat opaque relationship, sometimes seen together and 

sometimes apart, who have their differences but are familiar enough to finish each other’s 

sentences. Psychiatry is, for sure, a medical specialty that treats something called mental 

disorders, at least according to the Diagnostic Statistical Manual’s (DSM-IV-TR) (American 

Psychological Association, 2000) terminology. Mental health, by contrast, sounds, well, healthy 

except that its usage more often has to do with mental illness (think of those people served by a 

mental health unit, mental health clinic, or mental health nurse). However, the term mental health 

allows for a less discrete compartmentalization of health and illness, order and disorder, and 

allows the newer discourses of mental health promotion and recovery to expand the social 

opportunities of care (Mental Health Commission of Canada, 2009). I have chosen to use the term 

mental health, because of its greater latitude, in framing my research question. Nevertheless, the 

official designation for nurses in Alberta trained solely in this specialty is Registered Psychiatric 

Nurse, and the practice of nurses on acute care mental health units is greatly influenced by 

psychiatry. Psychiatry does in itself have an interpretive permeability related to the unavoidable 

reality of the ways in which mental disorders are lived through in each singular instance, however 

much biomedicine forces its claims about organic causation. Gadamer (1996), in the address to 

psychiatrists, identified that: 

 

The science and praxis of psychiatry are always to be found on the narrow borderline 

between the knowledge domain of the natural sciences with their attempt to understand 

nature by rational means, and recognition of the enigmatic character of mental and 

psychological problems. (p. 164) 

 

According to Gadamer, this remains true in spite of the encroachments of biomedical psychiatry: 

“. . . the fact that doctors have recourse to various possibilities for mastering an illness, such as 

the resources of modern pharmaceutics, does not make the uncanny obscurity surrounding mental 

illness any less comprehensible” (pp. 170-171). The discipline of mental health nursing is not the 

same as psychiatry, but it does likewise work in this space of negotiation between reason and 

enigma. Indeed, the similarities and differences between the disciplines only add to the 

interpretive richness of the topic.   

 

The borderline between mental health nursing and psychiatry is just one dimension of the cultural 

ecology of mental health nursing. Historically, the discipline has roots both in nursing and the 

role of asylum attendant (O’Brien, 2001). These histories are enacted in the various ways nurses 

express their roles on acute inpatient units, monitoring spatial, temporal, and legal boundaries 

whilst working in relationship with patients. How this variegated role is understood and 

negotiated varies between units, between individuals, and within individuals. Philosophical 

hermeneutics advocates for precisely this kind of difficulty, keeping “a watchful eye for the 

ruptures and the breaks and the irregularities in existence” (Caputo, 1987, p. 1). Interpretive 

research offers opportunities to face such complications, without trying to conceal or suppress 
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them with high-minded theory or mere exhortation to do one thing or another. At the same time, 

recalling the arc from practice and back to practice, hermeneutics maintains within it the constant 

provocation that there are situations to be faced, patients to be helped. It is not enough to dwell on 

fascinating paradoxes or awkward truths without seeking some kind of way forward in striving to 

lessen the burden of human suffering. Hermeneutic research is, ultimately, practical in pursuit of 

better practice, while incorporating the tragic knowledge that human endeavor is inevitably 

flawed and incomplete. This complex of recognition, complexity, and ethical intent is captured in 

Ricoeur’s (1992) formulation of finding ways of “living well in just institutions” (p. 194).   

 

The next beckoning pathway for interpretive investigation in this topic is relationship, and, more 

specifically, the relationships between nurses and patients on acute care mental health units. This 

is not the place for a survey of the literature and history of this theme, but to note the connections 

between it and hermeneutic research. One of the vital insights of hermeneutics, in its critique of a 

Cartesian world-view, is that things live in worlds of relationships. This assumption not only 

renders a particular kind of relationship, such as that between nurse and patient, meaningful to 

begin with, but also gives notice that it is not to be isolated and objectified. To give an example 

from practice of this latter tendency, nurses often refer to a planned conversation with a patient as 

a “one-to-one,” which is a suggestively ambivalent piece of terminology. On the one hand, it 

refers to individualized contact with a patient, which is necessarily relational, and yet, on the 

other hand, there is a trace of separation in the “one” and “one” held apart (accentuated when 

abbreviated in the chart as 1:1). Does the word “to” in the phrase suggest a unidirectional 

encounter or an exchangeability? Which one is which, nurse or patient? In short, this fragment 

from practice that tells us there is a relationship only brings us to the threshold of interpretive 

possibility. It is like an archeologist finding a pottery shard, which then takes on meaning as it is 

interpreted in light of its connections to its historical, social, cultural, aesthetic, and political 

worlds.   

 

Philosophical hermeneutics has its distinctive ways of entering into relationship; I am thinking 

here of the researcher entering into relationship with the topic of relationship and with 

participants talking about relationships. Gadamer (1960/2004) took up the image of play as a 

component of his philosophy of describing the conditions for understanding. For understanding to 

take place, in the sense of a new appreciation of a topic rather than merely the acquisition of 

information, there has to be openness, a freedom and a surrender of the self: “The structure of 

play absorbs the player into itself” (p. 105). There has to be more than one player, and there is a 

to-and-fro movement between players, with a spontaneity and creativity in the motion of the play. 

For the researcher, this image of the game invites entry into the topic in such a way that fore-

understandings are neither left behind nor enforced as self-evident, but brought into play. This 

principle carries over into the style of interviewing. The researcher sets out a field of interest and 

some directions for inquiry, but then enters into the to-and-fro of conversation with the 

participant around the topic.   

 

The interpretation of topic as a place of encounter makes it relatively easy to see how the 

relationships between nurses and patients in a particular setting can be construed as a topic of 

interpretive inquiry. The other element of the topic as I have chosen to define it, however, is not a 

place but a perspective or, rather, a plurality of perspectives from the Buddhist tradition. What is 

Buddhism doing in the tópos of the contemporary western mental health unit? There is a question 

of justification: Why at the outset is this a worthwhile pathway for nursing research? Then there 

is a question of methodology: Why use an interpretive approach to address this aspect of my 

topic?   

 



 International Journal of Qualitative Methods 2012, 11(3) 

   
 

224 

If, for a moment, the phrase point of view is substituted for perspective, it is easier to recall that 

the viewer of a place has to stand somewhere. Perspective is not separate from the spatial 

metaphor of the topic. Perhaps this is a good moment to invite one of those Buddhist perspectives 

into the discussion. The Abhidhamma, which is a detailed analytic compendium of early Buddhist 

teachings, contains a description of visual experience as a compound of eye, light, object, and 

mind (Bodhi, 2000). Thus, there is no perceiving consciousness removed from the object of 

attention and, as one modern translator noted, “for this reason the philosophical enterprise of the 

Abhidhamma shades off into a phenomenological psychology” (Bodhi, p. 4). The answer to the 

first question is that if I walk on to the unit with Buddhist perspectives, then they are part of the 

topography. This can also be understood in terms of Gadamer’s (1960/2004) use of prejudice to 

describe the fore-understandings that we bring to the topic. The innovation in this use of the idea 

of prejudice, however, is that prejudices are enabling in the sense that we cannot see without 

them; they are part of the condition of understanding. What matters for hermeneutic inquiry is, 

again, the careful reflexive stance by which we do not take our prejudices for conclusions.  

 

The next question, however, is that of justification or, in Gadamerian terms, how can we tell if 

this is a good prejudice? I identify several useful affinities between nursing and Buddhism. 

Briefly, these are (1) an appeal to direct, practical experience as a mode of knowing the world, (2) 

a concern with the question of suffering, (3) the importance of compassion as a response to 

suffering, (4) practice as a cultivation of how we attend to the world, and (5) the emphasis on 

relationship and interrelationship (McCaffrey, Raffin-Bouchal, & Moules, 2012). Whether or not 

this insight does turn out to be substantive and productive in light of nurses’ and patients’ 

experiences of relationships and my own interpretive analysis remains to be seen. That is the 

work of the research study itself and if there were no risk involved, no possibility of 

meaninglessness, there would be no need, no point, and no challenge in offering my work at all.   

 

The third question is that of fit. If I am going to stick with my intuition, backed by the results of a 

certain amount of theoretical digging, that it is worth looking into this topic, then why an 

interpretive approach? The answer lies in the ethical orientation of hermeneutics towards 

openness to the other. This theme has already become evident in the attitude towards dialogue 

and human relationships even within conditioned environments, such as the clinical or academic. 

Openness to the other also has a cultural dimension. In a late work, Gadamer (2007) wrote, “we 

do not know anything about what the great conversations of the future between members of 

different religions may hold in store” (p. 118). Elsewhere he noted the fluidity of categories of 

expression in East Asian thought between religion, philosophy, and poetry, and that this tradition 

of thought can present “an almost immediate encounter with the self” (Gadamer, 1989/2003, p. 

25, my translation). The significance of these words, which remain suggestive, is the potential in 

principle for dialogue among different traditions of thought. Philosophical hermeneutics has the 

impetus and means, through its dialogic vivacity, to explore the affinities, contrasts, and aporias 

between different cultural traditions. Furthermore, it can include particular directions of 

perspective, such as, in this case, that of a western practitioner of an Asian way of thought, while 

retaining the awareness that this is one among many possible angles of encounter. Hence, the fit 

between hermeneutic research and topic is such that it can do justice to a multilayered, 

interconnected phenomenon while keeping it grounded in the imperative of saying something 

about nursing practice.   

 

Informing Nursing Practice 

 

In the foregoing discussion of appropriateness, I have already invoked the importance of 

connecting research to practice and suggested how an interpretive approach and this particular 

topic are attuned to practice. Hermeneutics makes available the difficulty inherent in human 
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phenomena without prescriptive, a priori ideological frameworks either for understanding or for 

articulating solutions. This plasticity of possible understanding keeps the topic open in its 

historical, cultural, ethical, political, or institutional aspects. Openness of this kind offers a 

valuable opportunity for research into a topic that is as implicated by its histories and cultures as 

that of the nurse-patient relationship in acute care mental health units. It is up to the researcher to 

make good decisions about which aspects to address and from what angles to do justice to the 

topic. The return to practice is a continuous part of this responsibility on the part of the 

researcher. 

 

Openness means that a hermeneutic research question does not stand to be either supported or 

not; there is no null hypothesis that numbers, precisely processed can affirm or discount. One 

effect of openness it that it can be difficult to project how any given study might inform nursing 

practice. At the same time, interpretation is not creation ex nihilo but a creative and reasoned 

formulation of ways of seeing a phenomenon with alertness and a leaning into possibility. There 

are already skills, styles, preferences, and beliefs being lived out in the practice of nurses’ work 

with patients that have their own weight and their own way of being in tradition. The outcome of 

a study such as this, in terms of recommendations for practice, will be a matter of well argued, 

ethically motivated decisions about what best helps patients to live well in just institutions 

(Ricoeur, 1992). There are, for example, two existing practices that support openness and 

therapeutic intentionality in clinical relationships. One example is clinical supervision, the 

practice of guided, dialogic reflection on practice, which originated in the discipline of 

psychotherapy and which has been taken up in mental health nursing in limited ways (Brunero & 

Stein-Parbury, 2008). The second is mindfulness, understood as a way of cultivating the capacity 

to listen to another by quietening the reflex of reactivity, which is so often bound up with 

professional identity (Walsh, 2008). To introduce these examples does not predict any specific 

way in which an interpretive approach might inform nursing practice, but rather illustrates the 

already-present in the ecology of the topic that exists as potential for development. 

 

An important factor in considering such possible examples is the question of the linkages between 

recommendations for practice and the institutional environment. The theoretical issue of the 

interactions between social structure and individual agency is helpful here (Nairn, 2009; Porter, 

1993). Nairn, as a nurse researcher, identified that in many interpretive studies there was an over-

emphasis on individual agency at the expense of identifying the influence of institutional and 

social structures. Porter wrote as a sociologist trying to make sense of the literature reporting on 

psychiatric nurses not interacting in therapeutic ways with patients. He outlined theoretical 

models that sought to overcome a dichotomy that accounted for this phenomenon either in terms 

of autonomous individual actions or institutional determinism. A dialectical approach allowed 

him to “examine how the actions of nurses are constrained and enabled by the institutions within 

which they work, while at the same time identifying how their actions either maintain or 

transform the nature of those institutions” (p. 1561). This body of theory can support and clarify 

the ecological perspective in understanding interconnected phenomena. 

 

Conclusion 

 

Philosophical hermeneutics is in its own terms a tradition of thought that “does not persist 

because of the inertia of what once existed. It needs to be affirmed, embraced, cultivated” 

(Gadamer, 1960/2004, p. 282). Hermeneutics developed from a philosophical practice into a 

research practice and has proved to be of value in the deep questioning of a practice discipline 

such as nursing. The attendant complexities surrounding its status as a method and its functioning 

as a methodology, far from being arguments against its application in research, are testament to 

its vitality. Hermeneutics is “a return to the essential generativity of human life, a sense of life in 
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which there is always something left to say, with all the difficulty, risk, and ambiguity that such 

generativity entails” (Jardine, 2000, p. 120). Hermeneutics as a research approach grants a 

hearing to those living in important, complicated relationships and offers possibilities of 

reinvention. Likewise, it is open to the voices of other strands of thought, other cultures and ways 

of viewing the world, and seeks to do them justice in understanding and, ending where it begins, 

in practice.   
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