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a b s t r a c t

“Psychologism” is proposed as a “style of reasoning” dominant in psychology that has set the agenda for
determining what counts as psychological phenomena, their nature, and how they are to be investigated
and understood. The assumptions of psychologism and particularities of its procedure are detailed and,
subsequently, illustrated by example using the psychological study of attitudes. The failure of psychol-
ogism is raised and an alternative to the conception of persons implicit in psychologism is discussed as
an initial step in forging a style of reasoning adequate to psychological inquiry.
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Among definitive studies of the history of science is Alistair
Crombie's monumental Styles of Scientific Thinking in the European
Tradition: The History of Argument and Explanation Especially in the
Mathematical and Biomedical Sciences and Arts. Twenty years in the
making and published in 1994, it comprises three volumes span-
ning 2456 pages in which Crombie documents the growth of sci-
entific thought from Greek antiquity to the nineteenth century.
Crombie asserts that the Greeks established a commitment, adop-
ted and advanced by their medieval and early modern European
successors, to the settling of questions by argument and evidence,
and to persistent search for universal principles assumed to govern
nature and stipulate valid argument.

Crombie presents an expanse of historical detail and, from it,
develops the thesis that scientific study has solidified over time into
six “different styles of argument by its interactions with changing
general beliefs about what exists and by the diversity of subject-
matters” (p. 1764), namely: 1) postulation as employed in the
mathematical sciences, 2) experimental strategy in the search for
principles, 3) hypothetical-analogical modeling, 4) taxonomy as the
logic of ordering agreement and difference, 5) probabilistic and
statistical analysis, and 6) historical derivation or the genetic
method. For Crombie, these “styles of thinking” are frameworks by
which we interpret regularities in the experience of phenomena,
define them, formulate questions appropriate to their investigation,
and determine the kinds of answers deemed acceptable.

Crombie was not the first to broach the idea of styles of scientific
thinking. Earlier studies in the sociology of science by Mannheim

and Fleck had broken ground (Wessely, 1991) and there has been
much subsequent exploration inspired largely by the work of
Hacking (1990, 2002a, 2012) (e.g., Forrester, 1996; Kusch, 2010;
Ritchie, 2012). Like Crombie, Hacking contends that scientific in-
quiry conforms with established frameworks that dictate specific
approaches to investigating phenomena of interest. However,
Hacking prefers the terminology, “styles of reasoning” to ‘‘styles of
thinking.’’ For Hacking, putting the emphasis on thinking locates
science “too much in the head” (Hacking, 2002a, p. 182). Scientific
study is not just about thinking, Hacking reminds, but also about
doingddemonstrating, experimenting, talking, and arguingdand
it is as much something done and legitimated publicly as privately. I
adopt Hacking's terminology in agreement.

In what follows, I offer that at the core of much psychology is a
particular style of reasoning that has set the agenda for deter-
mining what counts as psychological phenomena, their nature, and
how they are to be investigated and understood. I propose “psy-
chologism” as a style of reasoning and explain its assumptions, the
most significant of which is “possessive individualism.” I then
describe particularities of its procedure that create a space of pos-
sibility in which psychological properties can be articulated, given
intelligibility, and achieve ontological status. This will be followed
by an illustration of psychologism using the study of attitudes.
Subsequently, psychologism will be considered as an obstacle to
progress in psychology. In concluding, I suggest an alternative to
the conception of persons implicit in psychologism. This alternative
interprets psychological existence as an emergent consequence of
persons and their relational constitution within historically estab-
lished sociocultural contexts and ways of living.
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1. Styles of reasoning

Styles of reasoning are ways we come to know about the world.
But, Hacking (1990, 2002a) observes, they do not simply describe
different methods of study. A style of reasoning determines the
parameters of what counts as true or false within a domain of in-
quiry. “A proposition can be assessed as true-or-false only when
there is some style of reasoning and investigation that help deter-
mine its truth value” (Hacking, 1990, p. 7). “Reasoning,” here, does
not pertain to logic. Hacking (2002a) reserves the term “logic” for
propositions that preserve truth. By contrast, a style of reasoning
pertains to the conditions by which something becomes a candi-
date for truth in the first place. It establishes objectivity. But, as
Hacking makes clear, styles of reasoning are not objective. They are
prerequisites to what we mean by objectivity.

A particularly important consequence of this function is that
styles of reasoning create conditions of possibility for the appear-
ance of new kinds of phenomena. For example, the invention of
probabilistic and statistical analysis around 1660 as a style of
reasoning (Hacking, 1990) made possible a new kind of evidence
(i.e., the data now compiled by all manner of public and private
institutions), the concepts of normal distribution and population,
sentences and equations such as Galton's definitions of standard
deviation and reversion toward mediocrity, the technique of
representative sampling, objects like the quincunx that modeled
the normal distribution, laws like law of error and the central limit
theorem, and new possibilities. As Hacking (2002b) expounds,
these possibilities, “[have] totally changed our feel of the daily
world in which we live, a world in which everything is cloaked in
probabilities, sex, sports, disease, politics, electrons, cosmic colli-
sions, the wave function” (p. 3).

It is important to note that styles of reasoning are conditions of
possibility and not causes. As Elwick (2012) argues, conditions of
possibility imply relations of dependence and necessity. However,
the claim that something is required for something else is not the
same as claiming it is caused by it. There are other characteristics of
styles of reasoning, three of which are highly interrelated, bearing
importance for my discussion. Styles of reasoning are “self-
authenticating,” constituted of techniques that lend stability, and
autonomous. They are self-authenticating in that they entail their
own criteria for objectivity and validity. Styles of reasoning are
effectively self-contained. They are not justified by reasons inde-
pendent of them and, likewise, seem impervious to forms of criti-
cism external to them. This circularity between establishing
internal criteria and restricting the kinds of statements deemed
legitimate to those fitted to the criteria also explains a source of
their stability. However, as will be illustrated, there are reciprocal
relations established between the techniques of a style of reasoning
and the subject matter to which they are applied that also give
stability. Styles of reasoning are autonomous in that they are not
wed to their origins. Although they emerge in particular historical
contexts, because they are self-authenticating, they can preserve
their applicability over time and this also helps them crystalize.

Styles of reasoning are not linked to specific theories. They
comprise activities and techniquesdlinguistic and materi-
aldinvolved in the production of phenomena and knowledge
about them. In this way, they are prerequisites to theory con-
struction. It is only once a class of phenomena is created by
applying a style of reasoning that theories can be proposed to
explain the phenomena so classified. For instance, historical deri-
vation or the genetic method, which can be traced to Greek phi-
losophy of the 5th and 6th centuries B.C.E., founds explanations on
a natural order conceived as a dynamic equilibriumwith calculable
origins and a past and future history (Crombie, 1994). According to
Crombie, this style of reasoning made it possible to comprehend

the world as governed causally by natural laws rather than fixed by
gods. The conception of causal natural laws (as a class of phe-
nomena) capable of producing and modifying entities over time, in
turn, eventually made possible the evolutionary theories of
Lamarck, the Darwins, and the modern synthesis. Another feature
of styles of reasoning is that they are combinatorial. For example,
Hacking (2002a) discerns the “laboratory style” as a combination of
the experimental and modeling styles.

In Hacking’s (2002a) analysis of styles of reasoning, on the one
hand, he adheres closely to Crombie's original list of six and how
they might be combined. On the other hand, he grants there are no
necessary and sufficient conditions that define a style of reasoning
and accepts that the terminology may have much broader appli-
cability than he originally believed (Hacking, 2012). For example,
Forrester (1996) argues for “thinking in cases” as a style of
reasoning and Davidson (2001) identifies a psychiatric style of
reasoning. In this light, and according to the features discussed
above, I suggest “psychologism” to designate a distinct style of
reasoning that has crystalized in psychology over the past century.

2. Possessive individualism

At the core of psychologism is the assumption of “possessive
individualism.” The founding of psychology on an extreme self-
contained individualism has been recognized for at least four de-
cades (e.g., Sampson, 1975). As Sampson (1977) described this
interpretation of the person in psychology:

The self-contained person is one who does not require or desire
others for his or her completion or life; self-contained persons
either are or hope to be entire unto themselves. Self-
containment is the extreme of independence: needing or
wanting no one. (p. 770)

However, it is the possessive quality attributed to individuals in
their self-containment that is a crucial feature of psychologism.

In his critique of the Anglo-American liberal tradition,
Macpherson (1962, 1973) interpreted “possessive individualism” as
an ideology originating in the 17th century that united a wide va-
riety of British thinkers. Central to this ideology is a conception of
persons and their roles in society based on the individual's relation
to property and the commodification of social life. Early liberal
theorists from Hobbes to Bentham saw the individual person as
“essentially a consumer of utilities” and “a bundle of appetites
demanding satisfaction” (Macpherson, 1973, p. 4). As shaped by
market capitalism, liberal societies were thought to maximize in-
dividual satisfaction by providing persons the greatest freedom of
choice and to maximize the accumulation of property equitably. It
was accepted that individuals had an unlimited right to property
ownership. Early liberal theorists surmised that unlimited right to
property ownership was the best way to insure constant produc-
tivity despite scarcity and, consequently, the satisfaction of un-
limited desire. Later liberals, such as John Stuart Mill and Thomas
Hill Green, saw the person not just as a consumer of utilities and
bundle of appetites, but as “a doer, a creator, an enjoyer of his hu-
man attributes” (Macpherson, 1973, p. 4). In their view, persons
were possessed of uniquely human characteristics the exercise and
development of which constituted ends and satisfaction in them-
selves. They endorsed liberalism and market capitalism as the best
means of permitting persons to develop andmaximize their unique
capabilities as individuals.

Liberal thought cast the person in strongly possessive individ-
ualist terms and society as an aggregate of market relations. It is
instructive to quote Macpherson (1962):
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