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The mechanistic view of Newtonian science was interpreted
by German holism to consist of barren facts and purposeless theories. The assumption that the whole determines the
operation of its parts enables holism to provide moral
value and existential meaning to human existence. Whereas
a positivist view of science assumes that facts cannot logically yield moral values that are right for humankind,
holism contends that human values can be revealed in a
scientific manner. The same epistemological process that
allows holism and humanistic psychology to generate a
psychologically demanded morality has also justified Nazi
and Communist ideology. The logic of the fact/value dichotomy and the inevitable ascendancy of moral pluralism
prevent scientific psychology from serving a democratic
society as a pipeline to moral truth or to a positive conception of mental health. Psychological research can estimate the consequences of competing social policies and
thus assist a democracy in making informed choices.

A

nne Harrington (1996), a philosopher of science,
in her treatment of holism in German culture,
brings to the surface many issues that were obscured when Gestalt theory began to impact American
psychology in the 1930s. Of prime importance is her distinction between two kinds of science: disenchanted and
enchanted. Disenchanted science represents a mechanistic,
positivistic interpretation that assumes valid knowledge of
the world is based exclusively on the methods of natural
science. Religious convictions or philosophical speculations that go beyond objective scientific facts cannot be
accepted as empirically valid. This kind of conception
results in a "disenchantment of a world" (A. Harrington,
1996, p. xv) characterized by sterile empirical relationships
and purposeless causal mechanisms.
For many German scientists, including psychologists,
this message was not enticing because a view of science
that encompassed existential meaning and human values
was desired. Holism offered a seductive choice. The holistic rallying cry "the whole is greater than the sum of its
parts" allowed for the discovery of scientific attributes that
could not be discerned by a mechanistic orientation. Holism became a medium in which Gestalt psychologists
could discover moral truths—what is right and wrong and
what is good and bad—and thus could reenchant science. If
one analyzes this conflict between an enchanted and a
disenchanted view of science, in which each view involves
competing value judgments, it becomes possible to examine their ethical implications for psychology and society.
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Science and Society
Disagreements about the nature of science are to be expected. Whereas naive observers of poker or chess could
discover the rules that govern the game and agree about
their conclusions, a similar effort by sophisticated philosophers of science over the past centuries has failed to yield
complete agreement about the essential nature of the socalled scientific method. In this sense, science is not an
exact science. However, this does not mean it is chaotic.
The scientific method represents a shared general orientation that developed in the course of people's efforts to
understand and control the world in which they live.
The role of science in society lends itself to a variety
of interpretations. At one extreme is the view that science
is an isolated, self-contained enterprise that serves society's
need for reliable empirical knowledge. At the other end is
the conception of science as an integral part of society that
is capable of reflecting its moral foundation and its cultural
aspirations. This latter view acquired an esteemed position
in Germanic culture, partly as a result of the impact of the
poet-scientist Goethe (1749-1832) and the metaphysical
philosopher Hegel (1770-1831). Goethe, a literary genius
and cultural icon, attacked the sterility of the meaningless,
mechanistic world as viewed within a Newtonian framework. He "imagined a rich and colorful world shaped by
aesthetic principles of order and patterning" (A. Harrington, 1996, p. 5). The contrast in the views of Newton
(1642-1727) and Goethe was sharply revealed in their
respective interpretations of sunlight. Newton demonstrated that white light is a mixture of hues; when passed
through a prism, white light separates into a color spectrum. Goethe bluntly rejected this explanation, insisting
that phenomenologically white light is a simple, pure experience. Newton interpreted the world objectively,
whereas Goethe assigned priority to subjective experience.
Hegel's theory of organicism encouraged a holistic
view among German intellectuals. A nation is more than
the sum of its citizens. Its culture, traditions, and spirit exist
independent of its people. The achievements of such famous figures as Napoleon Bonaparte and George Washington cannot be understood without considering the cultural
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conflict underlying the policy of bilingual education. However, reliable empirical evidence about the consequences of
bilingual education would help a democratic society make
a knowledgeable choice about whether the policy of bilingual education should be adopted. The potential contribution of scientific data to policy formation is neatly summarized in the methodological prescription that "Our policy is
determined in light of facts, but is not deduced from them"
(Passmore, 1953, p. 675).

Holism and Value

Howard H.
Kendler

context in which they lived. In the language of holism, the
Hegelian notion is that the nation is prior to its citizens; the
whole is prior to its parts. In other words, the whole
determines the function of its parts. Gestalt psychologists
adopted this holistic position in their interpretation of a
variety of perceptual and other psychological phenomena.
Their formula states, "There are wholes, the behaviour of
which is not determined by that of their individual elements
but where the part-processes are themselves determined by
the intrinsic nature of the whole" (Wertheimer, 1950, p. 2).
There are two sides to Gestalt holism. One is the
theoretical-empirical component; the other is the
philosophical-ethical part. The former can be briefly
summarized by acknowledging that Gestalt research made
positive contributions by revealing the interactive complexity of perceptual and cognitive phenomena. At the
same time, holistic formulation, suffering from a selfacknowledged "vagueness," failed either to develop into a
theory that could be rigorously evaluated or to rule out
possible successes of atomistic or mechanistic conceptions
(Kendler, 1987). The philosophical-ethical side of holism
argued that psychological evidence has implications capable of yielding moral principles that ought to guide human
conduct (Kohler, 1938). This methodological position challenged an opposing view, the fact/value dichotomy, which
assumes there is an unbridgeable chasm between facts and
values; scientific psychology is incapable of discovering
empirical evidence that logically demands the adoption of
particular moral imperatives (e.g., abortion is morally right
or wrong). In other words, empirical evidence can validate
factual truth but not moral truth. To be specific, consider
the possibility that reliable data indicate bilingual education
enhances ethnic identification but retards academic progress.
Such findings would be neutral in regard to the value
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Gestalt psychology was an expression of the German passion for Hegelian holism as well as an effort to cope with
the despair that pervaded Germany following World War I.
The holism that Wertheimer espoused served to counteract
this demoralization by providing meaning to life through
the proposal that the world is a sensible coherent whole
organized into meaningful parts. This worldview encouraged Gestalt psychologists to deal with ethical issues (Kendler, 1987).
In a scathing denunciation of positivism's conception
of a physical world stripped of human value, Kohler (1938)
attempted to provide a justification for value in the world of
science.
Kohler argued that studies in perception had shown that psychological experience was not just an arbitrary creation of subjectivity projected onto external and ultimately unknowable objects
("subjectivism"). Perception, rather, was made up of Gestalts that
resulted as much from the external world as they did from internal
processes. When an object awakened a conviction of value within
us (emotional, aesthetic, ethical) this value was, at least in part, an
attribute of the object in question, not just a projection from
ourselves. In other words, experiences of value (something is
beautiful, an act is morally elevating) were direct perceptual
experiences no less than impressions of roundness, wetness, and
so on. If this were the case, then it followed that there existed
something in the physical world that corresponded to percepts of
value. (A. Harrington, 1996, pp. 131-132; italics in original)
Kohler, like many of his countrymen, appeared determined to find value in the physical world. Holism, with its
convenient ambiguity, was the perfect vehicle to help him
succeed. The holistic unity of the physical and psychological requires humans to perceive values in the same way
they are forced to organize the world into figure-ground
perceptions, to integrate discrete stimuli into perceptual
groups, or to transpose melodies from one set of notes to
another. Kohler's conclusion that facts can justify values
contradicts the fact/value dichotomy that denies a logical
relationship between the two; what is does not prescribe
what ought to be.
The history of psychology offers a variety of efforts to
demonstrate that facts dictate value judgments. Wundt,
who embraced German holism (A. Harrington, 1996; Kendler, 1987), concluded that Germany was morally justified
in its World War I effort. Wundt judged the needs of
Germany and its citizens to be properly balanced, whereas
both the United States and Great Britain suffered from
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excessive individualism and materialism. By identifying a
holistic property of a country, the degree of balance between the needs of society and of individuals, Wundt was •
able to disguise his value judgment as a statement of fact
(Bergmann, 1951). Even if Wundt's presumed evidence
were available, one could nevertheless reject his conclusion
because such facts would not logically support the judgment that a balanced society is morally superior to one that
is unbalanced in the direction of the needs of either individuals or society.
Kurt Goldstein (1878-1965), a philosophically minded
neurologist and psychiatrist who shared the general orientation of the Gestalt psychologists, helped transform German holism into a budding American humanistic psychology. He shared Goethe's contempt for a cold, mechanistic
Newtonian science, concluding it was inadequate for the
study of both neurology and psychology. In his later life in
the United States, he became immersed in metaphysical
questions such as the essential nature of living organisms
and the idealistic concept of self-actualization. His greatest
impact on psychology was his influence on Abraham
Maslow (1908-1970), whose popularity can be gauged by
his election to the presidency of the American Psychological Association in 1968.
Maslow was one of the founders of the movement
known as the Third Force of psychology that sought to
redirect psychology away from behaviorism and psychoanalysis toward a psychology that interprets human beings
as being truly human. Doing this demanded the recognition
of the self as a core concept and its potential for achieving
"fulfillment" or "actualization." Maslow, in his motivational theory, postulated a need for self-actualization, "the
desire to become more and more what one is, to become
everything that one is capable of becoming" (Maslow,
1954, p. 92). By satisfying this need a person would
achieve the highest form of psychological development and
thus be able to reveal valid moral principles. The recipe
was simple: Identify self-actualizers, "the best of mankind," and discover their values "in a scientific way"
(Maslow, 1961, pp. 5-6). Maslow collected information
about a group of self-actualizers such as Thomas Jefferson,
Abraham Lincoln, Walt Whitman, Eleanor Roosevelt, and
some of his friends and acquaintances and concluded that
they shared the "old values of truth, goodness, and beauty
and some additional ones . . . gaiety, justice, and joy"
(Maslow, 1961, p. 6). Some of their psychological characteristics were being realistic; accepting of themselves, others, and the world; spontaneous; humorous in a philosophical rather than a hostile sense; independent; private; task
oriented; appreciative; spiritual in a humanistic sense; identified with humanity; committed to democratic values;
intimately involved with loved ones; creative; and
nonconforming.
Maslow's seductive conclusion emerged from a line
of reasoning no different from that of Wundt's defense of
Germany's war aims. Maslow shaped his evidence to create a tautological relationship between facts and values to
give the impression that his values were justified by empirical data. He simply selected people who shared his
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moral code and his conception of fulfillment and thus
assigned them the honorific status of being self-actualized.
A psychologist more enamored with pragmatism might
have selected Henry Kissinger, John D. Rockefeller,
Thomas Edison, and Neil Simon as examples of selfactualized people. The value impregnation of the concept
of self-actualization is revealed in two questions. First,
would Maslow have considered Eleanor Roosevelt to be
actualized if she had divorced Franklin D. Roosevelt because of marital infidelities, become a Republican, and
espoused market-economy capitalism? Second, which of
the following—Ronald Reagan, Bill Clinton, Groucho
Marx, Woody Allen—are actualized?
The point at issue returns us to the initial contrast
between the two views of the relationship between facts
and values: the enchanted-science, holistic version in
which scientific investigations can reveal moral truths that
ought to guide human conduct or the disenchanted-science,
positivistic conception that factual evidence cannot validate
moral principles. To some extent, the enchanted view suffers from the discrepancy between the contrasting moral
conclusions drawn by Wundt and Maslow. Is it morally possible to equate Germany's war aims during World War I with
Maslow's humanistic conception of self-actualization? Is the
discrepancy a result of an inappropriate application of the
holistic procedure by either Wundt or Maslow, or is the
holistic orientation itself so flexible that any moral conclusion
can be drawn?
M. Brewster Smith, a leading humanistic psychologist
and former President of the American Psychological Association, criticized Maslow's conclusion that the selfactualizers can reveal the right moral code for humankind
by noting that there is "no magic bridge between facts and
values" (Smith, 1991, p. 68). Accepting the fact/value
dichotomy did not, however, dissuade him from abandoning his yearning to have psychology justify humanistic
values. He suggested that the wall between facts and values
can be breached without compromising scientific integrity.
I have struggled to make sense of an emerging three-way
commitment: to a psychology that seeks to come to grips with
human experience (and in that sense is "humanistic"), to a
psychology that broadly abides by the game of science as a
public, self-critical, and therefore cumulative enterprise aimed
at the comprehensive understanding of the phenomenon in its
territory, and to one that bears helpfully on the urgent social
problems that hinge on an ingredient of human cussedness.
(Smith, 1991, p. xi)
Without directly attacking the logic of the fact/value dichotomy, Smith sought to negate its implications. He accomplished this with Kohler's ploy that values inhere in
human experience; they have the quality of objective requiredness. By perceiving one's own values as empirical
facts, one is afforded a sense and direction in one's life.
Smith, unlike Maslow, did not simply declare the
authority of his humanistic values but reconciled them with
the demands of science.
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For better or worse, we are stuck in a pluralistic society and
world in which there is little prospect of our agreeing on first
premises about abortion, the meaning of gender, or any of the
things that people seem still to be ready to fight about, including
religion and nationhood. Nevertheless, I want to endorse the
essence of [Lippman's] conception of public interest and to
argue that even without consensus on fundamentals, we can do
much better than is usual for us by trying, in our leadership and
individually, to emphasize informed, rational, disinterested, benevolent decision making. Just as in our scientific roles we
should and most do act as if there were truth "out there" that we
only have to be clever enough to discover... in our personal,
political, and psychologist roles we also do well to act as (/there
are objective right and wrong, better and worse choices and
policies. We are surely mistaken if we have the presumption to
believe we are absolutely right about our own choices, just as we
are mistaken if we are sure about the absolute truth of our
factual beliefs. But we are adrift as persons and useless as
citizens if we do not try to find and pursue the right and if we do
not take our own convictions—and those of our opponents—
seriously as attempts to advance the right and give it reality. We
become literally "de-moralized." (Smith, 1991, pp. 188-189;
italics in original)

Smith's fundamental error was that he confused his
position as a scientific psychologist with that of Walter
Lippman, a political philosopher. Lippman (1955), in attempting to pin down the meaning of public interest, concluded "that the public interest may be presumed to be what
men would choose if they saw clearly, thought rationally,
acted disinterestedly and benevolently" (pp. 41-42). He
then went on to suggest that the "free political institutions
of the Western World were conceived and established by
men who believed that honest reflection on the common
experience of mankind would always cause men to come to
the same ultimate conclusions" (p. 134). In other words, the
public interest can be revealed by the political processes of
a democratic society. Lippman's position expresses the
moral part of the fact/value dichotomy; the moral choice is
the democratic choice. Smith's position, in contrast, assigns to psychologists and their professional associations
the power to divine the moral choice without identifying
the scientific means by which they arrive at their moral
conclusions. For example, the American Psychological Association tells society that the Equal Rights Amendment
should have been ratified, that the United States should
have agreed to a nuclear freeze with the Soviet Union, that
abortion is morally justified, and so on. Such public-interest
declarations are not expressions of democratic processes,
as Lippman favors; they are expressions of the belief that
psychology and psychologists have a pipeline to moral
truths. In spite of all of Smith's uncertainties about reaching such social policy conclusions—the absence of a magic
bridge between facts and values, conflicting views of psychologists about social policy issues—he nevertheless
committed the science of psychology to operate as a political force without fully appreciating the risks of such actions for psychology and society. The potential social contributions of psychological knowledge will be ignored because that knowledge will be perceived as a political
message, not as reliable scientific evidence.
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The enchanted view of science, which assumes that
values are embedded in facts, fails to meet standards of
natural-science methodology. This limitation does not faze
those psychologists who believe that their primary mission
is to create a just society inhabited by fulfilled individuals.
Such a romantic mission, however, can backfire. Holism's
formula, which reveals an ethical code that is right for
humankind, can justify moral positions that are in complete
opposition to the humanistic views expressed by Gestalt
and humanistic psychologists. Assuming that "facts," subjective or objective, can reveal values, without demanding
a logical transition between the two, opens up the possibility that any ethical system can be justified by holistic
reasoning. History validates this conclusion (A. Harrington, 1996). "The whole is greater than the sum of its
parts" provides the extra something that can be shaped to fit
any moral purpose. The moral ambiguities of holism have
served not only the ethical views of Gestalt and humanistic
psychologists but also those of Nazism:
So much seems familiar: the calls among the National Socialists
to return to authentic "German" values and "ways of knowing,"
to "overcome" the materialism and mechanism of the "West"
and the "Jewish international lie" of scientific objectivity;
[viewing] the state as an "organism" in which the individual was
subsumed in the whole . .. [and] the condemnation of Jews as
an alien force representing chaos, mechanism, and inauthenticity. (A. Harrington, 1996, p. 175)

Marxism was also perceived as being consistent with
a holism that preaches self-actualization and authentic consciousness, and it offered a blueprint of a Utopia. Gestalt
psychologists tilted to the left, whereas Marxist critical
theorists absorbed Gestalt psychology (A. Harrington,
1996). Also, Erich Fromm (1994) offered an inviting cocktail of holism, psychoanalysis, and Marxism.
Runyan, a self-confessed holistic sympathizer, made
the following comments near the end of his review of
Harrington's book:
I suspect that psychologists, whether initially attracted to or
repelled by holism, will never be able to think in quite the same
way about the meaning of holism, or the way holistic discourse
has operated in wider cultural and sociopolitical worlds. For
advocates of holism it can be distressing to learn that holism is
not always linked with the good, the true, and the beautiful.
Critics of holism, though, need to be mindful of the complementary lesson that objectivity, quantification, and "science" are
not always on the side of the angels. (Runyan, 1998, p. 392)

Although Runyan acknowledged the ethical dangers of
holism, he was unable to escape from its frame of reference, which demands that science be viewed through a
moral prism. He ignored the possibility that science is
isolated from moral judgments. According to this view, if
science leads to "immoral" consequences, the fault is not
with science but with the agent that applies scientific
knowledge.
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Moral Pluralism
The argument that an enchanted view of science can reveal
moral principles that are right for humankind fails to offer
a coherent prescription as to how this goal is to be attained.
The assumption that psychological facts will lead directly
to moral truths is contradicted by the failure of is to
logically generate ought. In addition, the premise that a
monistic moral code exists that is "right for humankind" is
on equally shaky ground:
If, as I believe, the needs of men are many and not all of them
are in principle compatible with each other, then the possibility
of conflict—and of tragedy—can never be wholly eliminated
from human life, either personal or social. The necessity of
choosing between absolute claims is then an inescapable characteristic of the human condition. (Berlin, 1958, p. 54)
In illustrating his point, Isaiah Berlin referred to Machiavelli's juxtaposition of Christian morality of virtue with
that of the pagan vision of a good life (Berlin, 1979). The
adoption of one vision would automatically exclude the
possibility of the other.
Human cognitive ability is so flexible and creative that
every conceivable moral principle generates opposition and
counterprinciples. The value of these competing systems is
impossible to determine in the absence of an independent
ethical scale to measure their relative worth. If one God is
proposed, another God, several gods, or no god will inevitably be suggested. Human contrariness is not limited to
religion. It exhibits itself in every cognitive activity from
religion to science, from art to politics. However, whereas
oppositional thought in science is checked by empirical
constraints, it goes unimpeded in ethics. Ethics, unlike
science, as repeatedly noted, has no extrinsic criterion,
shared by all, that can be used to judge the validity of moral
principles. Moral truths are restricted to the domain of the
ethical system that endorses them. They fall by the wayside
when extended beyond their home base. A moral pluralism
appears to be a psychological end product of a democratic
society whose members are free to express their ethical
views. This conclusion, it must be emphasized, does not
validate a moral pluralism in preference to a moral monism; it only explains its historical ascendancy.
Is the goal of moral pluralism unlimited freedom or
ethical tolerance? Can every moral principle thrive in a
pluralistic society? Should freedom of religion be unrestrained even when faith in prayer endangers lives of sick
children? Should free speech be restricted to prevent the
expression of comments that are offensive to any group?
Should shouting down speakers in a public forum be a
punishable crime? It should be obvious that moral pluralism cannot succeed if the pluralism lacks boundaries. Yet,
it should also be recognized that clear-cut boundaries
threaten the implicit tolerance of a moral pluralism. The
paradox that confronts moral pluralism dissipates when
moral pluralism is recognized not as a complete, selfcontained ethical system that is applied in its entirety to a
society but instead as an ethical orientation that is modifi832

able, open to changes that will enhance its approval and
effectiveness. The transformation of this orientation into a
specific moral guidance system is a complex task, far more
difficult than the formulation of a rigid ethical code. The
reason is that moral guidelines are needed in an ethically
pluralistic society, but they cannot be set in stone. They
require constant evaluation to determine their consequences so that the functional value of moral pluralism will
not be endangered either by disruptive moral conflicts or by
intolerant restrictions. One must realize that the delineation
of moral boundaries in a pluralist society can be approached but never finalized. It must remain a work in
progress! A continuous surveillance of the consequences of
the guiding moral principles will be needed to elevate the
acceptability and effectiveness of social policies.

Psychology and Social Policy
Can a political democracy peer into the future to estimate
the consequences of competing public policies? An affirmative answer is demanded if we consider the contributions of the physical and biological sciences in the development of effective policies in areas such as health, transportation, building construction, and weather prediction, to
name a few. Although many justified criticisms can be
directed at specific policies that are adopted, the fault
usually lies with the application of the scientific knowledge
rather than with the knowledge itself. Why can't psychology make similar contributions in resolving ethical conflicts about abortion, affirmative action, bilingual education, education of the gifted, and other issues? Must social
disputes be resolved in a political jungle where psychological information is designed to meet political goals instead
of scientific standards? This question leads us to an ironic
conclusion about the relative merits of the enchanted and
the disenchanted views of science. The enchanted conception, designed to meet the moral needs of humankind, is
much less effective and more threatening than is the disenchanted belief that acknowledges science's incapacity to
identify what is good or bad. The paradox is easy to
explain. The enchanted holistic interpretation distorts the
nature of science by assuming that a valid morality is
within its purview. As an unintended consequence, enchanted science provides a moral formula capable of serving the needs of any group that seeks to impose its ethical
conception on others. In contrast, the disenchanted belief
system rejects science's ability to become a moral authority. By doing so a synergistic relationship between naturalscience methodology and political democracy can be established. Both promote freedom of individual expression
and fairness in judging ideas and knowledge claims. The
ideals of democracy can be realized by providing society
with reliable and useful knowledge (e.g., Hammond, 1996)
that enables educated decisions about which public policy
better serves the "will of the people" as defined by political
processes, not by some psychological authority.
Although the cooperative effort between naturalscience methodology and democracy is simple to describe,
its implementation is overwhelmingly complicated (Kendler, in press). Foremost is the task of maintaining scientific
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integrity while providing information about the consequences of controversial social policies such as abortion or
affirmative action. A two-step approach is demanded. The
first step is to provide relevant empirical evidence that is
not contaminated by political goals. The second step is to
avoid interpreting the results as directly justifying a particular social policy.
Psychologists and social scientists, more so than other scientists,
need to carefully distinguish between providing scientific data
and making policy. If a psychologist is fascinated by political
power and the ability to shape public policy, he or she should
run for public office and not disguise political efforts by cloaking them in the framework of psychological research. (Atkinson,
1977, p. 207)
Is Atkinson's principle compromised by the following unqualified endorsement of affirmative action?
We, the authors, wish to establish a continuing case for affirmative action and describe how social psychological theory and
research can contribute to strategies for its success in industry.
The values on which we premise our support of affirmative
action are redressing past injustices, protecting against contemporary prejudice, and enlightening self-interest for the long-term
peace and prosperity of society. (H. J. Harrington & Miller,
1992, p. 121)
One must distinguish H. J. Harrington and Miller's
(1992) desire to contribute to the success of affirmative
action from their moral and scientific justification of it.
Psychologists, like everyone else, have the right to speak
out in favor of social programs that they endorse. However,
partisan convictions are not scientific conclusions, and
therefore H. J. Harrington and Miller misled their audience
by suggesting, without proof, that scientific data support
the judgment that affirmative action will atone for past
injustices, reduce bias, and contribute to better race relations and economic prosperity. One can suggest that the
authors' failure to distinguish sharply between moral judgment and empirical data encouraged them to conflate the
two.
Although it is easy to conflate facts with values, it is
admittedly difficult to keep them apart. An earnest desire to
design, execute, and interpret a research project in a manner consistent with scientific objectivity will go far in
achieving the desired goal. The widely expressed claim that
the risk of subsequent depression increases dramatically
following an abortion was objectively tested by Major
(1998), who completely ignored the morality of abortion,
that is, whether it is a woman's right or a moral sin. Her
findings over a two-year period found the risk of depression
following an abortion is no greater than if an unplanned
pregnancy is brought to term.
There are many obstacles, far too many to discuss, for
providing society with reliable information that can be
exploited in public policy. In the context of this article, two
obstacles bear emphasizing. First is the awareness of the
principle that whatever the facts, they cannot morally validate any particular public policy. Second is the realization
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that not all research passes the litmus test of reliability and
validity. How does a democratic society distinguish the
good research from the bad, the helpful from the misleading? It would seem obvious from the scientific vantage
point that psychological research could throw light on the
consequences of competing educational policies. The conclusion that aspirin reduces the chances of heart attacks was
drawn by medical experts and statisticians after they examined evidence that met their scientific standards. Numerous bodies of experts (e.g., the National Academy of Sciences) offer advice on broad issues associated with science
and technology as well as specific recommendations for
medications, foods, building materials, fire alarms, and so
on. Therefore, is it not possible for recognized experts in
the behavioral sciences to evaluate the scientific status of
behavioral evidence and convey their conclusions to society? If it can be done for the physical and biological
sciences, why can't it be done for the behavioral sciences—
assuming, of course, that the available evidence can lead to
a scientifically justified conclusion. If not, then further
research of a better design may be needed. The operating
assumption behind this view is that psychological research,
in principle, is capable of yielding reliable empirical
knowledge.

Positive and Negative Conceptions of
Mental Health
The complicated relationships between psychology and
social policy and between facts and values are highlighted
in the area of mental health. Should mental health be
defined negatively or positively; is it the absence of disabling symptoms or the presence of behaviors that define
"the good life"? The essence of this argument can be
revealed simply by a brief description of a case I had when
I was a military clinical psychologist during the latter part
of World War II. My patient, anxious and depressed, was
unable to do routine assignments as a reporter for the Army
newspaper, The Stars and Stripes. The patient had been
born in Russia of a quasi-royal family that fled at the time
of revolution in 1917. He was rather effeminate, and although he had obvious talents as a writer, his prose fell far
short of the macho level desired by the newspaper and its
readers. He thought he was a failure as a journalist, soldier,
and husband. A brief term of psychotherapy was initiated
to decide whether he should be reassigned or discharged.
The goal was to encourage him to achieve a realistic
understanding of himself, of his talents as well as his
limitations. He soon became aware that he was not going to
become another Hemingway and that his future career as a
writer depended on his aspirations becoming consistent
with his talents. His symptoms, including impotency, gradually subsided. I recommended discharge because of the
unlikelihood of his becoming a productive soldier.
Several years later this man had become a successful
society editor for an extremely conservative newspaper
chain and had achieved a reputation as an unfair "redbaiter." I commented to a friend, a more seasoned clinical
psychologist, that I felt like Baron Frankenstein because I
too had created a "monster." He enthusiastically agreed,
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blaming my failure on my ignoring of the therapeutic goal
of "social responsibility." If that factor had been effectively
considered, my former patient would not have become a
vicious, reactionary journalist. However, could it not be
argued that the therapy was successful, in that the patient's
disabling symptoms were eliminated and he was able to
master the demands of his social environment?
In a positive conception of mental health (e.g., Jahoda,
1958), a good life is more than the absence of psychological disorders. Many criteria have been suggested (e.g.,
attitude toward oneself, perception of reality, growth, correctness of the self-concept, goodness), but no general
agreement has been achieved in the mental health community. Why? Is it because additional research is needed or
because the task is destined to fail? Two obstacles prevent
psychology from defining the good life. The first obstacle is
the inability of facts to justify values logically, and the
second is moral pluralism. The error made by those who
preach a positive conception of mental health is that they
believe a positive conception is symmetrical with a negative one. Their argument is that value judgments are made
on each side. Although correct, the kind of value judgment
made in each situation is strikingly different. General
agreement prevails about the defining characteristics of the
negative conception of mental health. Psychopathology is
to a large extent based on the medical model in which
illness is defined in terms of biological malfunctioning:
high blood pressure, underperforming lungs, neuropathy,
and so on. Equivalent behavioral dysfunctions are debilitating depression, incapacitating anxiety, hallucinations,
and such. The fundamental value judgment is that a humane society seeks to eliminate or ameliorate these pathological conditions. When it comes to illness, whether psychological or physical, a monistic morality generally
prevails.
Another problem encountered when defining "the
good life" is that a shared moral conception is impossible
to achieve. The obstacles of the fact/value dichotomy and
moral pluralism, when combined with democratic ethics,
prevent scientific psychology from defining the good life in
a singular fashion. To justify this conclusion, consider the
relationship between morality and sexuality, a perpetual
source of conflict. In the case of Bowers v. Hardwicke
(1986), the Supreme Court upheld in a 5-to-4 decision the
Georgia law that criminalized sodomy. The majority view
argued that for centuries homosexual relationships had
been considered immoral and that a state had every right to
legislate morality. The minority disagreed, contending that
denying individuals the right to express their intimate feelings in privacy was a much greater threat to Constitutional
values than were "unconventional" sexual practices. In
essence the minority opted for a moral pluralism in regard
to sexual behavior. Such a view is supported by the philosopher of law Ronald Dworkin:
Political decisions must be, as far as possible, independent of
any particular conception of the good life, or of what gives value
to life. Since the citizens of a society differ in their conceptions,
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the government does not treat them as equals if they prefer one
conception to another, (quoted in Canavan, 1995, p. 106)
A hint to where this view can lead is contained in
Justice William Douglas's opinion that constitutional protection applies to publications "of value to the masochistic
community or to others of the deviant community" (quoted
in Canavan, 1995, p. 101). What about constitutional protection for the masochistic community to practice violent
sex even when such acts lead to bodily harm or permanent
injury? Would that be allowed in a society fashioned by
Dworkin's principle that no moral conception of a good life
has precedent over all others? Can psychology step in and
answer these questions as to whether these and other sexual
practices are moral or right for humankind? Or must the
answer be forthcoming from democratic processes that,
over time, have modified what is legally and morally correct? The answer is clear from the principles already expressed. Moral pluralism, a work in progress and an ally of
democracy, deems that society should determine through
its legal and political processes what constitutes acceptable
sexual conduct. In shaping such laws, scientific psychology
can educate society as to the likely consequences of different sexual behaviors but not dictate what they should be.
The logic of this analysis leads to the conclusion that a
negative concept of mental health, not a positive one,
serves the needs of democracy and the demands of science.
The major threat to the mental health of American society
is not the failure to formulate a generally acceptable positive conception. Rather, the challenge to society is to reduce the incidence of mental illness and to help those who
succumb.
The current advocates of a "positive psychology" (Ruark, 1999) would be well-advised to heed the warnings of
the humanistic psychologist, M. Brewster Smith:
[Psychologists] remain beguiled by the assumption that an articulate theoretical concept or construct of mental health lurks
somewhere ready to be discovered. It is the pursuit of this
will-of-the-wisp that has made the procession of lists of mental
health criteria so fruitless . . . . Knowing that he lacks a scientifically sanctioned set of mental health criteria, the psychologist
in his consulting or service or educational relationships will
hesitate to prescribe the nature of the good life to others in the
name of psychology. (Smith, 1961, pp. 303-304)

A Final Comment
The place of value in the science of psychology has been
analyzed from the combined perspective of the fact/value
dichotomy and the inevitable ascendancy of moral pluralism. Although the conclusions drawn about the proper role
of scientific psychology in a democracy are clear, the
potential exists for inappropriate implications. Four constants in particular should be recognized. First, one should
realize that in a moral pluralistic society, monistic convictions need not be abandoned or attenuated; a monistic
theology or secular philosophy can be practiced without
necessarily being compromised by its minority status. In
addition, proponents of a monistic morality have every
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right to support political goals consistent with their own
theology or secular belief. Second, the conclusion that
psychology cannot validate moral principles does not force
psychologists to avoid investigating morality. The whole
gamut of moral behaviors, from developmental changes to
religious beliefs, is fair game for scientific investigations.
Third, the inability of the science of psychology to discover
the right values for humankind does not require psychotherapists to avoid treating the moral conflicts of their
patients. However, how these conflicts are dealt with, in a
neutral or biased fashion, raises profound ethical issues that
are well beyond the scope of this article. Finally, the failure
of natural-science methodology to validate moral principles
that should guide human conduct does not free scientists in
a democracy from moral obligations. They are required
both to meet the objective epistemological standards of
science and also to respect the ethical obligations of a
citizen. Fulfilling these moral obligations will put into play
the synergistic relationship between natural-science methodology and political democracy that will be mutually
beneficial to both.
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