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Why did these myths continue to exert such a profound influence? 
For a moment, one could think they would now disappear. W. Leibbrand 
and A. Wettley brought the theme of demonology back to modest 
proportion in their Der Wahnsinn, and rightly put that it is singularly 
impossible to write a history of psychiatry as a discipline. Tue only possible 
thing to write is a history of insanity.9 Tue same applied for F. Alexander 
and S. Selesnick, who were convinced that it was only after Freud that one 
can speak of a 'real', valuable psychiatry. They criticized the way in which 
the battle against demonology, andin particular the figure of Weyer, were 
usually portrayed.10 When H. Ellenberger decided to write a history of 
psychiatry which would re-trace the footprints of Freud, he nevertheless 
returned to the demonological theme. Searching the pre-history of the 
Freudian concept of the transference, Ellenberger looked for its origins in 
hypnosis and Mesmerism. He returns to the time in which Mesmer was 
placed on a commission in Bavaria to give an opinion on the famous 
exorcist Gassner.11 lt is here that Ellenberger makes use of an explicit 
use of a mythe d'origine: 'Tue emergence of dynamic psychiatry can be 
traced to the year 1775, to a clash between the physician Mesmer and the 
exorcist Gassner.'12 

Continually again you find in the textbooks: psychiatry has arisen out 
of the fact tbat illuminated minds left the obscurantism and the blind faith 
of religion behind them. There after the illurninated rninds were the real 
philanthropists while religion, in spite of all appearances, housed much 
violence. Adrnittedly, it is often put less brutally. With regard to religion a 
'benevolent neutrality' is the polite position to take. However, even today 
the statement can appear rather brash. Whoever takes the last edition of 
the Comprehensive Textbook of Psychiatry in band may be surprised how 
the preface thus begins: 'lt is a curious truth that the vast majority of 
scientists who have ever lived are living now. Tue fact reveals two 
important facets of science: lt is relatively young, and its recent growth has 
been exponential. Historically, there had lang been a tension between 
scientific inquiry and theological truth. These latter truths were often 
revealed and not subject to rational inquiry. Tue churcb was far more 
powerftil than science, and it held the position that if logical inquiry 
contradicted revealed truth, then the results of the logical inquiry were 
false.' 13 

The complete text will appear in a book on the historiography of psychiatry 
that will be edited by R Porter and should be published in 1993. 
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lnterpretatJon of Freud 'a seduction- theory in Fairbairn's 

theoretical syetem 

(AbstraGt.l 

Sändor Veres & Istv4n Kapäs 

Hungarian Academy of Sciences 

Psychological Institute 

Over years the cancellation of the seduction-theory 

theoretica lly and from the standpoint of the practice too, 

become s ources of severe mistakes . A psychoanalist had to 

undertake to gain patient over the fact that the experienced 

traum~ wasn ' t a real one but a product of fantasy. Masson (1986) 

thinks _that the cancellation of the origin seduction theory 

scientifica lly is unfounded; on the contrary, data showed by him 

and a numbcr of new repo rts c-n the revealed cases seem t o 

support the jui:;t.icc o f the origin version of the theory. On the 

· basis of thes~ he rightly conc ludes that the concept and methods 

of neurot.ics · t.herapy should be altered . By ignoring the 
~ 

traumatic exp~rience cannot be treated the decease. The Masson-

research and searches mad~ by others in this field indicat.e that 

the discllsaio n o f seduction- theory doesn ' t come to a rest up to 

now. 

In this )e:etun:: we try to explain: what might be the cause of 

period .ical ly flaming s c ientifi,J discussions relating to the 

cancellation of origin conception? 
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In our view the answers to this questions might be through the 

analysis of object-relations from the standpo int of theology . 

Separating in part from the frames of traditional psychological 

interpretat1on might be terminated the vicious circle by which 

could be seen only the scientific scope of abuse if we elaborate 

a speclfic aspeet 0f WillJam Ronald Dodds Fairbairn · s theory. 
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Interpretation of Freud'a aeduction-theory in Fairbairn'a 

theoretical syatem 
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Over years the cancellation of the seduction-theoryl 

theoretically and from the standpoint of the practice too, 

become sources of severe mistakes. A psychoanalist had to 

undertake to gain patient over the fact that the experienced 

trauma wasn't a real one but a product of fantasy. Massen thinks 

that the cancellatlon of the origin seduction theory 

scient..ifi,:,ally L, u1ifounded; on the contrary, data showed by lüm 

and a number ,.,f nei" repürts 011 the revealed casee see.m to 

aupport the justice of the origin version of the theory.a On the 

baais of theae he rightly concludes that the concept and methods 

· of neu1·otics · t.l1en;py slwuld be al tered. By ignoring the 

traumatic expurience cannot be treated the decease. The·Maason­

research and searches made by others3 in this field indicate 

that the discussion of seduction-theory doesn·t come to a rest 

up to now. 

In this lecture we t.ry to explain: what might be the cause of 

periodically flaming scientific discussions relating to the 

cancellat.ion of origin conception? 
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The insufficiency in the explanation of rreuct·s early theory and 

its ·substltuent· that is the imaginary seduction is that the 

participants try to resolve a non-psycholigical but also non­

scientific problem with the theoretical, experimental and other 

apparatus of the science in psychology. If the problem 

epistemologically is transplanted and reformulated into an other 

·level of huma11 existence (ethical-logical level or 

transcendental one in different formulation) could be answered 

two slgnificant questions. 

l. What is l1idden in the function and content of the human 

psyche by the seduction-theory when a non-scientific question is 

present„d as a sc.i611tific prolilem: whether is accepted the non­

scientific origiu of the µrohibition? 

r, 
'" . Jn what 1·espect. _is closed the way (both versions) from that 

knowledge by the seduction theory that the psychological 

exlstence of human b6ing is internlingled with the other 

dimension of h11man existence that is with the need for 

· experience tra11scendence by the classical psychoanalytical 

In our view the answers to this questions might be through the 

analysis of object-relations from the standpoint of theology, 

Separating in pa1·t from the frames of traditional psychological 

interpretation might be terminated the vicious circle by which 

could be seen only the scientific scope of abuse if we elaborate 
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a specific aspec t o f William Ronald Dodds Fairbairn4 ' s theory . 

Fairbairn · s system in its final form ~was g o t ready in the end of 

40's years . Unique characteristic of his thinking partly can be 

explained with the fact that the reaction also in the 

psychoanalytic movement was sensitive to the atmosphere of 

cultural differenc es5 in the end of 19th century andin the 

middle of 20th century. The consequences and scientific 

methodological limitations of the dominated physic~l, 

helmholtzian world-concept, in about 1880 when Freud beg~n to 

wo rk , was not accepted by Faiibairn . In his view the essential 

pro blems of the huruan existenc e are the anxiety and the guilt . s 

His ruain objectio n against the psychoanalysis was that in the 

instinc t conc ept is precluded the derivation of ego from human 

relationahips. It is diffic ulty in Fairbairn · s understanding 

that th.ere are s o me debatable po int in his notions about early 

stage o f personali t y develo pment (the phenomeno n are .interpreted 

immedia ~e ly fro m tha new- bo rn age ) . For example, how can be made 

statements o n the events in the earlier stages when these 

· statements mos tly are unjustifiable scientifically . This problem 

will be solved if we accept the possibility of h ermeneutica l 

analysis given by Fairbairn. This system of ideas includes the 

possibility of the verification but this become possible in the 

metaphysical approach. According t o Fairbairn · s view it is a 

false intell ec tual c oncept t o evaluate the dogma and symbolism 

of the r e ligion as certain k1nd of facts in the scientific 

statement s . If the scientific approach is primarily made to its 
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object with intellectual instruments then the personal 

experiencee are primarily used in terms of emotions (the 

personal relations are examined with the help of emotional 

exper1encef,;) by t,lie religion. Fairbairn as a theologian 

discovered in t,he religious terminology of salvation-history tt. ,ue 

natural and simple expression of people ' s feelings about own 

personal problems . For him the religion is an impressive action 

"" 
and experience passed through duri~g the centuries. According to 

his view the religion in its goals and processes assures _more 

obvious ly analogue wi th the p·5ychotherapy than the educatiot1 and 

the scienne . In his notion the object-relationf.i are causal and 

determinant factors in the personality development. They 

represent the substance in the human existence and clues to the 

understanding of personality phenomenon. Fairbairn in his early 

writing7 points that the natural wish for- good objects as a 

primary motivation how easily might be flown toward ~eligion. 

According to ffairnbairn the religious experienc e is a kind of 

manifestation in the human nature which roots in the existence 

· of a primary need to a g ood and personal object (finally the 

God) . In the light o f this it ' s understandable that in the 

psychother~py the essentia l f actor is seemed t he r eligion rather 

t han the science, the focus of its system is on perBonal 

relation rather than on impersonal knowledge and technique . The 

power of the good object-relation is preserved by the religion 

and the knowledge in the absence of which the love might be 

ineffective is assured by the science (Paul ' s Boruan to 
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Philippiane, 1,8-10). 

1. Fairbairn ·· s interpretation of the psychopatology as a moral 

deficiency represents a more extended .use of the concept of 

fault than the Freudian psychoanalysis. The fault isn·t 

identical with the child"s sexual and physical abuse (though 

they are faults tooJ but fault is all kind of events in the 

first object-relations whose spirituality are opposite to the 

categoricus imperativus. 

2. Fairbairn is probably an unique thinker in the 20th ceritury 

psychology with l1is ambition that the moral developrnent is 

started in the earliest stage (far before the oedipal stage) 

moreover (on the basis of theoretical-theological 

considerations) the ability to moral decision is an inherent 

phenomenon. Therefore can be presurneH that in the system of the 

object-relations the diffuse anxciety on guilt is present in the 

early oral phase of the premoral stage. 

In Fairbairn·s personality concept the essence of psychopatology 

is that aubegos are sp]it frorn the hornogeneous ego and are got 

to the unco1iscious. Tl1e dramatic situation called intrapsychic 

reality has sooiological consequences. If for exarnple the 

sadistic anti-libidinal ego is developed in the unconscious 

because of the bad object-aspect of a very reJecting parent the 

person in his adulthood because of the infantile dependency 

probably will be i11clined to sort out relationships in which 
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playing rejected and pursued role too. (See personality 

formation of victims in incest! [Owens, 1984; Becker, Skinner 

and Abel, 1982; Nasjlet,i, 1980; Condy, Templer, Brown, Veaco, 

1987; Simari and Baskin, 1979; Spinetta and Biger, 1972; 

Robinson, 1982; Brown and Finkelhorn, 1986; Lukianiwicz, 1972; 

Faria and Belohlavek, 1984; Bagley and MoDonald, 1984; Wooley 

and Vigilanti, 1984; Wilbur, 1984; Bowman, Blix and Coons, 1985; 

Hyde and Kauf man, 1984; ect. } ) Or in the contrary: the person 

because of t,he persisting infantile needs will be inclined to 

play pursuing and rejecting role in the reltionshipf; vis-a-vis 

otherB. ( ßee personali ty formation of the perpetrators ! [Mcivor, 

1986; Mcivor and D11tl1ie, 1986; Groff and Rubble, 1984; Scheurell 

and Rinder, 1972; Seghorng, 1970.J) 

On the basiB of described above let·s see BDme hypotheBiB in 

relatior, 1,o tbe v.;,lidity of the revised seduction theory: 

A/ The Uf,o-hyfltorical event underlying the development of the 

later patl,ology is linked to the oedipal Bituation by Freud. In 

turn our view ifJ tbat. not a concrete Bituation is the point in 

question and the later pathology is established already from the 

beginning of ear liefJt stages in the development. 

B/ In the ca.se of Freud the psychic eventfJ under lying the 

pathology are referred to the Bexual sphere. On t,he other hand, 

agreeing with Fairbairn, the pathology is founded by the moral 
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insufficiency. The fault has a more comprehensive meaning than 

might be lirrti ted t,o the phenornena o f sexual abuse or phys ical 

one. 

C/ Freud took his personal unconscious before a self-created 

moral tribunal by cancelling his seduction theory and making his 

self-analysis . 

D/ Freud fightened the etiology of the deceases by 

transplanting the causal patho logy (the fault) into the sexual 

sphere in a way having cauaeless and incalculable consequences. 

On the basis o f notions f o rmulated under the points A, B, C and 

D rnight be found explanation why the discussions on the 

seduction theory Jsn ' t resting . Probably because the answers are 

not s e arched in an adequate p)ace. 

Notes 

1 Acc0rding to Freud ' s theory the traumatic experience is a 
sexual- like manipulation and a neurotic-like act relating to it . 
The perpetrator iti the ch ild ' s parent o r caretaker or other adult 
entrusted with control him o r elder sibling or relative or 
teacher . He had reported about his finding in Vienna on the 
confarence ot Psychiatri e Neurologica l Assoc iation on 21 April in 
1886 , after was published it in a French scientific review too 
(Revue neurologue 30. March 1886 . under the title ' The etiology 
of inheritance and neurosis ' .) In 1905 Freud cancelled his 
seduction-theory in public because he was convinced by his 
experiences gained frc..m 1887 to HJ03 o f his female patients 
reporting abo ut traumas that they dece ived both theruselves and 
Freud. ( Freud e~rpla ined the cance ) lation o n the basis of the 
following observations: in the childhood the masturbation is a 
frequent event relating to the incomplete work of memory. So the 
female patients produced on ly the product o f their fantasy when 
they repo rted of their seduction by their father. This manoeuvre 
served the:: e)iminat i on of the mast.urbat ion-guilt whose essence 
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was that the consideration from the own.~infantile sexuality was 
directed to the imagined victimiser. According to Freud the ch ild 
was led by the r e venge because the work of imagine is a 
derivation of the oedjpal situation: take vengeance on the envied 
and hated parent, the genital-like delusions are the 
consequences, rather than causes of the hysteria, the · hysteric 
patient invents such kind of trauma to draw attention and care of 
his or her surroundings upon oneself . 

(?] While Masaon the cancellation of seduction-theory explains 
~rough motives being beyond the science (he was anxioua about 
separation, he was afraid that his colleague and closest friend 
Wilhelm Fliess will be abandoned too if he sticks to the 'father­
theory · which was accepted like a stumbling-stone), for him the 
construction of psychoanalysis is a false idea, a pseudo­
scientific method for translating the real trauma into a never­
occured one. The analyst spontaneously cooperates with the p~rson 

~used the trauma; he reproduces the attitude of abuser. · 
/ ~ Masson refers to Wilhelm Flies~ · s son · s, Robert Flieas · s book 

was published in 1973 whose title was · symbol, Dream and 
Psychosis · and also urges on rec alling Freud ' s early seduction­
theory in the analytic praxis. In the book (Freud and His Father) 
of Marianne Kühl publi.ohed in 1986 concludea that the cause of 
cancellatio n o f the sectuction-theory is tobe found in the 
relation of Frelld with his father . Peter Svales makes interviews 
with still living Freud-patients, and he visited Wilhelm Fliess ' s 
daughter, Pauline Jacobson living in Israel who showed for Svales 
the Fliess - inheritance p]aced in Hebrew University . . Svales 
reported on his results. (Svales: Freud, Minna Bernays and the 
Conquest of Rorne. New Light on the Origin of Psychoanalysis, The 
New American Review, Spring/Summer 1982). 

14l He is a thinker of Eng } i s h neo - psyc hoanalytica l tender1cy. He 
~s theologian, physician and philosopher (189() .:. 1964). He got his 
psychoanalytic education at Ernst Connel, Melanie Kle in ' s theory 
on early structuralisat ion of the spirit was determinant for him, 
especially the concept of internalized object led him to unique 
wa~s within the psychoanalysis. On the basis of analysis for 
patients with s chizoid pe rsonality was eatablished hie 
theoretical standpo int in the end o f 40 ' s yeara: Freud ' s libido 
theory sholtld be replaced by his personality development theory 
as well as the function based on ego- structure established 
without experience should be replaced by facts. Because of bis 
reneger view he became separated as psychiatrist and 
PBYchoanalyst; t.o our knowledge it wasn · t established any 
structured scjentific school on his fragmentary work. References 
of his main wo rks: 
Fairbairn,W.R.D. : An Object-Belations Theo ry of the Personality. 
Basic Books New York . 1952. 
Fairbairn,W.R . D. : Observation on the Nature of Hysterica l States. 
British Journal of Medical Psychology. 1954, 27, 105- 125 . 
Fairbairn,W.R.D.: On the Nature and Aims of Psychoanalitic 
Treatment. International Journal o f Psychoanalysis, 1958, 39, 
374-385. 
About detailed evaluation of Fairbairn · s theo ry: 
Guntrip, Harry: Personality Structure and Human Interaction. The 
Developing Synthesis of Psychodynamic Theory, Hogarth, London 
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1961. 
Guntrip, Harry: A Study of Fairbairn·s Theory of Schizoid 
Reactione, British Journal of Medical Psychology, 1952. Vol. 25. 
pp. 86-103. 
5 Guntrip, Harry: Personality Structure and Human Interaction. 
London, Hogarth. 1961. 246-257. 
Pay special regard to the sub-chapter "The Attitudes of Freud and 
B'airbairn to Science and Religion·. 
6 See at the same place p. 248. 
7Fairbairn, W.R.D.: Motes on the Religious Phantasies of Female 
Patient (1927) In: An Object Relations Theory Of the Personality, 
Basic Books. New York 1952. 183-197. 
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Challenges to the self. Empiriocriticism (Avenarius, Mach, Zie­

hen), psychomonism (Heymans) and the first "crisis of psychology" 

(1900) (Abstract) by G. Verwey (KUN, Nijmegen) 

Present day's "crisis of psychology" as it takes shape in the 

border region of cognitive science and philosophy (of science, of 

mind) suggests that the issue about the autonomy of psychology is 

primarily related to clashing ontological commitments of the 

parties in the debate. In the first crisis of psychology (cf. R. 

Willy, "Die Krisis in der Psychologie", 1899) it was not the 

ontology of physicalism (as in the present crisis), but of 

"psychicism" as it was (or seemed) implied in varieties of empi­

riocriticism (Cf. Mach's "Empfindungsmonismus") andin psycho­

monism (Heymans) which caused the division. Historically and 

systematically related to the Spinozistic paradigm (via Fechner) 

these monistic positions supported developments towards psycho­

logies without self (cf. Mach~ Skinner (1931); Heymans-+ the 

philosophical theosophy of J.J. Poortman (ca. 1930)). The criti­

cism of opponents (in the debate about psychologism) - Husserl 

and the Neokantian epistemologists (Windelband, Rickert; Natorp, 

cassirer) - in point of fact implied a vindication of the onto­

logy of the self, basic to an autonomous scientific psychology. 

1 



Challenges to the self. Empiriocriticism (Avenarius, Mach, Zie­

hen), psychomonism (Heymans) and the first "crisis of psychology" 

( 1900). 
Paper presented at the Cheiron conference, 

Groningen 1992, by G. Verwey 

Being part of Europe's cultural crisis (1880-1920), scientific 

psychology in the decades around the turn of the century 

in the crossfire of quite a number of theoretical controversies 

affecting the very foundations of its thematic and methodological 

identity as well as its ontological presuppositions. 

the debate about the object of psychology (Brentano, Wundt a.o.), 

about its method (Ebbinghaus vs. Dilthey; Binswanger vs. 

pers), the controversy of elementaristic associationist psychol 

logy vs. "holistic" approaches (Wundt vs. Mill; Külpe, Ziehen 

Wundt), of introspectionism and Machian positivism, and last 

not least, the so-called parallelism controversy (Heymans, Paul 

sen, Eissler a.o.). At the same time conflicts like that 

monism vs. dualism resp. theism, and (Christian-)religiousl 

inspired personalism vs. materialism enhance the impression 

universal crisis and intellectual and spiritual division, 

apart from whatever also in that time in the sphere of politica 

economic and social events may have contributed to seeing 

epoch 1880-1920 as a period of crisis par excellence. 

The first to write a book about "the crisis in 

(from an empiriocriticistic perspective) was P. Willy (1899), 

ever since the literature about the crisis in or of 

has been steadily growing as the young science moved on 

crisis to crisis up to the present day, its first crisis 

1900 being followed by a second one during the Weimar 

lD~+-;n~ f'rnffl lO?n-1011. after which came in psychology's 11age 



theory", that is, between roughly 1930 and the early '50s 

period of relatively bland crisis" (S. Koch 1975), succet!ded hy 
number of more severe crises about every ten years, up to · t.}i~ . 

1990s. Indeed, s. Koch in 1975, reflecting on the "curre.nt 

'crisis' with respect to alternate paradigms in psychology" lllakas 

a point when he contends that crisis is endemic to psychology ($. 

Koch 1975: 477). Scientific psychology in its infancy may plausi­

bly be said to suffer from childhood diseases, but after a hun­

dred years or more one is inclined to reject the developmental 

analogy implied in "crisis" and "childhood disease" as super­

ficial and tries to get a deeper, i.e. structural understanding 

of what iS at stake. 

Present day's crisis as it takes shape in the border region 

of cognitive science and philosophy (of science, of mind), es­

pecially in the controversies surrounding eliminative materialism 

and connectionism vs. "folk psychology" (P. Churchland 1991; 

Fodor/Lepore 1992 a.o.) may give us a lead. It suggests that the 

issue about the autonomy of psychology - central to every crisis 

in psychology in the past century - is primarily related to 

clashing ontological commitments of the parties of the debate. 

The paradoxical nature of the claim of an autonomous psychology 

becomes manifest when one considers that for psychologists with a 

physicalistic bent psychology can only be scientific if it cuts 

itself loose from its folk psychological roots, that is, when it 

reduces to neurophysiology and ceases to exist as an independent, 

"autonomous" scientific discipline. On the other hand, psycho­

logists with anti-physicalistic convictions are landed with the 

problem that an autonomous scientific psychology, which maintains 

(some) continuity with. the concepts and modes of explanation or 

understanding characteristic of folk psychological common sense, ., 
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runs the risk of becoming un-scientific according to prevailing 

standards of scientific methodology. Psychology's susceptibility 

to "crisis" rests on the fact that it wants tobe both - autono­

mous and scientific, and as to most psychologists today the 

autonomy claim entails a commitment to a non-physicalistic onto­

logy, whereas the acceptance of the prevailing scientific metho­

dology is taken to imply subscription to a physicalistic onto­

logy, the problem is absolutely insoluble. The result is a struc­

tural instability, psychologists being caught in an inexorable 

swing of the pendulum, moving between the two poles of an 

scientific, but autonomous psychology, rooted in an ontology of 

the "self", that is, the recognition of a realm of the 

man", which is irreducible to external reality, and the 

specific psychological conceptualisation (ego, self, 

(ivity), intentionality, rationality etc.); and, on 

hand, a scientific, but non-autonomous "psychology", 

rooted in physicalistic conviction, which in fact is a 

logy" without self. It is the continuous battle of 

logists/philosophers who oppose the exclusive rights 

person perspective and those of their colleagues that favour 

expulsion of the first person perspective - be it implied 

academic or folk psychology - in order to promote the 

person perspective to undisputed monopoly. 

The focus of my presentation, however, will not be 

present "crisis" in psychology, but the first one, that 

one in the decades just before and after 1900. Unlike 

day's problem situation in which the defence of an 

psychology centres around the acceptance/rejection of 

(as ontology), we find that about 1900 the threat 

of psychology did not come exclusively or even primarily 
3 
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physicalism ("materialism"), but from psychicism (sit venia ver­

bo), that is, from psychological-philosophical positions, which 

cherished (or at least could be plausibly perceived as cheri­

shing) a "psychistic" ontology. Starting from the psychistic 

premiss it became possible to conceive a psychology which, though 

strictly natural scientific in its methodology, was not physica­

listic, but (at least without question in the case of Heymans and 

Ziehen) psychistic - a figure of thought which is virtually non­

existent in the present day debate. The proposition I want to 

advance is that the empiriocriticism of Avenarius, Mach and 

Ziehen on the one hand and the psychomonism of Heymans on the 

other hand are mutually complementary positions that both, in 

spite of their psychistic ontology, finally led to psychologies 

without self: empiriocriticistic psychology in time would lead to 

the behaviorism of Skinner (1931) and the psychomonism of Heymans 

eventually would result in the philosophy of his pupil J.J. 

Poortman (about 1930), which represents a philosophical founda­

tion of theosophy. In the first case the self (that is, every­

thing conceptually related to to the first person perspective) is 

eliminated by reduction (that is, by description from a third 

person perspective); in the second case the self loses its con­

tours as it becomes integrated in the supra-individual world­

soul. The net result is in both cases the same: alienation from 

the first person perspective which is basic for an autonoaous 

psychology. 

It is worthwile to consider in how far both developments 

towards a "psychology without self", historically as well as 

systematically, ultimately derive from the Spinozistic paradigm: 

if it comes to reflection upon the relationship of the mental and 

the physical, Avenarius, Mach, Ziehen and Heymans, all of them, 
4 
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in one way or another, develop positions which, notwithstanding 

their criticisms, clearly stand (via Fechner) in the Wirkungs­

geschichte of Spinoza's identity philosophy. 

Therefore it does not come as a surprise to note that (lea­

ving Wundt's devastating criticism of Avenarius apart) the criti­

cism voiced against "psychologism", as this was (or seemed) 

implied in empiriocriticism and - partly - in Heymans' views (cf. 

especially Husserl and the Neokantian epistemologists: Windel­

band, Rickert; Natorp, cassirer), in point of fact meant 

the title of a book by A. Lovejoy) a "revolt against monism" and 

a vindication of the threatened ontology of the self. The 

rehabilitation of the dualistic perspective was then well 

way (following the course of the erklären-verstehen debate: 

they, Weber, Jaspers, Spranger etc.), in time helping to 

about psychology's second crisis, which lasted from 1920 to 193 

(cf. K. Bühler 1927; H. Hildebrandt 1991). 

As to the cultural situation in the Netherlands about 

it may be observed by way of aside, that the simultaneous 

ly supporting interests in empiriocriticism (a.o. Koster, 

Ziehen (1900-1903, Utrecht)), psychomonism, "psychical researc 

(Heymans, F. van Eeden), theosophy, eastern spiritualism et 

and the extremely intensive reception of Spinoza's philosophy' 

literature, philosophy/theology, and social/political 

had the effect of making the monistic outlook 

a dominant characteristic of intellectual life in the 

between 1880 and 1920, which, temporarily, drove the older 

gonism of Christian personalism and scientific materialism, 

minent in the latter half of the nineteenth century, 

background. 

Nijmegen, May 18, 
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In this paper I would like to draw some very far-reaching co11soqmmces """"" t 

position Wittgenstein took with respect to language and the foundation of its n .. , m 

'forms of life'. The turn to forms of life implies that the psychological or 

investigation of meaning-giving should not be restricted to this being a linguistic .an=, 

despite the fact that language is paramount and soems to be the most prominent form of 
communication among human beings. Meaning-giving (and -taking, for that matter) is an 
experiential affair. lt belongs to peoples' way of going about things in the world they live 

m. 

Wittgenstein can be credited of having pointed out to us that all human experiences, 

and in particular the discourses about these experiences, are culturally bound and 

conditioned in so far that both stem from language games which are confined to life 

forms. Historically, the best of phenomenological tradition forces us to view body and 

feelings as heing part of the forms of life. If one tries to bring Wittgenstein' s view a bit 

further and tries to take his message primarily as a message pertaining to all our efforts at 

an understanding of the forces through which behavior is structured in accordance with 

the prevailing modes or ways of seeing; in other words if one tries to understand why the 

world is as it looks, one has to come to grips with what presses people to experience the 

world in this and not the other way. That is to say, one has to come to grips with what 

disencourages pwple to challenge their prevailing outlook on tllings and events. What is 

it? What causes peoples' tenacity, their holding on to life forms which preclude a change 

of aspect? 

In taking up this general question the analysis of people 's culturally informed body 

comes in. This analysis should also comprise the bodily structured sentiments and the use 

of language confined to these bodily and sentimental structures. Historically speaking, 

psychology gets a new task here. Wittgenstein has left us with something that cannot be 

neglected: psychologists should not just take over his view on language use, use of 

psychological concepts, his view on 'the grammar of psychological words', but foremost 

his clue as to what lies at the basis of all this: a genuine reflection on experience in so far 

this experience is rooted in forms of life, a reflection which should not get trapped into 

the play of language games for their own sake. 
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WITTGENSTEIN AND PSYCHOLOGY 

In this paper I would like to draw some very far-reaching consequences from the 

position Wittgenstein took with respect to language and the foundation of its use in the 

'forms of life'. Tue turn to forms of life implies that the psychological or social-scientific 

investigation of meaning-giving should not be restricted to this being a linguistic affair, 

despite the fact that language is paramount and seems to be the most prominent form of 

communication among human beings. Meaning-giving (and -taking, for that matter) is an 

experiential affair. lt belongs to peoples' way of going about things in the world they live 

in. A truism as this may seem, the examination of experience along this line has hardly 

begun. 
Already in the early fifties Merleau-Ponty argued for a cross-fertilization of the 

phenomenology of direct bodily experience in the 'life world', psychology and the 

neurosciences (Merleau-Ponty, 1953/1963). In a way his message is akin to 

Wittgenstein's. Merleau-Ponty's concept of the 'body-subject' emphasizes the fact that 

meaning does not start with a mental consciousness but with a so called 'ego-body' as the 

origin of the perceiving, motoric, elementary-practical, sexual, and expressive intentions. 

Merleau-Ponty speaks of a corps sujet, which is neither consciousness nor a thing, but 

manifests a "third way ofbeing" (Merleau-Ponty, 1945/1962, p. 415). 

The central thesis of my paper is that this 'third way' can be elucidated by drawing 

rather radical consequences from Wittgenstein's philosophy of psychology, particularly 

from his analysis of the use of language and the forms of life of which language speaking 

is apart. 

Wittgenstein 's fog 
In a recently published text of Wittgenstein' s notes on the philosophy of psychology 

(Wittgenstein, 1988) one can read: 
"psychology is often defined as the science of Mental Phenomena. This is a little queer, as we 

shall see. ( ... ) (B)y this we mean what everybody means, namely, the science that deals with 
thinking, deciding, wishing, desiring. wondering ... And an old puzzle comes up. Tue psychologist 
when he finds bis correlations finds them by watching people doing things like screwing up their 
noses, getting rises in blood pressure, looking anxious, accepting this after S seconds, reflecting that 
after S plus 3 seconds, writing down 'No' on a piece of paper, and so on. So where is the science of 
mental phenomena? Answer: You observe your own mental happenings. How? By introspection. 
But if you observe, i.e.if you go about to observe your own mental happenings you alter them and 
create new ones: and the whole point of observing is that you should not do this - observing is 
supposed to just the thing that avoids this. Then the science of mental phenomena has this puzzle: I 
can't observe the mental phenomena of others and I can't observe my own, in the proper sense of 
~observe·. So where are we?" 

To this question Wittgenstein replied: "in a fog". To add more data will not help much. 

What can be done, however, is to start a conceptual investigation. 

1 
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lt is almost a fad in psychological circles nowadays to accept Wittgenstein's criticism 

of psychology' s conceptual confusion. "Psychologists are prone to unclarity a.bout 

everyday psychological concepts and the sophisticated experimental methods theyemploy 

fail to deal satisfactorily with the problems addressed", Budd wrote in his stti.dy of 

Wittgenstein's philosophy of psychology (Budd, 1991, p. xii). Therefore, much effort 

went into the so called 'grammar of psychological words'. Grammar does not tel1 or 

explain the effects of language. lt is something to be described in terms of the way it 

directs the use of words. The type of description Wittgenstein was after was not so much 

one with definitorial exactness set as its goal, but one that would result in a clear view. A 

view, which produces understanding as a way of seeing connections. lt ought to be some 

sort of bird' s-eye view, Wittgenstein argues, and he called this view "perspicuous 

representation", a view earmarking his approach to understanding, his way oflooking at 

things. The hard core of such a bird's-eye view of concepts is achieving mastery in 

moving about among all sorts of psychological concepts in an attempt to see kinship and 

differences. We see here Wittgenstein's retreat from essentialism resulting in a search for 

communalities guided by his influential solution to a more than two millennia old 

problem, the problern of what is the nature of concepts. What is 'a table', 'a chair', 'a 

game', a sentence like 'five red apples' ? In order to solve that prob lern one should act, so 

to speak, in accordance with bis 'family resemblance' theory. By doing that the fog will 

disappear. lnstead of trying to delineate essential features, he wants us to move about 

around things and events in the world. 

Dilution of the analysis of forms of life 
Have psychologists gotten that rnessage clear? I really don 't think so. The reason for 

my hesitation is simply this: Wittgenstein has been arnbiguous himself about what is 

means to move about around things and events. This means that Wittgenstein himself has 

given an opportunity to escape frorn what he thought the prime task not just of philosophy 

but of all efforts at understanding including psychological understanding. He has lined 

out two main routes. On the one band he introduces the notion of 'language game'. This 

notion "brings into prominence the fact that the speaking of language is part of an activity 

or a form of life" (Wittgenstein, 1953, 23). On the other band he remained pre-occupied, 

one could say, with purifying strategies, that is with attempts to employ philosophical 

analyses for clarification of concepts. Along this latter strategic line the Janguage game 

approach has become something in itself without much reference to the activity or the 

form of life of which language use is a part. This second route has given ample 

opportunity for evasive moves like a defence of relativism or an over-emphasis on the 

yoking relationship between concepts and the !arger language game frame (there were, of 

course, also quite valuable off-shoots, such as the cognitive theory of prototypical 

2 



definition and classification). To my mind psychologists in general have favored this 

second route at the expense of really taking up the challenge of what it means "to move 

about among things", that is to say, to come to grips with the role forms of life actually 

play. 

Wittgenstein 's attempt to escape from the fog has resulted in a rather sterile follow-up 

of his initial 'grammar of psychological concepts '-approach. In that regard psychology 

has been affected by the rather fuzzy reception of Wittgenstein' s anti-behaviorism. The 

Wittgenstein reception in general has been ambivalent right from the beginning, simply 

because there existed a well-organized circuit of Anglo-saxon analytical philosophy with 

its strong positivistic leaning in opposition to those who emphasize the moral and anti­

scientistic implications of Wittgenstein' s philosophy. Among psychologists in particular 

one can speak of a certain reluctance to really accept Wittgenstein 's idea that 

understanding that consists in seeing connections and "moves around about things" is the 

understanding which results from a change of aspect. According to Wittgenstein, change 

of aspect involves a change of life, no more no Iess. He even suggests that it is a 

'Weltanschauung' (Wittgenstein, 1953, 122). But that point is not seriously taken up 

because it is at odds with the analytical, positivistic spirit of the time. What was taken up 

was a rather diluted form of bis criticism of behaviorism undertaken and maintained 

among psychologists from the language game perspective only. 

Constructomania and narratomania 

Consequently, life forms and its concomitant practices and activities, although 

emphasized so strongly by Wittgenstein himself, escaped serious psychological attention 

and analysis. By and !arge, the fog remained. One may even say that because of the 

coming into being of a somewhat more liberal scientific climate in which positivism was 

disavowed as a result of the adoption of the language game tactic, the confusion became 

even !arger. For we now are confronted in psychology with the so called social 

constructivism (SC). In SC phenomena in the man-made world -social, psychological or 

whatever- are 'de-constructed', that is to say, their social and historical origins are 

highlighted. lt implies a perspective on language in which the formative and rhetoric 

aspects are considered to be much more important than its referential and representational 

aspects. That is another result of the Wittgensteinian language game approach. 

SC suffers from two serious shortcomings, apart from such philosophical issues; 

whether SC is tenable in view of so much criticism of the way it attacks müve empiris~;t 

and realism (Bern, 1989, p 171 ff.). One is that social-constructivism leaves the . 

underlying life form structures untouched. They are taken for granted too much, to say{· 
the least. They are not analyzed in their own right. Therefore, language and the use o.f 
concepts remains paramount, whereas its is well-realized that there is more to thW 



experience constituting practice of people than just the use of verbal expressions or 

no matter how important language and the use of constructs, of course, are and aJ.,,av,ii> 

will be. The second one is that social-constructionism is 'body-less'. The neglect oft'"' ::t> 

body is largely due to a narrow standard-biological definition of the human body 

'organism'. SC has placed itself in opposition to a body thus conceived. As early as 

Berger and Luckmann 's first articulation of a social-constructionist perspective, SC took 

issue with a fixed biological substratum. Many social-constructionist have made the same 

point. But by being so vigorously against biology the 'body in the mind' or the 

'embodied mind' is virtually unknown and left unanalyzed. Because of these two neglects 

constructivism easily can derail in an over-emphasis on stories told and metaphors lived 

by. lt fosters narratomania as a by-product of constructomania. 

The question now tobe raised is, whether such is Wittgenstein's legacy. Is that what 

his emphasis on language use and the way this use is restricted by the language game as 

part of the forms of life amounts to? What I would like to do next is to show that the 

emphasis on non-linguistic action as the birth place of meaning requires the lining up of 

Wittgenstein 's thinking with that of the best of the phenomenological thinkers about the 

so called 'life world'. Proceeding this way Wittgenstein' s fog may really disappear and a 

new skill in dealing with "perspicuous representation" can be mastered. 

Forms of life and the life world 

I already mentioned Merleau-Ponty. He is the first philosopher who has critically 

examined the terms in which the crucial problem of how one gets hold of one's own 

awareness of 'being in the world' always has been expressed. He challenged the idea that 

the Ego can be looked upon as a consciousness !hat knows itself by means of reflection. 

Is it really true that I conceive of myself primarily as a consciousness, that is as an 

interiority of consciousness which is perfectly transparent to itself, to its own reflection? 

No, Merleau-Ponty argues. Grip on the world is primordial. That is to say, it is through 

the not yet personal 'ego-body' that I come to know about the world. Forms of life have a 

undeniable bodily aspect. 

The emphasis on the ego-body or body-subject is often taken as an emphasis on 

communication and meaning at the so called practical-biological level. Strasser (1969) has 

interpreted Merleau-Ponty along these lines and claims to have shown !hat this is a good 

start but at the end will lead to the same Cartesian predicament from which Merleau-Ponty 

tried to escape. What Merleau-Ponty did not do, so Strasser argues, he did not give other 

egos their proper place, therewith neglecting the essentially dialogical nature of 

phenomenology. Strasser's argument is quite complicated and will not to be fully 

explored in my paper. I will focus instead on Strasser's attempt to free phenomenology of 

its still Cartesian and solipsistic features. To that end he turns to the best of 
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phenomenological reflection and calls Merleau-Ponty's 'ego body' to his rescue. He adds 

to it the emotional equipment which has its origins in the community of 'caring others' of 

which Ego is apart. Along this line he wants to keep the spirit of Merleau-Ponty but at the 

same time avoid its shoncomings. 

Strasser is right in assuming that an emphasis on the prima! caring other, presupposes 

not just an Ego-body, but a body which is equipped with prima! 'feeling structures'. 

Before cognition as the alleged structuring force, so Strasser contends, there is this 

structure of feeling which has three imponant dimensions: libido, securitas and potestas, 

as Strasser has named them on the basis of thoroughly inspecting empirical (and for that 

matter "experiential") child development literature. Strasser concludes: "Together with 

Merleau-Ponty we look upon the body and its emotional equipment as "conditions of 

reason"( ... ) They constitute the first sources of giving meaning". In Merleau-Ponty's vain 

Strasser firstly emphasizes the practical world. In this practical world 'knowledge' is 

secondary. Primary is 'activity'. From the "we-Ego" of the primary group to which one 

belongs, emerges the "action-Ego" 

So far so good, but then Strasser turns to language and naming again as the prime 

sources of awareness (ibid, p. 92 ff.), despite his earlier emphasis on the body-subject 

and its feeling structures. But that view of language, being essentially the view of 

Augustine, Wittgenstein has thoroughly and devastatingly criticized. Language use and 

naming originate in the forms oflife to which practice belongs. Wittgenstein's lessons on 

language use need to be drawn into this discussion: Of language can be said at the very 

most that it co-originates in forms of life to which even those other ego-bodies are 

subjected, whose caring influence equipped Ego with his/her feeling structures. 

To conclude and summarize: Phenomenology too must presuppose life forms, even at 

its attempt to explicate 'being in the world' in language. Husserl seems to haven been 

aware of this problem, because he wants us to move back and forth between our named 

and labeled world -named and labeled by science in particular, even among lay people­

and the 'original' and 'pre-given life world'. To his view phenomenology was capable of 

such a trick. Strasser saw through this trick as being too theoretically devised and took 

rescue to Merleau-Ponty's ego body and added the 'we-body' and shared 'feeling 

structures' to it, but had to turn to language and naming again to guarantee communication 

between the two. What even a Strasserian dialogically informed phenomenology leaves us 

with is with only some form of discourse about experience. But we know from the best 

of the phenomenological tradition that there is a body which precedes all this and we 

learned from Wittgenstein that there are life forms in which even this body and its feell.ng 

structures are embedded. What implications need tobe drawn from that? 



Culture, body and sentiment 
Wittgenstein can be credited of having pointed out to us that all human e 

and in parricular the discourses about these experiences, are culturally bt1'Lt' 

conditioned in so far that both stem from language games which are 

forms. The best of phenomenological tradition forces us to view body and 

being part of the forms of life. Wittgenstein, again, has blocked the road to explicate 

bodily and sentimental involvement by taking recourse to naming and language as such, 

apart from the forms of life. So we have to take up the challenge of really trying to come 

to grips with the forms of life. In order to do that a thorough analysis of the culture-body­

sentiment nexus is mandatoiy. 

But !et us first try to getan hold ofWittgenstein's scarce dealings with fonns oflife. A 

clue can be taken from the way he analyses 'seeing as' as a remarkable feature of 

perceiving. In a chapter called "Change of Aspect" Monk writes about Wittgenstein as 

being puzzled by a controversy between Goethe and Schiller about the so called 

'Urpflanze'. To Goethe this plant really existed and was no idea. Schiller thought it to be 

an idea and no object of vision. Both are right, Wittgenstein contended, because 'to see' 

means both seeing something 'as' in accord with some vision one really has, and seeing 

something out there in the visual field. Both happen before one's own eyes, as in the 

famous rabbit-duck drawing andin the recognition of the number 4 in a visual nonsense­

figure. To this Wittgenstein adds: 
"A philosopher says 'Look at things like this' - but in the first place that doesn't ensure that 

people will look at things like that, and in the second place his admonition may come altogether too 
late; it is possible moreover, that such an admonition can achieve nothing in any case and that the 
impetus for such a change in the way things are perceived has to originale somewhere eise entirely" 
(Wittgenstein, 1980, 61). 

That is so much to say that a change of aspect requires a change of life. The just cited 

so called 'somewhere eise' can then have its benign effect. 

Here we have to leave Wittgenstein, because he didn't cany his analysis of a change of 

life any funher than a plea for personal courage to change one's own life. Many have 

discerned the mystic here or even the man of religion. Wittgenstein 's famous distinction 

between 'showing' and 'arguing' has tobe Jocated in this discussion of a change of life 

also. But if one tries to bring Wittgenstein's view a bit funher than personal courage and 

longing for religious experience and tries to take his message primarily as a message 

penaining to all our effons at understanding of those forces through which behavior is 

structured in accordance with the prevailing modes or ways of seeing; in other words if 

one tries to understand why the world is as it looks, one has to come to grips with what 

presses people to experience the world in this and not the other way. That is to say, one 

has to come to grips with what disencourages people to challenge their prevailing outlook 

on things and events. What is it? What causes peoples' tenacity, their holding on to life 

forms which preclude a change of aspect? 

6 
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In taking up this general question the an analysis ofpeople's culturally informed body 

comes in. This analysis should also comprise the bodily structured sentiments and the use 

of language confined to these bodily and sentimental structures. Psychology gets a new 

task here. Wittgenstein has left us with something that cannot be neglected: psychologists 

should not just take over his view on language use, use of psychological concepts, his 

view on 'the grammar of psychological words', but foremost his clue as to what lies at 

the basis of all this: a genuine reflection on experience in so far this experience is rooted in 

fonns of life, a reflection which should not get trapped into the play of language games 

for their own sake. That is at least the most serious and valuable part of Wittgenstein' s 

legacy. Again, this legacy should not be interpreted solely in terms ofWittgenstein's own 

search for the meaning of life, for moral responsibility, or in terms of his undeniable 

longing for mysticism and religious experience. As a human being he had, of course, a 

life to lead in which he needed to come to grips with the fin-de-siecle Vienna, with 

homosexuality, his Jewish background, the wrong adoration of science and philosophy 

and all that. Fads and fashions around Wittgenstein abound, of course, but these should 

not obscure his message to psychologists, a message that needs to be wedded to the best 

of the phenomenological tradition in order to make the scientific study of culture-bound 

experience possible. Tue 'somewhere eise' can be taken quite literally: other worlds, other 

cultures, a view of our own cultural forms among other forms. 

One point still needs to be made: culture as form should not be opposed to nature, 

because then we are seduced again to play the trick of language games, that is to say, the 

game of 'natural' versus 'cultural' sciences, the game of 'constructs' vs. 'the real'. The 

opposite of cultural form or forms of life in general is not nature, nor reality, but damaged 

form 
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PATTERNS OF SOCIAL SCIENCE DISCOURSE : 

The Professionalisation of Management and Political Science. 

Ouring the 1950's a change of direction was taking place within 

the practice of political and management education . A new 

orthodoxy was evolving which indicated a shift in management and 

political studies to social science approaches. In sum, 

expectations and assumptions were changing in the academic 

community, a community influenced by wider social changes 

such as the emergence of a welfare state and the culture of post­

war reconstruction. Commenting on the academic community Norman 

Chester remarked that the war changed the somewhat isolated 

'ivor y tower' attitude towards industry and government, "for a 

1 arge number of academi cs became temporary c i v i 1 servants and 

some remained permanently in Whitehall. Ministers, Civil 

Servants, banks and many organisations turned to academics for 

advice," 

The paoe r focuses on leading educators in management and 

:d ies particularly Urwick (management) and Mackenzie 

(politics). In assessing their key roles and the discourses they 

adopt an attempt is made to 'catch' or illustrate the thesis that 

a new orthodoxy was deve 1 opi ng in some sectors of the profess i on. 

A new orthodoxy that in effect created new idioms for management 

and political studies. By idiom I mean a dialect of a community, 
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a distinct language which provides form to everyday discourse or 

conversation within that community. Idiom in a sense represents 

the dialogue of a particular group and as such signifies taken­

for-granted values on what constitutes the proper language of the 

group whether they be atomic physicists, biologists, or 

management and po 1 i t i cs 1 ecturers. For examp 1 e the po 1 i t i ca 1 

studies community in Britain prior to the Second World War can 

be identified through the dialogues and idioms of constitutional 

law, philosophy and history. In the case of management in the 

same period, the idioms of industrial engineering including the 

discourses of productional control and factory planning 

illustrate a taken-for-granted discourse of management studies. 

The post-war period 9 indicates a period of discourse 

reconstruction where Q · idioms of American social science and 

business studies, were re-presented, or translated into the 

Br i t i sh academi c commun i ty ref 1 ect i ng changes in i nte 11 ectua 1 

style and institutional structure. 

The term idiom simply refers to what is considered tobe proper 

conversation within a community or institutional setting. It is 

a term which is useful in illustrating more forcefully the 

i nterp 1 ay between content and context, 1 anguage and i nst i tut i ona 1 

setting where new discourses are established not only through 

texts but performed in research seminars, lectures and meetings 

of the academic community. Consequently new idioms were emerging 

in political and management studies in the post-war period which 

characterise and illustrate the changing practices of social 

scientists. 
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The emergence of political and management science in Britain is 

a complex process.The research strategies and expectations of key 

educators are heavily influenced by institutional settings and 

wider social and cultural factors. For example the civic 

university in a post-war context emphasising the scientific and 

applied, prescribe a different methodological attitude to that 

of the inter-war period. Evidence shows that the academic 

community during the 1950s did not replicate the idiom of 

American social science but instead incorporated some of the 

discourse into the existing pedagogy. In fact many educators i n 

this period were ignorant of American social science literature 

or were antagonistic to the behavioural or sociological turn in 

political and management studies in America. 

In the 1950s the idea of politics or management as a science 

emerged with the growth of civic research networks, postgraduate 

programmes of study, encouragement of interdisciplinarity and the 

changing image of social science. These developments are early 

indicators of the rise of professionalism in the academic 

community and represent the beginnings of the shift or transition 

from the 'generalist' to the 'specialist' social science 

educator. 

Malcolm Vout 

Nottingham Polytechnic. 
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BRIEF ABSTRACT: 

PSYCHIATRISTS, PSYCHOLOGISTS, AND THE PROBLEM OF "FEEBLE" MINDS: 
SCIENTIFIC CHALLENGES AND PROFESSIONAL CHANGE, 1900-1930 

This paper explores the early twentieth century conflict 

between psychiatrists and p sychol ogists over diagnosing the 

condition then called 1'feeblet1indedness" and later called mental 

retardation. It focuses in particular on the i mpact of the ideas 

o f French psychologist Alfred Binet upon American professional 

practices. Using sinet's science, American psychologists began 

to challenge some of the professional prerogatives of 

psychiatrists. At stake were specific social powers, such as the 

power to determine who ought to be insti tutionalized, or 

educationally segregated in special classes, or legally exempted 

from culpability in criminal trials due to intellectual 

illlpairment . By the 192 Os, the increasing acceptance of 

intelligence testing had brought these professional issues to the 

forefront. This paper will examine the conflicts which ensued as 

both psychiatrists and psychologists struggled with the problem 

of diagnosing "feeble" minds. 
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ABSTRACT: 

PSYCHIATRISTS, PSYCHOLOGISTS, AND THE PROBLEM OF "FEEBLE" MINDS: 
SCIENTIFIC CHALLENGES AND PROFESSIONAL CHANGE, 1900-1930 

In summarizing the medical profession's attitude toward 

mental illness in the early years of the twentieth century, Dr. 

Thomas Sal~on, then director of the American National Committee 

for Mental Hygiene, recounted what he called "A Modern Fairy 

Tale." In an allegory, he portrayed Psychiatry as a Cinderella 

who had lived unhappily in the ''House of the Medical Sciences" 

until she ~as finally discovered by the "Prinoe of Public Favor." 

Their union was sealed forever, Salmen reported, when this Prince 

discovered Psychiatry tobe a perfect fit--not for a glass 

slipper, but for a belt that he carried. Inscribed upon this belt 

was a single word: "Usefulness ." 

In 1926, Dr. Howard Potter brought this story up to date. 

Psychiatry, he reported, had since become a mother to two 

beautiful children, whom she had christened "Mental Hygiene" and 

"Psychoanalysis . " Gossip had it, however, that she had been 

married once before "and had a child who was not, it seemed, 'all 

there. '" Finding this child, who was called "Mental Deficie.ncy, '' 

a disgrace, she had boarded it out with a family of 

Psychologists. strangely enough, the Psychologists had loved 

Mental Oeficiency. Now and then Psychiatry had periods of 

motherly remorse, Potter wrote, and would favor some attention 

upon her unwanted offspring. At such times, however, "Mental 

Deticiency was supposed to be very still" and "not speak unless 

spoken to and, as you might expect, ch8 was not spoken to very 
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often." 

Such stories s.ay a great deal a:bout professional practices. 

Salmon's allegory recalls the longstanding historical tensions 

between medicine and psychiatry. Potter' s updated version 

suggests a newer conflict--one that was beginning to pit 

psychiatry against psychology. At stake was the "parentage" of 

the entity then called "Mental Deficiency" or "feeblemindedness, '' 

and later called mental retardation. By the early twentieth 

oentury, the problem of "feeble" minds was inoreasingly drawing 

both psychiatrists and psychologists into what might be called a 

professional "custody battle." 

Viewed historically, the efflergence of such a battle was in 

itself surprising, for ~ental deficiency had rarely been seen as 

a subject worthy of multiple professional claimants. After all, 

persons called "foolstt or "idiots" or myriad other names bad been 

deacribed for centuries; their mere existence, however, had 

hardly attracted the attention of eager scientists competing for 

the chance to study them. And whereas the problem of insanity 

had long captured the rnedical imagination , idiocy had not. 

Medical research in institutions for the feebleminded, one doctor 

estimated in 1917, was still running about a quarter of a century 

behind comparable work for the insane. The study of this 

subject, one m.edical chronicler recounted, had "not many 

oharms." 

What dramatically changed this situation was the invcantion 

ot intelligenoe tests by French psychologist Alfred Binet. 

Beginning with his 1905 article entitled "Upon the Necessity of 
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Establishing a Scientif ic Diagnosis of Inferior States of 

Intelligence," Binet's writings offered a psychological challenge 

to medical science. In the decades that followed, Binet's ideas 

about diagnosing mental subnormality would profoundly affect 

·American psychological practices. 

This paper will explore the professional conflicts which 

ensued when this French psychological invention reached American 

shores . It will foous in particular on the ways that American 

psychologists used Binet 's ideas to challenge both the medical 

understanding of ~ental deficiency, and the professional 

prerogatives of physicians. Scientifically, this battle focused 

on the criteria to be used to distinguish "normal" from 

"subnormal" mental development. At stake professionally was the 

authority to assess behavior and to protect or circumscribe 

political privileges accordingly--the power to determine, for 

instanc.e, who ought to be institutionalized, or educationally 

segregated in special classes, or legally exempted from 

culpability in criminal trials due to intellectual impairment. 

By the 1920s, Binet's tests had brought these scientific and 

professional issues to the forefront. They ha<l also begun to 

significantly transform career patterns, for American 

psychologists increasingly found their skills as mental testers 

in demand within medical settings. 

This process of professional transformation is clearly 

illustrated in the career of Leta Hollingworth, an educational 

psychologist trained at Teachers College by Edward Thorndike. 

"I, who had prepared myself ror work in schools, found m.yself 

working in a hospital--a great surprise to me," she confessed 
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after being hired to f ill what beca.me New York's first Civil 

Service position in clinical psychology in 1914. Hollingworth 

was employed at the "Clearing House f or Mental De f e ct i ves ," a 

diagnostic clinio newly established at New York Post-Graduate 

Hospital by psychiatr ist Max Schlapp. A conversation she 

reported upon assuming her next job--at Bellevue Hospital--shows 

how crucial intelligence testing had become to her professional 

identity. "And what do you do?" a hos.pital physician asked 

Hollingworth in 1915. "I am a psychologist," she replied. "And 

what is that?" he inquired. "I give mental tests," Hollingworth 

answered silnply. 

Yet if intelligence tests were increasingly gaini ng 

acceptance within American medical facilities, they did not do so 

unproblematically. During these decades, American psychiatrists 

and psychologists struggled to shape new answers to professional 

questions. Should tests be administered only by psychologists, ) 

they wondered, or could doctors (or schoolteachers) learn to give 

the same tests themsel ves? What sort of legal powers ought 

psychological testers be granted? What should be the 

relationship between psychiat'rists and psychologists working in 

schools, or in clinics? 

By the 1920s, answers to these questions were beginnin9 to 

emerge as the problem of diagnosing ttfeeble" minds gained 

increasing attention from both psychologists and psychiatr ists. 

This paper will explore these answers by analyzing the protound 

impact of Alfred Bin et' s 

professional practices. 
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