PAGE  
6

Are you ‘fully’ objectiveXE "Neutrality"?



'General Managers, in particular, ..(within the National Health Service) ..do not have many people to turn to who will provide semi‑objective, let alone fully objective, opinion. Psychologists can and do fulfil this important role.'


This is the view of Derek MowbrayXE "Derek Mowbray", as reported in The Psychologist, August 1991. As Director of Management Advisory Services, readers may remember that he was commissioned by the NHS/Department of Health to review the position of clinical psychology within the NHS. The professon was surprised and pleased with his glowing report. Psychologists, unsurprisingly, took a positive view of the person who had taken a positive view of them. Hence, in the October 1989 issue of The Psychologist the MAS report, which had so applauded psychologists, was itself applauded by psychologists as 'one of the best eight pieces of research over the last decade.' Mowbray had recommended a doubling of the number of clinical psychologists in the NHS, and an upgrading so that top grade psychologists were equivalent with consultant medical staff. Is it reasonable to believe that the psychologists' reception of the MAS report was detached, disinterested and 'fully objective'? 


Psychologists observe that prejudice is part of the very being of humanity and that we are therefore incapable, in any absolute sense, of disinterested and detached perception. Our prior learning, motives, expectations, temperament form and filter everything we see and know. There is no 'cloud nine' vantage point from which to view the magic, mystery, muddle and mess of existence. Psychologists lack this divine platform just like everyone else. Presumably, therefore, we should examine our own (individual and collective) motives, conflicts, power ploys and rationalisations to see how these colour, corrupt, shape and stain our 'scientific' observations? We could then better understand, though not wholly escape, our own distortions and subjectivity. 


In fact psychologists appear to shy away from including themselves as part of their subject of study. Introspection and self awareness are disorderly activities that can threaten or destroy claims to scientific respectability. To examine perceptual distortion in others is a respectable academic pursuit. But if we study our own credibility and prejudice our claims to be disinterested and detached scientists become ..incredible. Hence psychologists cling to the belief that, through their research in clinics and laboratories, they can produce a special claim to detachment and disinterested knowledge.


In the absence of a neutral platform from which objective observations can be made, what is to be done? Nobody seriously believes that everyone's insights are equally valid, but who can go on believing that any particular special interest group is capable of delivering what Mowbray describes as a 'fully objective opinion'? Psychologists' claims to such Olympian detachment have been fatally undermined, even by their own observations. All this strengthens my suspicion that those poets, writers and artists who engage with, rather than suppress, their own personal experience and reactions, may develop more profound insight into human personality than the observer who pretends to be a detached eye rather than a biased and committed 'I'.


Predictably, then, the most interesting psychologists do not pretend to be disinterested. They own up to their own interest, and self‑interest. Phillida SalmonXE "Phillida Salmon"

XE "Phillida Salmon", for example, suggests that: 


'It seems to me that it is only through the preparedness to take a personal stance towards psychology that anyone could possibly have the right to teach it. To teach should mean to offer what is personally meaningful. And psychology comes to have personal meaning only if one has reflected deeply on one's own journey so far through life.'

in Psychology and Psychotherapy: Current Issues and Trends, 

David Pilgrim (ed.) R.K.P. 1983


The idea that scientific psychologists should reflect deeply on their own life journey has been almost universally dismissed by the scientific establishment as quite irrelevant to, indeed positively harmful for, a proper mastery of psychology. To engage in such deep introspection, it is widely believed, is to risk disappearing forever into the swamp of one's own subjectivity or the pit of one's own prejudice. These, admittedly, are major risks, but in my view they are risks from which we can only pretend to be immune. We are not gods. We cannot view the reality of human existence from Mount Olympus. We have to make sense of life from where we are, and where we'll stay; on the ground, in the mud, mist and murk of everyday living, guided by the insights and ignorance of our own personality. We look out on the world through our own personal bias. This is true when staring out of the kitchen window, or through a one way glass, or in a laboratory or before an admiring audience. 


Our humanity comes with us wherever we go. To deny its distorting influence creates still more distortion. Therefore, any 'ology' of the psyche that is not rooted in our own personal lives and struggles is fundamentally unsound. The personality, history and motives of any observer, even when dressed in a white coat, is a part of the agenda they are studying which shapes what, why and how they study. This is especially true when the subjects of investigation are, like ourselves, human beings.


Therapists of almost every school agree that self‑awareness is of crucial importance in healing. Cognitive therapists, for example, urge that clients face up to their counterproductive attitudes and behaviour so that alternative goals and realistic strategies can be developed. Yet when did cognitive therapists, if true to their own scientific training, ever practice for themselves what they preach to their clients? They will very likely have spent years learning to be detached and to disconnect themselves from their own, supposedly irrelevant, experiences. To be a shrewd observer, they will have been told: 'You have to be as disembodied as possible. Your own personality and personal reactions should play no part. Your personal story and history should be completely cut away from the experimental or clinical process. What you observe should be what other professionals would observe if they replicated the experiment.' 


Such cognitive therapists, who have been trained to pay no attention to their own inner lives, require precisely the opposite response from their clients. If they are to change their minds ('cognitive restructuring') clients must know their minds and become aware of their patterns and processes of thought, feeling and action. Cognitive therapists, on the other hand, are supposedly quite detached from anything personal and individual within their own minds. They just look out with a cool and neutral gaze and see reality as it really is.


Psychologists have deceived themselves into believing that as professional observers, and unlike the rest of humanity, they can observe people objectively, shorn of personal bias or history. This assumption of dispassionate neutrality is one that psychologists of most schools are keen to maintain. Unless they can show that they are looking down on the world from a higher platform, their own vantage point might become as questionable as anyone else's. It would become impossible to turn to them as reliable parent substitutes with privileged access to the truth. Psychologists would then have to be recognised as struggling adults just like everyone else, whose vision of who they are and where they are going was just as open to question as the perspective of any other fallible, unaware and prejudiced human being.


The 'totally impartial' psychologists described by Derek Mowbray, like all human beings, seek power, status and control at least as much as truth. When these conflict, truth is likely to be the first casualty. This is key to understanding human motivation, yet I have learned far more about it from novelists than psychologists. Most psychology seeks ways of managing other people. Most psychologists are hired by those with power. For example, politicians, advertisers, public relations specialists, psychiatrists. Guess whose interests, then, psychologists will be expected to protect? Yet psychology textbooks scarcely ever refer to such mundane matters as power, money and prestige. They certainly don't talk about the way these might influence psychologists themselves. 


Such power-broking generally operates unknowingly, automatically, without conspiracy. There is no need to conspire; we do what it is in our interests to do, within our alliances, networks, professional associations, groups. It is not usually in our interest to be entirely open with others about what is in our interest. Power is gained by presenting oneself as a detached professional enquirer. Power is lost by owning up to interested efforts to gain power. 


Professionals would be shocked if depicted as wolves and dogs running in packs. Yet this is almost certainly a more accurate metaphor than that of the detached seeker. There are plenty of novels and bar room discussions about power and conflict in academe and within other professions, but I have come across very little academic research on the subject. Such research would not be in the interests of the researcher and the community to which they belonged. So much for the disinterested search for truth. 


In these increasingly competitive times, clinicians and academics have been thrust into the market place. If combatants are to survive and prosper in the rush for research funds and promotion, they must engage in an increasingly manic career battle with colleagues and rivals. They must gain success, celebrity, status, and more than their colleagues. One way is to produce better quality work. But this may not be enough, and it is a high-risk strategy. If our talent is not self-evidently exceptional, we may also need to be seen with the right people at the right time and place. Allies must be cultivated, enemies isolated, and attention, citation, publication and publicity extracted for every minor effort. Claims, and the language used to make them, become inflated. Language impresses more than informs. Our words become incomprehensible to all but a few fellow‑specialists. 'Seekers after truth', may become, by degrees, (BSc, MSc. PhD, piled higher and deeper), seekers after citation and success. 


Pseudo-science, mathematical renditions of nonsense, footnotes and references as large as the body text; all these, often, inflate the person more than the argument. Journal articles may build power, status and funds more than they enhance real, useful, relevant, knowledge. How often? Very often. But I know of no research into this rather interesting question!  


Professional psychologists are pressured to avoid speaking from personal experience. To speak personally is to reveal oneself as a person, and therefore fallible, biased and subjective like everyone else. But this effort to adopt an 'impersonality' is fundamentally dishonest. We can only speak from a particular point of view; from the skin encapsulated egocentricity that is the human condition. Our observations are bound to be clouded, or shaped, by our own subjectivity. This remains true within experimental laboratories; even when prejudice wears mathematical symbols. We can try to be systematic, impartial, empirical, but only within limits. Paradoxically, we get closest to such limits when we own, rather than deny, our subjectivity. This requires us to abandon the facile and dangerous belief that anyone can ever be detached and disinterested. Like so many ideals, detachment is something we can aspire to; but it is not a destination that we can ever actually reach. 

