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Psychology’s Hidden Paradigm and Prejudice:  Naturalism

Brent D. Slife, Brigham Young University

My topic today is a little strange, at least by the standards of United States psychology.  In the US, presentations are typically about empirical studies with lots of numbers and statistics.  My presentation today, by contrast, is about the hidden ideas behind these studies, or as one of my book titles terms it, “What’s Behind the Research?”  I’m interested in the assumptions behind our studies, the latent, unexplicated philosophies that underlie our scientific and therapeutic methods.

As I will try to show, my studies of these assumptions have led me to conclude that psychology does have, and always has had, an unacknowledged coherence of these assumptions – a “hidden paradigm,” as the title of my presentation today puts it.  In other words, psychology has long had a uniting but relatively unrecognized framework for virtually all its theories, practices, and methods.  Many US psychologists would probably cheer this conclusion, because psychology has long been viewed as fragmented and lacking unity, unlike the natural sciences.  Disciplinary unity would be welcomed in psychology’s aspirations to become like the natural sciences.  
The problem with this unity involves the other part of my title today.  This paradigm is a particular worldview, with particular prejudices about how the world of psychology operates.  Hence, along with a hidden unity, at least for the mainstream, there is also a hidden set of biases or prejudices.  This is not problematic in itself, because all disciplinary approaches carry assumptions and biases.  The problem here, as I will show, is that this particular set of paradigmatic prejudices violates psychology’s own code of ethics – the code that prohibits psychologists from discriminating against religious people.
To describe this unity and prejudice, I have divided my three lectures here into three parts:  theory, practice, and research.  My presentation today will focus on the effects of this paradigm on psychology’s theories.  As I will argue, the first psychologists adopted historically not only the methods of Newtonian physical science as their own, but also the explanations and theoretical styling of the natural sciences.  Indeed, if psychologists didn’t do things in a thoroughly natural science manner, they were afraid psychology would be considered non-scientific, and thus lose its prestige and credibility.  
My second presentation, then, clarifies how this natural science theoretical style has been extended to psychotherapy, while my third presentation will evidence the extension of this natural science philosophy to psychology’s research methods.  As I will attempt to show in these three presentations, this paradigm is not only comprehensive in its scope but also dominant in its influence.  Indeed, one could say the paradigm is dogmatic because its hold on theory, practice, and research is such that it cannot be falsified.  This is the reason I have no empirical research to present to you on the topic.  The empirical research is itself formulated in terms of this paradigm.  The paradigm cannot be shown to be false or even to have limits, because it is integral to the methods that are used to test for falseness and limitations.
For these reasons, I have also found it necessary, in presentations such as these, to describe alternatives to the prevailing paradigm.  Alternatives have been necessary for at least two reasons.  First, this paradigm has been so hidden and so taken for granted that it has the status of a truism.  Indeed, this paradigm is often thought to be synonymous with science itself.  I hope to dispel this dangerous myth by presenting alternatives that are themselves viable candidates for psychological and scientific assumptions.  Here, I will even attempt to draw upon the inspiration of Islamic Science.  I am no expert on Islamic Science, to be sure, and I know it has its own drawbacks.  Still, as I think you will see in my third presentation, it is an intriguing alternative, given the problems of the Western science tradition.
The second reason I want to describe a paradigmatic alternative is that I really think we need an alternative worldview.  Perhaps foremost, the current paradigm happens to be prejudiced against psychology’s main consumer – the religious person.  I am not interested in throwing the current paradigm out entirely, but I would like to topple it from its dominating and even dogmatic status in psychology.  Therefore, in each presentation, I will not only describe the effects of our natural science dependence on theory, practice, and method; I will also describe alternatives that are currently being explored and applied on the periphery of psychology’s mainstream.

Psychology’s Hidden Paradigm

So what is this all-inclusive paradigm?  The label I will use should be familiar to many and is easily connected to the natural sciences.  It is the label of naturalism.  Virtually all the historians of psychology have traced naturalism’s influence to psychology’s inception, where the discipline looked to the natural sciences for its methods and style of explanation (e.g., Leahey, 1991; Nelson, in press; Viney, 2001).  James Nelson (in press), for example, has shown that naturalism was the historical grounding of fledgling psychology.  This is not to say that the first psychologists examined this conceptual grounding.  Rather, they adopted the practices of the natural sciences and did not fully realize that the philosophy of naturalism was inextricably connected to them.  As historian of psychology Thomas Leahey (1991) put it, naturalism is “science’s central dogma without which it could not function” (p. 379).  
This philosophy has been defined in various ways, depending on its context.  However, two common features of the many definitions can serve as our core understanding of naturalism for these presentations – its godlessness and its lawfulness.  First, naturalists explain and interpret the objective world as if reference to God is irrelevant or superfluous (Griffin, 2000; Plantinga, 1997; Slife, Mitchell, & Whoolery, 2004).  Few mainstream psychological texts, if any, cite divine beings in their explanations of psychological phenomena.  The world of psychological events is thought to occur as if its operation happens autonomously, as a result of its own independent processes.  
The “lawfulness” feature of the philosophy of naturalism involves the most popular understanding of this godless operation: natural, physical laws and principles autonomously govern the many processes and events of the world (Griffin, 2000; Plantinga, 1997; Ruse, 1982).  The law of gravity, for example, is thought to govern our weight and prevent us from flying round this room.  As I will show, this feature of naturalism is prominent in psychology through the testing of theoretical principles and the detecting of social and biological laws.
This naturalistic worldview would appear to differ sharply from many other worldviews, especially those in which God is considered present and necessary to a good or complete explanation (Plantinga, 1997).  Even in its weakest form, naturalism assumes that God is not required for a complete knowledge of the natural or social world.  Many psychologists have mistakenly assumed that a “not required” status implies a kind of theological neutrality.  In other words, if God is not required, then they have assumed that no theological bias is involved.  
The problem is that this naturalistic worldview, even in its weakest form, is biased against a theistic worldview.  Theism means that God is required for a complete understanding of the world because God is currently active in world events (Plantinga, 1997).  Theism makes little sense if God is passive or functionally non-existent.  Theism is thus excluded from any set of naturalistic conceptions in which God is passive or not required.  Many Christians, for example, assume that God is required for healing, whether physical or emotional.
Strategies of Compatibility.  Contrasting naturalism with theism often raises questions.  Many US students, for example, have lived so long with both theism and naturalism that they have assumed the two are compatible – that they can both be right in the same place and time.  I want to be clear that I am contending they are not compatible, which may be puzzling to some.  Let us, therefore, briefly examine the main Western strategies for making naturalism and theism compatible.  As I will attempt to show, these strategies are not only ineffective in making them compatible; they ultimately evidence the incompatibility of naturalism and theism.  
The main strategies of compatibility can be summed up in two words – deism and dualism.  Deism is the theology that God or Allah created the naturalistic order of the world but this divine being is no longer involved in its ongoing operation (cf. Borg, 1997; Johnson, 1995; Richards & Bergin, 1997; Wacome, 2003).  With this conception, no reference to God seems warranted or needed in formulating or conducting psychology because the laws or principles of psychology are currently autonomous and working essentially independently of this divinity.  The problem, however, is that this approach does not really make naturalism and theism compatible.  It merely makes theism active at one point in time – creation – and thereafter surrenders to a naturalistic world in which God is effectively absent.  Naturalism is the only relevant conception following creation.
The ineffectiveness of deism for making naturalism and theism compatible has led to a variety of dualisms among Western thinkers.  Rene Descartes (1641/1952) perhaps framed the prototypical dualism with his claim that the mind or soul permitted God’s actions and influences but that the body was mechanistically autonomous.  In this sense, God is only active in part of the world – the soul.  Donald Wacome (2003), in the book Science and the Soul, illustrates a variation on this dualism when he holds that God is involved “in human experience” but not in “nature as such” (p. 200).  Wacome (2003) distinguishes his position from deism because he believes God is currently active in the events of humans (e.g., their history, experience).  However, he then postulates a deism of nature where God created the processes of nature but they now “come about by natural processes” (p. 200).  His conception is a great example of the modern attempt to allow both theism and naturalism.  God is active in human experience but inactive in nature, where the laws of nature and naturalistic philosophy take over.

The problem is, any such dualism begs the usual questions:  How do the two realms – soul and body, human experience and nature – interact?  What if, for example, there is good reason to believe that our minds are our brains?  Where does the soul or our experience end and our biology or nature begin?  If the mind agentically or spiritually controls the body, then the natural laws discussed by Wacome do not control the body.  If, on the other hand, the laws of our biological nature control our brains, as many neuroscientists seem to contend, then these laws, not God or our human agency, govern our human experience.  We cannot have it both ways.

Someone might say, at this juncture, that God is not only the creator of these laws but also their sustainer.  However, this is little more than a technical variation on dualism.  As Griffin (2000) and other scholars have shown, the notion that God upholds the laws does not allow God to be “active” in any meaningful theistic sense because God’s upholding of the laws means that He cannot act otherwise than the laws.  Because this ability to “act otherwise” is the basis of any freedom of action, God enjoys no such freedom.  Moreover, God cannot minister to His children uniquely or modify his actions in the light of changing circumstances because the laws of nature are themselves the same for everyone, regardless of their situations.

The real problem with all these variations on dualism and deism is that they do not, in principle, resolve the incompatibility of these two philosophies; they, in fact, interface the two by recognizing their incompability.  In other words, dualisms only work when these two philosophies are assigned to separate realms, separate corners of the universe – Descartes separating the soul from the body, and Wacome separating human experience from nature.  This separation of the naturalistic (no divine intervention) from the theistic (active divine intervention) in both deism and dualism is a tacit admission of their incompatibility.  Apparently, the two philosophies cannot co-exist in the same time and place.  Otherwise, no dualism would be necessary.  

The bottom-line, from our brief discussion of the compatibility issue, is that naturalistic theories of psychology have been formulated to understand only one side of this dualism – the godless side (Hedges & Burchfield, 2005; Slife & Hopkins, 2005), making their conceptual foundations incompatible with the God-filled side of theism.  As the philosopher Griffin (2000) concludes in his review of naturalism, “Most philosophers, theologians, and scientists believe that scientific naturalism is incompatible with any significantly religious view of reality” (p. 11).
Conflict in Assumptions.  The conflict between psychological naturalism and religious theism becomes even clearer when we examine the particular assumptions of these philosophies.  Richards and Bergin (2005), for example, list a number of naturalistic assumptions of mainstream psychology, including determinism, atomism, materialism, hedonism, and positivism, which they view as incompatible with theistic assumptions, such as free will, holism, spirituality, altruism, and theistic realism.

Time limitations prevent a full description of all these assumptions here.  I can provide references for full descriptions, and I will delve into most of these at my next presentation (Collins, 1977; Richards & Bergin, 2005; Slife, 2004).  As one example here, however, consider the prevalence of the naturalistic assumption of hedonism in virtually every mainstream theory of psychology (Rule, 1997; Slife, 2000b; Slife, 2004).  Hedonism is an assumption of naturalism, because it is often viewed as integral to the survival mechanism of naturalistic evolution theory (Shaver, 1998):  animals that routinely seek pain invite extinction.  Consequently, hedonism is considered a natural law of sorts.  
And, it has been incorporated into psychological theory as if it is a law of all animals, including human beings.  For example, the notion of behavioral reinforcement assumes that the ultimate motive of all animals is pleasure and the avoidance of pain, even if it is a sophisticated pleasure, such as a human striving for happiness.  Many Freudians reason similarly, assuming the pleasure principle, while many humanists are interested more in self-actualization than in other-actualization.  Even therapeutically oriented theories, such as cognitive-behaviorism, are primarily concerned with patient self benefit and the avoidance of depression (Beck, Rush, Shaw, & Emery, 1979).  Moreover, none of the mainstream theories of psychology explain “helping behavior” without invoking some kind of benefit to the self.  Ultimately, the helpers must derive some sophisticated pleasure out of helping (e.g., good feelings).  Otherwise, helping behaviors would presumably not occur.  
This naturalistic assumption obviously conflicts with the altruism urged by many theists (e.g., Plantinga, 1997; Slife, 2005).  Indeed, as Monroe (1996) has shown, true altruism, where the ultimate motive for helping someone is the other’s benefit, is impossible from a naturalistic perspective (Slife, Mitchell, & Whoolery, 2004).  Of course, no theist would assume that it is impossible for humans to act selfishly, but virtually all theists would presume that humans can, especially with the help of God or Allah, possess truly and ultimately altruistic motives.  Is not one of pillars of Islam the giving of alms?  I am not Muslim, but it seems that the Quran invites the spending of one’s wealth in the cause of Allah – for the poor, the needy, the sick.  Is not true charity a precondition for piety?  Certainly, most Christian theists would believe so.  Helping behavior, in this sense, does not have to be understood as ultimately selfish; the helper could have someone else’s interests at heart.  My point is that this disagreement about the hedonism or altruism of ultimate motives is just one of several conceptual differences between the naturalist and the theist.
Another is the free will/determinism issue.  Because unchangeable natural laws are thought to ultimately govern all world events – including human events – human behavior and cognition are themselves considered to be determined by laws.  Human behavior is no different in kind from a boulder rolling down a mountain.  Human behavior, like the boulder’s path, is determined by natural laws.  The human has no agency or free will and thus cannot have acted otherwise.  This lack of agency is the reason we do not say “good boulder” when it barely rolls past a human hiker.  We know that concepts of morality, such as goodness and rightness, have no place in a deterministic, naturalistic world.
In psychological theory, traditional behaviorists have long acknowledged their naturalistic determinism.  As B.F. Skinner once put it, “behavior is wholly determined.  It is controlled by the environment” (Rychlak, 1981, p. 439 - 440).  Certainly, the determinism of many psychoanalytic approaches is well-known, but the naturalism of many cognitive approaches is less known.  However, Yanchar (2005) and Bishop (2005) in separate articles have shown that the prominent computer metaphor for the mind is not accidental.  Just as the computer is determined by its hardware and software, so too the mind is determined by its nature and nurture.  The mind is involved in behavior from the cognitive perspective, but the mind is itself determined by past information storage and present mental input.  My point is, simply, that the more naturalistic a psychological theory is, the more deterministic it is.  In fact, it is extremely rare in the realm of theory for free will to ever be held responsible for behavior.
As Richards and Bergin (2005) note, by contrast, most theistic theoretical systems embrace variations on human agency and free will.  Most Christian denominations, for example, explicitly endorse free will as a crucial aspect of how humans have been created in the “image of God.”  Indeed, free will is also pivotal to Christian explanations of the evil and suffering of the world.  Evil and suffering are often explained as by-products of not willing God’s will.  Again, I would welcome correction regarding the Muslim theist, but it is my understanding, as the Quran puts it, that “Allah does not change men’s condition unless they change their inner selves” (p. xx).  I realize that Allah’s control is considered complete, but several Islamic commentators, such as Bogle (200x), agree that “ultimately the overriding evidence points to free will, however, since the Quran clearly states that each person’s book of life, which records one’s deeds, determines one’s eternal destiny.  All people, therefore, control their fate through their choices and behavior” (p. 39).  Needless to say, such choices are not possible if natural laws completely control our brains, as the naturalism of neuroscience seems to imply (Slife & Hopkins, 2005).
I can provide other examples of the differences between naturalistic and theistic assumptions, and I will in the next two lectures.  In the meantime, I hope that these two examples, hedonism and determinism, will illustrate how there are real and substantive differences between theistic and naturalistic worldviews.  Although the absence of God in a naturalistic worldview is often interpreted as a neutral theological stance, this worldview contrasts sharply with a theistic worldview where God is considered present, a worldview held by the majority of psychology’s main clients and consumers.  

Psychology’s Secularism
Of course, the objection could be raised that psychology is a secular discipline.  Even if the two views are incompatible, secular disciplines should provide theories and explanations that exclude divine influences.  Wouldn’t the secularism of psychology prevent anything but a naturalistic worldview and naturalistic assumptions?  Perhaps surprisingly, my answer to this question is a resounding “no.”  Although secularism has recently come to mean non-religion or even anti-religion to modern ears, it was originally intended to mean free thinking or an avoidance of dogmatism (Reber, in press).  Actually, original secularism was intended to include the voices of religion, such as theism, as Pannenberg (200x) and other scholars have noted.  Otherwise, anti-religious voices, such as naturalism, would themselves become dogmatic.  In this sense, the enemy of theism is naturalism, not secularism, and my discussion of theistic alternatives is actualizing rather than violating psychology’s secularism.

I readily admit that there are strains of theism that are understood dogmatically.  These are undoubtedly the strains that secularism was meant to exclude – theists who will not consider evidence or argument.  Still, the existence of dogmatic forms of theism does not mean that all forms of theism are dogmatic.  Indeed, all worldviews can have their dogmatic adherents, including the current naturalism of science.  For this reason, excluding theistic theories from psychology could be sheer prejudice, because secularism as it was originally intended welcomes rather than excludes theism.
Psychology’s Hidden Prejudice

Nevertheless, before we can say that naturalism is a “prejudice” of many psychologists, the second portion of my title for today’s presentation, other conditions must be met.  As Herlihy and Corey (2005) describe, the threat of prejudice generally surfaces when the assumptions associated with a worldview meet three conditions:  they are relatively unexamined, assumed to be more privileged than other perspectives, and used to suppress other viewpoints.  Mere differences, whether skin color, culture, or worldview, are insufficient in themselves to generate prejudice.  Rather, the way these differences are viewed and acted on is what leads to prejudices.  If a white-male, US psychologist, for example, asserts that his unexamined perspective is more valuable than that of a black female psychologist and uses his white male privilege and power to suppress her views, we in the US would quickly identify his behavior as prejudiced.

Is naturalism used in this prejudicial manner in psychology?  Certainly, naturalism is not usually considered a prejudice in this sense, especially in comparison to other “isms” such as racism and sexism.  In fact, naturalism is rarely, if ever, discussed in psychology at all.  Yet, its very anonymity means that it is unexamined – the first condition of a worldview becoming prejudicial.  And surely the second condition of prejudice – a privilege status – is not controversial in regard to naturalism.  After all, naturalism is so privileged that it has no real rivals in the discipline.  
Many psychologists identify this philosophy of natural science with science itself, giving it an almost unchallengeable, dogmatic status.  Some scientists might even contend that other fields than science should deal with theistic explanations, such as altruism and agency.  However, this position is analogous to our white-male psychologist asserting that other fields than psychology can deal with nonwhite experiences and female behaviors.  By limiting where theistic perspectives can have a voice, naturalists are clearly guilty of privileging naturalism in psychology.

What about the third condition of a worldview becoming a prejudice?  Have psychologists used naturalism to suppress other viewpoints?  As Richards and Bergin (2005) has shown in their book, religious beliefs and religious people are routinely discriminated against in psychological explanations, theories, practices, and methods.  In fact, this prejudice is disciplinary in that psychologists are generally trained with this unintended prejudice.  I say “unintended prejudice” because I want to be clear that psychologists are expressly forbidden from this prejudice in their ethical code (APA Ethics Code, 2002).  Most psychologists, would never dream they were prejudicial in this sense.  Still, just as intending to avoid racism does not erase years of racist hiring practices, so too a psychologist’s intention to avoid prejudice against religious people does not necessarily mean that he or she will be successful in doing so.

Indeed, it is my contention that it would be difficult for psychologists not to be subtly prejudiced in this manner, because much of the Western academic and scientific culture of psychology is grounded in naturalism (Marsden, 1997).  In many instances, the prejudices embedded in naturalism are institutionalized or even professionalized as standard ways of thinking in the discipline.  For example, it is routine for therapists in psychology to emphasize to their clients that treatment will have self-benefits.  In other words, therapists assume that the ultimate motivation of clients is their “getting better”– a subtle hedonism.  Likewise, it is unheard of for treatment to focus primarily on altruistic concerns, such as a client’s wish to benefit others.  These therapists are professionally prejudiced against such beliefs and practices through their training.  They teach, from the theist’s perspective, sophisticated selfishness.
Consider, as another example, how formal psychological explanation or treatment can never gives Allah or God credit for therapeutic gains.  Now, I am sure that many theistic therapists often give such divinity credit, but to do so is to work outside the formal confines of the discipline.  To work within the discipline, clients are taught, via established professional theory and practice, that an assortment of naturalistic and nondivine factors is really responsible for their mental health.  Clients should not give God the “glory” for their health; clients should give naturalistic factors the “glory.”
My point is that psychologists are inherently involved in a persuasion process, whether in therapy or merely dispensing psychological information.  They subtly, and perhaps even without explicit intention, denigrate and suppress theistic values and beliefs and extol naturalistic values and beliefs under the name of “objectivity.”  The upshot is that psychologists are unintendedly prejudiced against the beliefs, values, and assumptions of their overwhelmingly theistic clients and consumers.  And they cannot help but be unintentionally prejudiced because naturalistic biases and assumptions are unexamined and privileged in their very methods and training.
Preview and Review
As I conclude here today, I will admit that many of these points can be made more forcefully in my next lecture.  There, I specifically consider the applications of naturalistic theory, particularly therapy.  In that presentation, I will contrast a thoroughly and explicitly theistic system of mental health with the usual and standard systems of naturalistic mental health care.  This contrast will help not only to clarify the important distinctions between naturalism and theism but also to evidence the viability and real plausibility of non-naturalistic approaches to psychology, such as theism.  
Of course, for many psychologists this comparison will still be a horse race:  which therapy, theistic or naturalistic, is the more effective?  The problem here is that the methods typically used to measure and study effectiveness are themselves underlain with the philosophy of naturalism.  Therefore, my third presentation will explicate the naturalistic assumptions of traditional research methods and outline an alternative that joins two seemingly incompatible conceptions – theism and science.
At this juncture, however, I have made and attempted to support five important points.  First, the godlessness and lawfulness of naturalism is a philosophy, not a fact – a view, not the view.  Second, this philosophy, like any philosophy, has its own assumptions and biases.  Third, these assumptions and biases are incompatible with the assumptions and biases of a large proportion of the human race – theists.  Fourth, as much as many theists world like to make theism and naturalism compatible, even the main approaches to doing so – deism and dualism – acknowledge their incompatibility.  And, finally, the incompatible of these worldviews is not merely an intellectual issue.  This incompatibility manifests itself in real and practical prejudices that are used, often unknowingly, in the more applied aspects of the discipline.  I hope you will consider these points and engage me about them while I am here at this wonderful university community.
