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ABSTRACT 

A resurgence of cogntivist psychology in the 1940s inspired a critical 

analysis of the accepted functionalist constructs of intelligence, learning, and 

human behaviour. This analysis has had little effect on researchers and 

practitioners in special education. The purpose of the study was to determine 

if there was some system of logic which sustained the entrenchment of the 

functionalist constructs of giftedness and learning disability. The study found that 

i) functional psychologists, in accordance with the mandate of a Protestant 

worldly asceticism, attempted to operationalize Cclvinist assumptions regarding 

correct human behaviour in formulating these constructs; and ii) the majority of 

contributors to the Canadian special education literature between 1968 and 1999 

continued to operationalize the functionalist constructs of giftedness and learning 

disability in the design of research problems. The findings of the study led to 

the conclusion that the entrenchment of functionalist constructs in special 

education is the result of a symbiotic relationship which exists between culture 

and social science. A relationship in which cultural assumptions, and the 

constructs of human behaviour they engender, are vindicated through the 

practice of a normal science which is, in turn, vindicated through the validation 

of its findings by the culture. 
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All things bright and beautiful 
All creatures great and small, 
All things wise and wonderful, 
The Lord God mado them all. 

The rich man in his castle, 
The poor man at his gate, 
God made them, high or lowly, 
And order'd their estate. 

Cecil Alexander, Hymns for Little Children, 1848 
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CHAPTER ONE 

PROTESTANT WORLDLY ASCETICISM AND THEORY 
IN PSYCHOLOGY AND EDUCATION 

Now this divorce of religion from secular life is manifestly 
incompatible with the Protestant idea. If in the individual conscience 
there is revealed a higher law than has yet found embodiment in 
the state, the law must find its realization objectively; the ideal must 
become the real. In Protestant countries there has therefore been 
a continual effort to purify the state by making it an embodiment of 
reason. That this is the logical consequence of the Protestant idea 
no one can doubt. The ideal is the real, and what contradicts the 
ideal must ultimately be annulled. 

John Watson 

Queen's Quarterly. 18931 

In the late 1940s, challenges to the theoretical assumptions of a 

functionalist social science materialized in both Canada and the United States.2 

The mounting discontent among psychologists crystallized in the proceedings of 

the Hixon Symposium of 1948.3 This symposium served as the impetv;3 for a 

resurgence in cognitive theories of psychology which, in turn, prompted a critical 

analysis of practices in education, educational psychology, and special 

education.4 David Leitch contends that in spite of this analysis there is little 

movement in these fields to evaluate, or restructure, the theoretical assumptions 

on which they are founded.5 This dilemma may be comprehensible through 

analyzing the process of enculturation by which these assumptions became 

axiomatic.6 

1 
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Introduction 

Leitch's concern with the shortcomings of theory in educational 

psychology and special education is the latest in a series of challenges to 

functionalism - the definition of human behaviour in terms of its utility in meeting 

the ends of a particular world view ~ in psychology and education. These 

challenges are manifest in a growing volume of critical studies in psychology, 

education, educational psychology, and special education.7 

One of the early challenges to functionalist theory was issued by J.B. 

Brebner in a study of Canadian higher education commissioned by the Social 

Science Research Council of Canada in 1945.8 Brebner found that Canadian 

universities which viewed themselves as "service institutions of a rather narrowly 

utilitarian kind" had produced a body of theory in the social sciences which was 

of questionable validity. The dubious nature of these theories, in his view, was 

compounded by the dependence of the faculties of these universities on the 

financial support of philanthropic foundations with a constricted range of research 

priorities.9 

Howard Gardner states that the Hixon Symposium of 1948 served as the 

catalyst for a growing challenge to the narrow constructs of normal behaviour 

and learning developed by faculties of psychology in the first half of the twentieth 

century in the United States.10 He contends that the most significant objection 

to early theory presented at this symposium came from Karl Lashley, a former 
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student and assistant of J.B. Watson.11 In a paper entitled "The Problem of Serial 

Order in Behaviour" he proposed to those in attendance that the functionalist 

"answer to questions of the human mind was no answer at all." Further, Lashley 

argued that adherence to the theoretical premises of functionalism was "making 

a scientific study of mind impossible."12 

These studies provide evidence of the mounting apprehension over the 

conceptual models developed by social science faculties during the first half of 

the twentieth century. Gardner proposes that the ferment in psychology was 

incarnate in the revitalization of Freudian, cognitivist, and psycho-linguistic 

research areas which had been neglected by functionalism.13 

Theodore Millon claims that by the late 1940s the work of the neo-

Freudians Karen Homey and Eric Fromm was challenging the popular concept 

of the integrated personality by proposing that the institutional constructs of 

functionalism, with their emphasis on social conformity, were significant etiological 

factors in personality disorder.14 Jerome Bruner's work in the Cognition Project 

at Harvard University in the early 1950s led him to conclude that overriding 

conceptual schemes made the component parts of a task comprehensible, a 

view that was antithetical to the tenets of serial-order learning.15 This finding 

complemented the earlier research of D.O. Hebb at McGill.16 Noam Chomsky's 

study of Syntactic Structures published in 1957 challenged the functionalist 

construct of the sequential arrangement of literacy skills in the language arts 
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curriculum. There was, in his view, an overriding syntactical structure of 

language which could better explain all the nuances of its various sub-systems.u 

The mounting criticism of the shortcomings of functionalist theories in 

psychology and education has stimulated the reevaluation of practices in 

educational administration, curriculum design, and the definitions of exceptionality 

in special education.18 

Raymond Callahan, Elisabeth Hansot, David Tyack, and Anne Wood have 

documented the instrumental use of functionalist principles in the organization of 

the public school systems of Canada and the United States during the first half 

of the twentieth century.19 The critical analysis has focused on the application of 

these principles under the auspices of efficient student learning. Researchers 

argue that there is little evidence to substantiate functionalist claims.20 

Arthur Wise has referred to the functionalist organization of schools and 

curricula as the "hyperationalization" of educational practice.21 He defines 

hyperationalization as the extent to which bureaucratic procedures ~ the use of 

scientific management techniques and measurable behavioural objectives ~ are 

implemented without realizing projected educational goals.22 Wise's study is an 

example of the proliferation of research which questions the educational logic of 

the rationalization, or hyperationalization, of the curriculum. 

Frank Smith, in a study of the language arts curriculum, questions the 

efficacy of breaking literacy into a series of supposedly interrelated skills.23 David 
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Nyberg and Kieran Egari lament a "logico-mathematical" notion of knowledge 

which thwarts the rational exchange of ideas.24 Linda McNeil claims that the 

public schools curriculum includes a predetermined set of official facts so 

fragmented and innocuous that students become disinterested and teachers 

'burn-out'.25 Michael Apple alleges that the functionalist philosophy of education 

is a euphemism for a "hidden curriculum" which actively oppresses minorities, 

persons of low socio-economic status, and women.26 Robin Barrow claims that 

similar shortcomings are evident in the Canadian curriculum.27 

One of the most serious criticisms of functionalist psychology, and its 

contribution to the organization of the public school system in North America, is 

the accusation that its normative standards and practices have led to the 

marginalization of many students including those thought to be in need of special 

education services.28 

James Ysseldyke, Bob Algozzine, and Gerald Coles have documented the 

systematic marginalization of individuals who deviate from the normative 

standards of functionalist psychology in the United States.29 Ysseldyke and 

Algozzine have found that students are labeled on the basis of their intelligence 

(including those who are perceived to be too intelligent), appearance, sex, age, 

race, social status, physical, mental, or emotional handicap.30 These authors 

term the routine exclusion of certain individuals and groups a "psychoeducational 

deception" - the popular practice in education of using test instruments to 
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confirm presumptions of giftedness, deviance or disability.31 This finding was 

substantiated by Coles, a neurologist, who conducted a comprehensive survey 

of the empirical research on learning disabilities and concluded that there is no 

substantive evidence that this disability is organically based.32 

Similar findings by Canadian researchers have led them to conclude that 

many of the conceptual models of special education are mythical in nature.33 Sid 

Sodhi, in his Myths of Special Education, claims that psychologists and special 

educators are complacently following "suspicion confirming" practices, rather than 

examining the assumptions on which the labelling of children proceed.34 

Leitch and Sodhi have found that constructs such as learning disabilities 

may have little basis in fact.35 These authors maintain that definitions of 

intelligence and learning disability vary from "province to province (and text to 

text!)" leading them to conclude these definitions are not founded in any specific 

physical reality.36 This finding is consistent with the conclusion of Ysseldyke and 

Algozzine that the concept of neurologically based learning disabilities would 

likely not exist without the equivocal assumptions, and test instruments devised 

with these assumptions in mind, by which they are defined.37 

In effect, these researchers contend that anyone whose behaviour, learning 

style, or reasoning does not conform with functionalist norms is at risk of being 

labeled and marginalized given current school practices. 



7 

The studies cited in the introduction of this thesis show the mounting 

challenge to the established standards of a functionalist psychology. A 

substantial body of theoretical and empirical research has found that the over­

emphasis on the rationalization of the institution of the school - incrementalizing 

the curriculum and classifying students as gifted, normal, or learning disabled 

according to their facility in memorizing these incrementalized bits of information -

- seems to be inherent to functionalism and may have negative consequences 

for certain individuals and groups. Some contend that the challenge to 

functionalist standards has yet to be addressed. These findings bring us back 

to the question raised by Leitch; what are the causes of the apparent neglect of 

these research findings by practitioners in the fields of educational psychology 

and special education? 

Coles findings are particularly important in the search for an answer to this 

question. He concludes that the research on learning disabilities is not a 

detached scientific analysis of the facts, rather it is a "collection of tracts" which 

are "intent on making the chiid or the child's neurology responsible for the 

learning problem."38 The description of research findings as a collection of tracts 

calls to mind Seymour Sarason's contention that much of theory in psychology, 

theory which underpins special education, is founded in a Protestant world view 

which flourished in the early twentieth century.39 Sarason argues that an 

understanding of the effects of this cultural phenomenon on theory is the central 
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issue for contemporary research, and that a failure to address this issue amounts 

to an inadvertent bias in modern research practice.40 

Overview of the Study 

According to recent findings in the history of social science, a Protestant 

worldly asceticism facilitated a metamorphosis in Calvinist doctrines which was 

of critical importance to the fields of psychology and education.41 In the first 

phase of this metamorphosis these doctrines were embodied in the moral 

philosophy of British idealism.42 In the second phase they were reembodied as 

normative principles of a functionalist social science.43 In defining human 

behaviour in terms of its uniformity with Calvinist assumptions, early social 

theorists may have imbued the conceptual foundations of psychology and 

education with a quasi-religious character which fostered a tendency for their 

entrenchment in the institutions of Protestant cultures.44 This tendency for 

conceptual entrenchment may be compounded by the continuing use of these 

theories as the basis of a normative scientific method in these fields.45 

Max Weber states that following the Reformation there was a gradual 

convergence of various Protestant ideologies which culminated in a pan-

denominational acceptance of a worldly asceticism - a call for the objectification 

of Calvinist doctrines in the day-to-day relations of the institutions of society.46 

Ascetic Protestants held that a strict adherence to this process of objectification 
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was the only legitimate means to personal rede nption.47 

Weber contends that the Calvinist doctrines of proof, predestination, duty, 

and grace wore to serve as guides for the socio-moral restructuring of the 

State.48 The doctrine of proof dictated that one's redemption was manifest in 

worldly actions and the achievement of material results.49 The doctrine of 

predestination proposed that those who were to be redeemed -- the elect - were 

recognizable by their success, or blessings, in this life.50 The doctrine of duty 

was composed of the dual concepts of station and rationalization: i) the ccncept 

of station held that one was Divinely predestined to assume a specific role in 

society and demanded that all individual action fall within the boundaries of this 

prescribed role;51 ii) the concept of rationalization proposed that, in pursuing the 

duties of their station, the individual was also to accommodate the scientific 

restructuring of institutional relations.52 The doctrine of grace held that salvation 

lay in conforming with the duties associated with one's station in life, non­

conformity with these duties constituted a lack of grace.53 

It was the Protestant ideology known as pietism, according to Weber, that 

introduced an element of dynamism to the philosophical amalgam that was 

Protestant worldly asceticism.54 Pietism demanded that Calvinist doctrines be 

objectified in the religious, scientific, and economic institutions of society through 

the efforts of the elect ~ leaders identifiable through the material blessings which 

accrued to them as a result of their faithful adherence to the duties of their 
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station, or calling, in life.55 

On the other hand, though the means by which it [redemption] was 
attained differed for different doctrines, it could not be guaranteed 
by any magical sacraments, by relief in the confession, nor by 
individual good works. That was only possible by proof in a 
specific type of conduct unmistakably different from the way of life 
of the natural man. From that followed for the individual an 
incentive methodically to supervise his own state of grane in his 
own conduct, and thus to penetrate it with asceticism. But, as we 
have seen, this ascetic conduct meant the rational planning of the 
whole of one's life in accordance with God's will. And this 
asceticism was no longer an opus supererogationis, but something 
which could be required of everyone who would be certain of 
salvation. The religious life of the saints, as distinguished from the 
natural life, was - the most important point - no longer lived 
outside the world and its institutions. This rationalization of conduct 
within this world, but for the sake of the world beyond, was the 
consequence of the concept of the calling of ascetic 
Protestantism.56 

A.B. McKillop and Louise Stevenson have documented the general 

acceptance of a worldly asceticism among an elect body - Canadian and 

American academics - during the nineteenth century.57 Academics from all 

Protestant denominations were instrumental, according to these authors, in 

tempering the theoretical foundations of the emergent social sciences with the 

Calvinist assumptions of ascetic Protestantism.58 This process was perpetuated 

at mid-century under the auspices of a British idealism in moral philosophy. 

British idealism marked the first phase in the metamorphosis of Calvinist 

doctrine which culminated in its reembodiment in the scientific principles of a 

functionalist social science. Idealist moral philosophers in North America called 

for the rationalization of the whole of society - individual behaviour, the human 
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relations of institutions, and institutional alliances ~ according to the tenets of 

Calvinism.59 

Manfred Kuehn provides evidence for the existence of a pan-

denominational acceptance of a worldly asceticism in his study of the fusion of 

British and German Protestantism.60 This early fusion culminated in the moral 

philosophy known as British idealism in the latter half of the nineteenth century. 

British idealism combined pietist dynamism with G.W.F. Hegel's idealist precept 

that self-realization was the product of actualizing a State polity comprised of 

interdependent social institutions.61 

The effect of British idealism on Canadian moral philosophers is seen in 

a study by George Rawlyk and Kevin Quinn who found that idealists at Queen's 

University were convinced that a professional elect ~ doctors, lawyers, 

businessmen, scientists, and educators - would direct the rationalization of 

Canadian society.62 This finding is supported by the research of Leslie Armour, 

Elizabeth Trott, and McKillop who studied Protestant culture in Canada between 

the mid-nineteenth and mid-twentieth centuries.63 

Anne Wood has shown how the idealists planned to restructure the 

institutions of the family, school and state.64 The family was seen as a means of 

promoting the value of cooperative self-sacrifice in realizing the larger interests 

of the group.65 The school was to be stratified in terms of elementary, junior 

secondary, senior secondary, and university levels in order to sort certain 



12 

students into vocational and academic streams. The university was seen as the 

purveyor of an elite corps of professionals who would direct the continuous 

moral regeneration of society.66 Overriding the idealist vision was the institution 

of the State which acted as the efficient centre of control for inter-institutional 

relations. The state, for example, would control schooling and direct "public 

opinion by gathering 'correct' information" assuring social stability in the public 

interest.67 

Ascetic Protestants surmised, according to Weber and Wood, that the 

efficient ordering of individual behaviour, human relationships within institutions, 

and institutional alliances would lead to universal material opulence and the 

realization of God's kingdom on earth.68 These assumptions served as the basis 

of a comprehensive religious, economic, and scientific world view that was 

instrumental in the foment of the definitions of normal, and abnormal, behaviour 

and the notion that intelligence, learning, economic well-being, and morality were 

intimately correlated.69 

This body of research provides convincing evidence that a Protestant 

worldly asceticism, through the vehicle of a British idealism in moral philosophy, 

introduced in the minds of social theorists of the late nineteenth century an 

axiomatic design for correct individual behaviour and the organization of societal 

institutions. The arrival of the twentieth century triggered, among certain of the 

idealists, an empirical ethos which inspired the second phase of the 
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metamorphosis of Calvinist doctrine. In this phase the Calvinist social axioms of 

British idealism were reembodied in the normative standards of a utilitarian social 

science known as functionalist psychology. 

Evidence of the transformation of Calvinist doctrine to normative standards 

in early social science was provided by Ramsay Cook, Marlene Shore, and Anne 

Wood.70 Cook refers to this reembodiment as a "union of the saued and 'he 

secular".71 

It was E.B. Titchener who first alluded to the classification of human 

behaviour according to its utility in meeting specific ends as a functionalist 

psychology.72 That these ends were likely determined by a Protestant world view 

has been established in a study of the religious affiliation of leading scientists in 

the United States between 1903 and 1943 conducted by Stephen Visher.73 

Visher claims that of the 303 most recognized scientific leaders of this period, 

including functional psychologists J.M. Cattell, Edward Thomdike, William James, 

and John Dewey, 296 were Protestant.74 

Neil Coughlan, George Dykhuizen, Clarence Karier, and H.S. Thayer have 

documented the effects of Protestant worldly asceticism on early psychology.75 

Karier contends that Edward Thorndike's theories require a thorough analysis in 

light of the doctrines of worldly asceticism ouiiined by Weber.76 Dykhuizen has 

provided evidence of John Dewey's fervent idealism.77 Thayer and Coughlan 

insist that Dewey's empiricism was never antithetical to idealist precepts, it simply 
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made these religious antecedents of his psychology more obscure.78 Coughlan 

has reported that Dewey spoke of ideals and norms interchangeably; as if they 

were synonymous.79 

These studies indicate that leading social scientists at the turn of the 

century were in the vanguard of an evolving Protestant asceticism which 

reembodied Calvinist doctrines in the scientific principles of a functionalist 

psychology. It was Thomdike and Dewey who were founding members of what 

Barry Franklin and David Murray have described as the two leading schools of 

functionalism - Columbia University in New York and the University of Chicago.80 

The zealousness with which psychologists at these institutions pursued their 

brand of empiricism might be construed as a displaced evangelism. 

Barry Franklin, Russell Marks, and Joel Spring have verified the 

involvement of functionalist psychology at Columbia in devising educational 

standards and intelligence tests whicn were seen as a means of rationalizing not 

only the school, but the whole of society through a process of social eugenics.81 

The Columbia standards and tests were used to separate students into one of 

two primary educational categories: i) leaders, identified on the basis of 

intelligence or academic aptitude and whose duty it was to direct socio-morai 

progress; and ii) followers, whose duty it was to comply with the directions of 

leadership.82 
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Christine Snea found that Chicago functionalists set the standards for 

abnormal psychology and a mental hygiene movement which inaugurated the 

concept of special education.83 In the institution of the school these standards 

determined that students who complied with the dictums of their assigned 

category -- leader or follower - were normal, or gifted if they were exceptionally 

productive. But more importantly, with the popularization of the concept of 

specific etiology in medicine and psychiatry at that time, behaviours thought to 

be counter-productive were diagnosed as pathological and symptomatic of some 

organic dysfunction within the individual.84 

These studies provide evidence for hypothesizing a link between the 

theories of functionalist psychology and Calvinist doctrine. The constructs of 

intelligence and academic aptitude contained in functionalist theory seem to be 

a parody of the doctrines of proof, predestination, duty, and grace described by 

Weber. 

Columbia functionalists identified leaders on the basis of personal 

characteristics which were of greatest utility in actualizing their vision of a correct 

society -- proof of one's intelligence, or election, lay in their performance of 

actions consistent with those prescribed by Calvinist doctrine. They also 

proposed that it was the duty of both leaders and followers to acquiesce in the 

continuing rationalization of society within the limitations of their assigned role, or 

station. Chicago functionalism, on the other hand, devised a scheme for rating 
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the individual's mental competence on the basis of fulfilling the duties associated 

with the assigned station in life. Normality, giftedness, and pathology became 

measures of one's conformity with the dictates of a worldly asceticism -

measures of one's state of grace. 

Thus, there is substantive evidence that functionalist psychology may have 

objectified, in theory and in the organization of the institution of the school, 

Caivinist doctrines inherent in a Protestant worldly asceticism. The theoretical 

foundations developed at Columbia University and tl le University of Chicago had 

a significant impact on the Canadian academy.85 

The influence of the two leading schools of functionalism on Canadian 

academics has been documented by Shea, Marlene Shore, George Tomkins, 

Mary Wright and C. Roger Myers.86 Shore and Tomkins have shown how 

faculties of moral philosophy in Canada were slow to convert to functionalist 

social science forcing many Canadian graduates who were interested in the 

functionalist perspective south to Columbia University and the University of 

Chicago.87 Wood, Shea, Wright, and Myers have identified Peter Sandiford, 

William Blatz, and Helen Bott of the University of Toronto and Samuel Laycock 

of the University of Saskatchewan as graduates of these institutions or purveyors 

of the functionalist vision in Canadian faculties of psychology and education.08 

The above studies investigated the final phase of the metamorphosis of 

Calvinist doctrine to the scientific principles of functionalist psychology. These 

» 
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studies provide substantive evidence of the instrumentality of an evolving 

Protestant worldly asceticism in the development of the theoretical foundations 

of psychology and education. It appears that ascetic Protestant psychologists, 

and educators, objectified in theory a Calvinist moral philosophy from which they 

were purportedly seeking to extricate their sciences. Thus, the functionalist 

theories which underpinned the development of these fields over the first half of 

the twentieth century may not have been the product of a detached analysis of 

human potential. If this was the case, certain of the theoretical foundations of 

psychology and education may be quasi-religious - pseudo scientific - in nature. 

The quasi-religious nature of functionalist theories, and the uniformity of 

these theories with cultural assumptions in Protestant societies, may provide a 

partial explanation for the entrenchment of certain models of exceptionality in 

special education. Recent studies of the effect of culture on the university may 

provide a more complete understanding of the significance of these early 

theories for contemporary research.89 

A study by Paulo Freire has shown how the entrenchment of theory in the 

academic disciplines may be explainable by a cultural overdetermination inherent 

in the institution of the university.90 

It is true infrastructure, created in the relations by which the work 
of man transforms the world, gives rise to superstructure. But it is 
also true that the latter, mediated by men, who introject its myths, 
turns upon the infrastructure and 'overdetermines' it.91 

Freire contends that it is the organization of the institutions of society, and 
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the interpersonal relations and attitudes this organization engenders, that 

overdetermine our perception of the legitimacy, and permanence, of their 

superstructural ~ for our purposes theoretical -- perspectives. Freire terms this 

conserving disposition, astructural perception.92 

Recognition of the effects of astructural perception on the academic 

disciplines of both Canadian and American Universities has prompted a number 

of recent studies.93 Some of these studies found that the requirements of 

empirical method - the division of complex phenomena into normative concepts 

such as learning disabilities -- leads, almost inexorably, to the esconcement of 

these concepts in the theoretical foundations of a discipline.94 

Research by Henry Giroux, David Shumway, Paul Smith, and James 

Sosnoski provides further evidence for the hypothesis that the tendency for 

conceptual esconcement in normative science is partly an outgrowth of the 

efforts of succeeding generations of graduate students.95 Graduate students, 

according to these authors, collect data according to the demands of the 

traditional conceptual base of a discipline to gain membership in its ranks. With 

the passing of time, the initial human involvement in the formulation of these 

concepts becomes lost in this process and they take on an axiomatic life of their 

own. The result is a gradual narrowing of scientific vision among the members 

of a discipline. Giroux, Shumway, Smith, and Sosnoski conclude that, to the 

extent these members fail to acknowledge the limitations of normative science, 
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their perception of research problems becomes astructural, and their findings 

astructurally skewed, or mythical.96 

Studies cited in the introduction of this chapter found that a challenge to 

the theoretical standards established by a functionalism in psychology, standards 

which served as the basis for the rationalization of our modern institutions of 

education, had been virtually ignored by educational psychologists and special 

educators. A review of literature pertinent to this problem in the overview of the 

study provides evidence that functionalist standards may be the product of a 

Protestant world view which holds that the rationalization of the institution of the 

school, the curriculum, and student behaviour amounts to a moral imperative. 

Further, studies show that this rationalization process, and the standards which 

are a result of it, are perpetuated through the concentration of research in 

psychology and education on normative science, at the expense of theoretical 

science. A study of the effects of Protestant worldly asceticism on early theories 

of educational psychology, and the consequences of these theories for 

contemporary research practices in special education, may help to illuminate the 

entrenchment of certain theoretical constructs in these fields. 

Statement of the Problem 

Hypotheses 

Earlier studies provide both theoretical and empirical support for 

hypothesizing: i) a connection between Protestant worldly asceticism and theory 
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in psychology and education; and ii) the perpetuation of these theoretical 

constructs through an emphasis on normative science in the research practices 

of these fields. Two pertinent questions about the connection between worldly 

asceticism and theory in psychology and education were addressed in this study. 

An ancillary set of questions examined the implications of these theories for 

contemporary research in special education by Canadian academics, 

practitioners, and graduate students. The following is an inventory of these 

questions. 

Questions 

The Effect of Protestant Worldly Asceticism 
on Theory in Psychology and Education 

1. Were the theoretical foundations of functionalist psychology - foundations 

instrumental in the organization of public schooling ~ consistent with the 

tenets of a Protestant worldly asceticism; or were they the product of a 

detached scientific analysis of the natural operations of intelligence, 

learning, and human behaviour? Studies by Karier and Sarason have 

found that a Protestant world view may have interfered with the objective 

study of human psychology. These authors call for an analysis of 

functionalist theories in light of the philosophy of worldly asceticism.97 

2. Is there evidence that the theoretical foundations of functionalist 

psychology were significant in the development of educational psychology 
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and special education in the Canadian academy? Shea, Wood, Wright 

and Myers have found that Canadians who did graduate work at American 

institutions which championed the functionalist view were instrumental in 

organizing the school systems of Canada. There are no studies, to this 

authors' knowledge, that have analyzed the theories developed by these 

graduates in light of their possible connection to a Protestant worldly 

asceticism.98 

The Implications of Protestant Worldly Asceticism for 
Definitions of Giftedness and Learning Disability in 
Contemporary Canadian Research 

Giftedness 

Are definitions of gifted behaviour in the contemporary Canadian research 

congruent, or incongruent, with the conceptual models of giftedness 

developed by functionalist psychology? An early study by Paul Torrance 

has found that schools may discriminate against certain types of legitimate 

intelligence. This phenomenon might be explainable by their lack of 

uniformity with functionalist standards.99 

If definitions of gifted behaviour as used by Canadian researchers are 

congruent with functionalist conceptual models, do these researchers 

question these models and what issues do they raise? A preliminary 

study of Canadian journals100 and doctoral dissertations101 indicates that 
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there is virtually no questioning of popular definitions of this concept, a 

failing which this study may help to explain. 

Learning Disability 

1. Are definitions of learning disability used in Canadian research congruent, 

or incongruent, with the conceptual model of learning disabilities 

developed by functionalist psychology? Coles, Leitch, Sodhi, Ysseldyke 

and Algozzine have taken issue with the theoretical construct of learning 

disability. This study tries to assess whether or not Canadian academics, 

practitioners, and doctoral candidates are acknowledging the concerns 

raised in the literature.102 

2. If definitions of learning disability, as used by Canadian researchers, are 

congruent with functionalist conceptual models, do these researchers 

question these models and what issues do they raise? A preliminary 

study of Canadian journals103 and doctoral dissertations104 indicates that 

there is virtually no questioning of popular definitions of this concept. 

Again, a situation which this study may help to explain. 

Limitations of the Study 

The contribution of this thesis lies in its potential as a possible theoretical 

alternative or heuristic for further research in psychology and education. The 

data contained in Chapters Two and Three of the thesis was gathered in a 
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survey of both secondary and primary source materials produced by Canadian, 

British, and American theorists in psychology, educational psychology, and 

special education during the late nineteenth and first half of the twentieth 

centuries. This survey was limited to Protestant theorists associated with the 

Columbia and Chicago schools of functionalist psychology. 

The second chapter provides an analysis of the integration of Protestant 

moral philosophy, and the philosophy of science known as positivism, which 

culminated in the emergence of the two schools of functionalist psychology. The 

third chapter explores the influence of the Columbia school of functionalism on 

theories of educational psychology developed by Peter Sandiford at the 

University of Toronto during the inter-war years. It also examines the implications 

of Chicago functionalism for theories of normal, and abnormal, behaviour 

developed by Wiliiam Blatz and Helen Bott at the University of Toronto also 

during the inter-war years; and the synthesis of Columbia and Chicago 

functionalism in the theories of special education formulated by Samuel Laycock 

at the University of Saskatchewan after the second world war. 

Chapter Four consists of an analysis of all Canadian journal articles and 

doctoral theses, of which the primary topic was the phenomena of giftedness or 

learning disability for the years 1968 to 1989. This sample encompasses the 

approximate lifespan of the modern special education movement in Canada. In 

responding to the questions about learning disability, the analysis centred on two 
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key factors: i) locus of etiology - did researchers propose that learning 

disabilities were the result of a specific or ecological etiology; and ii) 

environmental factors - did researchers subject the organization of schools, 

design of curricula, or instructional practices to a critical analysis, and if so, what 

issues were raised? 

Chapter Five attempts to determine whether or not the entrenchment of 

certain theoretical assumptions in special education might be explainable by 

Freire's constructs of cultural overdetermination and astructural perception and 

Kuhn's construct of a normal science. Chapter Six provides a summary of 

theses findings and suggestions for further research. 

Definition of Terms 

Worldly Asceticism refers to a pan-denominational philosophy in 

Protestantism which demanded of its adherents the systematic objectification of 

Calvinist doctrine in the day-to-day relations of society to prove their personal 

redemption.105 

Pietism refers to the dynamic element in worldly asceticism which is 

understandable through its three basic premises: i) it demanded action, as 

opposed to prayer; ascetic Protestants were to make God's kingdom visible on 

earth through the actions of an "invisible church" guided by the elect - the 

redeemed of the Lord;106 ii) it demanded the objectification of the Calvinist 
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doctrines of predestination, duty, grace, and proof in one's daily life and the 

institutions of society;107 iii) it demanded empirical evidence that these doctrines 

had indeed been objectified; pietists eschewed biblical interpretations as prone 

to error and metaphysical theory as a threat to Christianity.108 

Doctrine of Proof proposed that one's salvation was manifest in worldly 

actions and the achievement of objective material results.109 

Doctrine of Predestination proposed that the redeemed ~ the elect ~ 

were recognizable by their success, or material blessings, in this life.110 

Doctrine of Duty was embodied in the concepts of station and 

rationalization. The concept of station held that one's role in life was Divinely 

predetermined and demanded that all individual action fall within the boundaries 

of this prescribed role.111 The concept of rationalization held that in following 

the dictates of station one must also contribute to the moral - efficient -

ordering of society by participating in the scientific restructuring of inFtitutional 

relations.112 Smucker argues that this concept of rationalization involved a 

philosophy-specific logic in which rationality itself was "defined by the nature of 

the intended goals" of worldly asceticism ~ outside of the boundaries of this 

circumscribed logic these goals might be considered irrational.113 

Doctrine of Gruce proposed that salvation lay in conforming with the 

duties associated with one's station in life; and that anyone who did not conform 

was damnable and deserving of social ostracism.114 
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Positivism was a philosophy of science which stressed the evolution of 

social, and moral, progress in its five key premises: i) it proposed that an 

evolving social harmony was dependent on a society's acceptance of a 

common system of moral principles founded in the normative elements of all 

human interacfons; ii) it proposed that the socio-moral evolution of society, 

guided by an empirical social science, would pass through three critical stages; 

the theological, or fictional, stage; the metaphysical, or rational, stage; eventually 

arriving at the scientific, or empirical stage;113 iii) it proposed a strict empiricism 

-- the only legitimate means of determining these normative elements was 

through an empirical science; iv) it proposed that the sciences formed a 

hierarchy of abstraction with mathematics at the apex, followed in order by 

astronomy, physics, chemistry, biology, and finally sociology;116 and v) it stressed 

the economy of theoretical concepts; to gain credibility equal to that of the 

natural sciences the challenge for the social sciences was to reduce human 

behaviour to the highest, or mathematical, level of abstraction in the scientific 

hierarchy -- simple equations, for example an intelligence quotient, of utility in the 

prediction and control of social relations.117 

Functionalism was the definition of human behaviour according to its 

functional utility ~ its value in meeting the predetermined ends outlined by a 

Protestant worldly asceticism. Gregory refers to functionalism as a philosophical 

approach to a science which had rejected philosophy.118 
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Giftedness, according to the Marland Report, is manifest in "general 

intellectual ability, specific academic aptitude, creative or productive thinking, 

leadership ability, [aptitude in the] visual and performing arts, and psychomotor 

ability".119 

Learning Disability, according to the Canadian Association for Children 

with Learning Disabilities (CACLD), is a "generic term that refers to a 

heterogeneous group of disorders due to identifiable or inferred central nervous 

system dysfunction. Such disorders may be manifested by delays in early 

development and/or difficulties in any of the following areas: attention, memory, 

reasoning, coordination, social competence and emotional maturation".120 

Specific Etiology proposes that the cause of a disease lies within the 

organic functioning of the individual; this assumption gives rise to the notion of 

specific therapy which calls for the diagnosis and remediation of a problem 

considered to be unique to the individual.121 

Ecological Etiology proposes that disease is caused by a number of 

interrelated factors found in an environmental context which includes the 

individual.122 

Significance of the Study 

The research in Canadian special education, over the past twenty years, 

has emphasized the identification of exceptional students ~ gifted or learning 

disabled - and the provision of services for these students. The cultural and 
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ideological antecedents of these categories have yet to be examined. The need 

for such an examination is well documented in the literature. 

Sarason and Grant have found that the flawed theoretical foundations of 

psychology are inhibiting the development of the knowledge base of that 

discipline.123 Sarason argues that the amelioration of this situation requires a 

reformulation of theory in psychology founded in an analysis of its cultural and 

intellectual history.124 A failure to proceed with this analysis, in his view, could 

lead to a situation in which psychology becomes a "danger and not a benefit to 

society".125 Sarason concludes that a recognition of the gravity of the situation 

has "barely surfaced" in the literature of the field.126 

Studies by Wise and Smith have found that the rationalization of the 

curriculum has reached a stage where educational practice may actually inhibit 

student learning.127 Apple contends that the ability to stem the process of 

hyperationalization lies in our comprehension of the cultural assumptions which 

underpin theory in education. 

[A] thoroughgoing analysis of the relation between ideology and the 
knowledge and social relations of schooling must include not only 
investigations of the material culture, but of subjectivity as well.128 

Apple calls on researchers to go beyond a socio-economic analysis of 

educational assumptions. In his view, the key to understanding the 

hyperationalization of the curriculum lies in the intellectual history and current 

intellectual experience of a society's membership. 
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Studies by Leitch, Sodhi, Ysseldyke and Algozzine have found that the 

categories of giftedness and learning disability may be mythical by-products of 

the drive to rationalize student behaviour.129 These findings are substantiated by 

the research of Coles who found that studies in educational psychology and 

special education did not scrutinize, or empirically support, the assumption that 

learning disabilities are a symptom of neurological impairment.130 Studies by 

Freire, Giroux, Shumway, Smith and Sosnoski have found that a thorough 

understanding of the entrenchment of certain theoretical constructs in psychology 

and education involves both a cultural ar^/sis of these constructs and an 

understanding of how they are perpetuated through the practice of a constricted 

normal science.131 

A study by Chanesworth found that science is an evolving human 

enterprise of which the methods and findings are relative to social factors at work 

in society at any given time.132 He contends that the historical relativity of 

scientific method is overlooked as it becomes entangled in the web of mythical 

symbols, rites, and religious beliefs of a culture. Charlesworth concludes that for 

science to remain useful it must overcome these cultural inhibitions through the 

evolution of constructs and theories which fuel scientific progress.133 

These studies provide evidence that science is driven by both theoretical 

and normative forces. According to their authors what is needed now are 

alternative theoretical constructs to drive the revitalization of normative practice. 
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Previous research has documented the need for a critical analysis of the 

theoretical assumptions on which research in psychology and education are 

currently proceeding. A study by Wilfred Carr and Stephen Kemmis found that 

the generation of critical theory is of vital importance to the continuing progress 

of these fields.134 

A recent study by Leitch sought to establish a critical theory of Canadian 

special education. In this study he emphasized the socio-economic factors which 

contribute to the underlying assumptions of the "industry of special 

education".135 A study of the basic configuration of critical theories by Brian Fay 

found that these theories require both a socio-economic and an intellectual 

component.136 In his view, affected groups need to be made aware of their own 

false consciousness; for example they need to know that a learning disability is 

not necessarily a product of neurological dysfunctioning in order for these 

theories to become effective vehicles for reform.137 The significance of this study 

lies in its potential to contribute the intellectual element required for an effective 

critical theory. 

Canadian research in special education has concentrated on the 

identification of gifted and learning disabled students, and programming for their 

perceived special needs, without questioning the underlying conceptual 

assumptions on which these categories of exceptionality are founded. According 

to the literature there is a critical need for the analysis of the cultural and 
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ideological antecedents of these key educational categories. Relevant studies 

maintain that such an analysis could lead to a growing public awareness of the 

deleterious consequences of these assumptions for certain individuals and 

groups in society and the reorganization of the institutions of education in light 

of emerging research findings. 

Summary 

Studies cited in this chapter found that the challenge to the theoretical 

standards established by a functionalism in psychology, standards which served 

as the basis for the organization of our modern institutions of education, have 

not been critically analyzed by practitioners in these fields. A review of the 

pertinent literature led to the hypotheses that the entrenchment of functionalist 

standards may be the result of their congruence with popular cultural 

assumptions, and their continued use as the basis of a normative science in 

psychology and education. 

Canadian sociologist Michael Fullon has reported the deep personal 

meaning which educators attach to the organization and interpersonal relations 

of the institution of the school and their "bias by neglect" in matters of 

educational change.138 The reluctance of educators to question the current 

patterns of schooling may originate in what Northrop Frye has described as a 

"cultural crisis which is at bottom a religious crisis".139 
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The merger of religion, economics, and science in Canadian and Amer'^an 

culture may have imbued the institutional organizations and interpersonal 

relations of these cultures with a pervasive religious essence. If religious belief 

is now encompassed in the institutions and material relations of society, a 

reexamination of these structures is tantamount to the questioning of Divine 

volition. This is literally unthinkable for many individuals. Yet, it is this 

reexamination that seems to be necessary if we are to progress in our 

understanding of human intellectual potential and reorganize the institutions of 

education in light of new knowledge. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

FUNCTIONAL PSYCHOLOGY: A UNION OF THE SACRED AND THE SECULAR 

Functional psychology is at the present moment little more than a 
point of view, a program, an ambition. It gains its vitality primarily 
perhaps as a protest against the exclusive excellence of another 
starting point for the study of the mind, and it enjoys for the time 
being at least the peculiar vigour which commonly attaches to 
Protestantism of any sort in its early stages before it has become 
respectable and orthodox. 

James Rowland Angell 
Psychological Review. 19071 

In Chapter One the first hypothesis proposed a connection between 

Protestant ideology, described by Weber as a worldly asceticism, and theories 

of psychology and education developed in the late nineteenth and early twentieth 

century. The intent of this chapter is to test that hypothesis by answering the 

question: were the theoretical foundations of functional psychology ~ 

foundations that were instrumental in the initial organization of public schooling -

- consistent with the tenets of ascetic Protestantism; or were they the product of 

a detached scientific analysis of the natural operations of intelligence, learning, 

and human behaviour? 

The testing of the first hypothesis involved a four-fold analysis of i) the 

compatibility of ascetic Protestantism and positivist social science; ii) Herbert 

Spencer's synthetic philosophy, principles of psychology, and the suppression 

of theories of mind critical of these principles; iii) the pragmatism and 
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psychology of William James; and iv) theories of psychology developed at 

Columbia University and the University of Chicago and the continuing neglect of 

alternative theories of human mentation at the turn of the century. This analysis 

provides evidence to support the hypothesis of a correlation between the 

assumptions embedded in the Calvinist doctrines of ascetic Protestantism 

described in Chapter One and the development of theory in functional 

psychology. 

Ramsey Cook has shown that the union of Protestantism and positivism 

was both a move to restore stability during a time of great social change and an 

attempt to suppress free thought unleashed by scientists such as Charles Darwin 

in the nineteenth century.2 A.B. McKillop has provided examples of thi* utilitarian 

interpretation of social science, which he calls a "disciplined intelligence", in the 

Canadian academy of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.3 Anne Wood has 

documented similar occurrences in the practice of Canadian educational 

psychology and the progressive education movement in Canada.4 The work of 

these authors, and a number of their American colleagues, indicates that an 

evangelical positivism guided the development of early theory in psychology, 

educational psychology, and education.5 

The Compatibility of Ascetic Protestantism and Positivist 
Science 

The beginnings of an answer to the question of whether or not Calvinist 
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doctrines shaped the theories of psychology and education at the turn of the 

century may be found in the apparent compatibility of ascetic Protestantism and 

the philosophy of science known as positivism. Anthony Flew, Richard Gregory, 

and Roger Scruton have reported that positivism shared a materialist outlook with 

Protestantism which manifested itself in the belief that empirical knowledge was 

a prerequisite to socio-moral progress.6 According to Scruton, positivism also 

held that a widely accepted system of moral principles was needed for the 

progress of society, a need which the doctrines of Calvinism were ideally suited 

to fill.7 These ideologies would grow together over the course of the nineteenth 

century leading to the merger of Calvinist doctrine and theory in psychology. 

The material i of these two ideologies is seen in their belief that efficient 

socio-moral progress would result from an empirical rationalization of human 

behaviour. Weber has shown that the philosophy of worldly asceticism was 

characterized by a profound distrust of scripture and metaphysical speculation 

as guides to socio-moral progress.8 Its adherents harboured, instead, a 

predilection for the objectification of public morality through an empirically based 

rationalization of individual and interpersonal behaviour according to the dictates 

of Calvinist doctrine.9 Flew, Gregory, and Scruton have reported that the 

positivist philosophy of Auguste Comte defined social evolution in a similar way.10 

Comte, according to these authors, saw social reform as a three phase 

transformation of society in which a theological phase, was superseded by a 
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more logical metaphysical phase, which was in turn displaced by a final scientific 

phase.11 Kurt Danziger has shown that the positivists believed that it was the 

pursuit of scientific enquiry within the hierarchy of science which propelled this 

social evolution.12 According to Gregory, Comte maintained that the sciences 

were ordered in a hierarchy of abstraction with mathematics at the apex followed 

in descending order by astronomy, physics, chemistry, biology, and sociology.13 

Danziger found that it was the task of positivist social science to reformulate 

sociological concepts at ever ascending levels in the hierarchy of science. This 

task was to culminate in an ability to conceptualize social phenomena as widely 

generalizable mathematical principles by which the progress of society would be 

precisely engineered.14 

Scruton has observed that Comte's positivism also required a system of 

widely accepted moral principles on which the continuing rationalization of society 

could be founded.15 This requirement was satisfied by the Calvinist doctrines 

implicit in ascetic Protestantism, a set of moral principles which studies by both 

McKillop and Weber indicate were gaining universal acceptance in Protestant 

societies during the nineteenth century.16 

The evidence presented by these authors supports the hypothesis of a 

connection between ascetic Protestantism and the emergence of a positivist 

social science over the course of the nineteenth century. There was a high 

potential for the assimilation of Protestant doctrine in the founding theories of this 
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science for two major reasons. First, the two philosophies shared a materialist 

outlook which rejected metaphysical remedies to societal problems in favour of 

an empirically directed rationalization of social processes. Second, positivist 

social scientists needed a widely held set of moral principles to act as the 

normative basis for their science; the popularization of Calvinist doctrines within 

Protestantism during this period was ideally suited to meet this need. 

It can be concluded on the basis of these studies that the sociological 

and intellectual prerequisites to a union of Calvinist doctrine and theory in social 

science were present during the nineteenth century. Our hypothesis, however, 

contends that these forces were not only present but shaped the theoretical 

development of psychology, educational psychology, and education. Flew has 

shown that, although ascetic Protestantism and positivism were generally 

compatible, the atheistic tendency of Comte's positivism was a stumbling block 

in completing the union.17 A merger of Calvinism and positivism would require 

the reformulation of the positivist philosophy of science so it was in line with 

Protestant interpretations of the ordering of the universe. This ideological 

reformulation took two primary forms which are evident in the synthetic 

philosophy of Herbert Spencer and the pragmatism of William James. The 

formulations of these theorists were instrumental in the founding of the two 

leading centres of functional psychology in North America, centres which had a 

profound influence on the organization of public schools in Canada and the 
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Herbert Spencer's Synthetic Philosophy and Early Psychology 

Spencer's work provides convincing evidence for the hypothesis that early 

theories of psychology were profoundly influenced by the doctrines of ascetic 

Protestantism. This influence may be seen in the logic of his synthetic 

philosophy which initiated the reformulation of Comte's atheistic positivism to suit 

Christian tastes, and in Spencer's proposal to use psychology as an instrument 

in implementing a plan for the moral rationalization of society. The works of 

Herbert Spencer, considering the Calvinist doctrines outlined in chapter one, 

might be better understood as the dutiful and pious actions of a devout ascetic 

Protestant. 

Flew has documented how Comte's positivist philosophy was rooted in an 

atheistic humanism which led to his estrangement from the predominantly 

Christian societies he hoped to persuade.18 The initial reformulation of Comte's 

philosophy of social science is evident in the synthetic philosophy of Spencer 

which would begin to rectify this situation and bring positivism into the Protestant 

fold. 

In his First Principles, initially published in 1862, Spencer outlined a 

means of reconciling the theological differences between ascetic Protestantism 

and the positivist social science of Comte.19 His synthetic philosophy, as it was 
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called, was unique in its deference to both theological and scientific formulations 

of the universe. This deference was manifest in Spencer's attempt to 

demonstrate the existence of a symbiotic relationship between the unknowable 

phenomena of religious belief systems and the knowable phenomena observed 

by enquiring scientists.20 

It was Spencer's contention that the unknowable was a common thread 

which ran through both tribal and contemporary systems of religious belief.1*1 

In his view, the unknowable was the First Cause or Ultimate power in the 

universal order and lay outside the human capacity to understand. Spencer 

claimed that it was this force in the universe which theology attempted to explain. 

These attempts, in his view, were not only futile but pretentious and impious. 

Spencer concluded that the impiety of theological systems of belief was only 

remediable through the pious admission that this Ultimate force in the universe 

was unknowable.22 

Spencer's concept of the knowable is characterized by the belief that 

science may serve as a means of objectifying the Higher rational order which 

exists in the universe. It was Spencer's contention that the understandings of 

theology were not threatened, but enhanced, by the process of scientific enquiry. 

In fact, he argued, science had been the impetus in each succeeding stage of 

the evolution of theology.23 

Thus it is with science in general. Its progress in grouping 
particular relations of phenomena under laws, and these special 
laws under laws more general is of necessity a progress to causes 
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more and more abstract. And causes more and more abstract are 
of necessity causes less and less conceivable; since the formation 
of an abstract conception involves the dropping of certain concrete 
elements of thought. Hence, the most abstract conception to which 
science is even slowly approaching, is one that merges into the 
inconceivable or unthinkable, by the dropping of all concrete 
elements of thought. And so it is justified the assertion that the 
beliefs which science has forced upon religion have been 
intrinsically more religious than those which they supplanted.24 

According to Spencer science was uniquely suited to serve as a vehicle 

for piety in its capacity to affirm universal order and the mental limitations of 

humanity simultaneously. It was his contention that science and religion were 

correlatives in an evolving piety. In the rationalization of universal phenomena the 

scientist was contributing to a limited human knowledge while simultaneously 

affirming a rationality beyond the human capacity to know - the fundamental 

premise of all theological systems. In Spencer's philosophy the practice of 

empirical science became the consummate pious act. 

Robert Richards has provided evidence which indicates that the central 

problem to which Herbert Spencer's scientific endeavours were devoted was that 

of moral conduct and the instrumentality of evolution in the production of a moral 

society.25 Spencer's synthetic philosophy, in his view, was an expression of the 

systematic logic inherent in his Meihodist upbringing and the belief that all natural 

phenomena were part of a larger moral process. According to Richards, 

Spencer envisioned a moral restructuring of society and attempted to objectify 

this vision scientifically in his principles of psychology and theory of evolution.26 
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Spencer's vision for a moral society would capitalize on the knowable to 

further the moral rationalization of individual behaviour and the institutional 

arrangements of society. His quest began with the development of a 

fundamental construct for explaining human behaviour, the Spencer-Bain 

principle. 

Robert Boakes has determined that the moral philosophers John Stuart 

Mill and Alexander Bain inspired the psychology of Spencer/'7 According to 

Boakes these moral theorists proposed that mind was an aggregate of 

experience in which moral actions were perpetuated because they were 

pleasurable - they were followed by material reward - and immoral actions were 

gradually extinguished because they failed to produce material reward. This 

sociological theory of mind led to Mill's "general happiness principle" in which the 

material blessings which accrued to moral individuals would convince the less 

moral to persist in their attempts at morality, leading to the eventual reformation 

of society.28 The theories of Mill and Bain were consistent with the teachings of 

Calvinism which maintained that moral action would yield material blessings, or 

proof, of one's salvation. True to his positivist bent, Spencer took these theories 

one step higher in the hierarchy of science by reformulating the Calvinist 

sociological principle of general happiness in terms of its physiological 

characteristics in the Spencer-Bain principle. 
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Spencer's Principles of Psychology first appeared in 1855.29 Boakes 

reports that Spencer reformulated the sociological Mill-Bain theory at a higher, 

physiological, level of abstraction in what came to be known as the Spencer-

Bain principle. This principle was comprised of two central postulates: first, 

Spencer proposed that when two percepts occur in immediate sequence they 

become physiologically associated in such a way that the recurrence of the first 

percept tends to elicit the second; secondly, borrowing from Bain's theory of 

trial and error learning, he proposed that the original association between two 

percepts was strengthened when followed by pleasurable sensations which the 

individual sought to perpetuate and weakened by painful sensations which the 

individual sought to terminate.30 

Spencer then incorporated this principle in a plan for the reformation of 

society. Boakes has shown how it was applied in rationalizing all of human 

existence in his theory of evolution.31 True to Calvinist doctrine this theory 

proposed an intimate correlation between morality, intelligence, and material well-

being. 

Boakes has documented that Spencer applied the Spencer-Bain principle 

in formulating a theory of evolution congruent with the doctrines of Calvinism. 

In this theory he proposed that moral actions were performed more frequently 

by intelligent persons because they evoked pleasure by yielding tangible material 

reward and eventually became habitual and unconscious. These unconscious 
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patterns of moral behaviour, or compound reflexes, were then accumulated in the 

progeny of the individual through the natural process of genetic transmission.-'*1 

Through the application of this evolutionary theory to contemporary 

circumstances Spencer surmised that i) the most highly evolved, or intelligent, 

of the human species would also be the most moral; ii) proof of intelligence, or 

morality, was measured in terms of social adaptability and material well-being; 

and iii) socio-moral progress was enhanced by providing opportunities for the 

most highly evolved of the human species while the social ostracism of certain 

races, sexes, and classes was part of a natural order that should not be 

disturbed.33 Spencer's theory of evolution and plan for socio-moral progress, 

known as Social Darwinism, would play an important role in the development of 

psychological theory at the turn of the century. 

In his formulation of the synthetic philosophy, his principles of psychology, 

and his plan for the moral reformation of society, Spencer was acting in a 

manner wholly consistent with his duty as an ascetic Protestant. The Calvinist 

doctrine of duty required that the social scientist both accept his station in life 

and use the knowledge at his disposal in rationalizing individual behaviour and 

the behavioural patterns of society. Spencer fulfilled these sacred duties in 

fusing Protestantism and positivism in a philosophy of science which 

acknowledged a rational order in the universe beyond human comprehension, 

and in the development of the fundamental construct of his psychology the 
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Spencer-Bain principle. He proposed that this principle could be used to 

actualize the moral restructuring of society. Spencer's works are therefore best 

understood as the formulations of a pious Protestant scientist. 

Boakes has shown how British and North American psychology were 

immersed in Spencerian theory during the last half of the nineteenth century.34 

Danziger has shown how this immersion of mainstream psychologists led to the 

premature dismissal of the cognitivism of Wilhelm Wundt.35 Danziger and David 

Murray have shown how, in contrast to Spencer's physiological construct of 

mind, Wundt held that mind was composed of two mental capacities: i) 

voluntarism ~ an ordering of the flow of psychic events through an act of 

volition; and ii) apperception ~ a psychic entity, or thought, voluntary and distinct 

from any immediate perceptual constituents.36 

Danziger's study indicates that Wundt's psychology was dismissed by 

positivist psychologists for two reasons. First, Wundt confronted the notion of 

a hierarchy of sciences in asserting that the phenomena which psychology 

studied were constitutionally different from that of the natural sciences. Second, 

the positivists viewed Wundt's concepts of voluntarism and apperception as 

metaphysical aberrations which could not be reduced to mathematical 

abstractions as required by their philosophy of science.37 The neglect of Wilhelm 

Wundt's theory of psychology is an example of the effect of popular culture on 

research in the social sciences. Studies by Cook and McKillop indicate that the 
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Protestant-positivist union in the mainstream of early social science restricted 

intellectual enquiry to empirical observations which served its sectarian moral 

ends.38 Thus a materialist anti-intellectualism, which reflected the values of 

Protestant cultures of that period, dictated against a fair hearing for the cognitive 

psychological theory of Wundt because, in the view of mainstream psychologists, 

it served no useful purpose. 

In spite of these cultural pressures the theory of cognitive psychology 

developed by Wundt was not completely ignored. Cognitivists such as the 

Gestaltists and Sigmund Freud began to appear at roughly this time. More 

important to our immediate purposes, Wundt's psychology had a significant 

impact on the work of William James. While James' psychology did incorporate 

certain features of Wundt's cognitivism, his central premise -- functional habit -

remained consistent with the behavioural emphasis of ascetic Protestantism. 

William James' Pragmatism and Functional Psychology 

The second major reformulation of positivism by Protestant social scientists 

is exemplified in the tenets of pragmatism as popularized by William James. 

James' disagreements with Spencer stem from fundamental differences in their 

philosophy of science. As outlined above, Spencer's synthetic philosophy 

proposed a reconciliation of religion and science in which empiricism played the 

predominant role. In contrast James, in a series of essays on pragmatism 
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written in the 1870s, 1880s, and 1890s, argued that social science should accept 

religious ideals as the normative standards for an empirical process of social and 

moral evolution.39 This bent of mind laid the foundation for James' concept of 

habit which became the guiding precept of functional psychology. 

The growing acceptance of pragmatism in the late nineteenth and early 

twentieth century was the result of concerns with the reduction of God to a 

"deistic First Cause" in the universal order.40 Canadian idealist John Watson of 

Queen's University argued that the positivist conceptualization of the First Cause 

in the universe as unknowable left social science without moral direction.41 

James' interpretation of pragmatism was an effort to address this concern and 

arbitrate a compromise between a Calvinistic idealism and positivist science. 

In deference to concerns regarding the lack of moral direction in a strict 

empiricism, pragmatism was an attempt by James to assure that the findings of 

empirical science remained true to traditional religious assumptions. 

Never were as many men of a decidedly empiricist proclivity in 
existence as there are at the present day. Our children, one may 
say, are almost born scientific. But our esteem for facts has not 
neutralized in us all religiousness. It is itself almost religion. Our 
scientific temper is devout.42 

The problem with Spencer's earlier attempt to reconcile Calvinist dogma 

and the philosophy of positivism, in James' view, was founded in his zealous 

empirical stance which failed to recognize the need for religious sentiment in 

society.43 Spencer criticized religion for its presumptuousness in trying to explain 
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the unexplainable. This presumptuousness on the part of religion could only be 

rectified, in his view, through the acceptance of an indirect verification of some 

First Cause - the unknowable. This indirect verification was made possible by 

empirical evidence, which supported the hypothesis of a rational order in the 

universe -- the knowable. With the philosophy of pragmatism, James proposed 

to correct the agnostic tendency in Spencer's concept of the unknowable by 

striking a balance between the need for empirical knowledge and the need for 

religious sentiment.44 

The pragmatist philosophy .. preserves as cordial a relation with 
facts, and, unlike Spencer's philosophy, it neither begins nor ends 
by turning positive religious constructions out of doors ~ it treats 
them cordially as well.45 

Pragmatism, according to James, offered a more pious middle-ground 

than did Spencer's positivist synthetic philosophy. He argued, however, that the 

pragmatic method was not completely enamoured of religious sentiment.46 It 

would remain, James contended, militant in its skepticism of metaphysical proofs 

by subjecting each religious assumption to a rigourous evaluation in the secular 

domain. According to the pragmatist code, these assumptions would be 

substantiated, or true, if proven functional ~ a practical means of facilitating one's 

adaption to the demands of the material world.47 

The claim that the moral constructs of Protestantism would only serve as 

the starting point for an evolving social science runs counter to our thesis that 

Calvinist doctrines became entrenched in the normative standards of early 
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psychology. There is evidence, however, that consideration for alternatives to 

these constructs was severely limited. James argued that in addition to being 

functional, any proposed alternative to traditional conduct must also preserve: 

...the older stock of truths with a minimum of modification, stretching 
them just enough to make them admit the novelty, but conceiving 
that in ways as familiar as the case leaves possible. An outre 
explanation violating all our preconceptions, would never pass for 
a true account of a novelty. We should scratch round industriously 
till we found something less eccentric.48 

The philosophy of science espoused by James, while emphatic in its 

appeal for the subjugation of religious ideals to a rigourous empirical scrutiny, 

belied a dogmatic conservatism. In this passage he sets strict limitations on the 

pragmatic method. 

James argued that any proposed social alternative that broke with 

orthodox religious assumptions would receive little or no consideration. Thus, 

his construct of a pragmatic social science imposed severe limitations on the 

findings of its practitioners. First, it mandated that the moral doctrines of ascetic 

Protestantism serve as the normative standards for this science. Second, it 

assured a high potential for the entrenchment of these standards because 

alternatives were virtually inadmissable according to James's definition of truth. 

An attempt to establish religious ideals as the normative foundations in the 

social sciences is evident in James' Principles of Psychology published in 1892.49 

The central postulate in his psychology is a definition of habit which is an 

accurate reproduction of the fundamental doctrines of Calvinism described by 
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Weber.50 James' argument for the inculcation of habits consistent with Calvinist 

dogma initiated an applied psychology which would organize the institutions of 

public education according to Protestant notions of correct and incorrect 

behaviour. 

Clarence Karier, Robert Richards, and Bertrand Russell claim that James' 

life was dominated by Calvinist ideals which he sought to vindicate empirically in 

his principles of psychology.51 The apparent truth of this claim may be seen in 

the central premise of his science, the concept of habit. 

Habit is thus the enormous fly-wheel of society, its most precious 
conservative agent. It alone is what keeps us all within bounds of 
ordinance, and saves the children of fortune from the envious 
uprisings of the poor. It alone prevents the hardest and most 
repulsive walks of life from being deserted by those brought up to 
tread therein. It keeps the fisherman and the deck-hand at sea 
through the winter; it holds the miner in the darkness, and nails the 
countryman to his log cabin and lonely farm through a'l the months 
of snow; it protects us from invasion by the natives of the desert 
and the frozen zone. It dooms us all to fight out the battle of life 
upon lines of our nurture of our early choice, and to make the best 
of a pursuit that disagrees, because there is no other for which we 
are fitted, and it is too late to begin again. It keeps different social 
strata from mixing. Already at the age of twenty-five you see the 
professional mannerism settling down on the young commercial 
traveler, on the young doctor, on the young minister, on the young 
counsellor-at-law. You see the little lines of cleavage running 
through the character, the tricks of thought, the prejudices, the 
ways of the 'shop', in a word, from which man can by-and-by no 
more escape than his coat-sleeves can suddenly fall into a new set 
of folds. On the whole, it is best he should not escape. It is well 
for the world that in most of us, by the age of thirty, the character 
has set like plaster, and will never soften again.52 



69 

James' definition of habit, the cornerstone of functional psychology, is 

consistent with the logical assumptions of Calvinism. Habit, in his view, 

maintained the "bounds of ordinance" - it defined the boundaries of our earthly 

duties. Through habit, working people and the poor would come to a graceful 

acceptance of the duties of their subordinate station in life and not rise up 

against the "children of fortune." In turn, this fortunate elect would dutifully 

maintain a sense of philanthropy in not deserting the "repulsive walks of life". 

The elect are identifiable by the subtle mannerisms which provide proof that 

individuals such as businesspeople, ministers, and lawyers are among a select 

group destined to socio-moral leadership.53 

As Spencer before him, James' psychology stressed the need for 

inculcating moral habits to promote social reform. The theoretical differences 

between the two men, differences that would lead to the eventual parting of 

functional psychology into two schools, centred around the formation of these 

habits. 

The Spencer-Bain principle determined that compound reflexes were 

physiological bonds established between environmental stimuli and those 

adaptive responses which elicited sensual pleasure in the individual when 

performed. These bonds eventually became instinctual and were genetically 

transmitted to succeeding generations of progeny within distinct racial, sexual, 

and class groupings.54 James, in his theory of emotion, maintained that adaptive 
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responses were the product of a complete - simultaneously affective, or 

volitional, and effective - experience from which a distinct stimulus-response 

pattern could not be extracted.55 

For James, the emotion, or pleasure in Spencerian terms, did not follow 

the stimulating fact in direct serial order, rather it was some portion of an all 

encompassing event.55 He concluded, according to Boakes, that understanding 

the affective experience of the individual was the key to an ability to predict, and 

control, the formation of habitual behaviours.57 This led James to propose that 

an applied psychology could serve to perpetuate desirable habits in the 

institutions of society, in particular the institution of education. 

The great thing, then, in all of education, is to make our nervous 
system our ally instead of our enemy. It is to fund and capitalize 
our acquisitions, and live at ease upon the interest of the fund. For 
this we must make automatic and habitual, as early as possible, as 
many useful actions as we can, and guard against the growing into 
ways that are likely to be disadvantageous to us, as we should 
guard against the plague.58 

James championed the application of psychology for inculcating habitual 

behaviours consistent with the moral ends of Calvinism. This is what led E.B. 

Titchener to refer to those who shared James' view as functionalists.59 But 

before the nervous system could become an ally in rationalizing individual 

behaviour, the workings of those total situations in which habitual behaviours 

were formed would first have to be explored. 
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Boakes has snown that as psychology struggled to extricate itself from the 

status of a sub-discipline of moral philosophy, the initial debate within its ranks 

focused on the passive and active elements of human consciousness.60 These 

elements of consciousness, in his view, were being interpreted in ways which are 

congruous with the varying theoretical positions of Herbert Spencer and William 

James. On the one hand, human consciousness was seen as essentially 

passive: a matter of perceptual stimulation, instincts, and genetic inheritance ~ 

re.'laxive and automatic. On the other hand, human consciousness was seen 

as active: the product of a complex subjective experience in which volition 

served as the critical motivating factor.01 This theoretical division led to the 

separation of functionalist psychology into the two schools which will now occupy 

our discussion. 

The Two Leading Schools of Functional Psychology 

The evidence presented to this point has demonstrated how the theories 

of psychology developed by Herbert Spencer and William James were steeped 

in the Calvinist doctrines and logical assumptions of ascetic Protestantism. This 

conclusion is consistent with the findings of recent studies by Karier and 

Richards.62 

The theories of Spencer and James would serve as the source for the 

normative standards of what Barry Franklin and David Murray refer to as the two 
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leading schools of functionalist psychology in North America - Columbia 

University and the University of Chicago." In essence then, these two schools 

became the twentieth century vehicles for an on-going Protestant reformation 

Under the banner of an applied psychology, members of the two schools of 

functionalism set about rationalizing the institutions of society as was their duty 

according to the tenets of Calvinism. 

While the psychologists at both Columbia University and the University of 

Chicago were in agreement that society could be reformed through the 

inculcation of functional habits, they were in open disagreement as to how this 

should be done. Boakes has reported that functional psychologists at Columbia 

elaborated on the Spencer-Bain principle in their search for environmental stimuli 

which triggered and reinforced desirable social habits in the individual.''4 

Christine Shea has found that the Chicago functionalists, using George Herbert 

Mead's interpretation of the theories of James, attempted to identify human 

emotional responses to specific social situations and use this knowledge to control 

the development of habitual behaviour patterns in the individual.65 

The differences between the two schools of functional psychology might 

be better understood by analyzing their opposing definition of the precursors of 

human action. Edward Thorndike, perhaps the best known of the Columbia 

functionalists, would elaborate on the works of Spencer in his theory of 

connectionism. John Dewey, a leading figure in the Chicago School, spoKe of 
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situationalism and was the force behind Mead's appointment at that academy.66 

Thorndike's theory of connectionism proposed that human actions could 

be understood as the creation of neuronal pathways between those bodily 

extremities which were stimulated by specific elements in one's environment and 

the bodily extremities which responded to these stimuli. The additive effect of 

these stimulus-response connections, or bonds, resulted in a complex repertoire 

of human cortical development and concomitant adaptive behaviours.67 Dewey, 

on the other hand, argued that one's actions could not be explained by a simple 

reflex arc between stimulus and response, rather, they were the product of a 

conscious gathering of means for meeting comprehensible ends. For Dewey, 

psychic stimulation was the product of the entire situation in which one was 

immersed. Thus, in Dewey's view, the stimulus for action was an irreducible 

product of a total situation which included one's internal and external ~ affective 

and effective - experience.68 

Connectionism, and situationalism, served to focus the definitions of learning 

which guided the research of the two schools of functionalism. Thorndike's laws 

of learning and George Herbert Mead's theory of mental development were the 

instruments by which functional psychology rationalized individual behaviour and 

the institutional arrangements of society. 

The differences between Thorndike and Mead can be seen in their varying 

perspectives regarding the development of habitual behaviour patterns in the 



74 

individual. Boakes maintains that Thorndike's penchant for the experimental 

method led to his complete mistrust of subjective accounts of experience and 

emotion. His research was a reiteration of Spencer's psychologic,-, principles 

which, tempered by the influence of Francis Galton, Karl Pearson, and J.M. Cattell, 

were ardently hereditarian and couched in quantitative terms.69 In contrast, Mead, 

a leading pragmatist recruited by Dewey, would formulate a theory of learning 

consistent with the premises of situationalism in which mind - the repertoire of 

habitual behaviour he called the "generalized other" - was a product of social 

interaction and one's emotional response to this interaction.70 

Thorndike, in an argument characteristic of Spencer's positivism, maintained 

that the construct of mind which Mead suggested was a metaphysical 

aberration.71 According to Boakes and Franklin, Thorndike proposed that one 

could facilitate an individual's production of desirable social behaviours through 

the introduction of pleasant stimuli following a behavioural event. From this 

observation he proposed to create a system of positive and negative reinforcement 

to manipulate the development of socially desirable habits, and discourage 

_. desirable habits, in the members of a society/2 

Mead, on the other hand, proposed to manipulate the development of 

socially desirable habits b1- controlling the emotional content of experience. This 

was to be accomplished by inculcating in individual personality a sense of 

conscience which embodied the Calvinist dictums for correct social behaviour. 
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Once ingrained in personality, this guiding conscience would induce an emotion 

of tranquility or security when the individual's behaviour conformed with these 

dictums and anxiety, or insecurity, when they did not. 

Franklin has described Mead's theory for the inculcation of this sectarian 

conscience as an amalgam of four elements: act, gesture, language, and the 

internal conversation.73 Mead defined act, according to Franklin, as a sequence 

of social exchanges between two or more individuals in which the actions of the 

first serve as a stimulus for a response in the second and vice versa. This series 

of stimulus-response patterns served as the basis of an evolving social 

consciousness among individuals. Mead proposed, in Franklin's view, that this 

consciousness was a product of gestures - the rudiments of action which assume 

a shared meaning; language - the emergence of apperceptive mind through the 

linguistic definition of gesture; and finally the internalization of gesture and 

language in a mental conversation with one's self. It was Mead's contention that 

this internalized conversation, the generalized other, could serve to regulate the 

habitual benaviours of the individual in the interest of society.74 

True to the spirit of ascetic Protestantism, Thorndike, Mead, and their 

functionalist colleagues applied these theories in rationalizing individual experience 

and the interpersonal relations of society. The theories promulgated by the two 

leading schools of functionalism were a reaffirmation of principles first formulated 

by Spencer and James. These principles, as described earlier, were founded in 



76 

the assumptions of Calvinist doctrine. 

Boakes and Franklin have shown that Thorndike's use of Spencer's 

hereditarian theory of moral habit and intelligence influenced his three main 

premises regarding social adaptability: i) inherited intelligence; ii) a direct 

correlation between intelligence and morality; and iii) individual differences in the 

capacity to learn and speed of learning. These premises were crucial to his work 

at Columbia. Thorndike would design tests which would fix criteria for the 

identification of social leaders and followers, and curricula for stamping-in desirable 

reflex connections - moral habits. Just as Spencer before him, Thorndike sought 

the reformation of society in his methodical rationalization of institutional 

arrangements, in particular the restructuring of the institution of the public school/'1 

Franklin and Shea have documented how Mead and the Chicago 

functionalists pursued James' call for the inculcation of habit in their attempts to 

develop a conforming personality type in society/6 These theorists proposed to 

use Mead's construct of a generalized other to i) restrict individual choice in social 

situations to those actions which conformed to functionalist definitions of desirable 

social habits; and ii) thereby perpetuate Calvinist morality under changing societal 

circumstances. A study by Shea indicates that the functionalist construct of an 

"integrated personality" was instrumental in the development of theory in abnormal 

psychology and the conceptions of adaptive, and maladaptive behaviour which 

shaped the emerging sub-discipline of special education/' These attempts to 
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develop a conforming personality were consistent with the premises of James' 

pragmatism and its constricted interpretation of correct and incorrect behaviour. 

The definition of mind as a compendium of sense perceptions and 

functional habits was cause for a continuing tension between functionalism and 

cognitivist psychology at the turn of the century. Boakes and Murray have 

reported that there were three schools of thought in psychology at that time - the 

structuralists, the Gestaltists, and the psychoanalysts - who were actively 

challenging the narrow interpretation of learning and intelligence proposed by the 

functionalists/8 

Boakes has shown how Edward Titchener of Cornell University was seeking 

to determine the nature of consciousness through an analysis of the organizational 

processes of the mind which he called structuralism/9 A study by Murray 

indicates that the German school of Gestalt psychology proposed that the whole 

of human experience was more than the mere sum of its perceptual parts, and 

that the work of psychoanalyst Sigmund Freud at Vienna was founded in the 

cognitive constructs of conscious, subconscious, and unconscious mental states.80 

Studies by Boakes and Murray have documented that these cognitive theories 

wore rejected by functional psychologists because they were not empirically 

verifiable or otherwise offended the prevailing Christian ethos.81 

By 1913, J.B. Watson of Johns Hopkins was arguing that the time had 

come for psychology to "discard all references to consciousness".82 Titchener 
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feared that this rigid adherence to a single view of human experience might "make 

psychology either an introduction to philosophy or an aid to individual social 

welfare." The righteous intolerance which characterized functional psychology, in 

his view, would undermine the potential of this new discipline to make a significant 

contribution to the understanding of human mental faculties.03 

Titchener's concerns with the intolerance of the functionalist point of view 

in the young science of psychology seem to have been vindicated by history. 

The pejorative implications of functionalism for scientific inquiry are well put by 

Danziger: 

For the historiography of psychology the major consequences of 
this stance is that the dependence of psychological theory and 
method on prior philosophical commitments is lost from view. 
Because only one kind of philosophy of science is regarded as 
legitimate (or even conceivable), differences on scientific issues are 
not seen as the consequences of philosophical differences. This is 
a comforting attitude for those who have no wish to question 
fundamental assumptions, and that usually includes the conservative 
majority. When a particular philosophical commitment becomes 
characteristic of the mainstream of r evelopment in a certain field, it 
is usually so much taken for granted that it is not even identified by 
its practitioners.84 

Murray's study indicates that the vast majority of practitioners in the field 

of psychology during the early twentieth century were functionalists.85 The 

intolerance of functional psychologists for alternative views of human mentation 

would restrict the definition of legitimate research in psychology during its 

formative period. Boakes has shown how this intolerance led to the trivialization 

of research in psychology for two reasons: i) functional psychologists routinely 
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accepted findings which were the product of crude experimentation simply 

because the experimenter followed an accepted empirical method; ii) major 

studies into the complexities of human consciousness were rare and the findings 

of these studies were summarily rejected by the functionalist mainstream of 

psychology.86 

The intolerance of functional psychology for other explanations of human 

consciousness is highly ironic when one considers its practitioners' call for an 

objective pursuit of fact in scientific enquiry. This irony is explainable by the 

philosophical righteousness of functionalism, and a lack of awareness of this bias 

on the part of its adherents, to which Danziger eluded above. 

The power of functional psychology in shaping the mainstream of research 

in the field would have a significant impact on the organization of the public school 

system in the first half of the twentieth century. This impact is evident in i) the 

continuing neglect of cognitive theories of psychology; ii) the construction of 

measures of intelligence and learning that were consistent with functionalist 

theories; and iii) the definition of the categories of adaptive, and maladaptive, 

behaviour in abnormal psychology - categories which directed the identification 

of exceptional children in the emergent discipline of special education - according 

to the tenets of functionalism. An analysis of the continuing impact of functional 

psychology on theory in psychology, educational psychology, and education --

with specific emphasis on the Canadian academy ~ will occupy the next stage of 
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this discussion. 

Summary 

In Chapter Two an attempt was made to answer the question of whether 

or not the foundations of functional psychology were the product of a detached 

scientific analysis of human psychological experience, or primarily an affirmation 

of the beliefs of ascetic Protestantism. We were led to conclude that theories 

formulated by functional psychologists were an attempt to vindicate Calvinist 

doctrines in the material world by using these doctrines as norms for an applied 

psychology. 

This conclusion is supported by evidence which has shown that i) ascetic 

Protestantism and positivist social science were fundamentally compatible 

ideologies with a shared vision of societal reform; ii) the major point of contention 

between the two ideologies - the atheistic perspective of Auguste Comte's 

positivism - was resolved when Herbert Spencer and William James gradually 

restored the construct of Deity in their philosophies of science and entrenched a 

system of Calvinist morality in the theories and normative standards of early 

psychology; and iii) acting on the theories and norms developed by Spencer and 

James, psychology emerged as an applied 'science' at Columbia University and 

the University of Chicago at the turn of the century. This evidence indicates that 

functional psychology amounted to a twentieth century manifestation of an on-
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going Protestant reformation whose adherents developed the norms of their 

science with an eye toward reifying Calvinist moral ideals in society. The norms 

of functional psychology were, therefore, quasi-religious in nature. 

In Chapter Three an attempt will be made to answer the second question 

which tests our hypothesis of an intimate connection between ascetic 

Protestantism and theory in psychology and education: the question of whether 

or not the theoretical foundations of functional psychology had an impact on the 

practices of psychologists, educational psychologists, and educators in the 

Canadian academy. 
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requirements of the school, proved that one was predestined for a role of social 

leadership; and iv) an inferior measured intelligence, or a lack of conformity with 

the intellectual and behavioural requirements of the school, proved that one was 

predestined for social failure and should be segregated frcm the general school 

population in the best interest of other students.16 

According to Christine Shea, when it was established that measured 

intelligence could nc longer be used to explain all non-conforming behaviour, 

there occurred a paracigmatic shift in psychology which gave rise to the mental 

hygiene movement in North America.17 In a position not entirely antithetical to 

that of the eugenicists, the mental hygienists reconceptualized social non­

conformity ac a symptom of mental illness rather than simply a lack of 

intelligence. 

Acting on the Jamesian principle of habit, mental hygienists such as 

William Blatz and Helen Bott of the University of Toronto and Samuel Laycock of 

the University of Saskatchewan formulated procedures to foster conformity in 

children and students while claiming that non-conformity was the result of 

emotional disturbance or neurological impairment. The hygienists rejected the 

omnipotence of feeblemindedness as an explanation for social non-conformity but 

carried forward constructs of intelligence, intelligence testing, and educational 

tracking in a synthesis of social eugenics and mental hygienics which culminated 

in the emergence of the sub-discipline of special education. 

1 
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During the inter-war period, Blatz a->d Bott assisted in the development of 

the construct of an integrated -- normal ~ personality type characterized by an 

unquestioning conformity with the behavioural requirements of the various 

institutions of society.18 This construct led to the formulation of two key premises 

that would shape the categorization of certain students as gifted or learning 

disabled. First, Blatz and Bott claimeo that conforming behaviour was a moral 

obligation while implying that non-conformity was both immoral and abnormal.19 

Second, they defined learning as the development of correct habits in 

accordance with the intellectual and behavioural requirements of the school -

learning and conformity became synonymous.20 

This body of research set in motion the theoretical synthesis of social 

eugenics and mental hygiene which resulted in the initial definition of giftedness 

and learning disability. It was this synthesis that would ultimately be crystallized 

in a programme of special education for the Canadian public schools.21 

Blatz and Laycock proposed that future social leaders, the gifted, were 

characterized by both their superior measured intelligence and their steadfast 

conformity with the learning and behavioural requirements of the institution of the 

school.22 They also proposed that gifted programming should involve further 

character training to prevent wrong thinking - any critical analysis of the 

institutional arrangements of society or the interpersonal relationships within these 

institutions - in the future leaders of society and insure their abiding conformity 

• i i * 
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under changing social circumstances.23 Conversely, the learning disabled were 

said to be characterized by their non-conformity with the learning and 

behavioural requirements of the institution of the school. It was Laycock's 

contention that this disability was the product of student incorrigibility or some 

neurological impairment which required expert diagnosis and treatment beyond 

the scope of the regular classroom ~ those who did not conform with the 

requirements of the institution of the school should be segregated from the 

general school population. 

In the tradition of functionalism and normal science, legitimate challenges 

to the premises of social eugenics and mental hygienics offered by individuals 

such as Walter Lippman, John Dewey, Karen Horney and Erich Fromm (p.96-7, 

103-4, 118-20) were neglected.24 This pattern of vindicating cultural assumptions 

regarding correct human behaviour while ignoring counter-evidence would be 

repeated in studies of giftedness and learning disability contained in the 

Canadian special education literature produced between 1968 and 1989. 

The research efforts of Peter Sandiford, William Blatz, Helen Bott, and 

Samuel Laycock serve to illustrate the effect of cultural overdetermination, 

astructural perception and the practice of a normal science on the development 

of the theoretical foundations of educational psychology and special education 

during the first half of the twentieth century. This effect is evident in their i) 

adherence to paradigms of social eugenics and mental hygienics which sought 
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to vindicate Calvinist assumptions regarding correct human behaviour embodied 

in the functional psychology of Spencer and James; and ii) neglect of evidence 

provided by individuals such as Walter Lippmann, John Dewey, Karen Horney, 

and Erich Fromm which challenged both the validity of the assumptions on which 

functional psychology was founded and the definitions of intelligence, learning, 

and normality being operationalized in the social eugenics and mental hygienics 

movements. 

Thus, the astructural perception inherent in functional psychology, a 

perception initiated by the mandate of ascetic Protestantism to rationalize 

individual behaviour and the institutions of society according to the dictates of 

Calvinist doctrine, was further entrenched by the practice of a normal science in 

early Canadian educational psychology and special education. The cultural 

overdetermination of the experience of social scientists, and the astructural 

perception it engendered has, in turn, been perpetuated in the use of 

functionalist constructs of giftedness and learning disability in the design of 

research problems of contemporary Canadian psychology, educational 

psychology and special education as demonstrated by the findings in Chapter 

Four. The uncritical acceptance of these constructs by modern researchers <n 

these fields exemplifies the continuing neglect of counter-evidence characteristic 

of a normal science. 

V r * 
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The Effect of Cultural Overdetermination and Astructural Perception on 
Contemporary Canadian Research f.nd Practice in Educational Psychology 
and Special Education 

In Chapter Four it was determined that special education literature 

published or produced in Canada between 1968 and 1989 utilized functionalist 

constructs of giftedness and learning disability, while generally ignoring counter-

evidence, in the design of problems for research. This literature was, then, 

another manifestation of an ongoing functionalist tradition and the practice of a 

normal science within Canadian special education. The uncritical acceptance of 

functionalist constructs of giftedness and learning disability is a further indication 

of both the overdetermining effect of cultural assumptions regarding human 

behaviour and the tendency of normal science to inhibit the range of explanation 

for the phenomena under observation. 

Studies by Henry Giroux, David Shumway, Paul Smith, James Sosnoski, 

and Wilfred Cude have shown how the inhibition of the range of legitimate 

scientific inquiry which exists in Canadian special education might have evolved 

in the academic disciplines of the university and the graduate research of 

students seeking to become members of those disciplines.25 Over time, 

according to these authors, the practice of normal science serves to quell 

scholarly innovation leading to the entrenchment of conventional disciplinary 

wisdom. 

i 
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Giroux, Shumway, Smith, and Sosnoski found that most university scholars 

justify their existence by gathering data which verifies the conventional wisdom 

of their discipline.26 They claim this process restricts the range of accepted 

theoretical models which guide the definition of research problems in the field. 

With the passing of time, the discipline's members tend to overlook the 

theoretical nature of the models and operational definitions which guide their 

research leading to the reification of these tentative constructions in disciplinary 

practice. The reification of these constructs discourages an on-going critical 

analysis of their validity, an analysis characteristic of a more rational approach to 

scientific re search. This lack of critical analysis, or astructural perception as 

Freire called it, results in a skewing of data to fit orthodox theoretical structures.27 

Cude established that under such myopic conditions Canadian graduate 

research in the social sciences and humanities has been reduced to a 

paradoxical misnomer in which the ideal of an innovative thesis is undermined by 

disciplinary adherence to conventional paradigmatic assumptions.28 

The studies of Giroux, Shumway, Smith, Sosnoski, and Cude provide us 

with an example of the effect of normal science on the theoretical structures and 

operational definitions extant in academic disciplines. The combined effects of 

cultural overdetermination, astructural perception, and the practice of a normal 

science provide us with a plausible explanation for the continuing entrenchment 

of the functionalist constructs of giftedness and learning disability in the Canadian 

I 
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special education literature produced between 1968 and 1389. 

As indicated above, ouring the first half of the twentieth century, Canadian 

functionalists in psychology, educational psychology, a,-,J special education 

claimed that giftedness was superior intelligence manifest in one's conformity with 

the intellectual and behavioural requirements of the school. Conversely, they 

defined learning disability as a failure to conform with these requirements, 

attributing this failure to incorrigibility or neurological impairment in the student. 

The study contained in Chapter Four determined that Canadian journal 

articles and doctoral theses produced between 1968 and 1989 operationalized 

these constructs in the conceptualization of research. Intelligence and school 

achievement were the characteristics of the gifted most frequently uted by 

researchers in this sample. Intelligence was cited in 76% of articles and 88% of 

dissertations in the sample (pp. 141, 143). School achievement was cited by 

55% of articles and 69% of dissertations sampled (pp. 141, 143). Similarly, 

learning disability was defined by researchers in this sample as a failure to 

conform with the intellectual or behavioural requirements of the school with 94% 

of articles and 97% of dissertations including this criteria for the identification of 

disabled students (pp. 148, 149); 52% of articles and 50% of dissertations 

claimed that learning disabilities were the result of student neurological 

dysfunction (pp. 148,149); 42% of articles and 47% of dissertations claimed that 

these disabilities were the result of student behavioural dysfunction (pp. 148, 

I 
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149). 

The astructural perception of Canadian functionalists and many of their 

successors in the modern special education movement in Canada may have led 

to the perpetuation of restrictive assumptions regarding student intelligence and 

learning which still pervade the institution of the school. As described in Chapter 

One, the educative process as envisioned by proponents of functionalism stands 

increasingly at odds with research in human learning and educational policy 

statements which call for the development of the stuaents' ability to think critically 

and learn independently. The conflict between functionalism and conterroorary 

views of the purpose of education, and the questions this conflict raises about 

the organization of schools, design of curricula, and methods of teaching, was 

also evident in a minority of studies contained in the Canadian research sample 

of Chapter Four. 

Breaking with functionalist epistemological assumptions, some Canadian 

researchers from the sample claimed i) intelligence can not be defined as 

inherited abilities manifest in individual differences in IQ scores, rather, it may be 

better explained in terms of one's opportunities to develop behaviours deemed 

intelligent in Anglo-European cultures;29 ii) a multi-cultural analysis or intelligence 

would provide a more comprehensive understanding of this phenomena;30 and 

iii) the functionalist model of schooling which stresses fixed curricula, unilateral 

instruction, and student conformity undermines educational policies which call for 
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the development of rational or critical thinking and self-directed or independent 

learning in gifted students.31 

The implication that the current organization of schools and classrooms 

may be disabling for some students is repeated by several of the authors who 

prepared articles and theses in this sample of the Canadian research in learning 

disabilities. Again, these observations stand in marked contrast to the 

epistemoiogical assumptions of functionalism which hold that responsibility for 

school failure rests with the student. 

A minority in the Canadian sample claimed that: i) student failure was a 

product of the boredorr and frustration experienced by students in a tedious 

classroom environment marked by its fixed curricula, unilateral instruction, and 

demands for physical and intellectual conformity;32 ii) blaming learning failure on 

students, and purported emotional or physiological cajses which were beyond 

the control of teachers, was a way for educationists to absolve themselves of the 

need to make fundamental changes to the institution of the school which would 

alleviate student learning problems;33 and iii) the avoidance of research which 

challenges functionalist assumptions regarding learning disabilities allows stable 

employment for certain professional groups to continue at the expense of the 

clients they are pledged to serve.34 

The concerns of these researchers indicates that the astructural perception 

of early Canadian psychologists and special educators, and many practitioners 
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in the modern special education movement in Canada, may be perpetuating 

restrictive definitions of intelligence and learning, and by implication, an inhibited 

understanding of the true nature of giftedness and learning disability. By 

claiming that intelligence is manifest in the students' intellectual and behavioural 

conformity with school requirements and that learning is manifest in behaviours 

conducive to short term memory and speedy recall of isolated facts, these 

practitioners may be discriminating against students who are critical or 

independent thinkers and those who need or want more time to reflect on, 

discuss, and integrate facts into meaningful conceptual schemes. That is, a 

minority of researchers in our sample indicated that limited constructs of 

intelligence and learning may be a factor in disabling, rather than enabling, 

student performance. 

An illustration of the effects of cultural overdetermination, astructural 

perception and the practice of a normal science on modern research was 

provided by the findings of the study discussed in Chapter Four. The Canadian 

research on the gifted and learning disabled produced between 1968 and 1989 

exemplifies: i) a continuing attempt to vindicate quasi-religious assumptions 

regarding correct human behaviour by operationalizing functionalist constructs of 

giftedness and learning disability in the design of contemporary research 

problems; and ii) a general neglect of legitimate alternative explanations for the 

behavioural phenomena under observation. The ongoing practice of a 

l 
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functionalist normal science by contemporary educational psychologists and 

special educators in Canada may be impeding a more comprehensive 

understanding of the true nature of human intelligence and learning. 

A recent study by Mary Midgely describes the tendency of normal science 

to break reality into partial observations consistent with the imperatives of 

mainstream paradigmatic theory. This tendency, in her view, leads to superficial 

and distorted explanations for the anomalous phenomena which appear during 

scientific investigations.35 The astructural, or distorting, perception inherent in a 

strict practice of normal science is exemplified in the recent category of gifted-

learning disabled students formuiatea by special educators. As described in 

Chapter Three, it is anomalies such as the paradoxical concept of gifted-learning 

disability which herald the search for a new means to explain the phenomena 

under observation - what Kuhn refers to as paradigmatic shifts.36 

The Paradox of the Gifted-Learning Disabled: Anomalies and the Emergence 
of New Paradigms 

Paul Daniels' recent study of the gifted-learning disabled exemplifies the 

effects of a functionalist astructural perception, and the continuing practice of a 

normal science, on recent findings in special education.37 Rather than 

investigating the possible involvement of a highly rationalized classroom 

environment in the etiology of the disability, Daniels classifies students of superior 

intelligence who fail to learn in school as learning disabled. In this act, he 
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demonstrates both an inhibited perception of reality and its distorting effect on 

the interpretative abilities of one involved in the normal science of special 

education. 

Daniels found that the gifted-learning disabled were generally identifiable 

by their failure to achieve in the classroom in spite of measured superior 

intelligence.38 Daniels claims that the identifying charai sties of this disability 

are: i) flat affect in the classroom described as plodding and always needing to 

"think things through"; ii) a failure to develop the speed of response necessary 

for the successful answering of teacher queries and items on timed achievement 

tests; and iii) neurotic defensive behaviours manifest in a denial of the disability 

and claims that the school or some aspect of the learning experience is the 

cause of the problem.39 

The functionalist model of schooling requires students to quickly memorize 

isolated bits of information in order to respond accurately to teacher questions 

and achievement test items. According to Daniels, the behaviour of students 

who are frustrated with this model, or require more time to integrate these bits 

of information in order tu L.; pstand them, is dysfunctional and pathological in 

some way. 

Daniels' claim that students who fail to conform with the intellectual, 

behavioural, and temporal requirements of a highly rationalized classroom 

environment are emotionaiiy or neurologically impaired illustrates the continuing 
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effect of astructural perception and normal science on the development of theory 

in special education. He neglects to consider the possibility that the etiology of 

student learning problems might reside in the epistemological axioms and 

organizational structures of the functionalist model of schooling. The problem, 

in Daniels' perception, resides with the student and a construct which explains 

the phenomena in accordance with the orthodox theoretical foundations of 

special education - gifted-learning disability - is formulatec. The fact that this 

formulation is paradoxical is unimportant as long as it is consistent with the 

governing functionalist system of logic. 

The paradox of the gifted-learning disabled is a clear example of a 

paradigmatic anomaly. It is a manifestation of the limiteo explanatory power of 

the existing paradigm of special education and the need for a new paradigm 

which can provide a more comprehensive explanation for the phenomena under 

observation. The continuing rationalization of student experience according to 

standards of functional psychology, standards that were the product of an 

ascetic Protestant world view embodying Calvinist axioms for correct human 

behaviour, demonstrates the effect of a culturally induced astructural perception 

on scientific practice. It is this process of reciprocity between culture and 

science which contributes to the entrenchment of functionalist definitions of 

intelligence and learning in the paradigmatic agenda of special education. Once 

we understand this process and acknowledge its effect on research, given a 
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preference, sex, and even place of residence -- urban or rural.18 

Studies presented to this point indicate that during the early part of this 

century functional psychologists sought to regulate human resources in hopes 

of fomenting cocio-moral progres?. The functionalists believed that the construct 

of individual differences, and the creation of te , .struments to measure these 

purported differences, would allow them to engineer a more efficient, hence 

moral, society. The functionalists' affinity for intelligence testing and social 

engineering, however, did not go unquestioned. 

In a debate with Terman published in the New Republic between 1922 and 

1923, Walter Lippman alleged that the prospect of absolute control implicit in 

intelligence testing piqued the credulity of functional psychologists and 

compromised their scientific integrity.19 He argued that psychometrists who were 

convinced that they were truly measuring human intelligence would gain 

unprecedented decision-making power in determining the life expectancies of the 

individual -- deciding the placement of children in differentiated tracks in 

elementary schc^l, w.r^ should enter high school or university, and who would 

become common laborers or professionals.20 

Readers who have not examined the literature of mental testing may 
wonder why there is reason to fear such an abuse of an invention 
which has many practical uses. The answer, I think, is that most 
of the prominent testers have committed themselves to a dogma 
which must lead to some abuse. They claim not only that they are 
really measuring intelligence, but that intelligence is innate, 
hereditary, and predetermined. They believe that they are 
measuring the capacity of a human being for all time and that this 
capacity is fatally fixed by the child's heredity. Intelligence testing 
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in the hands of men who hold this dogma could not Put lead to an 
intellectual caste system in which the task of education had given 
way to the doctrine of predestination and infant damnation.21 

Lppmann's description of the early psychometrists' dogmatic adherence 

to the Spencerian construct of inherited intelligence, and his analogy between the 

premises of intelligence testing an<i Calvinist assumptions of predestination and 

damnation, is relevant to this study. The behaviour of functional psychologists 

involved in the creation of intelligence tests, as described by Lippmann, is 

consistent with the hypothesis that the 'scientific' principles of fur.ct!ana!ism were 

rooted in religious sentiment and promulgated by the stringent practice of a 

normal science. 

The studies cited above demonstrate that functional psychologists were 

absorbed in the practice of a normal science which attempted to operationalize 

Spencer's evolutionary theory, a theory founded in Calvinist assumptions, while 

ignoring other possible explanations for human behaviour. Galton and Pearson 

initiated this process with their advocacy of a programme of social eugenics 

which adjudged the intelligence of human behaviour according to its conpliance 

with Spencerian principles. They then devised statistical techniques which 

allegedly confirmed this judgement, inspired by this work, Binet and Terman 

produced test instruments which assigned an intelligence quotient based on how 

closely the individuals' behaviour approximated the functional standards first 

proposed by Spencer. The work of the social eugenicists did not go 
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rational scientific environment, there arises the need for a paradigm which looks 

critically at these definitions in light of this more comprehensive perception of 

reality. 

Summary 

In Chapter Five the findings contained in Chapters Two, Three, and Four 

were analyzed utilizing the constructs of cultural overdetermination, astructural 

perception, and normal science proposed by Paulo Freire and Thomas Kuhn. 

This analysis leads to the conclusion that the entrenchment of definitions of 

giftedness and learning disability in the theoretical foundations of modern special 

education may be explained as the product of an ongoing state of reciprocity 

which exists between Protestant culture and social science. 

The conclusion that Protestant culture overdetermined scientific practice 

in special education was based on evidence which indicated that: i) Herbert 

Spencer and William James reconceptualized positivist social science, and 

devised a functional psychology which embodied Calvinist assumptions regarding 

human behaviour, in accordance with the mandate of an ascetic Protestantism; 

ii) Canadians Peter Sandiford, William Blatz, h^ien Bott, and Samuel Laycock, 

also true to the Protestant mandate, sought to vindicate the Calvinist assumptions 

of functional psychology in their constructs of giftf ' ,ess and learning disability; 

and iii) modern psychologists, educational psychologists and special educators 
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perpetuate the influence of Protestant culture on social science in the use of 

functionalist constructs of giftedness and learning disability in their design of 

research as demonstrated by the Canadian special education literature produced 

between 1968 and 1989. 

The Calvinist assumptions of an ascetic Protestant culture, embodied in 

the functionalist constructs of giftedness and learning disability, remain prevalent 

in contemporary special education research. As a result, our perception of 

behaviours we observe may be astructural ~ distorted by cultural expectations 

and the strictures of a functionalist paradigm. The paradoxical construct of the 

gifted-learning disabled serves as both an illustration of this distorted perception 

and an example of what Kuhn describes as a scientific anomaly. Such an 

anomaly indicates the limitations of the explanatory usefulness of the existing 

paradigm and initiates the search for more comprehensive theoretical 

explanations for anomalous phenomena -- a new paradigm. 

The findings of this study indicate the need for a new paradigm in special 

education ~ a research paradigm which takes into account the effects of culture 

and social circumstances on human behaviour and mentation including its effects 

on the research practice of educational psychologists and special educators 

themselves. This observation will be discussed further in Chapter Six. 


