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In the Right Direction but
Slightly Off Course

Howard H. Kendler
University of California, Santa Barbara

Richard E. Redding (March 2001) is to be
complimented for calling attention to the in-
congruity between the narrowness of psy-
chology’s liberal sociopolitical mentality and
its simultaneous reverence for cultural diver-
sity. His justified criticism, however, failed
to come to grips with the moral and method-
ological issues underlying his complaint. Is
his objection solely directed at the restricted
liberal sociopolitical orientation that is domi-
nant among psychologists and the American
Psychological Association (APA), or is the
problem more basic than Redding admitted?
One can suggest that if all sociopolitical views
in the United States were proportionally rep-
resented in the APA, its responsibilities to a
democratic society and to scientific standards
would not automatically be achieved.

Redding (2001) alerted readers to the
fact that the “pervasive liberal zeitgeist” (p.
210) in psychology discourages investigat-
ing important variables in social policy re-
search (e.g., the importance of male role mod-
els in lesbian parenting). More importantly,
he failed to pursue the implications of meth-
odological principles he acknowledged: the
importance of “[separating] science from ad-
vocacy” (Redding, 2001, p. 211) and the fact
that “psychology can neither validate nor in-
validate moral beliefs” (Redding, 2001, p.
212). Redding’s basic methodological con-
fusion is reflected in his expressed reserva-
tion about his own attack on the liberal bias
that pervades psychology. “It is possible, of
course, that psychology’s tenets may be over-
whelmingly liberal yet accurate. In other
words, the liberal worldview may be the cor-
rect one” (Redding, 2001, p. 208).

How could such a hypothesis be sub-
stantiated? Although aware of the fact–value
dichotomy, the failure of is to logically gener-
ate ought, Redding (2001) failed to perceive
its implications for his general complaint. If
moral principles or social policies cannot be
validated by psychological evidence, what
justification has professional psychology to
identify moral principles or social policies
that are right for society?

Democracy emerges from the recogni-
tion and acceptance of moral pluralism, the
realization that every moral principle and social
policy will generate dissent and opposition.
“The necessity of choosing between absolute
claims is . . . an inescapable characteristic of the
human condition” (Berlin, 1958, p. 54).

Rather than seek to identify the morally
correct social policy, psychology can, in a
nonpareil fashion, serve the needs of a de-
mocracy by providing reliable scientific in-
formation about the consequences of contro-
versial social policies: affirmative action with
preferential treatment, prolife abortion poli-
cies, bilingual education, genetic influences
in behavioral difference between genders and
in those exhibited by different breeding pop-
ulations, and so on. Although such evidence
cannot directly justify or validate a particular
social policy, it can provide society with reli-
able information that will assist a democracy
in making a choice between absolute claims.
Although I do not minimize the difficulty of
psychology serving in this educational capaci-
ty, it can fulfill this important responsibility by
adhering to natural science standards that have
been so successful in physics, chemistry, and
biology (Kendler, 1999, 2000a). Such a suc-
cess will depend on psychology disabusing
itself of the notion that it can dictate what is
good and bad and what is right and wrong.
Philip Handler (1980), when president of the
National Academy of Sciences, warned that
“scientists best serve public policy by living
within the ethics of science, not those of poli-
tics” (p. 1093).

My disagreement with Redding (2001)
should not hide our shared reservation about
psychology as a science and profession ac-
tively seeking political goals. Our position
does not deprive the rights of individual psy-
chologists to engage in political activities as
long as they do not imply that, as psycholo-
gists, they can identify moral imperative or
that their position is supported by all psy-
chologists. I have said it once, and I must say
it again:

A symbiotic relationship integrates democra-
cy, natural science, and moral pluralism. Sug-
gesting that psychology can replace the polit-
ical processes of democracy while ignoring
the impact of moral pluralism will create a
divisive, squabbling discipline. Psychology
will forfeit professional respect, and society
will lose a source of potentially useful knowl-
edge. (Kendler, 2000b, p. 1155)
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A year ago in the American Psychologist,
Redding (March 2001) cautioned that psy-
chologists should be aware of the role that
their values play in their research. We agree
wholeheartedly with this general caution.
Social science unavoidably occurs in a social
context, and it is crucial that psychologists be
mindful of the role values play in their choice
of research questions and in their interpreta-
tions of the answers to those questions.

However, in the same article, Redding
(2001) argued that those with liberal political
views dominate the field of psychology and
that, as a result, conservative viewpoints are
underrepresented in empirical research. To
support this argument, Redding drew on a
highly selective sample of nonrepresentative
psychological articles.

For example, Redding (2001) quoted
Anne Fausto-Sterling as saying, “I impose
the highest standards of proof . . . on claims
about biological inequality” (quoted on p.
207). This is an extreme and unfortunate
statement, but Redding failed to mention that
Fausto-Sterling (1992) acknowledged her
bias in the same sentence: “my high stan-
dards stemming directly from my philosoph-
ical and political beliefs in equality” (pp. 11–
12). Few would argue that Fausto-Sterling’s
statement demonstrates a biased viewpoint—
in fact, she acknowledged this herself—but
Redding only presented part of the statement
in order to support his view of liberal bias.

Redding (2001) also reported the re-
sults of a content analysis of American Psy-
chologist articles. According to three inde-
pendent raters, 97% of articles reflected a
liberal agenda, compared with 3% (one arti-
cle) that reflected a conservative agenda. We
see two problems with this analysis. First,
articles drawn from the American Psycholo-
gist are more likely to reflect an ideological
viewpoint than are articles from empirical
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journals. Analyzing selected articles from a
journal likely to reflect ideologies and gener-
alizing the results to the entire field of psy-
chology is inappropriate. Second, forcing ar-
ticles into the extreme categories of liberal
and conservative ignores the potentially large
percentage of articles that do not fall into
either category. As a result, using these cate-
gories may present a biased representation of
the field of psychology.

To address these problems and conduct
a stronger test of Redding’s (2001) hypothe-
sis, we performed a content analysis of our
own. Following Fausto-Sterling’s (1992) ex-
ample, we would like to acknowledge that the
majority of the authors of this comment are
politically liberal. However, a minority of us
is conservative, and one of us claims to be
neither liberal nor conservative. We chose
three journals that either report empirical re-
search or review empirical research. We then
selected at random one issue from each jour-
nal from the 2000 volume, resulting in a
survey of the Journal of Personality and
Social Psychology from July 2000, Psycho-
logical Bulletin from January 2000, and Psy-
chological Review from July 2000. All 23
articles in these three journals were coded as
being liberal, conservative, or neutral (i.e., no
political views expressed). Raters were in-
structed to rate an article liberal if they be-
lieved it could be used to support a liberal
position (vice versa for a conservative rat-
ing). If an article was judged to be irrelevant
to the support of a political position or if the
raters believed it could be used to support
either a liberal or a conservative position,
then raters were instructed to assign it a neu-
tral rating. Interrater reliability was 83%.

Overall, 3 (14%) of the articles were rated
as liberal, 1 (5%) was rated as conservative,
and 19 (81%) were rated as neutral. Anecdot-
ally, the most conservative among the raters
rated 26% of the articles as liberal and 9% as
conservative, but still rated the large majority
(65%) as neutral. These ratings present a rather
different view of the field of psychology than
the one presented by Redding (2001). Al-
though the percentage of liberal articles was
higher than the percentage of conservative arti-
cles, focusing only on these two categories
ignores the large percentage of articles that are
best described as politically neutral.

In conclusion, Redding’s (2001) article
made a valuable point about the role personal
values play in psychologists’ research endeav-
ors. However, his selection of examples used
to argue for a bias against conservative view-
points served to show his own biases rather
than to reflect the true state of the field. Values
undoubtedly guide psychologists’ research
questions, but, according to the data presented
here, much of what gets reported in psycholo-
gy journals does not appear to support or
promote any particular political agenda.
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In his article, Redding (March 2001) argued
that conservatives and their views are “vastly
underrepresented in psychology” (p. 205).
He cited examples throughout his article of
“liberal bias” that have problematically influ-
enced research methods, interpretations, and
use. Although I cannot comment on every
aspect of his article because of the limitations
of my own expertise, I do have several reac-
tions to his section on gay and lesbian parent-
ing. If this section of Redding’s article is
representative of the other sections, I have
serious concerns about the conclusions he
has drawn.

Redding (2001) presented the research
supporting gay and lesbian parenting as an
example of research that has been tainted by
liberal biases. He did this first by pointing to
issues of “small sample sizes, nonrepresen-
tative and self-selected samples, reliance on
self-reports subject to social desirability bi-
ases, and lack of longitudinal data” (p. 207).
By suggesting that the entire body of re-
search examining outcomes of children raised
by gay and lesbian parents is questionable
for these reasons, he raised the bar for psy-
chological research to unrealistic levels. If
all of psychological research were held to
this standard, much of it would be discount-
ed. Imagine discarding the vast majority of
studies in the field of psychology that use
self-report measures! Consider the tiny mi-
nority of researchers who are able to obtain
longitudinal data.

Redding’s (2001) critique also failed to
consider an important issue when conducting
research with sexual minorities: Lesbian and
gay parents face social stigmatization and
may have fears of being too openly public

about their parenting statuses because of cus-
tody concerns. This stigma and these fears
can make lesbian and gay parents a more
difficult sample for researchers to obtain.
Such difficulties may result in the need for
self-selected samples. Of course, researchers
cannot be sure if such samples are represen-
tative of the entire population of lesbian and
gay parents, just as they cannot be sure that
convenience samples of freshman psycholo-
gy students are representative of all Ameri-
cans. Does this mean that such studies should
not be completed? Clearly, it means psychol-
ogists should be cautious about generalizing
from the results of just a handful of these
studies. Redding (2001) cited only 3 studies
on gay and lesbian parenting; however, 43
empirical studies exist in this area (American
Psychological Association, 2001). The
strength in the interpretation of results of
each of these studies is in considering the
findings as a whole. Patterson (2001) noted
that despite some limitations of specific stud-
ies, all of the empirical research findings are
consistent with the conclusion that lesbian
and gay individuals can be fit and effective
parents. She also provided a logical rebuttal
to each of the methodological flaws suggest-
ed by Redding.

Redding’s (2001) second point used
to challenge the validity of research on
lesbian and gay parenting suggested that
“advocates . . . often fail to consider fully
the potential importance of having both male
and female nurturance and role models for
children” (p. 207). Not only is this argument
fallacious in its disregard for the fact that
children are exposed to nurturing adults and
role models of all sexes well beyond the
scope of their nuclear families, but he backed
it up with four rather questionable citations.
Given that he has criticized the quality of
research on gay and lesbian parenting, it is
interesting that he supported his hypothesis
regarding the need for male and female influ-
ences within the nuclear family with no em-
pirical support. Rather, he cited two articles
published in legal journals, a book chapter,
and a literature review (see Redding, 2001, p.
207). Thus, after questioning the validity of a
body of research with over 40 published
studies, Redding was able to offer no empir-
ical support for his own proposition. Sur-
prisingly, in the book chapter he cited to
support his claim (Booth & Crouter, 1998),
the authors concluded that research on the
effects of fathers on children is inconclusive,
ranging from no effects and small effects to
rather large ones. This is hardly sound sup-
port for Redding’s ideological counterpoint.
Rohner’s (1998) review is equally inconclu-
sive and therefore is equally dubious as sup-
port for Redding’s parenting hypothesis.

Redding (2001) did not adequately ac-
knowledge the relativity inherent in defining
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