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Introduction:
 
Toward a Psychology of Health •
 

There is now emerging over the horizon a new conception 
of human sickness and of human health, a psychology that I 
find so thrilling and so full of wonderful possibilities that I yield 
to the temptation to present it publicly even before it is checked 
and confirmed, and before it can be called reliable scientific 
knowledge. 

The basic assumptions of this point of view are: 

1. We have, each of us, an essential biologically based inner 
nature, which is to some degree "natural," intrinsic, given, and, 
in a certain limited sense, unchangeable, or, at least, 
unchanging. 

2. Each person's inner nature is in part unique to himself 
and in part species-wide. 

3. It is possible to study this inner nature scientifically and 
to discover what it is Iike-(not invent-s-discover), 

4. This inner nature, as much as we know of it so far, seems 
not to be Intrinsically or primarily or necessarily evil. The basic 
needs (for life, for safety and security, for belongingness and 
affection, for respect and self-respect, and for self-actualization), 
the basic human emotions and the basic human capacities are 
on their face either neutral, pre-moral or positively "good." 
Destructiveness, sadism, cruelty, malice, etc., seem so far to 
be not intrinsic but rather they seem to be violent reactions 
against frustration of our intrinsic needs, emotions and capaci
ties. Anger is in itself not evil, nor is fear, laziness, or even ig
norance. Of course, these can and do lead to evil behavior, but 
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they needn't. This result is not intrinsically necessary. Human 
nature is not nearly as bad as it has been thought to be. In fact 
it can be said that the possibilities of human nature have cus
tomarily been sold short. 

S. Since this inner nature is good or neutral rather than bad, 
it is best to bring it out and to encourage it rather than to sup
press it If it is permitted to guide our life, we grow healthy, 
fruitful, and happy. 

6. If this essential core of the person is denied or suppressed, 
he gets sick sometimes in obvious ways, sometimes in subtle 
ways, sometimes immediately, sometimes later. 

7. This inner nature is not strong and overpowering and un
mistakable like the instincts of animals. It is weak and delicate 
and subtle and easily overcome by habit, cultural press'lre, and 
wrong attitudes toward it. 

8. Even though weak, it rarely disappears in the normal per
son-perhaps not even in the sick person. Even though denied, 
it persists underground forever pressing for actualization. 

9. Somehow, these conclusions must all be articulated with 
the necessity of discipline, deprivation, frustration, pain, and 
tragedy. To the extent that these experiences reveal and foster 
and fulfill our inner nature, to that extent they are desirable 
experiences. It is increasingly clear that these experiences have 
something to do with a sense of achievement and ego strength 
and therefore with the sense of healthy self-esteem and self
confidence. The person who hasn't conquered, withstood and 
overcome continues to feel doubtful that he could. This is true 
not only for external dangers; it holds also for the ability to 
control and to delay one's Own impulses, and therefore to be 
unafraid of them. 

Observe that if these assumptions are proven true, they 
promise a scientific ethics, a natural value system, a court of 
ultimate appeal for the determination of good and bad, of right 
and wrong. The more we learn about man's natural tendencies, 
the easier it will be to tell him how to be good, how to be 
happy, how to be fruitful, how to respect himself, how to love, 
bow to fuIfill his highest potentialities. This amounts to auto-

INTRODUCTION: TOWARD A PSYCHOLOGY OF HEALTH 

matic solution of many of the personality problems of the fu
ture. The thing to do seems to be to find out what one is really 
like inside, deep down, as a member of the human species and 
as a particular individual. 

The study of such self-fulfilling people can teach us much 
about our own mistakes, our shortcomings, the proper direc
tions in which to grow. Every age but ours has had its model, 
its ideal. AlI of these have been given up by our culture; the 
saint,the hero, the gentleman, the knight. the mystic. About all 
we have left is the welI-adjusted man without problems. a very 
pale and doubtful substitute. Perhaps we shalI soon be able to 
use as our guide and model the fully growing and self-fulfilling 
human being, the one in whom all his potentialities are com
ing to full development, the one whose inner nature expresses 
itself freely, rather than being warped, suppressed. or denied. 

The serious thing for each person to recognize vividly and 
poignantly, each for himself, is that every faIling away from 
species-virtue, every crime against one's own nature, every evil 
act, every one without exception records itself in our uncon
scious and makes us despise ourselves. Karen Horney had a 
good word to describe this unconscious perceiving and remem
bering; she said it "registers." If we do something we are 
ashamed of, it "registers" c to our discredit, and if we do some
thing honest or fine or good, it "registers" to our credit. The 
net results ultimately are either one or the other--either we re
spect and accept ourselves or we despise ourselves and feel 
contemptible, worthless. and unlovable. Theologians used to use 
,the word "accidie" to describe the sin of failing to do with one's 
life all that one knows one could do. 

This point of view in no way denies the usual Freudian pic
ture. But it does add to it and supplement it. To oversimplify 
the matter somewhat, it is as if Freud supplied to us the sick 
half of psychology and we must now fill it out with the healthy 
balf. Perhaps this health psychology will give us more possibil
ity for controlling and improving our lives and for making 
ourselves better people. Perhaps this will be more fruitful than 
asking "how to get unsick," 

How can we encourage free development? What are the best 
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educational conditions for it? Sexual? Economic? Political? 
What kind of world do we need for such people to grow in? 
What kind of world will such people create? Sick people are 
made by a sick culture; healthy people are made possible by a 
healthy culture. But it is just as true that sick individuals make 
their culture more sick and that healthy individuals make their 
culture more healthy. Improving individual health is one ap
proach to making a better world. To express it in anotherway, 
encouragement of personal growth is a real possibility; cure of 
actual neurotic symptoms is far less possible without outside 
help. It is relatively easy to try deliberately to make oneself a 
more honest man; it is very difficult to try to cure one's own 
compulsions or obsessions. 

The classical approach to personality problems considers 
them to be problems in an undesirable sense. Struggle, conflict, 
guilt, bad conscience, anxiety, depression, frustration, tension, 
shame, self-punishment, feeling of inferiority or unworthiness
they all cause psychic pain, they disturb efficiency of perform
ance, and they are uncontrollable. They are therefore automati
cally regarded as sick and undesirable and they get "cured" 
away as soon as possible. 

But all of these symptoms are found also in healthy people, 
or in people who are growing toward health. Supposing you 
should feel guilty and don't? Supposing you have attained a 
nice stabilization of forces and you are adjusted? Perhaps ad
justment and stabilization, while good because it cuts your 
pain, is also bad because development toward a higher ideal 
ceases? 

Erich Fromm, in a very important book (50), attacked the 
classical Freudian notion of a superego because this concept 
was entirely authoritarian and relativistic. That is to say, your 
superego or your conscience was supposed by Freud to be pri
marily the internalization of the wishes, demands, and ideals 
of the father and mother, whoever they happen to be. But 
supposing they are criminals? Then what kind of conscience do 
you have? Or supposing you have a rigid moralizing father who 
hates fun? Or a psychopath? This conscience exists-Freud was 
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right. We do get our ideals largely from such early figures and 
not from Sunday School books read later in life. But there is 
also another element in conscience, or, if you like, another kind 
of conscience, which we all have either weakly or strongly. And 
this is the "intrinsic conscience." This is based upon the un
conscious and preconscious perception of our own nature, of 
our own destiny, or our own capacities, of our own "call" in 
life. It insists that we be true to our inner nature and that we 
do not deny it out of weakness or for advantage or for any
 
other reason. He who belies his talent, the born painter who
 
sells stockings instead, the intelligent man who lives a stupid
 
life, the man who sees the truth and keeps his mouth shut, the
 
coward who giVes up his manliness, all these people perceive
 
in a deep way that they have done wrong. to themselves and 
despise themselves for it. Out of this self-punishment may come 
only neurosis, but there may equally well come renewed cour
age, righteous indignation, increased self-respect, because of 
thereafter doing the right thing; in a word, growth and im
provement can come through pain and conflict. 

In essence I am deliberately rejecting our present easy dis
tinction between sickness and health, at least as far as surface 
symptoms are concerned. Does sickness mean having symptoms? 
I maintain now that sickness might consist of not having 
symptoms when you should. Does health mean being symptom
free? I deny it. Which of the Nazis at Auschwitz or Dachau 
were healthy? Those with stricken conscience or those with a 
nice, clear, happy conscience? Was it possible for a profoundly 
~uman person not to feel conflict, suffering, depression, rage, 

etc?In a word if you tell me you have a personality problem I 
am not certain until I know you better whether to say "Goodl" 
or "I'm sorry," It depends on the reasons. And these, it seems, 
may be bad reasons, or they may be good reasons. 

An example is the changing attitude of psychologists toward 
popularity, toward adjustment, even toward delinquency. Pop
ular with whom? Perhaps it is better for a youngster to be un
popular with the neighboring snobs or with the local country 
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club set Adjusted to what? To a bad culture? To a dominating 
parent? What shall we think of a well-adjusted slave? A well
adjusted prisoner? Even the behavior problem boy is being 
looked upon with new tolerance. Why is he delinquent? Most 
often it is for sick reasons. But occasionally it is .for good 
reasons and the boy is simply resisting exploitation, domina
tion, neglect, contempt, and trampling upon. 

Clearly what will be called personality problems depends on 
who is doing the calling. The slave owner? The dictator? The 
patriarchal father? The husband who wants his wife to remain 
a child? It seems quite clear that personality problems may 
sometimes be loud protests against the crushing of one's psycho
logical bones, of one's true inner nature. What is sick then is 
not to protest while this crime is being committed. And I am 
sorry to report my impression that most people do not protest 
under such treatment. They take it and pay years later, in 
neurotic and psychosomatic symptoms of various kinds, or per
haps in some cases never become aware that they are sick, that 
they have missed true happiness, true fulfillment of promise, a 
rich emotional life, and a serene, fruitful old age, that they 
have never known how wonderful it is to be creative, to react 
aesthetically, to find life lhrilling, 

The question of desirable grief and pain or the necessity for 
it must also be faced. Is growth and self-fulfillment possible at 
all without pain and grief and sorrow and turmoil? If these are 
to some extent necessary and unavoidable, then to what extent? 
If grief and pain are sometimes necessary for growth of the 
person, then we must learn not to protect people from them 
automatically as if they were always bad. Sometimes they may 
be good and desirable in view of the ultimate good conse

•	 quences. Not allowing people to go through their pain, and 
protecting them from it, may tum out to be a kind of over
protection, which in tum implies a certain lack of respect for 
the integrity and the intrinsic nature and the future develop
ment of the individual. 
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