Psychology Experiments
without Subjects’ Consent

On occasion a scientific paper may
incidentally, and perhaps unintentional-
ly, reveal information of more signifi-
cance concerning practices and attitudes
of scientists in a given field than it does
about the subject under investigation. I
refer to the article by Rokeach and
Mezei, “Race and shared belief as fac-
tors in social choice” (14 Jan., p. 165).

On the basis of this report it appears
that in psychology it is considered per-
missible to experiment upon job appli-
cants without their permission or knowl-
edge. The authors document this by
their statement that “[the subjects] were
under the impression that the proce-
dures to which they were subjected
were an integral part of a normal in-
terview procedure, and they were totally
unaware that they were participating in
an experiment. . ..”

I protest that this represents an in-
vasion of fundamental human rights,
namely the right to privacy and the
right not to be subjected to manipula-
tion and experimentation without one’s
knowledge and consent. These rights are
now well recognized in research, and
some recent breaches by medical re-
searchers have been heavily cen-
sured. .. .

It appears to me that one of the most
fundamental aspects of a civilized cul-
ture is that the citizen may correctly
assume that in ordinary day-to-day ac-
tivity he will be treated with candor
and dignity and that, in general, he
can trust the individuals with whom
he deals. The business world operates
upon these assumptions; and to the de-
gree that they are not observed, business
is not civilized. In the practice of the
learned professions there should be no
place for activity which offends against
these ideals. I hope that mine is not the
only voice raised in protest against such
practices in psychological research.

- SAMUEL E. MILLER
227 West Main Street,
Abingdon, Virginia
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Letters

It is true that behavioral scientists
often engage in research with human
subjects without first obtaining their in-
formed consent. But I do not agree

with Miller’s contention that we in-

vaded our subjects’ fundamental hu-
man rights in the research we recently
reported in Science. The moral issue
is considerably more complicated than
Miller makes it out to be. What is
typically involved in making a deci-
sion about moral values, whether in
or out of science, is not a choice be-
tween good and evil but a choice be-
tween two or more positive values, or
a choice between greater and lesser
evils. A person may, for example,
have to choose between behaving hon-
estly and behaving compassionately, or
between behaving patriotically and be-
having truthfully. . . .

Much of the research on behavior
would be scientifically worthless if the
subject were to be first informed of
its purpose. . . . The behavioral scien-
tist faces a moral dilemma arising
from the conflict between the high
value he places on advancing scientific
knowledge for the betterment of hu-
man welfare and the high value he
places on his subjects’ individual rights.
I know of no simple moral principle
which will resolve in advance this oft-
encountered conflict. It is a dilemma
which has to be struggled with anew
every time it arises. Technical consid-
erations aside, the particular research
design the behavioral scientist settles on
is the end result of weighing all the
complex moral considerations.
There are certain lines of research
I would like to pursue but which I have
not pursued because I felt that the dam-
age to experimental subjects would be
too great and thus that the scientific
knowledge would be gained at too great
a cost.

How does the conscientious behavior-
al scientist resolve the value conflicts he
continually faces? First and foremost,
he must necessarily rely on the dictates
of his own conscience to avoid experi-
mental procedures which would result

in the subject’s humiliation or embar-
rassment, or physical or psychic pain.
Second, he must at the same time dis-
trust his own conscience as an infal-
liable guide and check his moral judg-
ments against those of his colleagues
and friends. Third, he must adhere to
the moral standards of his profession.
The American Psychological Associa-
tion, in 1953, published a booklet,
“Ethical Standards of Psychologists,”
which represents its official policy with
respect to psychologists’ behavior in re-
search and in other areas of profession-
al conduct. Violators of this code are
subject to censure or expulsion from
the association.

If Miller’s assumption, that prior con-
sent is always the overriding ethical re-
quirement, were to be followed to its
logical conclusion, many kinds of im-
portant research with human subjects
would not be possible. Such a serious
consequence should be evaluated with-
in the context of a broader conception
than that provided by Miller of the role
behavioral science ought to play in ad-
vancing human welfare and individual
freedom.

MILTON ROKEACH
Michigan State University, East Lansing

Chemical Warfare in Vietnam

The following petition, prompted by
the recent public statement signed by
29 scientists and physicians [see News
and Comment, 21 Jan. p. 309], has
been sent to the President:

Dear President Johnson,

We, faculty and students of The Rocke-
feller University, wish to state our agree-
ment with the petition to you, which was
printed in the January 21 issue of Science,
protesting the use of weed Kkillers on Viet-
namese rice crops. Most of us are re-
searchers in the Life Sciences and we
deeply oppose the use of advances in this
field for the purposes of warfare. We call
on you to declare the permanent discon-
tinuation of the use of these weapons.

The petition bears 93 signatures.
PHILIP SIEKEVITZ
RICHARD NAGIN
Rockefeller University, New York

Ages of Experimental Animals

In an earlier letter (31 Dec., p.
1771), T suggested that since orga-
nisms change rapidly with age, it is de-
sirable in an experiment to use several
animals of different ages, and that
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