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In 1987, a paper was published by psychoana
lyst Irving Bieber, entitled "On Arriving at the 
American Psychiatric Association Decision on 
Homosexuality." That paper casts an illumi
nating light on a debate taking place today: 
the recent discussion at the American 
Psychiatric Association Conference about 
whether or not the paraphilias should still be 
considered mental illnesses. 

relations and perform work effectively-may 
coexist with severe psychopathology. 

Social-Values Shift 
Affects Understanding of Psychopathology 

Irving Bieber was one of the key participants 
in the historical debate which culminated in 
the 1973 decision to remove homosexuality 
from the psychiatric manual. 

Irving Bieber, M.D. 

In his 1987 paper, Dr. Bieber described the 
deletion of homosexuality from the American 
Psychiatric Association's diagnostic and statis
tical manual as "climax of a sociopolitical 
struggle involving what were deemed to be 
the rights of homosexuals." 

The Revised Standard for Mental Illness 

In that paper, Bieber describes psychiatry's shift to an 
"adaptational" perspective of normality. At the time he 
wrote his paper, the diagnostic manual was in the process 
of severing itself from established clinical theory, Bieber 
notes, particularly psychoanalytic theories of unconscious 
motivation. The new DSM criteria for mental illness 
required instead that substantial "distress, disability and 
disadvantage" be characteristic of a particular psychologi
cal condition for the condition to be considered disordered. 

On first consideration, Bieber argues, the new criteria 
sound plausible. However, he observes, we see its startling 
consequences when we apply it to a condition such as 
pedophilia. If a pedophile is happy and otherwise well
functioning, then would he be "normal"? No, Dr. Bieber 
argues, because psychopathology can be ego-syntonic and 
therefore not cause distress. Furthermore, he noted, social 
effectiveness-that is, the ability to maintain positive social 
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Many observers have noted that our cultural 
shift toward moral relativism has caused Americans to dis
like making evaluative distinctions. There is a reluctance to 
promote any vision of what it means to be fully human, or to 
claim to know anything about the nature of a healthy sexu
ality, the best family forms for raising children or even the 
nature of good character. Legal scholar Robert Bork believes 
that this reluctance to make distinctions may be an inevitable 
consequence of a democratic political philosophy carried to 
the extreme, while simultaneously coming untethered from 
its moral roots. When our democracy began to lose its 
grounding in self-restraint and responsibility-------that is, the 
foundational values of its Judea-Christian cultural heritage 
---then a new political philosophy began to emerge which 
placed freedom and self-expression, not a search for some con
cept of the truth about human nature, at the top of its values 
hierarchy. 

Defining Homosexuality 

Bieber freely admitted to the difficulty of putting homo
sexuality in an appropriate category: Is it a developmental 





Should Gender Identity Disorder 
Be Normalized? 

Will preventive therapy for homosexuality be prohibited, 
Dr. Bieber asked in 1987, when homosexuality is normal
ized? His musings may have been prescient, for at its most 
recent meeting, the American Psychiatric Association con
sidered the possible removal of childhood gender-identity 
disorder from the diagnostic manual. Gay activists have 
long argued that childhood gender nonconformity is a 
healthy precursor to adult homosexuality. 

Bieber vs. Spitzer, 1973-
But Spitzer Modifies Views in 2003 

Back in 1973, during the APA debate about homosexuality, 
Robert Spitzer responded to Bieber that the paraphilias 
should perhaps also be removed from the DSM-II - and that 

if the sadists and fetishists were to organize as did the gay 
activists, they, too, might find their conditions normalized. 

Yet, ironically, thirty years later in 2003, Spitzer changed 
his mind. It was Dr. Spitzer who argued for the retention of 
those conditions in the DSM at the 2003 A.P.A. meeting. 
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