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Introduction to “Selected Works
of Alex C. Michalos”

Biographical Notes

The central aim of this set of volumes is to describe and explain the context and
connections among a subset of papers and books produced over the past 50 years.
Rather than a mere reproduction of work already published, this will be an attempt
to disclose the productive processes in their various historic contexts that led to the
various research projects and publications. In Michalos (2003a), I published a
collection called Essays on the Quality of Life containing 20 articles focused on the
quality of life, 3 of which appear in other volumes of this set because they seemed
to be so central to the array of issues in the 70 articles in these volumes. For
completeness, I mention articles from the earlier collection and books that are
directly relevant to the themes in these volumes.

Some years ago (these days it seems that most things begin with “some years
ago”, unfortunately), in a debate about the existence of God, a member of the
audience put a question to us “Why would God want to watch re-runs?” The
question made sense from the point of view of one of the debaters, since God was
supposed to know everything that is going to happen before it happens. As the
atheist in the debate, I could only say that I have no idea why, although a lot of
people seem to enjoy them.

While I also enjoy some re-runs, I would not find much joy in re-binding some
old papers for a new audience. I do, however, find the idea of describing the
historical context in which similar research questions more or less simultaneously
appeared to people in diverse parts of the globe and were addressed first individ-
ually and then collectively. Here, the historical context includes some of my own
biographical material. This is offered as a kind of second-best effort substituting for
an autobiography that I have never had the courage to write, notwithstanding
having thought about it many times.

My father ended his formal education in the sixth grade and my mother ended
hers in the eighth grade. As far as I have been able to discern, in 1917, when he was
about 17, my father, Charles K. Michalos, emigrated from the island of Chios,
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Greece, to work in the steel mills of Gary, Indiana. He arrived with a pocket-sized
Greek–English dictionary, learned to speak English with a heavy Greek accent,
moved from the mills to driving a Nabisco bread and pastry truck for another 17
years, bought a small hamburger joint, then a somewhat bigger one and finally
something more like a diner on Euclid Avenue in Cleveland, Ohio. Its claim to
fame was the fact that many of the Cleveland Browns ate there, which was quite a
big deal in 1947 when the Browns were the All American Football Conference
champions, and I was one of their biggest junior high school fans. My father died in
January 1951, at about 51. We were never sure, because he was never sure, how old
he was. I was daddy’s boy, and his loss was a great loss to me.

My mother, Josephine Pucci, was born in Akron, Ohio, one of eight children of
immigrants from Palermo, Sicily. She worked at the May Company department
store, sang in the chorus of the Cleveland Opera Company, married my father in
1931, produced my brother in 1932 and me in 1935, and provided the mom part of
our mom-and-pop diner. Unlike my dad, she was not a particularly happy person,
but she lived to be 93 years old, dying in June 1998. Like my dad, and the rest of us
I guess, she did the best she could with what she had.

I was generally an above average but not outstanding primary and secondary
school student. In secondary school and the first half of university, I was more
interested in sports and girls than scholarship, though I enjoyed mathematics and
history. I went to what was then Western Reserve University (now Case-Western
Reserve University) in 1953, majoring in history with minors in philosophy and
religion. When I read Plato’s Republic, I felt as if he was talking directly to me. It
had never occurred to me to ask what a good life might be, but the more I thought
about it, the more I had to think about it.

I grew up in a very mixed religious family. The story my mother told was that
her family were Catholics until the local priest did something that led my grand-
father to tell him to go to hell and he took the whole gene pool into a more friendly
Baptist church. My father seemed to practice the religion of washing his car on
Sundays, but he thought his sons had to be baptized Greek Orthodox in order to
preserve something or other that was important to him. So, we were. However,
because our house was one block away from a small Quaker church, my brother,
Chuck Michalos, and I were sent off together as soon as we were old enough to find
our way there and back. I have a gold medal showing that I accumulated three years
of Sundays without missing Quaker Sunday school.

Given this background, when I began to think seriously about a good life,
I thought I should make my peace with God if there were one. So, besides studying
philosophy, I studied the history of religions. Then I went to graduate school at the
University of Chicago. Because I was what one would have called a doubter,
I wanted to study religion in a school of believers, assuming that if anyone could
convince me that I was wrong, they could. At least they would be inclined to try.
So, in 1957 I enrolled in the Divinity School, which seemed to have the most diverse
faculty, including visiting experts in Buddhism, which especially interested me.
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I also married in the summer of 1957, a marriage that lasted about 23 years and
produced Cyndi (1960), Ted (1961) and Stephanie (1963). In 1985, I married the
love of my life, Deborah Poff, a lucky break for both of us at the time and ever
since.

While studying the history of religions, I took courses in philosophy and it
seemed to me that philosophers had more precise and decisive methods of pursuing
the truth than theologians. The University of Chicago had a wonderfully flexible
approach to higher education, allowing students to pursue more than one degree at a
time. To get a Bachelor of Divinity degree, a student was required to pass 7
comprehensive exams and have a year internship in some relevant field of practice.
I took some courses designed to prepare one to take the exams and some courses in
philosophy that I found interesting. At the 1961 convocation, I received a B.D. and
an M.A. in philosophy, and then proceeded to pursue a Ph.D. in philosophy of
science. I completed the latter in 1965 with a dissertation on a dispute between
Rudolf Carnap and Karl Popper on the nature and use of probability theory in the
assessment of scientific theories (Michalos 1971).

Many of the most salient and important features of the following 50 years of
research and other activities may be regarded as relatively natural developments
of these earlier initiatives. In a memorable essay on the best teacher he ever had,
Keyfitz (2003) said that scholars should replace the metaphor of providing building
blocks for a relatively durable corporate body of knowledge with that of providing
biodegradable nutrition out of which new knowledge would grow. In a sense,
today’s nutrient is tomorrow’s fertilizer. What I did until 1965 provided the
ingredients for what followed, just as the latter will feed what comes afterward.
Most importantly, I think my general approach has been informed by a pragmatic
and philosophic interest in a holistic, comprehensive understanding of any partic-
ular object of investigation. I will try to explain this approach in the next few
paragraphs.

Broadly speaking, there are two ways to define “philosophy”. From a functional
point of view, philosophy may be identified as critical thinking about anything at
all, from asphalt to zebras. From a content point of view, philosophy may be
identified as a body of knowledge answering three questions. What is it? What good
is it? How do you know?

Answering the question “What is it?” gives one a discussion of the nature or
being of something. In short, it gives one an ontology, a word derived from the
Greek “on” meaning nature or being, and logos, meaning discourse (among other
things). Descriptions of the nature of things, ontologies, have at least two aspects.
Everything has, after all, a form, structure, morphology or anatomy on the one
hand, and a function, activity or physiology on the other. A duck, smile or football
game, for example, can be described at a minimum by describing their structural
parts and how the parts function. What Isaac Newton might have referred to as
natural philosophy and we now would call natural science is close to what
philosophers would call ontology.

Answering the question “What good is it?” gives one a discussion of the value,
worth or goodness in some sense of something. In short, it gives one an axiology, a
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word derived from the Greek “axios” meaning worthy or valuable, and logos. Of
the variety of kinds of value that may be described, it is most useful to distinguish
intrinsic from instrumental value. Intrinsic value refers to the worth or goodness of
a thing in itself, its value as an end in itself rather than as a means to something else.
Instrumental value refers to the worth or goodness of a thing as a means to
something else, not as a thing in itself. Standard examples include things such as
eating an apple or throwing a ball at a target having instrumental value insofar as
the former produces nutrition and the latter scores points, which in this context have
intrinsic value.

Since practically anything might be a useful means to something else for
someone in some circumstances for some purposes, practically anything can have
instrumental value. However, some people believe that all alleged sorts of intrinsic
value may be reduced to a single one. For example, they would argue that the
nutrition obtained from eating an apple is really only instrumentally valuable as a
means to good health, which is itself instrumentally valuable for a life of pleasure,
happiness or satisfaction. Those who believe that there is finally only one intrin-
sically valuable thing such as pleasure, happiness or satisfaction may be called
monists with respect to the ultimate nature (ontological status) of value, while those
who believe that there are many intrinsically valuable things may be called
pluralists.

For a monist, then, it may be said that ontologically distinct things such as
music, cheese and justice have different degrees of some sort of value such as
pleasure, happiness or satisfaction, while for a pluralist, such ontologically distinct
things have ontologically distinct values (music value, cheese value and justice
value) regardless of how much pleasure, happiness or satisfaction these things
produce. From an ontological point of view, then, a monist would have a numer-
ically smaller number of ontologically distinct things in his or her world (e.g. music,
cheese, justice and some degree of pleasure, happiness or satisfaction generated by
the other three), while a pluralist’s world would have music, cheese, justice plus
music value, cheese value and justice value.

For a monist, the task of measuring the total value of something, a person, event,
object, attitude, belief, proposition, action or life itself, is in principle straightfor-
ward. One simply needs to measure the degree of intrinsic value generated by that
thing in terms of or operationalized as pleasure, happiness or satisfaction. For
pluralists, the task of measuring the total value of something is not at all
straightforward because there may be no way to compare ontologically distinct
values like the value of music versus the value of cheese or justice. There does not
appear to be any common measure, scale or instrument available to answer ques-
tions such as “How much is music worth compared to the value of justice or
cheese?” or “What is the value of this piece of music in terms of the value of justice
or cheese?”

Given the severe comparability problems faced by all value pluralists, it is not
surprising that the most frequently studied theories of economists and decision
theorists, namely preference theory, choice theory, utility theory and game theory,
and one of the most popular ethical theories studied by philosophers, utilitarianism,
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assume value monism of some sort. As we will see in many of the papers in this
collection and many more cited in those papers, scholars have invented a great
variety of methods for living in and managing a world apparently containing a
plurality of values. In particular, I will describe my own efforts over about 50 years,
which have been interesting but largely unsuccessful.

Answering the question “How do you know?” gives a discussion of one’s
knowledge of something. In short, it gives one an epistemology, a word derived
from the Greek “episteme” meaning knowledge and logos, hence, a theory of
knowledge. Strictly speaking one ought, prudentially and morally, to have a fairly
clear answer to the epistemological question before one attempts to answer the
ontological and axiological questions. Since a philosopher aims to obtain a body of
knowledge about the nature and value of things to be used in the practice of living a
good life, a patently necessary condition of achieving that aim is clarity with respect
to knowledge itself and its production. That is why the earliest essays in these 4
volumes concern epistemological issues.

Comments on the Articles

All of the papers in this set of volumes are arranged partly in chronological order
and partly by their logical connections. Each volume has its own major themes and
within those themes articles have been selected and arranged to provide some idea
of the time at which they appeared and its relation to my own and others’ research
agendas around that time.

In this volume, we begin with three biographical articles. Chapter 1 is a bio-
graphical sketch written by Bruno Zumbo for a series of similar articles on pioneers
of quality of life research in the journal Applied Research in Quality of Life, the
official journal of the International Society for Quality of Life Studies. This is
followed by a transcript of an interview I gave to Dan Weijers for a similar kind of
series in the International Journal of Wellbeing. While Zumbo’s chapter is a rel-
atively objective overview of my professional life described in his voice, Weijers’s
chapter gives someone a more subjective overview in my own voice. The website
of ISQOLS has a number of videos of interviews of pioneers in its series, one by
Michael B. Frisch covering Michalos.

Since I was a university professor for 40 years, I spent a lot of time reading and
thinking about teaching, observing and talking to other teachers, preparing to teach,
trying to teach, teaching, evaluating my teaching, trying to improve my teaching,
succeeding and failing probably in equal measure. As part of this lifelong interest,
in Michalos (2003b) I put together 124 essays written by Fellows of the Royal
Society of Canada, an honorary association of Canada’s most productive scholars,
describing the best teacher they ever had. Chapter 3 below, on J. Coert Rylaarsdam,
was originally published in Teaching Business Ethics, a scholarly journal that I
co-founded and edited with Deborah Poff. (I founded or co-founded 7 scholarly
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journals, including Social Indicators Research, Journal of Business Ethics,
Teaching Business Ethics, Journal of Happiness Studies, Journal of Academic
Ethics, Applied Research on the Quality of Life and the Asian Journal of Business
Ethics.) It was reproduced in the Royal Society collection. If I was ever any good as
a teacher, I owe much of it to Rylaarsdam.

After leaving Divinity School, I seldom gave any thought to theological issues
except when I was teaching introductory philosophy courses or asked to participate
in public panel discussions. Chapter 4 is a set of notes I used in a panel discussion
on the question of the existence of God.

Chapter 5 provides a summary of some of my basic epistemological beliefs,
including elementary principles of logic and fundamental issues in the philosophy
of science, e.g. the nature of scientific explanation, theories, laws and probabilistic
assessment of the acceptability of scientific theories. These are the subjects I taught
every year of the 40 years I worked in universities. Following this review, I address
the axiological question of the contribution these subjects can make to the defini-
tion, measure and living a life of a morally good quality. Within the limits of a
relatively brief essay, this chapter connects much of what I routinely taught my
whole career with what became my primary research field across most of the period.
My first three books and two anthologies were on logic and the philosophy of
science: Principles of Logic (1969), Improving Your Reasoning (1970), The
Popper-Carnap Controversy (1971), Philosophic Problems of Science and
Technology (1974) and Boston Studies in the Philosophy of Science, Vol. 32,
Proceedings of the 1974 Biennial Meeting of Philosophy of Science Association
(1976, co-edited with R.S. Cohen, C.A. Hooker and J.W. Van Evra).

A shorter version of Chap. 6 was presented at a conference in Reston, Virginia,
in October 1977 on Critical Research Problems organized by a committee of the
Philosophy of Science Association and sponsored by the US National Science
Foundation. The committee consisted of Henry E. Kyburg, Peter Asquith, Arthur
Burks, David Hull, Alex Michalos and Ernan McMullin. After the conference,
authors were asked to produce longer versions that included information obtained
from conference discussions. Twenty-eight essays were then published in a volume
edited by Asquith and Kyburg in 1979. Each essay was supposed to provide readers
with a guide to the current problems being researched in the field and to suggest
problems for research in the future. My contribution covered roughly 20 years of
research in the philosophy of social sciences. A review of 571 abstracts from social
science journals showed that “more work was put on decision-making than on
anything else. Forty-nine articles were devoted to this subject. Moreover, since
most of the articles on values (46), rationality (25) and utility (21) are related to
decision making, this subject easily dominates the literature in the philosophy of
social science”. Readers of this chapter will find a good illustration of one piece
of the sort of research field review often called for by the founders of the Social
Sciences Federation of Canada in Chap. 15.

Chapters 7–11 all deal with some features of decision-making. My fourth book,
Foundations of Decision Making (1978), contains my most comprehensive and
considered views about this topic, some of which are also represented in How Good
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Policies and Business Ethics Enhance Good Quality of Life of this collection. In
Chap. 7, I showed that the postulates of rational preference used by decision the-
orists most famously since the classic treatise of John Von Neumann and Oskar
Morgenstern, Theory of Games and Economic Behavior (1944) are “inaccurate
empirical generalizations and unacceptable normative principles”. In Chap. 8,
I proposed and evaluated a type of group decision-making procedure “distinguished
by the fact that inequalities in the ‘weight’ of individual voters and their votes are
permitted”. The upshot of the discussion is that it seems to be the case that the
standard democratic procedure with each person having one equally weighted vote
is at least as good as any of the systems considered.

In his classic Logical Foundations of Probability (1950), Rudolf Carnap reit-
erated a traditional positivist view that, because it is impossible to completely verify
any empirical claim, statements about the probability of such claims should be a
“guide of life”. In Chap. 9, I showed that some fine contemporary philosophers of
science (A.J. Ayer, P.K. Feyerabend, W.C. Salmon and W.C. Kneale) who chal-
lenged this view were mistaken. Some logically true or analytic probability state-
ments can, should and do function as guides to human action, and some are better
than others.

In Chap. 10, I describe and analyze a dispute that arose in 1886 between the
British philosopher W.K. Clifford and the American philosopher William James
over the question whether or not someone could be morally praiseworthy or
blameworthy for deciding that something is true or false. Nobody doubts that
people’s actions are always subject to moral appraisal, but many people believe that
decisions made merely about beliefs or what to believe, so-called cognitive deci-
sions, are not subject to such appraisal. Briefly, this disagreement is traditionally
known as the problem of an ethics of belief. James and Clifford both believed that
there is an ethics of belief, but they disagreed on its content and prescriptions.
I evaluate the arguments of each philosopher and show that James had a more
plausible case.

Chapter 11 is a critical review of David Braybrooke’s Meeting Needs (1987),
including some comments from an exchange we had in a panel discussion of the
book at the 1987 annual meeting of the Canadian Philosophical Association. It is
included here because concepts of needing and wanting are basic elements in my
Foundations of Decision Making and because many people have suggested that a
system of social indicators or social accounts should be based on a hierarchy of
human needs as explained in, for example, A.H. Maslow’s Motivation and
Personality (1954). The suggestion is typically made by people who assume that
needs provide a relatively objective basis for such systems, and Braybrooke’s
explication of the concept or concepts of needs makes a similar assumption. I show
that any plausible explication of a concept of needs is essentially evaluative and
contingent upon someone’s subjective assessments, implying that it would be a
mistake to search for a completely objective basis for systems based on needs.

In the 1970s, the Philosophy of Science Association began to make room in its
annual conferences for sessions on philosophy of technology. Lines between
technology and science are a bit fuzzy, but philosophers interested primarily in the
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former seemed to be concerned with axiological/ethical issues while those inter-
ested primarily in the latter were concerned with epistemological issues. By 1976,
philosophers of technology became convinced that their interests would always
only be marginally represented at philosophy of science conferences. So the Society
for Philosophy and Technology was born. Since I had interests and friends in both
areas of research, I became active in the new organization, serving a term as
President in 1983–85. Chapters 12 and 13 were written in the context of developing
this organization.

Chapter 12 begins with the sentence “In August 1976 the U.S. Task Force of the
Presidential Advisory Group on Anticipated Advances in Science and Technology
published an interim report on something they called ‘The Science Court
Experiment’”. The aim of the Court was to provide an unbiased, transparent and
decisive adjudication procedure for public policy making concerning scientific and
technological innovations. I thought the idea promised some relief from the fre-
quently occurring problem of experts routinely appearing for and against innova-
tions with no mutually agreed-upon set of rules for deciding which experts were
right. My paper reviewed all the arguments of proponents and opponents of the
Court, with the aim of clearing its path for future development. As it turned out, it
had no future.

The thesis defended in Chap. 13 is a product of considerations that arose in my
analysis of the Science Court. In this chapter, I show that “there are good theoretical
and practical reasons to avoid any appeals to a fact-value distinction in the
assessment of technology”. After drawing an ontological distinction between facts
and values versus an epistemological distinction between facts (truths) and false-
hoods, I analyze five types of unsound arguments used in technology assessment
and other public policy making based on confusing the ontological and episte-
mological distinctions. Then, I sketch 6 theories of value, i.e. theories designed to
reveal its nature or ontological structure. One of these theories, that I call natu-
ralistic subjectivism, has driven a great deal of my research.

Chapter 14 contains my most ambitious effort to construct a naturalistic sub-
jectivist theory of value building on the work of American pragmatists, mostly
Ralph Barton Perry General Theory of Value (1926), John Dewey Theory of
Valuation (1939) and Clarence Irving Lewis An Analysis of Knowledge and
Valuation (1946). The general plan was to define value in a naturalistic way as the
human psychological attribute, satisfaction. So, briefly, following the traditional
monistic position, something would have value just so far as it produced satisfac-
tion for someone, and the more satisfaction produced in more people, the more
valuable anything would become. A detailed set of proposed definitions for the
foundation of such a theory is presented in the chapter, awaiting only an empirical
theory of satisfaction to complete the story. Armed with such an empirically based
theory of value, in principle it would be possible to scientifically and relatively
objectively evaluate every aspect of our world and measure its total worth. Multiple
discrepancies theory (MDT) was supposed to be the empirical theory of satisfaction
(Michalos 1985) required for the empirically based theory of value, and North
American Social Report (1980a, b, 1981a, b, 1982) was supposed to be an empirical
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assessment of the quality of life in Canada and the USA in the 1964–74 period
based on that naturalistic subjectivist theory. An overview of the North American
Social Report is presented in the fourth volume (Connecting the Quality of Life
Theory to Health, Well-Being and Education) of this collection with other Canadian
milestones. As it turned out, MDT involves some circularity preventing it from
providing a thoroughly empirical basis of value, there is no generally accepted set
of purely descriptive features of any country and no known way to evaluate such
features using MDT. So, the grand plan could not be implemented although,
hopefully, the articles and discussions in these 4 volumes will reveal something
useful for the next person with some such plan.

Chapter 15 is a historical account of the development of what was the
Social Sciences Federation of Canada from 1938 to 1980. Since 1996, the orga-
nization has been the Federation for the Humanities and Social Sciences, repre-
senting “over 80 scholarly associations, 79 institutions and six affiliate organi-
zations, representing 85,000 researchers, educators and students across Canada”
(http://www.ideas-idees.ca/about/about-the-federation). The history is written as a
story of how an ad hoc group of relatively far-sighted social scientists collaborated
to build an institution designed to nurture a culture of support for social scientific
research in Canada. The focus is on the variety of players over the period, their
views about what should and could be done, what actually was done and what were
the important lessons for the future.

The final article, appearing as Chap. 16, is a brief sketch of the flow of research
reports representing the most visible output of scientific investigation mapped onto
the scheme of the National Income and Product Accounts. The aim was to try to
craft a kind of input–output system that would allow something like an accounting
system for a country’s scientific research.
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Chapter 1
Alex C. Michalos: Pioneer of Quality
of Life and Social Indicators Research

Bruno D. Zumbo

When I think of pioneers I imagine a hardy people traveling from a former life to a
new unsettled place full of unknowns. My image of pioneers is influenced by John
Wayne movies and the TV show Bonanza. These pioneers are, of course, not
starting from nothing because they bring with them their tools, ideas, and beliefs
from their earlier lives. I imagine life as a pioneer to be risky, exhausting, and chalk
full of prospecting.

These images capture some of the main features of what I imagine to be my
friend and longtime research collaborator Alex C. Michalos’ pioneering life in
quality life and social indicators research. He traveled from the comforts of a
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well-established and highly successful life well known for his work in philosophy
of science, logic, and ethics to break new ground in social indicators and quality of
life research. He brought with him his tools of theorizing and formalism as well as a
love for data, surveys, evaluation and decision making, data analysis and a deep
foundation in philosophical Pragmatism that can be evidenced in all of his work.

Although I will focus on Alex’s work in quality of life and social indicators, his
influence continues to be felt in academic philosophy where he is well known as the
founder and Editor in Chief of the oft-cited Journal of Business Ethics. When I first
met Alex, I knew him as a philosopher having read his Principles of Logic (1969),
and The Popper-Carnap Controversy (1970). His reviews in philosophical journals
were always incisive and very interesting to read, and a gold mine for graduate
students interested in broad perspective on philosophical problems.

Alex is currently Emeritus Professor in Political Science at the University of
Northern British Columbia, where he taught from 1994 to 2001 and served as
Chancellor from 2007 to 2010. He was Professor of Philosophy at University of
Guelph from 1966 to 1994, and Assistant Professor at State University of New
York (1964–1966) and at State College, St. Cloud (1962–1964). Alex earned his
Ph.D. in Philosophy of Science (1965), B.D. in history of religions and M.A. in
logic (1961) all from the University of Chicago, and his B.A. from Western Reserve
University (1957).

One can imagine how precarious it feels to try and capture such a productive and
influential scholarly life as Alex’s in a limited number of words so I will relieve
myself of any such aspirations and give you what I believe are his most impactful
contributions to quality of life and social indicators research and make him an
unprecedented pioneer in the field.

1. His creation and ongoing editorship of the journal Social Indicators Research.
Alex, and a small band of fellow pioneers, founded the journal in 1974. Alex has
remained at the helm of the journal through its 114 volumes and 3149 articles
published to date. The journal is important in the history of the discipline
because it gave scholars an identity as well a place to publish (and read) work in
the field. The journal, like Alex himself, takes a broad view of the field and
includes empirical, philosophical and methodological studies.

2. His 1985 paper introducing, describing, and empirically testing Multiple
Discrepancies Theory (MDT) is developed with an eye to conceptual detail and
is an exemplar of solid theory building and testing. In the paper, Alex clearly
states six basic hypotheses, extensive supporting evidence, and how the basic
hypotheses yield five derived hypotheses that lend themselves to empirical test.
The clarity and rigorous account, including the historical antecedents, is what
makes the paper a required reading, and a lovely exemplar of how a seasoned
philosopher of science builds and empirically tests theories in the social
sciences.

3. His comprehensive 1991 four-volume Global Report on Student Well-being.
The data are rich and the analyses are detailed.
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