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Professor Liddell, born in Cleveland, Ohio, died after a brief illness. Although three years earlier he had suffered a 

so-called mild coronary ailment, his death was quite unexpected.

Most of Professor Liddell’s elementary and secondary education was received in Erie, Pennsylvania. The officials 

of Erie, being aware of his status as a scientist, in June 1951, invited him, as a distinguished former resident, to 

attend the centennial celebration of that city’s founding.

Howard Liddell did his undergraduate work at the University of Michigan, graduating in the Class of 1917; there 

he also received the Master’s degree in 1918, his major subject having been psychology. In May 1920, he married 

Elzie Goodnough of Erie. He entered Cornell in 1918, as a graduate student and instructor in physiology, receiving 

the Ph.D. in 1923. He continued his interest and preparation in psychology by selecting that as a minor subject, 

principally under Professor E. B. Titchener. In these early years, however, most of Liddell’s interest was devoted 

to the experimental analysis of thyroid functions in the sheep and goat. These experiments on thyroidectomized 

animals were continued at the Physiological Field Station, established in 1922 by Professor Sutherland Simpson, 

the physiologist who was Liddell’s teacher.

In 1926, Liddell was promoted to Assistant Professor in Physiology, at the Ithaca branch of the Cornell Medical 

College. In 1930, he was appointed Professor and Chairman of the Department of Physiology, a post he held until 

1939, when the Ithaca branch of the medical school was discontinued. From 1939 to 1947, Liddell was Professor of 

Psychology. Although he had been the originator and founder, and from its beginning the director, of the Behavior 

Farm Laboratory, in 1947 he was given the official title of director of that laboratory and he was named Professor 

of Psychobiology — a title much more appropriate to the nature and distinctive character of his research, and the 

subject matter of his teaching.

As a scientist, Dr. Liddell’s distinction rests in part upon the fact that he established the first laboratory in the 

United States (1923) for the study of conditioned reflexes, and that he became one of the two outstanding American 

investigators and developers of Pavlov’s theories of the conditioned reflex. In connection with his research, Liddell 

made two extended visits to Pavlov’s laboratory in Leningrad (1926 and 1934). In his own research and thinking, 

however, he went well beyond Pavlov’s work and ideas. Liddell was too flexible, too resourceful, too independent 

to be a slavish follower.



The Behavior Farm Laboratory now has been named the Liddell Laboratory of Comparative and Physiological 

Psychology; for not only did Liddell create it through his own resourceful scientific imagination, but also, through 

his own efforts and research results, he obtained substantial research grants for his work continuously over a period 

of twenty-four years (1936-1960) from the U.S. Public Health Service, the Rockefeller Foundation, and the Josiah 

Macy, Jr., Foundation. For nearly forty years, significant research studies have been conducted there on animal 

behavior and learning, with special reference to the causes, behavior symptoms, physiological manifestations, 

and curative techniques of experimental neuroses. In recent years, research with lambs and kids has provided 

significant information and principles for the understanding of the mother’s role in protecting her young from 

psychic stress. Some pediatricians have found the techniques and results so significant that they are conducting 

studies with infants and are applying the Laboratory’s findings to the handling of infants. And, naturally, these 

researches with lambs and kids have evoked wide interest and enthusiasm among psychiatrists and psychologists. 

Liddell moved from the conditioned-reflex technique, as a method of studying learning, to its employment as 

a precise and refined method for studying anxiety and emotional stress. He wrote that “the persevering use of 

this powerful and exact method (conditioning) in the field of experimental medicine can disclose the biological 

basis of many fundamental problems concerning mental health and disease.” W. Horsley Gantt of Johns Hopkins 

University—a distinguished scientist in the field—has called Liddell the “Father of American Experimental 

Psychopathology.”

The Laboratory’s work and publications achieved such international distinction as to stimulate widespread 

research elsewhere on experimental neuroses with a variety of animals. Consequently, the Laboratory was visited 

by scientists from abroad, as well as from other states, who were studying progress being made in research in the 

behavioral sciences. And, as was to be expected, the research conducted in this Laboratory and the findings and 

theories reported in Liddell’s publications have become established, in current textbooks in neuropsychiatry and 

psychology, as standard material.

Professor Liddell was a member of scientific societies in the fields of biology, medicine, psychology, and 

psychoanalysis. He held offices in them: president of the American Psychopathological Society, and president 

of the Pavlovian Society of America, which he helped create, as he did the American Psychosomatic Society. He 

also served as an editor of some of their journals. In these societies, one of Liddell’s goals, at which he worked 

successfully, was to remove the barriers between psychoanalysis and the study of conditioned responses.



The broad significance of Liddell’s research is indicated by his appointments: Visiting Professor, Institute for 

Training and Research in Psychoanalysis (New York City); Visiting Professor, New York Psychiatric Institute; 

Scientific Advisory Board, Jackson Laboratory, Bar Harbor, Maine; consultant to the Army Operations Research 

Office; member of the Commission on Selection and Training of Aircraft Pilots, National Research Council; 

chairman, Committee on Group Processes, Josiah Macy, Jr., Foundation; member, Conference on Science, 

Philosophy, and Religion. Dr. Liddell was invited to participate in and often to organize and conduct symposia, 

both in the United States and abroad, on the behavior of humans and infrahuman animals, particularly those 

dealing with the causes and prevention of excessive strain and anxiety. In fact, he had leading roles in two such 

conferences only a short time before his death. The last of these was an International Symposium on Comparative 

Medicine, at the dedication of the Animal Medical Center in New York City. There he was chairman of the Animal 

Behavior Section, whose program he organized.

For years, Dr. Liddell believed that comprehensive applications of his research findings and theories to the 

understanding and interpretation of human behavior would be premature. Many others, though, believed 

otherwise. The dramatic and acute turning point in his own attitude was reached during his assignment to Korea, 

at the height of the war, to study stress and self-control of the soldiers. For his contribution, he received the Service 

Medal of the United Nations Command. This assignment was a traumatic experience for him. He was not content 

to remain in Tokyo, as he might have, to interview men who had returned from the front. Instead, he went to 

the front himself, at the age of fifty-seven; he was under fire while he interviewed and visited with the men; for 

he knew that was where he must be, if his observations and conclusion were to be valid. Few persons, other than 

his immediate family, were aware of the effect of this experience upon this sensitive and perceptive man. Liddell 

then became fully convinced that research in the behavioral sciences, to justify itself, must be applicable to the 

understanding and elevation of human behavior and welfare. Those persons who saw only his gay, his ebullient 

exterior, or his brief periods of brusqueness, always followed by a contrite, self-conscious smile—those persons 

could have no inkling of the depth of his concern, or of his emotions. He did not believe in wearing his heart on 

his sleeve.

One result of his Korean experience was that Dr. Liddell accepted the many invitations to lecture before groups 

of sophisticated laymen (as, for example, under the auspices of the New York Academy of Medicine), as well as 

before psychologists, psychoanalysts, and general medical practitioners. The full significance of his work has yet 

to be described.



His scientific papers and his lectures were distinguished not only for their substance, but also for the style of 

writing and delivery. He wrote with what is called an “easy style,” which, as all writers know, is the result of hard 

work. The serious scientific materials of his writings and lectures were leavened by a quiet sense of humor and were 

often accompanied by philosophical observations of insight on science and on mankind. His publications should 

be required for all graduate students in the behavioral sciences. Regrettably, he never offered a seminar on “How 

to Write Scientific Papers.”

Howard Liddell’s capacity for friendship was broad. It is not surprising that as a scientist he was held in high regard 

by those with whom he was associated in all fields; but it was evident, also, that they had a warm personal affection 

for him, shown in person and in many of the letters he received commenting on his lectures, scientific papers, and 

conference participation. His friendships, however, were not restricted to scientists. He was a member of the Ithaca 

Savage Club, a light-hearted group, and of a small informal Saturday luncheon group, good-humoredly calling 

itself the Lambs Club, consisting predominantly of business and professional men, among whom he was held in 

high regard as a raconteur.

Liddell’s essential generosity of spirit was manifest in his encouragement of graduate students and young colleagues 

who were fortunate enough to have been associated with him. One of his outstanding graduate students writes: 

“Impatient as he was of trifling obstacles, his presence in the laboratory swept everyone to fresher, stronger efforts. 

His widely varied knowledge often drove the dismayed student back to the library time and again, finally to 

emerge the wiser.” Perhaps he was not severe enough in his evaluation of others. This trait, however derived not 

from lack of high standards, but from an inherent quality that prompted him to accentuate the positive. Faced 

with ungenerosity of judgment in others he refused to fight back; his response was withdrawal.

A brief article cannot provide as full a portrait as should be given; but we can sense Howard Liddell’s essential 

humanism from the following quotation from his small book, Emotional Hazards in Animals and Man, published 

in 1956. These words could not have been written by a man whose approach to humanity was based on strict 

adherence to behavioristic psychology. Here is the closing paragraph.

“Our contemporary conformities, with the mechanization of thought and feeling they impose, enhance the baleful operations 

of the neurotic process in thwarting the strivings of the human spirit. But every individual possesses a secret weapon with which 

to combat neurosis and gain freedom. That weapon is the creative impulse, which provides vigor and enchantment; buoyancy 

and elegance; or incisiveness of thought and flexibility of spirit, whichever pair of terms one may choose. Perhaps all should be 

included. From our point of view, it is this creative impulse which generates zest and insures mental health.” 



We take leave of Professor Liddell with a deep sense of indebtedness to him for his friendship and his scientific 

contributions.

William C. Dilger, A. Ulric Moore, Frank S. Freeman




