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ABSTRACT


This paper presents a conceptual analysis of a decade-old movement in Canada to purportedly raise ethical standards in research with human subjects, even though no systematic evidence has ever been presented either that there are serious ethical problems (especially in psychological research), or that the solutions imposed by the movement would improve the ethical situation, and not harm research’s fundamental epistemological enterprise.  The movement began with the activities of a committee from Canada’s three major government research councils, the Tri-Council Committee (TCC).   Like all ideological enterprises, it provided taxonomic chaos by, for example, confusing ethics with epistemology and feelings of discomfort concerning an area of investigation with intellectual expertise about that area.  It also went beyond its American counterparts by calling its proposals a code of conduct rather than guidelines, and proposing that if a so-called research participant (i.e., a subject) did not like the investigator’s hypotheses, she or he could withdraw “her” or “his” data.  Even after the TCC and its various bureaucratic progeny retreated (though ambiguously) from these absurd positions, there has been a maintenance of such positions as the right and responsibility of IRBs to advise not only on the ethical issue of the treatment of subjects, but also on epistemological issues of research design.  These issues require not only expertise in the requisite disciplines, but also an intimate familiarity with highly specialized sub-areas.  In practical terms senior researchers may be able deal with the burgeoning North American bioethics industry and ignore the anti-epistemological and implicit principles according to which the industry operates.  Younger researchers, who have no memory of how research used to be conducted, will succumb, and, in an epistemological sense, be “corrupted”.  As the last phrase of my title suggests, senior researchers are currently acting like France’s Louis XV. 
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This paper offers a conceptual analysis of a decade-old movement in Canada, the stated aim of which has been to raise ethical standards in research.   I will argue that this attempt is seriously flawed because it has fallen into a pattern that is shaped by what I have called the “velvet totalitarianism” of Canadian academia in papers that have considered all aspects of the way in which Canadian universities have dealt with the discipline of psychology (Furedy, 1997a, b).


Regarding the problem of the influence of the current “bioethical” constraints on human psychological research, I suggest that the central question is whether the new so-called ethical requirements that have been laid upon research by the major funding governmental bodies and universities, will harm psychological research’s fundamental epistemological enterprise.  That enterprise, I suggest, is the acquisition of knowledge about the conditions under which certain sorts of behavior occur.  An important bi-product of the epistemological enterprise comprise the technological advances that are based on the findings of psychological science, just as advances in chemistry and biochemistry have led to science-based progress in such applications as manufacturing and medicine, respectively.


There is however, a new industry that is not based on genuine knowledge.  This enterprise is what I term the “bioethics industry”.  This industry has had an increasing impact on research based on human subjects.  In Canada, the industry began in the early nineties with the activities of a committee formed from the nation’s three major government research councils.  These are the National Science and Engineering Research Council, the Social Science and Humanities Research Council, and the Medical Research Council.  The boundaries among these councils are unclear, but it is fair to say that together they control virtually all government funding of research.  This committee, whose work and pronouncements were to be dominated by medical interests, was dubbed the Tri-Council Committee or TCC.


The TCC undertaking was influenced by the political-correctness movement that all North American campuses have experienced, including those which have been considered of high academic status (for an impression of the situation at my university, see Furedy, 1994; for evidence that PC has polluted even the contemporary harder sciences in North America, see Furedy, 1997c). However, it seems to me that Canada provides an especially fertile ground for an ideology that is loose on logic, because Canada’s political and social history has created a significant tolerance for ambiguity in such matters as individual freedom, and labels of major political parties such as the oxymoronic term “progressive conservative” (in 2004, this label ambiguity was removed, though perhaps for political rather than logical reasons, by the “new” Conservative party that dropped the term “progressive”).


Since the early nineties, I have argued that Canadian universities, in particular, have been affected by political correctness (for a more general statement concerning the effects of political correctness on North American behavioral neuroscience research, see Furedy, 1997d) to the extent that the term “velvet totalitarianism” is applicable.  A summary of this argument is in Table I, which I have presented in a number of earlier oral communications on this concept.

TABLE I

FIVE COMMON FEATURES OF TOTALITARIAN (E.G., SOVIET AND NAZI) REGIMES AND VELVET-TOTALITARIAN CRRENT-CANADIAN-CAMPUS SITUATION.

(Note the very important difference between the regimes is: the severity of punishment for transgressing the culture of comfort)

1. Uninterpretable Laws

2. Powerful unqualified pseudo-experts

3. Freezing fear of engaging in discussion of controversial but fundamental issues

4. Status-defined ethics

5. Demonization of dissidents

The table’s offensive title (which draws parallels to Soviet- or Nazi-style totalitarian regimes) is followed, in the next few lines, with a reminder of the crucial difference between real and velvet totalitarian regimes, namely the difference in the severity of punishment meted out for “offensive” opinions.  Still, what is common to both sorts of totalitarian system is what I call the “culture of comfort”.  In such a culture, the soundness of a position is determined not through open and rational discussion, but through deciding whether the position is consistent with, or “comfortable for”, the prevailing ideology.


The table indicates five common features of real totalitarian regimes and the Canadian velvet totalitarian campus systems.  In an earlier publication (Furedy, 1997a) I provided a detailed justification of my claim that these features did, in fact, apply to Canadian campuses.  Rather than repeat that justification, in this paper IF will indicate how the bioethics industry, as it has been established by the Tri Council Committee report and its progeny, manifests the same five velvet totalitarian features.


Before dealing with each of the five features, I should first note that before the rise of the bioethics industry, the ethical issues in human research were clearly understood to deal only with the treatment of research subjects.  It was understood not to deal with issues to do with academic disciplines (i.e., epistemology), but also not with broader ethical issues such as whether a research project was good for humanity.  These distinctions, by the way, were understood not only by specialists who knew terms like epistemology, but also by those who did not, but were able to use their common sense.  So my late mother who had only a high school education, could understand the difference among the following three issues concerning my PhD research on human Pavlovian autonomic conditioning (Furedy, 1965, 1967a, b): whether it was right for me to administer shocks to my subjects; whether my experimental design would be adequate to determine the locus of reinforcement in human Pavlovian aversive conditioning; how much my research would benefit mankind.

Since that time, and especially in North America, there has developed a conflation of ethics with epistemology, as well as confusion between the specific issue of treatment of human subjects with other ethical issues.  The taxonomy employed is more confused than even that used by those who are not well educated, but have not abandoned their common sense.   Confused taxonomy, moreover, is a mark of ideological, totalitarian thinking.  With respect to each of the five features outlined in the Table I suggest that basic commonsense distinctions are not made.

The first feature refers to ambiguous laws that essentially are uninterpretable in objective terms.  So a jury in a Soviet system judging political crimes could not be a trier of fact in the way that it could in a free society.  Similarly, the speech codes that are almost universal on Canadian campuses, cannot be objectively interpreted, because any speech can be “harassing” or “offensive” to some individual, this being an application of the subjective, culture-of-comfort criterion for truth.  And, of course, there is no Canadian parallel to the American first amendment.  So a Canadian organization like the Society for Academic Freedom and Scholarship (www.safs.ca) cannot mount the sort of legal challenge to campus speech codes that have recently been mounted by the American Foundation for Individual Rights.


Ambiguity is also the weapon that the Tri-Council Committee employed in pushing through a system of human research review that has expanded dramatically in power and cost over the decade, and that relies essentially in its decisions not on any logically interpretable rules, but on the comfort of the specific committee.  It determines not only whether the proposed research is ethical, but also whether it is scientifically valid.  In its original formulation, the Tri-Council even made the comfort of the subject or so-called “research participant” paramount to the extent of recommending that if the subject did not like the investigator’s hypotheses (a dislike that would emerge during debriefing), the individual could withdraw her or his data from the study. 


Still, one indication of the strength of the culture-of-comfort mentality that was abroad in Canadian academia at the time is that a faculty meeting of my department, which is very experimentally oriented, about 80% of the faculty saw nothing wrong with this recommendation.  One colleague said that it would prevent  “racist” research from being carried out.  Nor would most of the faculty agree that this recommendation conflated the ethical issue of how a subject is treated, with the epistemological issue of how the subject feels about the hypotheses underlying the research. Thankfully, this absurd recommendation, which would have damaged the credibility of all human Canadian experimental psychological research, disappeared from later Tri-Council statements, perhaps partly because of ridicule from the international scientific community (e.g., Furedy, 1996) Still, the basic taxonomic confusion between ethics and epistemology remained, as IRBs (or in Canadian, research ethics boards-REBs) were to determine not only whether they were comfortable with the ethical issue of the treatment of the subjects, but also with such epistemological issues as the design of the experiment.


This leads me to the second feature of totalitarian systems in the Table:  the presence of powerful but unqualified experts.  In the brave new tri-council world of Canadian human research, REBs also function like unqualified pseudo-experts.  This may seem an exaggerated claim, but consider the fact that a central assumption of the new “bioethics” that has at least been questioned in the USA (e.g., Furedy, 2002), but essentially unexamined in Canada, is that REBs are competent not only make ruling on ethical matters of subject treatment, but also on epistemological issues of research design.  These issues require not only expertise in the requisite discipline, but an intimate familiarity with highly specialized sub-areas that have their own idiosyncratic terms.  The example I have given in the past and mentioned above has been my own PhD thesis research, which involved administering human subjects electric shocks.  The topic was the locus of reinforcement in human autonomic classical aversive and appetitive conditioning.  The ethical issue concerning my research was, of course, the treatment of subjects regarding such matters as the strength of the shock used, consent, and so on.  The epistemological issues had to do with my research design, which could only be evaluated by qualified experimental psychologists, who, moreover, were familiar with concepts like reinforcement in classical, rather than instrumental conditioning, as well as the way in which the autonomic dependent variable, the GSR, behaved in past experiments.  And, I would suggest, that any worthwhile basic research topic in psychology, whether it be sex differences in intelligence, or pitting cognitive dissonance against attribution theory, requires a specialized background knowledge which no typical REB could have.  That is not to say, of course, that research designs should not be critically evaluated.  But this epistemological evaluation has to be done by journal or grant referees who have, at least in principle, the requisite expertise.


The third aspect in the table refers to freezing fear of engaging in discussion of controversial but fundamental issues.  In a university, the freedom to discuss controversial but fundamental issues is, in theory, a basic concept, commonly referred to as academic freedom (for a recent discussion of academic freedom see Furedy, 2000).  Yet my experience during a 5-year presidency of the Society for Academic Freedom and Scholarship in the nineties, was that Canadian academics appeared to be afraid of publicly discussing, let alone defending, academic freedom where this referred not to faculty job security, but also to freedom of opinion.  I also found quite frequently that even senior, tenured Canadian academics have been reluctant to speak out when the academic freedom of others was abused, saying that they do not want to “get involved” in public or even “get crucified”.  The use of this over-blown metaphor itself is an indication of the how pervasive this sort of velvet totalitarian fear is on Canadian campuses.


The same sort of freezing fear of questioning fundamental assumptions made by the burgeoning Canadian bioethics industry, exists among Canadian researchers, though perhaps with greater rational justification.  After all, a senior Canadian researcher who runs foul of the local REB compromises not only her or his own research career, but also those of students who are associated with the project.  So when it comes to criticizing assumptions such as the competence of REBs to rule on matters of research design, the current Canadian researcher has rational and even ethical reasons for keeping silent.


Regarding the fourth totalitarian feature, that of status-defined ethics, it is a characteristic of all totalitarian regimes that the ethical value of an act is judged not in logical terms, that is whether it conforms to certain general ethical principles.  Rather, it is judged by whether the actor belongs to favored non-favored groups.  And there seems to be an analogous situation with judgments of the ethical content of current Canadian research projects.  I suggest this because it is the case that, in contrast to the traditional discipline of ethics, a branch of philosophy that examines general principles of ethics through logic and consideration of evidence, the current “bioethics” which REBs employ involves no such general critical examination.  Rather, it is a matter of whether a particular REB likes or “feels comfortable with” a particular project proposed by a particular investigator.


The fifth, final totalitarian feature is that of the demonization of dissidents.  To end on a personal note, I think demonization was at work when one of the strong supporters of the Tri-Council Committee report, a Director of a university institute of so-called “bioethics”, accused me of activity verging on what he called “criminal”.  My “crime”?  Providing an organization of Canadian experimental psychologists with a copy of a draft of a Tri-Council statement that this Director had refused to provide, but that had already been sent to all members of my department.  Again, I think this illustrates the conceptually primitive state of taxonomic chaos that governs the Canadian bioethics industry.  A taste of this taxonomic chaos and a cavalier attitude to philosophical ethical issues (in contrast to "bioethical ones") can be gleaned from the exchange between me (Furedy, 1997d ) and the Bioethics Director (McDonald, 1997) regarding his accusations.


Even the term used to describe the Tri-Council formulation exhibits this sort of taxonomic chaos.  Initially, it was described as a “code”, in contrast to the sounder American term of “guidelines”.  After all, the term code is appropriate for a set of very explicit commands or laws, such as those promulgated by Hammurabi and Moses.  In the end, the Tri-Council ceased to use the term “code”, and called their proposals a “statement”. However, they also indicated that if any of the “statements” were not followed, punishment would ensure.  That sure sounds like a code to me.  But I guess I’m being too Aristotelean, or perhaps even “criminal”, in current “bioethical” terms here.


I have to admit that senior researchers can, in purely practical terms, afford to ignore the contradictions and anti-implicit principles in terms of which the Canadian ethics industry operates.  It may even be true that those departments that are relatively strong in terms of academic values can work out short-term practical ways of dealing with REBs by “fast-tracking” most of their research proposals.  In this sort of fast tracking, a small departmental committee or even individual certifies that the research is ethical, and so obviates the necessity for an REB to make that judgment in terms of the ambiguous standards of the bioethics industry in a physical meeting of many individuals who are inculcated in the current ideology of bioethics.  In effect, these fast-tracked proposals are judged by normal, common-sense, discipline-oriented standards.  Perhaps this explains why 80% of my department’s faculty were undisturbed by such epistemological absurdities of the original tri-council document as the view that subjects could “withdraw” their data if they were not “comfortable” with the hypotheses of the investigator.  Still, younger researchers and university departments of the future who lack a memory of how research used to be conducted, will ultimately succumb to the bioethics industry.  They will, in the epistemological sense, be corrupted by this velvet totalitarian culture of comfort.  Current senior researchers, then, who are in control of the psychology departments of to-day, are acting like France’s Louis XV, when that predecessor of the king who ultimately lost not only    his throne but also his head, was said to have said “Apres moi, la deluge.”
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