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John J. Furedy, University of Toronto
Psychology has become an increasingly fragmented and disunited enterprise.  The centrifugal forces have grown so strong that many have begun to doubt   whether psychology exists as an independent discipline, and have argued   that in academia it is merely an administratively convenient label to   designate departments that deal with "behavioural" topics (Furedy, 1990).   One of the symptoms of this fragmentation is that courses in history and   systems of psychology, especially in North America, have declined in importance in undergraduate and graduate education.  And yet, of course, shelving these theoretical issues is not the same as resolving them.  Problems concerning rival systems and the relations between them still   exist and still pose difficulties and these difficulties loom all the   larger just because they are left unconsidered by researchers and practitioners, who think that they can simply "get on with the job" and ignore philosophical problems.  I have argued elsewhere (Furedy, 1988) that even for the empirical researcher, reflection about philosophical or   "systems" issues should be a continuing process, rather than being left to   specialists in philosophical psychology.  The failure to deal with such   matters in undergraduate and graduate psychology courses has meant that   fewer and fewer empirical researchers are interested in systems issues, which are now commonly thought to be the province of purely theoretical   psychologists.  

"Peter" Keehn, who died soon after completing the manuscript for a book for publication this year (Keehn, 1996), was a marked exception to   this modern trend.  An English academic who began his work in clinical psychology at the American University of Beirut, Keehn soon switched into   the Skinnerian mode of radical behaviourist research with the white rat as his favourite subject.  In the late fifties and sixties, he was a prominent   contributor to that experimental literature.  Later he came to Toronto,   first to the Addiction Research Foundation, and then to York University, and continued to apply his brand of Skinnerian research and theorising to problems of behaviour.  Throughout his career he maintained an interest in   systematic, theoretical issues, and his last work (Keehn, 1996) is,   fittingly, a book on systems. 

As Peter wrote in his preface, the book is an "unusual" one, which is   also fitting, for he was an unusual man.  He had the unfailing air of an   English gentleman about him, manifesting a confidence that did not rely on   sartorial splendour, especially as regards footwear.  He wore sneakers on   many formal occasions with the greatest aplomb, and never did I see him   wearing a tie.  Our paths first crossed in 1961, when I was an undergraduate honours student in psychology at the University of Sydney.    Peter, on sabbatical from the University of Beirut, took our seminar class   of about fifteen students on Learning.  Although I did not sense it then, the Sydney undergraduate honours programme of that time in restrospect   seems a Golden Age of higher education.  All assumptions were open to   examination, and students were evaluated wholly in terms of academic   performance, and not at all in terms of their opinions, identity, or   conformity with any sort of ideology.  As the then Head of Department, Professor Bill O'Neil put it many years later in a letter to me in 1987, the approach to undergraduates was "to let them see what the circus is   capable of before arguing on the basis of both logic and observational   evidence about which horse to ride.  You may prefer the bay and I may prefer the grey, but if we are serious scholars we must justify our   preferences" (cited in Furedy, 1991, p. 14).  

Peter, who later said that this class was the best that he had ever   taught, was completely at home in this Socratic milieu.  There was no   attempt on his part to hide, or "present in a balanced way", his own   radical behaviourism which, at that time, was stated with the force and   conviction of youth.  But he conducted a running argument not only with us   as individuals, but also with another lecturer, John Maze, who took us for History and Systems in a seminar on the next day, and whose support for a   radical mentalist approach was as "polarized" (to use a silly current term) as was Keehn's radical behaviourism.  This indirect Keehn-Maze debate was   conducted with us as intermediaries and evaluators.  We would simply bring   up a point made by the one in the other class for the other to answer.  And   what impressed us all was that neither Maze nor Keehn was ever at a loss   for an answer to the other's criticisms.  How different from the modern   North American university, where systematic issues are considered largely to be matters of private conviction like religion and politics, and   individual faculty members are at pains not to criticize each other's systematic stances--at least not publicly, and especially not in front of   students:  private back-stabbing, of course, is another matter.  

In Peter's class, his method was to get us each to give a seminar on   one of the main learning theorists such as, Tolman, Guthrie, or Spence, and   then finish with a seminar in which he presented the "right" approach of   Skinner.  His knowledge of the literature was impressive.  In addition to   the large weekly reading lists, he would frequently interrupt a discussion to say, "There's a really interesting paper by X called Y in Z", which   could add yet another facet to our view of the issues.  Admittedly, his specification of X, Y, and Z was sometimes less than precise.  On at least   one occasion, after reeling off an X, Y, Z formulation, he paused and said "Maybe it wasn't by X", paused again and said "Maybe it wasn't called Y", and paused a third time and said "Maybe it wasn't in Z".  He seemed   genuinely surprised when the class broke out in jeers and boos at his   vagueness.  

By the end of the year, half the erstwhile clinicians in the class had   switched their interest to learning, and a number (myself included) had   also converted to the Skinnerian approach at least for the experimental   thesis research project to be done in our fourth and final honours year.  Shortly before leaving to return to Beirut, Peter suggested a rat-based   experiment to me as a thesis, which would, he said, provide an empirical   test between the (wrong) Hullian concept of a conditional stimulus (CS) and the (right) Skinnerian concept of a discriminative stimulus (S^TD^T).  I spent   the first few weeks of my fourth year discussing details for setting up and   running this experiment under the supervision of Dick Champion, who was   (and is) a Hullian learning theorist.  Dick showed little enthusiasm for   the project, but, in the Sydney tradition of supervision, did not seek   to impose his will over my student project.  After some time and   consultation with others I came to recognize what Dick saw all along: that   Peter's proposed project was not a genuine empirical test between the two concepts, because the two concepts could not be empirically   differentiated.  When I wrote to Peter to point this out, he readily agreed in his reply that, were I to do the project, I would be gathering data on how   discriminative stimuli worked, rather than really providing an empirical   test of truth between the Skinnerian and Hullian positions.  I suppose my disillusion with Skinnerian so-called empiricism began at this point, when   I began to recognize that radical behaviourists were not as sensitive to   data as they seemed to think, mainly because their explanations, though   couched in non-mentalistic terms, were circular.  As I wrote with one of my   students some twenty years later, Skinnerians often failed "to specify   their explanatory constructs so that they [could] be assessed independently   of the effects they were supposed to explain" (Furedy & Riley, 1984, p. 626).

I think that the disagreement between Peter and me rested on our   differing positions on the role of theory in psychology.  I take the   realist view (e.g. Furedy, 1990), according to which theories have to be   evaluated in terms of their truth and falsity, it being assumed that   although one can never have epistemologically certain truth, ontological   propositions are true independently of one's opinion about them (i.e. ontological certainty).  According to the instrumentalist view (which is   dominant in modern psychology, even among "empirical" researchers),   theories have to be evaluated in terms of how "useful" or "fruitful" they   are as "convenient fictions" even if they are not testable in terms of   their truth value.  Peter's instrumentalism emerges, in my view, when in   his Preface to his book (Keehn, 1996) he compares the "paradigm shift" in psychology to "that in astronomy occasioned by Copernicus four years ago".    It was not Copernicus but Galileo, however, who put forward the   heliocentric position not as a convenient fiction, but as a proposition   that he asserted to be true.  This is why it was Galileo and not Copernicus   who got into trouble with the Church, and although he publicly recanted,   the apocryphal "Eppur si muove" (And yet it [the earth] moves) remark   uttered sotto voce stands as a testament to the realist approach to theory.    Were Peter alive, I would have insisted, in taking issue with him on this   point, that the genuine scientific revolution in astronomy was Galilean and   not Copernican, and that it is precisely because psychology is stuck in the   Copernican convenient-fiction, instrumentalist mould, that scientific   progress in it has failed to occur as it has in astronomy.  No doubt,   however, just as in Sydney in the late fifties, Peter would have had a   ready answer to my criticism. 

Like the vast majority of academic psychologists, Peter Keehn was   primarily an empirical researcher, but throughout his life he maintained a   clear view of psychology as a coherent and independent discipline, and was   always ready to think and talk about broad, systematic issues in the field.    The contribution of such a scholar lies not in the rightness of the answers   given to fundamental questions, but in the persistent and provocative way   in which he raised those questions.  This is a model of teaching that is fast fading from the contemporary scene to the great detriment of scholarship concerning systematic issues in psychology.
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