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An August, 1989 Presidential Address that Dedicates the Annual Conference of the Pavlovian Society to the Students of China
Editorial
Observation, Objectivity, and the Conflict of Ideas
Abstract—-The first two terms of this title are clear, representing, respectively, the guiding motto of the Society, and the common thread that unites members with very diverse interests and approaches to the understanding of behavior. Then, the last part of the title is elaborated: the conflict of ideas. This aspect is important both in terms of social values, and in terms of the interests of a scientific society operating in the modern world. Within science, there are forces that weaken genuine scientific discussion, and these need at least to be explicated so that their deleterious effects can be minimized. Finally, it is suggested that although the Society has done well in facilitating oral discussion, there is room for improvement in its readiness to engage in written intellectual conflict.
For those familiar with my usual paper titles, it will be apparent that in this instance I have exercised considerable restraint both in length (in contrast, e.g., with Furedy and Ginsberg 1973), and obscurity (in contrast, e.g., with Biederman and Furedy 1982). At least the first two terms of the title need little by way of elaboration. The first represents the guiding motto of the Society, and the second the common thread that unites members with very diverse interests and approaches to the understanding of behavior. What I would like to suggest, however, is that the last part of the title— the conflict of ideas-—is also an important aspect, albeit more implicit, of the Society.
This is so because the emphasis on observation and the adoption of an objective approach to behavior inevitably lead to intellectual conflicts, be they between rival theoretical alternatives, or between a particular, objectively stated hypothesis and a set of observations that disconfirm or contradict the hypothesis.
Intellectual conflict is a critical component of a free society, which not only tolerates but even glories in differences of opinion. By the same token, the conflict of ideas is anathema to totalitarian regimes, whether they are left-wing or right-wing on the political spectrum. This summer, of course, provided a dramatic demonstration of the lengths to which a totalitarian regime is prepared to go to in stamping out freedom, and the sacrifices that individuals are prepared to make to defend that freedom. I hope you agree with the small gesture I have made on the Society’s behalf to dedicate the conference to the students in China. I think that our Society’s founder would have approved.

Moving from general social values to those of science, I would like to suggest that the conflict of ideas is also a critical component of any genuinely cumulative, progressive science. As I have already mentioned, advances in scientific knowledge require conflict both between theories and between hypotheses and testing observations. Such intellec​tual conflict differentiates scientific and epistemic organizations from religious and political ones. Of course, religious and political organizations also manifest intellectual conflicts, but these must, in the end, be subordinated to the interests of the organization, interests that require uniformity of belief on certain key matters.
This is not to suggest, certainly, that conflict is all there is to science. Much scientific enterprise does not involve intellectual conflict, and even in those cases where there is disagreement, the disagreement cannot be fruitful unless there is a common background of agreement. Nor should I be taken to imply that scientific organizations have no vested interests or that scientific conflict of ideas is devoid of conflict between persons. However, in good scholarship the personal conflict between disputants is transcended by the conflict of ideas, and the fundamental aim of the discussion becomes epistemic rather than political. That is, the dominant aim is the advancement of knowledge rather than the advancement of personal interests.
An early illustration of such a discussion is provided by Socrates, in the last dialogue, the Phaedo (Plato 1952). In this dialogue, Socrates argues—-against his students-—that the soul is immortal. Personal considerations and tact would require that his students agree with him to provide him with some encouragement in his plight of having to commit suicide, which was the Athenian method of execution. But an interest in the topic of discussion prevents his students from being so tactful. Intellectual needs, in other words, transcend personal ones.
Again, in the earlier Euthyphro dialogue (Plato 1952), Socrates and the pretentious Euthyphro disagree on the nature of definition. In the end, Euthyphro trounces off in a huff because Socrates is able to demonstrate that Euthyphro’s views lead to absurd conclusions. For example, Socrates shows that if piety is defined as what is pleasing to the Gods, then Zeus’s various rapes would have to be defined as pious, since they are pleasing to at least one god, namely Zeus. But notice that Euthyphro’s very annoyance could not occur if Socrates and Euthyphro did not share some beliefs, one of these being that rape is not pious. Similarly, in even the most heated modern scientific intellectual conflicts, there is a common ground of agreement that is necessary for fruitful scientific discussion.
It is well known that there are forces that work against genuine scientific discussion. These forces used to be relatively explicit and extrinsic, and hence easier to identify. The politico-religious interests that worked against discussions concerning “terracentrism” in the case of Galileo and against discussions concerning the evolution of animals in the case of Darwin, constituted powerful forces. But at least these forces were identifiable as anti-scientific.
More recently, however, there seems to have emerged more implicit and intrinsic forces that work against the conflict-of-ideas approach among scientists. As I have argued in more detail elsewhere (Furedy 1987a,b), the North American external granting system with its peer-review method of continuing evaluation, complete with site visits, tends to stifle discussion in a number of subtle, but important, ways. Laboratories, to survive financially, become mission- rather than problem-oriented. Specialist conference symposia produce diplomatic interchanges among specialists who are more concerned with not offending each other in public than with addressing the various complex contradictions inherent in their work. And the impact of all this on the education of young researchers is considerable. They receive the implicit and, therefore, unexamined message that this is the proper way to do science (see also Furedy and Scher 1985).
The Pavlovian Society first attracted me because I noticed, and continued to notice, that at its conferences this sort of peer pressure to conform was absent. I think the main reason for this is that the members’ interests are so wide-ranging that specialists working within the same narrow field are unlikely to be referees of each other’s grant applications and site visitors to their laboratories. There is, therefore, more opportunity to focus on the complex problems that beset us all, without much fear that a criticism of a colleague may result in an unfavorable report on one’s next grant application. Not that there are no occasions when behind an apparently issue-oriented criticism there is some personal animosity. Past reinforcement history affects us all, and it is inevitable that in a relatively small society like ours, certain people have rubbed each other the wrong way from time to time. Nevertheless, compared to other scientific conferences that I have participated in North America, the Pavlovian Society enjoys an advantage in the degree to which there is genuine, issue-directed discussion. And I think that it was this sort of discussion that Horsley Gannt had in mind as an important goal in founding the Society in the 1950s. Since those days, the pressure to conform in specialist societies, has, in my view, increased the importance of this aspect of our Society.
In organizing this conference I have tried to provide conditions that further maximize the potential for discussion. So, for example, I asked moderators to ensure that enough time was left after each paper for discussion from the floor. And I required the provision of abstracts for each paper in advance because, in an epistemic organization the focus should be on what is to be said, rather than on who will be saying it: A title alone simply does not provide enough information about a paper’s content.
In general, then, I think that the Toronto conference, as well as the previous ones, have been quite successful in raising points of difference between participants. Our discussions, in this oral format, have continued in a way I think that Horsley intended. We should, however, be much less happy about the extent to which the conflict-of-ideas approach has been transferred to our written communications, as evidenced by papers in this journal. My own efforts in this regard have been singularly unsuccessful. After starting off a complementary section in Biological Psychology a few years ago, which has worked well (e.g., Collet 1989, Donchin 1989, Furedy and Riley 1989, Kok 1988, Martin and Levey 1989, Mackintosh 1988, Mocks 1989, Siddle, Bond and Packer 1988; Verleger 1988), I suggested to our editor that we try the same thing in our own journal. Notices of this new section have appeared consistently for over a year in the Pavlovian Journal of Biological Science, but to my surprise and chagrin, we got no takers, and recently I was forced to agree with Joe McGuigan that the project should, at least for now, be abandoned.
The story of the aborted Commentary section suggests to me that there is still considerable room for improvement in developing the conflict-of-ideas component of our Society, and although my 10-month presidential reign is over, I hope to continue to work along these lines on the executive committee. Let our discussions continue not only in oral but also in written form!
John J. Furedy
Department of Psychology
University of Toronto, Toronto, Canada
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