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A letter that criticizes the politicization of psychological science by social activists

CANADIAN PSYCHOLOGISTS FOR SOCIAL RESPONSIBILITY

John J. Furedy

University of Toronto
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University of British Columbia

The report in Canadian Psychology from "Canadian Psychologists for Social Responsibility" (P.R. Johnson, October, 1984, pp. 336-337) requires comment.  First, we are amazed at the arrogance of the assumption that one political position is socially responsible, and all others presumably are irresponsible.  Almost everyone agrees that nuclear war must be avoided; the ways to that goal differ.  The history of nations that leave themselves defenceless hardly encourages CPSR's self-righteous attitude.  It is quite possible that, given the realities of the international situation, the more capable we are of defending ourselves by force the less likely it is that we will have to do so.  This, of course, is the whole point of the deterrence strategy, which, with all its problems, has worked quite well so far.  To label as socially irresponsible all of the people who are aware of these facts, or who for a variety of reasons may think that the current disarmament movement may be dangerous to the West, shows an astonishing degree of self-righteousness.  

    Aside from that, the annual report of the section in effect says that evidence is unnecessary as long as in our heart we know we're right.  Where have we heard this before?  Since P. Johnson appears to believe that data collection can exist only within the paradigms of the Journal of Experimental Psychology, let us reassure him and his colleagues that one can indeed collect data on attitudes and emotions.  The argument that data are superfluous because "we are surrounded by evidence of this overwhelming fear" is hardly the kind of reasoning one would expect from trained psychologists who are responsible and/or serious about their profession.

   Furthermore, the position attacked in the report is a straw man.  Who has denied that "people are afraid of a nuclear holocaust"?  Rather than attacking a claim that CPSR's critics have not made, its spokesman could try to deal seriously with the response made to another article emanating from this new section (O. Johnson, 1983).  That response (Furedy, 1983) questioned whether evidence exists to show that "allowing [unarmed] Cruise tests produces greater [emphasis in original] fear and anxiety in people than, say, the fear of being taken over by a totalitarian society which today houses (and tortures) political dissidents in psychiatric hospitals."  Propagandists may find it convenient to ignore the distinction between saying that a fear exists and the claim that that particular fear is "overwhelming"; but it cannot be ignored if one is trying to participate in serious discourse.

    If the denigration of the need for objective evidence, and the ignoring of basic distinctions, are characteristic of CPSR's approach, there seems to be no difference between them and any other political group.  In that case, the question naturally arises: Why should this political group constitute a section of CPA?
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RESPONSE

Peter R. Johnson, Past Chairperson,

Canadian Psychologists for Social Responsibility

Drs. Suedfeld and Furedy display sincere concern regarding the psychology of conflict escalation and resolution.  With due respect, I suggest that they join CPSR, where they will find a stimulating forum for further discussion of these issues.

 [SOME RESPONSE! -Peter S.]

Citation reference:

Furedy, J.J., & Suedfeld, P. (1985).  Canadian Psychologists for Social Responsibility.  Canadian Psychology, 26(3), 249-250.
