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ON SCHACHTER’S SOPHISTIC SENSE

OF SCIENTIFIC SIN
Stanley Schachter’s review (CP, 1978, 23, 4-5) pokes skillful fun at Theodore X. Barber’s book, Pitfalls in Human Research, on what Schachter titled “Sin and Error in Science,” but I suggest that the skill displayed is more Sophistic than Socratic. I agree with Schachter that “the business of the scientific enterprise” is “the dis​covery of something no one knew before” (p. 4), but in his denigration of the im​portance of determining whether the dis​covery is not only new but also true, Schachter seems to imply that for the terms discovery and new in the above definition, we can substitute the terms saying and said. The Sophists, being more skillful ideologists than Socrates, also worried more about whether something was originally or—to use a more modern term—“fruit​fully” put, than whether it was true; and it is the case that they rather than Socrates won the short-term political struggle that ensued. It may also be the case that “the scientific world in which we live” is “un​tidy” (p. 5) in the sense that many so-called scientists (even the most eminent) pay no attention to “nonreplications” and other valid criticisms of their “discoveries.” However, and I take this to be Barber’s main point, a community that ignores the problem of validating and seriously check​ing on its “discoveries” may continue, through political means, to be able to wear the   “scientific” mantle in some quarters, but eventually the facts will show that the emperor wears no clothes. This state of affairs, I suggest, is already emerging in a number of areas in psychology where “paradigms” change every year, and new​ness and ideology have replaced truth and investigation.
According to Schachter, the “scientific world” is “untidy . . . but so many people work on similar problems that over time, things do get sorted out” (p. 5). In my view, that “sorting out” will only be genu​ine if science’s critical feature—a genuine concern for the evidence—is retained, and books like Barber’s are treated seriously.
John J. Furedy University of Toronto
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Theodore Xenophon Barber
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Press, 1976. Pp. vi + 117. $6.95.

Reviewed by Stanley Schachter
Theodore Xenophon Barber is Director of Research at the Medfield Foundation and Chief Psychologist at Medfield (Mass.) State Hospital. A PhD of Ameri​can University, he is past President of the Massachusetts Psychological Association and of APA’s Division of Psycho​logical Hypnosis. Barber is editor of Ad​vances in Altered States of Consciousness and Human Potentialities, Vol. 1, and coauthor with N. P. Spanos and J. F. Chaves of Hypnosis, Imagination, and Human Potentialities.
Stanley Schachter is Robert Johnston Niven Professor of Social Psychology at Columbia University. A PhD of the Uni​versity of Michigan, he was a long-time member of the faculty of the Department of Psychology and the Laboratory of Re​search in Social Relations at the Univer​sity of Minnesota. Schachter has held Fulbright and Guggenheim fellowships and received the 1974 James McKeen Cat tell Award. He is a current CP Ad​visory Editor. Schachter*s books include Emotion, Obesity and Crime and Obese Humans and Rats (with Judith Rubin).
though my generation was raised on the story of the astronomer and the personal equation, it took Robert Rosenthal and Martin Orne to make us all really comfortable about the experi​menter’s impact on the outcome of a study. Theodore Barber, in this mono​graph, increases our discomfort by noting that the experimenter (the person who runs the study) may be the least of our problems and our real worry may very well be the investigator—the person who chooses the problem, designs the study, and analyzes and interprets the data. The investigator can affect the outcome of a study by poor design, by loose specifica​tion of procedure, by mindlessness or malice in the analysis of the data, and finally by outright fudging.
When we add to this catalog of the in​vestigator’s sins or “pitfalls,” as Barber calls them, the sins of the experimenter (failing to follow procedure, misrecording, fudging, and unintentionally influenc​ing the subjects), the possibilities of wit​tingly or unwittingly affecting the out​come of a study seem so formidable that I find myself both puzzled and chagrined by my rotten luck. Why on earth haven’t more of my studies worked out well?
Barber may have a partial answer. It has not been, it turns out, all that easy to demonstrate the “Experimenter Un​intentional Expectancy Effect” and, if Barber is correct, most experiments that have done so have succeeded only be​cause the investigators have succumbed to one or another of Barber’s Pitfalls, such as Pitfall IV—they have misanalyzed their data. I haven’t followed this controversy, but to the extent that Bar​ber is correct it would appear that we have more reason to worry about dishon​esty, stupidity, and incompetence than about demand characteristics or uninten​tional experimenter effects.
Since Barber’s treatment of experi​menter and investigator error is concise, readable, and eminently sensible, it seems ungracious not to be simply grateful for a good job, but I confess that I came away from this monograph with the un​easy conviction that this set of pitfalls or rules has almost nothing to do with what I, at least, consider the business of the scientific enterprise: the discovery of something no one knew before. In fact, such rules and restrictions, if taken seri​ously, could paralyze the enterprise.
The line between scientific knavery and scientific inspiration can be a line so fine that there may not be a major scientist who hasn’t been accused by someone of cheating. In his chapter on Pitfall V, the “Investigator Fudging Effect,” Barber brings up Newton, Dalton, and Mendel.
To this trio, he might well have added Copernicus, Galileo, Lavoisier and Millikan, all of whom at one time or another have been “debunked” (S. G. Brush. “Should the History of Science Be Rated X” Science, 1974, 183, 1164-1172). Of this notable group, I can comment only on Mendel. R. A. Fisher (“Has Mendel’s Work Been Rediscovered?,” Annals of Science, 1936, 1, 115-137) has made it clear that there is the same rea​son to be uncomfortable with the work of Gregor Mendel as we now are with the work of Cyril Burt. The data are too good—much too good. Though I’d like to believe that Mendel is not an example of fudging, there seems little doubt that he is an example of Pitfall IV, the “In​vestigator Data Analysis Effect/* and perhaps, as well a victim of Pitfalls IX and X, the “Experimenter Misrecording Effect” and the “Experimenter Fudging Effect,” for Fisher has suggested that “it remains a possibility among others that Mendel was deceived by some assistant who knew too well what was expected.”
what are we to make of all this? Did Mendel, Newton, and Dalton cheat? In the sense of the only real sci​entific sin—inventing or changing a num​ber—I doubt it. In the sense of “’brutalizing” nature to force the proof of what they were already damn sure was correct —unquestionably. In the sense of using “judgment” to decide which experiments to trust, which numbers to use. and which data to believe—almost certainly.
Proving something new can be incredi​bly difficult. It isn’t always so but it can involve an immense amount of fooling around, guesswork, luck, art, and artifice —and at some point probably involves the violation of most of the scientific canons that Barber, the philosophers of science, and the methodologists hold dear. It can be a process that in realization is probably better described by S. J. Perelman than by Alfred North Whitehead.
I suppose that each of us has a favorite story of Science as it really is. Mine is the one about the psychologist who, en​chanted by the ethologist’s findings on the breeding behavior of the stickleback, went into the stickleback business. After two year’s work he wrote to Tinbergen describing his efforts, in despair concluding, “Only 25% of my sticklebacks be​have the way you say they should; what am I doing wrong?” Tinbergen is re​ported to have flashed back a letter which, paraphrased, went, “Wrong! What are you doing right? Only 10% of mine behaved that way.” To add my own bit— for four successive summers, my wife has attempted to breed sticklebacks. If she chose to publish, her data would prove not only that Tinbergen was wrong but that sticklebacks do not breed.
what are we to make of this? Rationality virtually dictates the conclusion, “A very few sticklebacks behave the way Tinbergen says, and we don’t know very much about the breeding behavior of the stickleback.” I suspect, though, that most of us would agree to an alternative con​clusion: “Tinbergen probably has dis​covered the way that the stickleback breeds; we don’t yet know enough of the triggering conditions to be able reliably to reproduce the phenomenon in the lab​oratory.” Well, maybe. Seems sensible enough, but we’re certainly saying that some data are a lot better than other data and the criteria for deciding which data to prefer are, to put it mildly, capricious.
And that is the way it goes in real life. Some data are a lot better than other data—sometimes self-evidently so, more often for reasons that would leave Doctor Barber and most of the rest of us queasy. Like it or not, Science is a ca​pricious business. We always must decide if an experiment is an adequate test of a hypothesis, if a particular subject is an adequate preparation, if a particular test measures what we presume it measures, and so on. It would be lovely if the cri​teria for making such decisions were clear-cut and unequivocal, but they’re not.
That this cavalier view of the scientific process will lead to conflicting findings, weakly established results, and nonreplications seems likely. And in fact it has, for such is the scientific world in which we live. It’s an untidy world but so many people work on similar problems that over time, things do get sorted out. It’s a messy way to live but imagine the alternative scientific world without bene​fit of Mendel, Dalton, or Newton.
