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General and Theoretical Issues:
Etiology, Treatment, and Classification

Articles from Current Directions in Psychological Science are perfect original
source supplements for Abnormal Psychology—accessible, current, and theoretically
rich overviews written by leading experts in the field. The supplementary readings are
especially useful for the first section of the course, which deals with broad conceptual
issues including etiology, treatment, and psychological assessment. These topics are
basic to abnormal psychology—and are revisited within the context of specific disor-
ders throughout the course, but at first encounter students can find the topics to be
difficult, abstract, and perhaps even seemingly irrelevant to the topic at hand, abnor-
mal behavior. The readings we have selected from Current Directions go a long way to-
ward engaging students in the relevance of the course material by exploring “hot top-
ics” in more depth while complementing the broader message of conceptual material
covered in the text.

In Psychology and Neuroscience: Making Peace, Gregory A. Miller and Jennifer
Keller thoughtfully address one of the basic misunderstandings in psychology : reduc-
tionism and the lingering dualism in thinking about mind (psychology) and body ( bi-
ology). They strongly reinforce the message that psychological experiences cannot be
reduced to biological, for example by critiquing the common misconception that de-
pression is now known to be nothing more than a “chemical imbalance” in the brain
(p.- 214). These scholars argue for viewing biology and psychology not as competing
explanations but in terms of systems theory, that is, as explanations offered at differ-
ent levels of analysis. Their thoughtful consideration of various misunderstandings of
neuroscience as somehow being more “basic” than psychology will help students to

grasp the problems with a reductionist view of abnormal behavior, an inaccurate posi-
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tion that unfortunately often is embraced by the popular media.

In the next article, Frans de Waal, a noted primate researcher who has published
a number of superb, popular books on primate behavior, discusses one of the hottest
of hot topics: evolutionary psychology. Skeptics should note that his article, Evolu-
tionary Psychology : The Wheat and the Chaff, is more of a critique of simplistic evolu-
tionary explanations than a polemic about the value of the evolutionary approach. The
value of an evolutionary perspective is a given to Frans B. M. de Waal, as is a sys-
tems conceptualization, but his article challenges students with incisive questions a-
bout specific areas where weak evolutionary explanations have been offered , for exam-
ple, the purported adaptive value of rape.

Eric Turkheimer is another friendly critic of hiological theorizing. Like Frans B.
M. de Waal, in Three Laws of Behavior Genetics and What They Mean, Turkheimer
assumes that major genetic influences on normal and abnormal behavior are a given.
In fact, his first law of behavior genetics is that all human behavioral traits are herita-
ble. In Turkheimer’s view, the question for the genetic side of the gene-environment
debate is no longer whether genes affect behavior but how—and he suggesls that cur-
rent behavior genetic explanations offer little guidance about how genes affect complex
social behavior. In addition, this article raises the very important issue of shared and
nonshared environmental influences on normal and abnormal behavior, and the diffi-
culty in specifying causes if the environment affects different people in unique ways.

The much-debated issue of whether behavior is situation specific or consistent
across time and situations is discussed by one of the leading theorists in the field,
Walter Mischel and his colleagues Yuichi Shoda and Rodolfo Mendoza-Denton. In
their article, Situation-Behavior Profiles as a Locus of Consistency in Personality , these
authors take students through a brief and very clear history of the debate. They argue
that the debate has been misguided in various respects and present new data sugges-
ting that consistency in behavior may be found in how some individuals respond to
similar situations.

The final two articles in this first section deal with treatment, a topic that usually
is more accessible to students and of considerable interest to them. Avraham Kluger
and Angelo DeNisi review the positive—and negative—effects of feedback interven-

tions, treatments where information is provided on performance in order to enhance it.
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In their article, Feedback Interventions; Toward the Understanding of a Double-Edged
Sword , these authors note that feedback is almost as likely to produce negative as pos-
itive results. They explain this pattern in terms of the ( mis) allocation of attention,
and suggest clear goal setting is the solution to producing consistently positive gains.
Finally, C. Barr Taylor and Kristine Luce provide a highly accessible overview of vari-
ous attempts to use the computer as an assessment and treatment tool. Students surely
will be fascinated by the innovations these authors highlight in Computer-and Internet-
Based Psychotherapy Interventions, and students hopefully both will be cautioned and
challenged by the scientists’ call for more research on the effectiveness of these techno-

logically-based treatments.
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Psychology and Neuroscience: Making Peace
Gregory A. Miller' and Jennifer Keller
Department of Psychology, University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, Champaign, Illinois

Abstract

There has been no historically stable consensus about the relationship between psychological
and biological concepts and data. A naively reductionist view of this relationship is prevalent in
psychology, medicine, and basic and clinical neuroscience. This view undermines the ability of
psychology and related sciences to achieve their individual and combined potential. A nondualistic,
nonreductionist, noninteractive perspective is recommended, with psychological and biological con-

cepts both having central, distinct roles.

Keywords
psychology ; biology ; neuroscience; psychopathology

With the Decade of the Brain just ended, it is useful to consider the impact that
it has had on psychological research and what should come next. Impressive progress
occurred on many fronts, including methodologies used to understand the brain events
associated with psychological functions. However, much controversy remains about
where biological phenomena fit into psychological science and vice versa. This contro-
versy is especially pronounced in research on psychopathology , a field in which ambi-
tious claims on behalf of narrowly conceived psychological or biological factors often a-
rise, but this fundamental issue applies to the full range of psychological research.
Unfortunately, the Decade of the Brain has fostered a naively reductionist view that
sets biology and psychology at odds and often casts psychological events as unimpor-
tant epiphenomena. We and other researchers have been developing a proposal that
rejects this view and provides a different perspective on the relationship between biolo-

gy and psychology.

A FAILURE OF REDUCTIONISM

A term defined in one domain is characterized as reduced to terms in another do-
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main ( called the reduction science) when all meaning in the former is captured in the
latter. The reduced term thus becomes unnecessary. 1If, for example, the meaning of
the (traditionally psychological) term “fear” is entirely representable in language a-
bout a brain region called the amygdala, one does not need the ( psychological) term
“fear,” or one can redefine “fear” to refer merely to a particular biological phenome-
non.

Impressive progress in the characterization of neural circuits typically active in
( psychologically defined) fear does not justify dismissing the concept or altering the
meaning of the term. The phenomena that “fear” typically refers to include a function-
al state (a way of being or being prepared to act) , a cognitive processing bias, and a
variety of judgments and associations all of which are conceived psychologically ( Mill-
er & Kozak, 1993). Because “fear” means more than a given type of neural activity,
the concept of fear is not reducible to neural activity. Researchers are learning a great
deal about the biology of fear—and the psychology of fear—from studies of the amyg-
dala (e.g., Lang, Davis, & Ohman, in press), but this does not mean that fear is
activity in the amygdala. That is simply not the meaning of the term. “Fear” is not
reducible to biology.

This logical fact is widely misunderstood as evidenced in phrases such as “under-
lying brain dysfunction” or “neurochemical basis of psychopathology”. Most remark-
ably, major portions of the federal research establishment have recently adopted a dis-
tinctly nonmental notion of mental health, referring to “the biobehavioral factors which
may underly [ sic ] mood states” ( National Institute of Mental Health, 1999). Simi-
larly, a plan to reorganize grant review committees reflects “the context of the biologi-
cal question that is being investigated” ( National Institutes of Health, 1999, p. 2).
Mental health researchers motivated by psychological or sociological questions appar-
ently should take their applications elsewhere.

More subtly problematic than such naive reductionism are terms, such as “biobe-
havioral marker” or “neurocognitive measure,” that appear to cross the boundary be-
tween psychological and biological domains. It is not at all apparent what meaning the
“bio” or “neuro” prefix adds in these terms, as typically the data referred to are be-
havioral. Under the political pressures of the Decade of the Brain, psychologists were

tempted to repackage their phenomena to sound biological , but the relationship of psy-
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chology and biology cannot be addressed by confusing them.

WHOSE WORK IS MORE FUNDAMENTAL?

Such phrases often appear in contexts that assume that biological phenomena are
somehow more fundamental than psychological phenomena. Statements that psycholog-
ical events are nothing more than brain events are clearly logical errors ( see the exten-
sive analysis by Marr, 1982). More cautious statements, such as that psychological
events “reflect” or “arise from” brain events, are at best incomplete in what they
convey about the relationship between psychology and biology. It is not a property of
biological data that they “underlie” psychological data. A given theory may explicitly
propose such a relationship, but it must be treated as a proposal, not as a fact about
the data. Biological data provide valuable information that may not be obtainable with
self-report or overt behavioral measures, but biological information is not inherently
more fundamental, more accurate, more representative, or even more objective.

The converse problem also arises—psychology allegedly “underlying” or being
more fundamental than biology. There is a long tradition of ignoring biological phe-
nomena in clinical psychology. As Zuckerman (1999) noted, “One thing that both
behavioral and post-Freudian psychoanalytic theories had in common was the convic-
tion that learning and life experiences alone could account for all disorders” ( p.
413). In those traditions, it is psychology that “underlies” biology, not the con-
verse. Biology is seen as merely the implementation of psychology, and psychology is
where the intellectually interesting action is. Cognitive theory can thus evolve without
the discipline of biological plausibility. As suggested at the midpoint of the Decade of
the Brain (Miller, 1995), such a view would justify a Decade of Cognition.

Such a one-sided emphasis would once again be misguided. Anderson and Scott
(1999) expressed concern that “the majority of research in the health sciences occurs
within a single level of analysis, closely tied to specific disciplines” (p. 5), with
most psychologists studying phenomena only in terms of behavior. We advocate not
that every study employ both psychological and biological methods, but that research-
ers not ignore or dismiss relevant literatures, particularly in the conceptualization of
their research.

Psychological and biological approaches offer distinct types of data of potentially
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