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PREFACE

Critical thinking skills are a significant component of a meaningful education,
and this book s specifically designed to stimulate critical thinking and initiate
lively and informed dialogue on psychological issues. In this book I present 36
selections, arranged in pro and con pairs, that address a total of 18 different
controversial issues in psychology. The opposing views demonstrate that
even experts can derive conflicting conclusions and opinions from the same
body of information.

A dialogue approach to learning is certainly not new. The ancient Greek
philosopher Socrates engaged in it with his students some 2,400 years ago.
His point-counterpoint procedure was termed a dialectic. Although Socrates
and his companions hoped eventually to know the “truth” by this method,
they did not see the dialectic as having a predetermined end. There were no
right answers to know or facts to memorize. The emphasis in this learning
method is on how to evaluate information—on developing reasoning skills.

It is in this dialectical spirit that Taking Sides: Clashing Views on Controversial
Psychological Issues was originally compiled, and it has guided me through
this 10th edition as well. To encourage and stimulate discussion and to focus
the debates in this volume, each issue is expressed in terms of a single question
and answered with two points of view. But certainly the reader should not
feel confined to adopt only one or the other of the positions presented. There
are positions that fall between the views expressed, or totally outside them,
and I encourage you to fashion your own conclusions.

Some of the questions raised in this volume go to the very heart of what
psychology as a discipline is all about and the methods and manner in which
psychologists work. Others address newly emerging concerns. In choosing
readings I was guided by the following criteria: the readings had tobe under-
standable to newcomers to psychology; they had to have academic substance;
and they had to express markedly different points of view.

Plan of the book Each issue in this volume has an issue introduction, which
defines each author’s position and sets the stage for debate. Also provided isa
set of point-counterpoint statements that pertain to the issue and that should
help to get the dialogue off the ground. Each issue concludes with challenge
questions to provoke further examination of the issue. The introduction and
challenge questions are designed to assist the reader in achieving a critical
and informed view onimportant psychological issues. At the back of the book
is a listing of all the contributors to this volume, which gives information on
the psychologists, psychiatrists, philosophers, professors, and social critics
whose views are debated here.
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In the interest of space, the reference lists of many of the original articles
have been omitted or severely curtailed. Although I welcome further schol-
arly investigations on these issues, I assume that readers who engage in such
investigation will want to look up the original articles (with the original ref-
erence lists) anyway. Furthermore, many of the articles have been heavily
edited.

Changes to this edition This edition represents a considerable revision.
There are 6 completely new issues: Is the Consumer Reports Conclusion That
“Psychotherapy Helps” Valid? (Issue 1); Classic Dialogue: Was Stanley Milgram’s
Study of Obedience Unethical? (Issue 2); Is There a Racial Difference in Intelli-
gence? (Issue 8); Is Schizophrenia a Biological Disorder? (Issue 10); Are There
Valid Psychological Reasons for Physician-Assisted Suicide? (Issue 11); and Are
Women Violent Toward Their Male Partners? (Issue 17). In addition, for the is-
sues on the origins of homosexuality (Issue 4) and prescription privileges for
psychologists (Issue 12), both the YES and NO readings have been replaced
to bring a fresh perspective to each debate. In all, there are 16 new selections.
The issues that were dropped from the previous edition were done so on
the recommendation of professors who let me know what worked and what
could be improved.

A word to the instructor  An Instructor’s Manual With Test Questions (multi-
ple-choice and essay) is available through the publisher for the instructor us-
ing Tuking Sides in the classroom. A general guidebook, Using Taking Sides in the
Classroom, which discusses methods and techniques for integrating the pro-
con approach into any classroom setting, is also available. An online version
of Using Taking Sides in the Classroom and a correspondence service for Taking
Sides adopters can be found at www.cybsol.com/usingtakingsides/.
For students, we offer a field guide to analyzing argumentative essays, An-
alyzing Controversy: An Introductory Guide, with exercises and techniques to
help them to decipher genuine controversies.

Taking Sides: Clashing Views on Controversial Psychological Issues is only one
title in the Taking Sides series. If you are interested in seeing the table of
contents for any of the other titles, please visit the Taking Sides Web site at
http://www.dushkin.com/takingsides/.
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INTRODUCTION

Unresolved Issues in Psychology

Brent Slife
Stephen C. Yanchar

Eminent psychologist Edward Bradford Titchener (1867-1927) once stated
that although psychology has a short history, it has a long past. He meant
that even though the science of psychology is of relatively recent origin, the
subject matter of psychology extends back to ancient history. Unfortunately,
this dual history—the short and the long—is rarely treated in psychology
texts; most texts focus almost exclusively on the shorter history. This shorter
history is thought to be guided by the scientific method, so texts are generally
filled with the scientific facts of the discipline. However, we cannot fully
understand psychology without also understanding its longer intellectual
history, a history of age-old questions that have recently been addressed
by science but rarely been completely answered. Some history texts portray
this longer intellectual history, but they do not deal with its contemporary
implications. Taking Sides: Clashing Views on Controversial Psychological Issues
is dedicated to the unresolved issues that still plague psychologists from this
longer history.

WHY ARE THERE UNRESOLVED ISSUES?

The subject matter of psychology is somewhat different from the subject
matter of the natural sciences. In fact, psychology has been termed a “soft”
science because it deals with neither the “hard” world of observable entities
and physical elements—Ilike zoology, biology, physiology, and chemistry—
nor the rigorous computational analyses of mathematics, physics, and astron-
omy. These hard sciences are disciplines in which the crucial questions can
usually be answered through scientific observation and experimentation.

Psychologists, on the other hand, deal with the warm, “soft” world of
human beings—the thoughts, attitudes, emotions, and behaviors of people
interacting with other people. Psychologists are therefore concerned with
many of the philosophical questions that seem so central and unique to
humanity. These questions have no quick and simple answers. Indeed, these
questions have occupied thinkers—scientists and philosophers alike—since
at least the time of the ancient Greeks.

For example, psychologists regularly deal with the topic of mind and mat-
ter, or what is sometimes referred to as the mind-body problem. The mind-
body problem essentially asks, Does the mind (which is often viewed as
not being entirely composed of matter) control the body (which is entirely
composed of matter), or does the brain control the mind? Yet the essence of

xiv
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what we mean by the mind-body problem has been a topic of debate since at
least the time of the Greek philosopher Aristotle (Robinson, 1989). Aristotle
(384-322B.C.) believed that the human mind had to be distinct from the crude
matter of the human body. While the human body would eventually die and
decay, the human mind (or soul) was imperishable. Aristotle accounted for
much of human psychology on biological grounds (i.e., in terms of matter),
but he still considered the higher rational activities of a human to be aspects
of a mind that are independent of the body (Robinson, 1986). However, what
is left out of his and other accounts is a precise explanation of how mind
and body are connected. That is, if we assume that the mind is not com-
posed of matter and is thus intangible, then how can it connect or interact
with something material and tangible like the body? If, on the other hand,
we decide that the mind is tangible and material, then we inherit a host of
other problems associated with reductionism (see Slife & Williams, 1995, for
details).

The point is that these and other such questions may notbe resolved merely
through scientific observation and experimentation. Scientific method is help-
ful for answering certain empirical questions, but its benefits are limited for
many philosophical questions. And, for better or worse, psychology is in-
fused with philosophical questions as well as empirical questions. There are
basically two reasons for this infusion: the complexity of psychology’s subject
matter and the methods that psychologists use to study their subject matter.

Human beings—the primary subject matter of psychology—appear to op-
erate with wills of their own within a hopelessly complex network of situa-
tions and relationships. This, it would seem, hinders the ability of scientists
to attain the kind of certainty with people that they can attain with inani-
mate objects. Perhaps more important, it is difficult to know why people act
in a particular manner because we cannot directly observe their intentions,
thoughts, and desires. Thus, there are some aspects of human beings that
elude the traditional methods of natural science.

The scientific method itself provides no irrefutable verification of an expla-
nation. This is because data alone do not provide answers. Scientists some-
times talk as if the data from their experiments “tell” them what to believe or
“give” them results, but this is somewhat misleading. Data are meaningless
until they have been interpreted by the scientist (Slife & Williams, 1995). That
is, scientists have a lot to do with their findings. Because there are a number
of possible interpreters, there are, in principle, a number of possible inter-
pretations. As some of the issues in this volume show, results that seem to
supply indubitable proof for one interpreter might appear quite dubious to
another. The reason for this is that the scientific method is set up in a manner
that requires interpretation. As many who have studied this method have
noted (e.g., Popper, 1959; Rychlak, 1988), the scientific method basically takes
the form of a logical if-then statement: If my theory is correct, then my data
will come out as I predict. However, problems can occur when we use this
logic inappropriately. What if we know, for example, that we have the “then”
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portion of our statement, that the data did come out as I predicted? Do we
then know that my theory is correct? Of course we cannot know this, because
there can be an alternative theory (or many alternatives) that could explain
the same data.

Unfortunately, however, this is the way in which science is conducted. We
do not know the “if” portion of our logical statement—that my theory is
correct; we can only know the “then” portion—that my data came out as I
predicted. And our knowledge of our data cannot tell us that our theory is
correct. All we can ever do is interpret what our data mean because our data
can always mean something else.!

So, as a little logic has shown, data from human subjects can always be in-
terpreted in different ways. In fact, because of these possible interpretations,
there can never be a final and definitive experiment to determine what is re-
ally true about human beings (Slife & Williams, 1995). This is what scientists
mean when they say that they cannot prove a theory but can only support it.
Unfortunately, this simple distinction leaves many important questions unre-
solved, such as the mind-body problem. Still, this lack of resolution does not
mean that scientists can ignore these issues. Just because certain issues are
not amenable to scientific methods does not mean they go away. The issue
of whether or not the mind controls matter, for example, is vital to cancer
patients who wonder whether or not positive mental attitudes will alter the
course of their disease. Such issues require exploration and debate regardless
of the state of scientific knowledge. Whatever scientific information is avail-
able is important, and the lack of a complete scientific answer cannot prevent
us from debating what information we do have, particularly when we may
never get a complete scientific answer.

A DIALECTICAL APPROACH

This volume introduces some of the most important contemporary debates
in psychology as well as some classical issues that remain unresolved. As
mentioned, this volume is different from texts that focus exclusively on what
is known scientifically. Most texts with an exclusive scientific focus adopt a
“banking conception” of education.

The banking conception of education assumes that students are essentially
“banks” in which scientific facts are “deposited.” Because psychology is con~
sidered a science, there are presumably many scientific psychological facts,
derived from experiments, that need to be deposited in students’ minds.
The banking conception makes teachers and textbooks fact distributors or
information transmitters. Lectures are monologues through which the facts
of experiments or the findings of method are distributed and transmitted into
the mental “banks” of students. At test time, then, teachers make information
“withdrawals” to discern how well students have maintained the deposits of
educational currency referred to as knowledge.
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Since the time of the Greek philosopher Socrates (470-399 B.C.), the bank-
ing conception of education has not been considered effective for learning
about unresolved conceptual issues. One reason for this is that nestled within
the banking conception lies the assumption that knowledge is above rea-
sonable criticism and that the facts of a scholarly discipline are approxima-
tions of truth—distilled and ready for distribution to students. This is the
notion of education that considers knowledge to be strictly objective. Stu-
dents are thought to acquire a clear and objective picture of reality—the way
things really are. As we have observed, however, it is questionable whether
teachers of the “soft” sciences have access to clear and objective facts only.
In many cases, the “facts” are not so clear and objective but rather puz-
zling and debatable. Indeed, interpretations of data are always debatable, in
principle.

An alternative to the banking tradition of education is the dialectical tra-
dition of education. In this tradition, there can be no meaning (and thus no
knowledge) without opposition. For example, there is no way to understand
what “beauty” or “upness” means without implicitly understanding what
“ugliness” or “downness” is, respectively. To judge the beauty of a work of
art, one must have some notion of the contrast to beauty. In other words,
opposing notions only make sense when considered at the same time, one
complementing the other and together forming a complete concept. In this
Greek conception of the dialectic, there are no quick and easy answers to
difficult questions, and there are few incontestable facts to present. Instead,
there are at least two sides to every issue.

Socrates taught his students that we may begin in error or falsity, but we
will eventually arrive at truth if we continue our dialectical conversation.
This is because truth, for Socrates, involves uncovering what is already there.
Because all conceptions—true or false—supposedly have their dialectical
complements implicit within them, truth is itself already implicit and waiting
to be revealed. Truth, then, according to Socrates, is uncovered by a rational
analysis of the relevant (and perhaps even false) ideas and arguments already
under discussion.

The discipline of psychology is often considered to be dialectical, at least
in part. Any student who has studied the many different theories of human
behavior (e.g., humanism, behaviorism, psychoanalysis) can attest to this.
Psychology frequently consists of two or more voices on the same psycholog-
ical issue. Consequently, many of the ideas of psychology develop through
conversation that takes place among psychologists or among the students
of psychology. Although this is understandable when we consider the com-
plexity of psychology’s subject matter, it can create problems for the banking
approach to education. What can be deposited in a mental bank when two or
more voices are possible and the conversation among the voices is ongoing?
Some information distribution is certainly important. However, information
distribution alone cannot capture this type of knowledge in the discipline,
because that knowledge is dialectical in nature.
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BENEFITS OF A DIALECTICAL APPROACH

The dialectical approach is the focus of this volume: Psychological issues
are presented in true dialectical fashion, with two distinct sides. Students
are asked to familiarize themselves with both sides of an issue, look at the
supporting evidence on both sides, and engage in constructive conversation
about possible resolutions. This approach to education requires students to
take an active role in making sense of the issues. In so doing, students benefit
in several ways.

First, students come to a richer understanding of the subject matter of
psychologists. It is important to understand that there is a dialectical, or
humanities, side of psychology as well as an informational, or scientific, side
of psychology. As necessary as data may be, there will always be a human
interpreter of the data that will never permit psychology to dispense with
humanities entirely.

Second, students develop a healthy respect for both sides of a debate. There
is a natural tendency to underestimate reasonable arguments on one side or
the other of a debate. Often, of course, the side one favors is the “most rea-
sonable.” Without exception, the issues in this book have reasonable people
and reasonable arguments on both sides. That is, these issues are issues in
psychology precisely because they have reasonable arguments and evidence
on either side. This is not to say that both sides are correct (although this
too is possible). It is to say, rather, that a proper appreciation of both sides
is necessary to understanding what is at issue and thus to begin to find a
resolution.

A third benefit of this dialectical approach is that students better under-
stand the nature of psychological knowledge in general. Although contempo-
rary psychologists have taken up the scientific challenge of exploring behav-
ior and mind, many questions are still far from being answered. Psychology’s
parent, like all sciences, is philosophy. Hence, philosophical (or theoretical)
issues always lurk behind the activities of psychologists. Issues such as mind
versus body, free will versus determinism, nature versus nurture, and the
philosophy of science are both philosophical and psychological questions.
Students will necessarily have to entertain and explicate these types of issues
as they learn about and advance the discipline.

Fourth, students become more aware of alternative views on controversial
psychological issues. People often do not even realize that there is another
point of view to an issue or evidence to the contrary. This realization, however,
can help students to be more cautious in their knowledge. As the dialectician
Socrates once noted, this caution is sometimes the first step toward true
wisdom—knowing what it is that you don’t know.

Finally, the dialectical approach promotes critical thinking skills. As au-
thorities on critical thinking have noted (e.g., Brookfield, 1987), thinking
skills require an awareness of what one does believe and a knowledge of
alternatives regarding what one could believe. Taking Sides: Clashing Views on



Slife and Yanchar/ xix

Controversial Psychological Issues provides both elements. Finely honed critical
skills give students a better position from which to examine the psychological
literature critically and to select or develop their own positions on important
psychological issues.

NOTES

1. Unfortunately, falsifying the consequent—the “then” portion of our logical statement—
does not prevent us from needing to interpret either, as Slife and Williams (1995) have shown.
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