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Skinnerian Metaphysics and the Problem of Operationism 

Owen J. Flanagan, Jr. 

Wellesley College 

1. Operationism and Incompleteness. 
The most common charge leveled against b.F. Skinner's radical behaviorism is 

that it is unable to talk about private events.1 The claim is that the theory epistemo 

logically bites its own tongue. The charge is normally made by insisting that Skinner 

is an operationist, a variety of methodological behaviorist, whose theoretical lan 

guage is expressively incomplete.2 Expressive incompleteness, it is argued, necessi 

tates explanatory incompleteness and vitiates Skinner's claims that radical behav 

iorism can offer a full account of behavior.3 Even his more sympathetic 

philosophical critics, Michael Scriven4 and Michael Martin,5 hesitantly view 

Skinner as an operationist. Martin, in fact, in a recent paper, has concluded that 

"Skinner is in general an explanatory methodological behaviorist."6 The purpose of 

this paper is to shed some historical light on the issue and by so doing to show first 

that Skinner is not an operationist in the canonical sense of the term; and secondly 
to show, contra Martin, that Skinner's behaviorism is not methodologically, but 

*My thanks to W.F. Day, Jr. and the referees of this journal for their very helpful criticisms of an 

earlier version of this paper. 

'Skinner cites the accusation that radical behaviorism cannot account for purposeful behavior as 

the most common one in About Behaviorism {New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1974), p. 55. Of course, this 

accusation is usually made by insisting that the language of radical behaviorism lacks names for the 

private events which are said to cause purposeful actions, e.g., "intentions," "motives/' See, e.g., 
Charles Taylor, The Explanation of Behavior (Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1964). 

2"Expressive completeness" is a logical notion which refers to the property of a language having a 

sufficient vocabulary to talk about all the things in its domain of inquiry. 
3See Skinner, "Sketch for an Autobiography," unpublished version, p. 14, revised version in 

Festschrift for B.F. Skinner, ed. P.B. Dews (New York: Appleton-Century-Crofts, 1970). Here 

Skinner expresses his confidence that radical behaviorism can eventually offer a complete account of 

human behavior. 

4Michael Scriven, "A Study of Radical Behaviorism," Minnesota Studies in Philosophy of 

Science, ed. H. Feigl et al., Vol. 1 (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1956), pp. 88-130. 

5Michael Martin, "An Examination of the Operationalist's Critique of Psychoanalysis," Theory 
and Method, VIII (1969), pp. 65-86. 

6Michael Martin, "Interpreting Skinner," Behaviorism, 6, 1978, p. 136. Of course, one can be a 

methodological behaviorist without being an operationist but all operationists are methodological 
behaviorists. 
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rather is ontologically or metaphysically, motivated. That is, it is motivated primar 

ily by theses about what there is and the way it is, and not by any theses about the 

way psychologists should use their language except insofar as such epistemological 
claims follow secondarily from the metaphysic. 

The crux of my argument is that Skinner has contributed significantly to the 

persistence of this controversy and to the confusion expressed in the work of both 

his critics and supporters by construing operationism to involve, at least in part, 

holding a materialistic monistic position on the mind-body problem. Such a con 

strual is not the classical one. Paradoxically, however, this unusual interpretation 
saves the theory from the charge of being operationistic in the sense which makes 

the incompleteness charge valid. It is Skinner's unique interpretation of operation 
ism which ultimately allows him to escape genuine operationism and analyze, as he 

puts it "the organism from within."7 A careful reading of the Skinnerian corpus and 

attention to the history of operationism will enable us to put the issue to rest once 

and for all. 

2. Operationism and "The Behavior of Organisms. 
" 

First a disclaimer. Ido not intend to defend Skinner from the charge that he was 

an operationist in 1938 when he wrote The Behavior of Organisms. Operationism 
was very much in vogue then. Percy Bridgman had published his operationist 
manifesto, The Logic of Modern Physics, just nine years earlier. According to 

Bridgman's theory of scientific sense and nonsense the meaning of a scientific 

concept "involves as much and nothing more than the sets of operations by which 
. . . (i)t is determined . . . (i)t is synonymous with the corresponding set of opera 
tions."8 Following Bridgman, scientists, from a variety of disciplines, sought to 

maximize meaningfulness by maximizing the number of scientific terms which were 

introduced by conspicuous defining operations, Skinner's fellow graduate student 

S.S. Stevens and their teacher E.G. Boring among them.9 

In his first book, The Behavior of Organisms, therefore, Skinner writes as a 

classical operationist. He specifies that the subject matter of his science is "behav 

ior. ""Behavior" is defined as "what an organism is doing or more accurately what it 

is observed by another organism to be doing. 
"10 And behavior, we are told, "is only 

part of the total activity of an organism . . . the phenomena of behavior are held 

together by a common conspicuousness."11 Skinner insists that this characteriza 

tion of his subject matter requires rejection of psychological terms which purport to 

have meaning "beyond immediate observations."12 

On this account terms referring to private, inconspicuous events qua private 

7Skinner, "The Operational Analysis of Psychological Terms," ( 1945) in Cumulative Record: A 

Selection of Papers. 3rd ed. (New York: Appleton-Century-Crofts, 1972), p. 384. 

8Percy Bridgman, The Logic of Modern Physics (New York: MacMillan Company, 1927), p. 5. 

9See S.S. Stevens, "The Operational Definitions of Psychological Concepts," Psychological 
Review, XLII (1935), pp. 517-527. 

10Skinner, The Behavior of Organisms (New York: Appleton-Century-Crofts, 1938), p. 6, my 
italics. 

uIbid., my italics. 

nIbid., p. 7. 
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events cannot appear in a behavioral lexicon, simply because on this account terms 

have scientific meaning only to the extent that their defining operations are public 
and conspicuous. Such incompleteness, of course, is the price some psychologists 
have been willing to pay in order to stay on epistemological terra firma.13 Except for 

the anomalous case of his first book, however, Skinner is not one of them. Skinner's 

operationism of 1938 notwithstanding, he has not been a classical operationist since 

at least the 1945 paper, "The Operational Analysis of Psychological Terms."14 

It might seem more plausible to claim that Skinner shifted his position between 

1945 and 1964, since in this 1945 paper, with the inauspicious title, he states that 

... at that time ? 1930 ? I could regard an operational analysis of a 

psychological term as a mere exercise in scientific method. . . (I)n spite of 

the present symposium, I am of this opinion still.15 

Two decades later, however, while speaking of the lack of success of operationism in 

physics, he insists that "Applied to psychological problems operationism has been 
no more successful."16 His own seemingly unambiguous statement to the contrary 

notwithstanding, however, Skinner was not a genuine operationist even in 1945. 

The confusion (both his and ours) rested on his unusual interpretation of operation 
ism as in part an ontological position and not merely as an epistemological one. 

3. Operationism: An Ontological or Epistemological Issue. 

The operationist movement shared a probl?matique with the logical positivist 
movement which grew out of Vienna in the 1920s. As Carl Hempel says, 

Operationism in its fundamental tenets is closely akin to logical empiricism. 
Both schools of thought have put much emphasis on definite experiential 

meaning or import as a necessary condition of objectively significant dis 

course, and both have made strong efforts to establish explicit criterions of 

experiential significance. But logical empiricism has treated experiential 

import as a characteristic of statements ? 
namely, as their susceptibility 

to test by experiment or observation ? whereas operationism has tended 

to construe experiential meaning as a characteristic of concepts or the 

terms representing them ? namely, their susceptibility to operational 
definitions.17 

I3S.S. Stevens and E.G. Boring, for example. 

14Actually there is some evidence that Skinner's 1945 views on operationism were developing as far 

back as the early 1930s and thus that the stringent classical operationism of the 1938 book may be 

atypical. See B.F. Skinner, The Shaping of a Behaviorist (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1979), p. 119, 
where he quotes his own never published Sketch for an Epistemology, circa 1932, 

The psychologist does not confine himself to words simply as behavior but deals extensively 
with their referents ? in particular such so-called subjective referents as sensations, mean 

ings, stirrings, emotions, and so on. He goes beyond his immediate observations by including 
in his experimental results the meanings that these words have for him. . . . 

l5Skinner, "The Operational Analysis of Psychological Terms" ( 1945), p. 381, my italics. 

l6Skinner, "Behaviorism at 50" (1964) in Contingencies of Reinforcement, 3rd ed. (New York: 

Appleton-Century-Crofts, 1972), p. 226. 

,7C. Hempel, "Operationism, Observation, and Theoretical Terms" in A. Danto and S. Morgen 
besser, eds. Philosophy of Science (Cleveland: Meridian Books, 1960), p. 101, my italics. 
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Both logical positivism and operationism were attempts to bring the language of 

science into contact with experience; the first attempting to negotiate this contact at 

the level of a sentence; the second at the level of a term. In both cases, achieving 
contact implied showing meaningfulness. 

Nonetheless there are two important differences between the two schools which 

need emphasizing for our purposes. First of all, the positivists characterized senten 

tial meaningfulness in terms of potential testability. The operationists characterized 

the meaningfulness of a concept in terms of whether or not there was an actual 

operational definition of the term. Let us call this last requirement (OD): 

(OD): A term X can belong to the extralogical vocabulary of a scientific 

language iff there is an operational definition of X. For the positivists, a 

sentence was scientifically respectable if there was a potential test which was 

relevant to establishing its truth or falsity; for the operationists, a term was 

scientifically respectable to the extent that it satisfied (OD). And clearly the 

question of whether or not an actual operational definition exists for a term 

is easier to decide than whether or not a sentence is potentially testable. 

The second difference follows from the first. Both schools offer a criterion of 

meaning which is meant to put the language of science on firm epistemological 
foundations. However, the positivisti criterion forces one further foundations 

question which the operationist's criterion does not. Namely, how do we know if a 

sentence which is not presently testable is potentially testable or testable in principle 
rather than merely untestable and therefore meaningless? To answer this question 
the positivists undergirded their epistemological principle with a metaphysical 
thesis (which, as is pointed out "ad nauseum" in the literature, is surprising since 

they were out to eliminate metaphysics). The operationists, because of the basic 

clarity of their criterion, were able to avoid entering the metaphysical arena.18 

What the positivists did was this (I follow Rudolf Carnap here): They suggested 
that there was one universal language into which every meaningful sentence could 

be translated. This doctrine was "a subthesis of the general thesis of physicalism to 

the effect that physical language is a universal language, that is a language into 

which every sentence can be translated."19 Physicalism as a linguistic thesis, of 

course, is supported by a metaphysical thesis which asserts that what there is and all 

there is is physical stuff. 

The intimate logical relation between the linguistic and metaphysical theses 

allowed Carnap to insist that physicalism implies that "there are no fundamentally 
diverse object domains ... no gulf for example, between natural (scientific) and 

18This ametaphysical quality of classical operationism implies nothing about its adequacy. In fact, 
the program had been barely articulated by Bridgman when it was shown that disposition terms, 

"magnetic," "soluble,""recessive trait" and the like could not be given operational definitions. So for 

all its clarity the operationist program flirted with incompleteness from the start. 

I9R. Carnap, "Psychology in a Physical Language" (1931) in Logical Positivism, ed. A.J. Ayer. 

(Glencoe, Illinois: The Free Press, 1959), p. 165. 
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psychological sentences."20 The idea was that all meaningful psychological sen 

tences could (potentially) be translated "without loss of content" into the physical 

language since they were all about physical stuff. This idea in turn was supported by 
a corollary of the thesis of physicalism, logical behaviorism. Logical behaviorism is 

the thesis that all meaningful psychological sentences concern the bodily condition 

and / or behavior of the organism under study. Carnap argued that "every sentence 

of the protocol language of some specific person is inter-translatable with some 

sentence of physical language, namely, with a sentence about the physical state of 

the person in question."21 

With respect to the problem with the terms "potentially testable" which appear 
in the positivisti criterion of meaning the metaphysical thesis of physicalism helps 
solve the difficulty by the simple fiat that any sentence about physical stuff is either 

testable or testable in principle. Thus, for example, sentences about "states of 

excitement" or "anxiety" are meaningful because they are potentially testable, 

waiting only for (ex metaphysicalhypothesi) certain advances in physiology and/ or 

neurology. 

The point to be made for now is this: Whereas the positivists an(?? the operation 
ists both propose epistemological criteria of meaning, the positivists' criterion is 

metaphysically loaded whereas the operationists'criterion is pretty much exclusive 

ly epistemological. Skinner often writes as if taking the ontological position that 

"all is physical" is a necessary condition, sometimes even as if it is a sufficient 

condition, of operationism. But given the foregoing analysis it is clear that such a 

tactic has nothing essential to do with the operationists' program.221 will focus on 

Skinner's 1945 paper "The Operational Analysis of Psychological Terms" to make 

this point. 

4. (tThe Operational Analysis of Psychological Terms. 
" 

This paper is confusing. On the one hand we find Skinner saying such things as 

20R. Carnap, The Logical Syntax ofLanguage(London: Routledgeand Kegan Paul, 1937), p. 320. 

2iIbid. 
22Even though operationism has no essential connection with metaphysical physicalism it is 

contingently true that most operationists were also physicalists. In fact this contingent historical link 

between operationism and positivism may have much to do with the different understandings of the 

operationist program between and within the philosophical and psychological communities. E.G. 

Boring, A History of Experimental Psychology (New York: Appleton-Century-Crofts, 1950, 2nd ed.), 

p. 656 points out that it was Herbert Feigl, a philosopher and a member of the Vienna Circle, who 

came to Harvard and introduced the Harvard psychology department "to logical positivism and to 

operational procedures in general."This contingent fact that Feigl was both a logical positivist and an 

operationist may explain why W. F Day, Jr., "On the Difference Between Radical and Methodologi 
cal Behaviorism" (paper read at Midwestern Association of Behavior Analysis, Chicago, May 1977), 

p. 10, says that "Almost every psychologist I know conceptualizes operationism after the fashion of 

logical positivism and methodological behaviorism." Day, like me, sees Skinner's operationism as 

different from that of most psychologists and agrees that Skinner conflates positivism and operation 
ism. Day, "On Certain Similarities Between the Philosophical Investigations of Ludwig Wittgenstein 
and the Operationism of B.F Skinner 

" 
Journal of the Experimental Analysis of Behavior, 12, p. 490, 

says "As for Skinner, his most explicit attacks upon logical positivism are to be seen indirectly through 
his almost bitter repudiation of what operationism was to become for psychology." 
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(i) Operationism can be defined as the practice of talking about ( 1 ) one's 

observation, (2) the manipulative and calculational steps involved in mak 

ing them, (3) the logical and mathematical steps which intervene between 
earlier and later statements, and (4) nothing else.23 

(ii) . . .at that time? 1930 ? I could regard an operational analysis of 
a psychological term as a mere exercise in scientific method. . . (I)n spite of 
the present symposium, I am of this position still.24 

(iii) The operational attitude, in spite of its shortcomings, is a good 
thing in any science but especially in psychology because of the presence 
there of a vast vocabulary of ancient and nonscientific origin.25 

And on the other hand we find him saying such prima facie nonoperationistic 
things as 

(iv) There is, of course, no question of whether responses to private 
stimuli are possible. They occur commonly enough and must be accounted 

for.26 

(v) . . . behavior may be covert or overt.27 

In speaking of Boring's and Stevens'"methodological behaviorism:" 

(vi) According to this doctrine the world is divided into public and 
private events; and psychology, in order to meet the requirements of a 

science, must confine itself to the former. This was never good 
behaviorism.28 

(vii) The public-private distinction emphasizes the arid philosophy of 
truth by agreement. . 29 

(viii) The ultimate criterion for the goodness of a concept is not whether 
two people are brought into agreement but whether the scientist who uses 
the concept can operate successfully upon his material ? all by himself if 
need be. What matters . . . is . . . whether he is getting anywhere in his 
control over nature.30 

(ix) . . . the radical behaviorist may in some cases consider private 
events (inferentially perhaps, but nonetheless meaningfully) the methodo 

logical operationist has maneuvered himself into a position where he can 
not. "Science does not consider private data" says Boring.31 

23"The Operational Analysis of Psychological Terms," p. 370. All italics are mine. 

2*Ibid., p. 381. 

2*Ibid., p. 372. 

2Hbid., p. 374. 
21Ibid. 

2*Ibid., p. 382. 

29ibid., p. 383. 

30Ibid. Bridgman's conception of operationism turns on operations performed during the defini 
tional stage of descriptive scientific inquiry. Skinner here emphasizes no definitional operations 

whatsoever, but construes operationism as having to do with the increased success in control over 
nature which results from using a particular set of terms. Such a construal shows the influence of 

philosophical pragmatism and has nothing particularly to do with classical operationism. 31 
Ibid., pp. 383-384. 

6 

This content downloaded from 185.44.79.179 on Fri, 20 Jun 2014 19:31:29 PM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


Skinnerian Metaphysics and the Problem of Operationism 

In the very same paper Skinner expresses a rigid and uncompromising operation 
ism and a willingness to talk about private events, inferentially "but nonetheless 

meaningfully." There even seems to be one genuine inconsistency in the paper and 

that is between statements (i) and (ix) since (ix) promotes the violation of the four 

conditions of operationism contained in (i). 

My contention is that position (ix) and not (i) is closer to the heart of the radical 
behaviorist's position and that the reason Skinner believed that he could espouse 

(iv) through (ix) and still be an operationist is due to his unusual understanding of 
operationism as involving a metaphysical thesis.32 The evidence for my interpreta 
tion comes not only from a series of statements in the 1945 paper but also from the 

fact that my interpretation of them is the only consistent one in terms of the entire 
Skinnerian corpus. 

According to Skinner, while he was writing his doctoral dissertation the opera 
tionism of Stevens and Boring came into its own. 

According to this doctrine the world is divided into public and private 
events; and psychology in order to meet the requirements of a science must 

confine itself to the former.33 

The methodological behaviorism or operationism of Stevens and Boring was 

objectionable to Skinner for two reasons. ( 1 ) It results in an incomplete psychology, 
"the methodological operationist has maneuvered himself into a position where he 
cannot consider private events. . . . The charge is justified that they have neglected 
the facts of consciousness."34 Or as Skinner puts it in Verbal Behavior, "by confin 

ing ourselves to observable events . . . there would be embarrassing gaps in our 

account."35 (2) helps perpetuate pseudo-science. "It is least objectionable to the 

subjectivist because it permits him to retain experience for the purposes of 'non 

physicalistic' self knowledge."36 And in Science and Human Behavior he states 

32Of course, Skinner's operationism has never been exclusively metaphysical. There is a unique 
definitional side to his operationism as well. As both Jay Moore "On the Principle of Operationism in 
a Science of Behavior," Behaviorism, 3, 1975, pp. 120-138 and W.F. Day, Jr., "On the Difference 

Between Radical and Methodological Behaviorism," point out, Skinner can be read as promoting an 

analysis of the meaning of psychological terms in terms of their stimulus control. So if we want to 

know the definition of a particular psychological term (definition here is relativized to a community of 

psychologists) we examine the contingencies which control its use. But if this is what the definitional 
side of Skinner's operationism comes to we further secure the thesis that Skinner is not a classical 

operationist because giving definitions in terms of stimulus control will be a purely descriptive 
undertaking; the operationism of Bridgman, Boring, and Stevens was prescriptive. It was epistemolog 
ically inspired. On such a reading the definitional side of Skinner's operationism is part of psychology 
not part of any epistemological propaedeutic to psychology. This reading of Skinner is consistent with 

Skinner's own description of the effect of his confrontations with the work of Watson, Russell, 

Bridgman, Mach, and Poincar?, namely, he was led to project a "description of the activity of science 

wholly in terms of the behavior of scientists." The Shaping of a Behaviorist, p. 116. 

^Ibid., p. 384. 

lbid. 
^Verbal Behavior (New York: Appleton-Century-Crofts, 1957), p. 434. 

^Ibid., p. 382. 
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Far from avoiding the traditional distinction between mind and matter, or 

between experience and reality this view actually encourages it. It assumes 

that there is, in fact, a subjective world which it places beyond the reach of 

science.37 

The first problem should come as no surprise since the motivation behind 

classical operationism is epistemological. So an operationist might be willing to 

tolerate incompleteness as the price of achieving clear, respectable, and useful 

explanations. But to suggest that methodological behaviorism perpetuates pseudo 
science is surprising. For this is to say that it promotes precisely what it is out to 

dispel. 
The logic of Skinner's charge runs as follows: The methodological operationist 

starts pretheoretically with the view that among the things people do some are 

public, overt, and conspicuous; the rest are private, mental, and inconspicuous. 
Since only terms referring to the first class of events can be operationally defined 

only they are acceptable explananda for psychology. Although private events beg 
scientific attention, the behavioral scientist, for epistemological reasons, refuses to 

attend to them. The net result of this epistemologically motivated negligence, 

according to Skinner, is that the pseudo scientist gladly usurps the discarded 

remnants of the behavioral domain and continues to treat them in pre or antiscien 

tific ways. Private events are viewed as spontaneous, as outside scientific law, as the 

creations of free will and as the exclusive objects of "private" knowledge. The 

behavioral scientist, on this view, can account for walking, knee jerks, salivation, 
and eye blinks but the most important things people do, e.g., feeling and thinking, 
can only be successfully understood (if at all) by the individual, or by the 

metaphysician. 
Because of this result Skinner views methodological behaviorism as "not gen 

uinely operational because it shows an unwillingness to abandon fictions."38 The 

perpetuated fiction referred to is Cartesian dualism which implies that the behav 

ioral pie is divided into two halves ? the first half (public) suitable for scientific 

consumption, the second half (private) and admittedly juicier portion, digestable 

only by the speculative subjectivist, the nonscientist, or the metaphysician. Skinner 

argues that this fiction can be eliminated by making the bold conjecture that the 

entire pie is fit for scientific consumption. 

What is lacking is the bold and exciting behavioristic hypothesis that what 

one observes is always the "real" or "physical" world (or at least the one 

world).39 

Skinner's argument then is that to be genuinely operational is to obstruct the 

perpetuation of myths which perpetuate pseudo-science. This is to be done by 

^Science and Human Behavior (New York: MacMillan Company, 1953), pp. 282-283. 

38"The Operational Analysis of Psychological Terms," p. 382. Or as Skinner puts it in a letter to 

Fred Keller in 1940, "The operationists continue to get in my hair. Slipping into behaviorism through 
the back door." See The Shaping of a Behaviorist, p. 248. 

39Ibid. Also see Science and Human Behavior, p. 257 and About Behaviorism, p. 11, for virtually 
identical remarks. 
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making the bold conjecture that both public and private events are made of the 
same stuff and obey the same laws. Now this bold conjecture really constitutes a 

metaphysical stance which in turn supports a research program. The metaphysical 
stance is itself unfalsifiable although it is corroboratable, i.e., should we find that 

private events can be satisfactorily and usefully analyzed in the same manner as we 

analyze public events then our metaphysical stance achieves a modicum of corrobo 

ration; should we be unsuccessful we can blame epistemic problems leaving our 

ontological position unscathed. 

In any case, according to Skinner, in order to obstruct the nonscientific analysis 
of human behavior, that is, in order to be operationistic in his sense, we need to 

make a metaphysical fiat and then analyze private events on the basis of that fiat. 

This analysis will be more interpretive and inferential than our analysis of public 
events but is nonetheless necessary, valuable and indicative of the scientific spirit. 

It is especially important that a science of behavior face the problem of 

privacy. It may do so without abandoning the basic position of behavior 

ism. Science often talks about things it cannot see or measure.. . . The skin 

is not that important of a boundary. Private and public events have the 

same kind of physical dimensions.40 

Now Skinner seems to believe that in making his metaphysical fiat and in 

following out its implications that he is being operationalistic. It should be clear 

from the foregoing remarks, however, that operationism is a thoroughly epistemo 

logical doctrine; unlike logical positivism its ontological commitments are 

negligible. 
Stevens and Boring were genuine operationists because they demanded opera 

tional definitions of all psychological terms. Skinner's brand of operationism not 

only does not demand operational definitions of psychological terms but implies 
that we should offer explanations, interpretations and analyses without any strin 

gent demands as to the definitional status of our constituent terms.41 

Skinner finally made it clear that he was not a classical operationist in 1964.42 
Nonetheless from at least 1945 onward his strategy has consistently been to take the 

metaphysical stance that public and private events are equally lawful and physical, 
and differ only in terms of their accessibility. Once having taken this metaphysical 
stance he has continually emphasized the importance of scientifically analyzing 

private events. Much of Verbal Behavior consists of this type of analysis. And one 

of the central conclusions of that book is that due to the epistemic impossibility of 

specifying a complete set of intersubjectively observable contingencies of rein 

forcement for private events, terms referring to private events are inherently under 
determined.43 Of course this is to say that terms referring to private events cannot be 

40"Behaviorism at 50," pp. 227-228. Also see Science and Human Behavior, pp. 282-283; Contin 

gencies of Reinforcement, p. viii. 

4l"The Operational Analysis of Psychological Terms," pp. 383-384; Science and Human Behavior, 

p. 282. 

42"Behaviorism at 50," p. 226. 

43"The Operational Analysis of Psychological Terms" paper which has caused us considerable 

confusion was actually a progress report on that part of Verbal Behavior which makes this point. 
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operationally defined, since to operationally define a term one must specify the 

complete set of defining contingencies, one must offer determinate meaning. Verbal 

Behavior proves this is impossible. Skinner's radicalness consists in his insistence 

that talk of such events is nonetheless necessary. 
5. Conclusion. 

Skinner, therefore, is not (nor has he been since at least 1945) an operationist in 

the classical sense of the term. He is not a methodological behaviorist. He is, to be 

precise, a philosophical behaviorist in the sense recently explicated, but denied him, 

by Martin.44 Skinner's ontological commitment to the thesis that overt and covert 

behavioral phenomena are made of the same stuff (material stuff) and obey the 

same sort of laws (generally respondent and op?rant laws) implies that lawlike 

generalizations can be discovered for both overt and covert behavioral phenomena. 
It also helps sustain the research program which seeks to uncover these laws. Thus 

the thesis that Skinner's behaviorism has important ontological and metaphysical 
elements, that is that theses about what there is (matter) and the way it is (lawful) 

figure in important ways in radical behaviorism, is secured. Skinner is a metaphysi 
cal materialist. 

It might be objected that Skinner's radical behaviorism, or any variety of 

behaviorism for that matter, does not need to be sustained by any metaphysic. 

Logically this is at least partially true. Suppose, for example, that we read Skinner, 
as many do, as being evasive or neutral on the Cartesian question of the nature of 

private events. Would neutrality on the question of what there is seriously under 

mine the behavioristic program? Suppose even that we discover evidence that 

private events actually do require a conceptualization closer to Descartes' concep 
tualization of res cogitans than to his conceptualization of res extensa. Would this 

necessarily undermine the behavioristic program? It seems not, so long as this 

metaphysically different kind of private stuff turned out to be lawfully related to 

environmental and biological contingencies in the same way the familiar material 

kind of behavioral stuff is. 

But notice that in order to remain behavioristic in this way, that is, while 

remaining neutral on dualism vs. monism, or even while embracing some form of 

dualism, one needs to take another metaphysical stance. Namely we evade or 

concede the what there is question by taking a stance on the way it is question; by 

taking the stance that whatever there is its behavior is lawful. Could we evade taking 
a stance on this issue and still be behaviorists? Again, is it logically possible? One 

could for example take the position that only the behavior of res extensa is lawful 

while the behavior of res cogitans is not. This tactic has the apparent virtue of 

freeing behaviorism from all its traditional metaphysical elements as I have de 

scribed them, but it does so at the price, not of delivering psychology from 

metaphysics, but of acceding to Cartesianism. 

The only tactic left to avoid metaphysical commitments altogether seems to 

involve neutrality on the way it is, whatever it is, question in the way Skinner is 

sometimes read as being neutral on the what there is question. But this strategy has 

44Michael Martin, "Interpreting Skinner." 
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the serious disadvantage of having nothing in common with any historically known 

form of behaviorism. Behaviorists, especially Skinner, take the lawfulness of hu 

man behavior as axiomatic. 

One might make this point another way. Kant distinguished between "regula 
tive"and "constitutive" ideas. For meteorologists in New England the idea of snow 

is constitutive, the idea (one which Mark Twain found laughable) that the weather 

is lawful is regulative. The latter idea makes wondering about when the snow will 

fall a sensible activity; it makes meteorologists not lunatics. But this idea cannot be 

substantiated independently of the accuracy of predictions of when the snow will 

fall. In the same way the commitment to the material and lawful nature of human 

behavioral phenomena is not substantiated, or substantiatable, independently of 

the generation of empirical laws and predictions about human behavior; nonethe 

less these commitments make sense of the behavior of behavioral scientists prior to 

their coming up with the laws of behavior. 

A Cartesian looking for laws of covert phenomena is engaging in a nonsensical 

activity; nonsensical by virtue of the explicit denial of a background theory which 

might regulate such an activity, which might make it sensible. Thus although it may 
be true that there are logically conceivable behavioristic programs which incorpo 
rate no metaphysical assumptions, it seems patently false that there are any behav 

ioral scientists who sustain their research program without tacit ontological 
commitments. 

One thing which has stood in the way of Skinner's behaviorism being given its 

proper philosophical interpretation is that Skinner has managed to be a materialis 

tic monist without being a reductionist. This particular novel twist may be radical 

behaviorism's greatest advantage. But it has certainly contributed largely to the 

confusion I am trying to dispel. 

Virtually every materialistic monist in psychology from Hobbes to the present 
has been a physiological reductionist; believing that propositions referring to 

private, covert, mental phenomena are reducible to, or translatable into, proposi 
tions which employ only physiological terms; for the most part only neurophysio 

logical terms. The tradition in psychological materialism has not, of course, in 

volved the performance of the reduction as much as the confident projection that it 

will take place and that it will involve the replacement of molar psychological 

language with the language of molecular (neuro) physiology. 
Skinner is noted for his disinterest in matters neurophysiological. This disinter 

est is taken to imply that Skinner cannot be a genuine philosophical materialist, and 

that, therefore, his behaviorism must be methodologically motivated. 

Skinner's position on neurophysiology, however, is quite consistent with his 

materialism. Essentially he believes that so long as one is ontologically committed 

to there being only one kind of stuff which obeys one kind of law, how exactly one 

proceeds to describe the stuff is at first a pragmatic issue and later an empirical one. 

Skinner doubts (for the present at least) the practical value of replacing the molar 

language of psychology with the molecular one of neurophysiology since the second 

language is still very primitive and no translation manuals between the two lan 
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guages yet exist. Furthermore, if and when translation manuals between the two 

languages exist it is an open empirical question whether or not there will be a neural 

vocabulary in which to describe all private events. But then, e.g., "thinking" doesn't 

need to be a purely neural phenomenon, nor even a purely central nervous system 

phenomenon in order to be a material phenomenon. This is merely a prejudice of 

the reductionist tradition. And it is a prejudice which Skinner happily avoids. What 

the specific molecular natures or material locations of molar behavioral phenome 
na are is an open and important question; but one which need not nor should be 

answered in advance, except in the most general way, that is, by taking a materialist 
stance. 

Skinner, for example, in his paper "The Steep and Thorny Way to a Science of 

Behavior," is careful to point out that behaviorism "is, I assume, part of biology;"45 
however, he never hints at which part of biology that might be. The commitment 

here is obviously metaphysical, that is, regulative and programmatic, and not 

constitutive, not empirical. 
Skinner has resisted both epistemological and metaphysical varieties of reduc 

tionism without compromising his own metaphysical materialism. Operationism is 
one variety of epistemological reductionism which I have argued he resisted, 

phenomenalism is another. Phenomenalism is the epistemological side of meta 

physical idealism. Curiously, ever since Berkeley's critique of Locke it has been a 

favorite of empiricists who, while humbly acknowledging that we are never in 

perfect touch with the real world, argue that knowledge can best be secured by 

tracing our complex ideas back to their simplest sensory components, to some kind 

of psychic atoms. Skinner has always eschewed this sort of epistemological tactic 

because it is antiempirical; it takes us away from experience rather than towards it. 

Human experience is molar, not molecular and is best described in molar terms. 

W.F. Day, Jr. puts it perfectly when he says that 

For Skinner facts are little more than what we observe to be the case, and 

they are generally to be explained by relating them to other facts, not by re 

constructing them out of more primary sense data, as in phenomenalism.46 

Skinner has resisted metaphysical materialistic reductionism for similar rea 

sons; it is antiempirical. In The Shaping of a Behaviorist Skinner speaks retrospec 

tively of the 1945 paper on operationism and says, 

Consciousness or awareness, generated by the differential reinforcement 

supplied by the verbal environment, was a social product. // was not a 

matter of observing the nervous system, as Lashley and Boring had tried to 

show. The events observed through introspection were physiological (all 
behavior was physiological) but they were stimuli and responses, not nerve 

impulses or states of the nervous system.*1 

45 .F. Skinner, "The Steep and Thorny Way to a Science of Behavior,",4merican Psychologist, 30, 

January 1975, p. 42. 

46"On Certain Similarities Between the Philosophical Investigations of Ludwig Wittgenstein and 

the Operationism of B.F Skinner," p. 492. 
41 The Shaping of a Behaviorist, p. 295, my italics. 
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The trouble with materialistic reductionism is not that stimuli and responses are 

not physical; all behavior is physical for Skinner. It is just that the kinds of things we 

respond to and the ways we respond to them are not helpfully or accurately 
described in molecular terms. Though, for example, the response of "remembering" 
is, for Skinner, a material event, it need not be reducible to "having an engram" for a 

materialistic metaphysic to have credibility. W.V. Quine has shown that our lan 

guage incorporates a "physical object" ontology without incorporating, at least for 

the person on the street, the specific ontological commitments of the molecular 

sciences, physics, chemistry, microbiology, or neurophysiology. It is in this sense 

that materialism without reductionism is possible. For a science which is interested 

in describing events, as organisms respond to them such a nonreductionistic mate 

rialism is also reasonable. 

One might argue that if I am correct, that Skinner's radical behaviorism is more 

metaphysically inspired than epistemologically inspired, that nothing remains 

which makes the theory genuinely behavioristic. After all, behaviorism has histori 

cally maintained its distinctiveness from analytical, cognitive, developmental, and 

existential brands of psychology by its unique methodological standards. But if I 
am correct, then the distinctiveness of modern behaviorism comes from its meta 

physic and the research program which that metaphysic helps sustain. I think this 

may be true. 

What is unique and important about Skinner's work is substantive. It has to do 

with the clear identification of "op?rant behavior" as the tool by which to scientifi 

cally analyze purposeful, private, generally human phenomena. As he himself has 

said, "op?rant behavior is the very field of intention and purpose."48 It was 

Skinner's confident manner of taking his materialistic metaphysic to heart which 

allowed him to apply the op?rant analysis to private events; something which 

neither an operationist nor one who is indecisive about their commitment to 

materialism (e.g., existentialists, analysts, cognitivists) could have done. Metaphys 
ics is decisive here. 

48About Behaviorism, p. 55. 
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