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ABSTRACT 

This paper is a defense of the philosophic position of B. F. 

Skinner . Two tactics are use d to this end. The first , as the tit

le suggests, is a comparison with the views of Gilbert RyLe a s 

presented in The Concept of Mind. The second is argume ntative , 

and composed of criticisms of Skinner's critics, and positive ar

guments derived from philosophy of sc ience. 

The two corresponding conclusions are that B. F . Skinne r' s 

philosophic position with regard to a dispositional analysis or law

ful account, of mind and mentalistic language, is extremely similar 

to that of Ryle, and that such a position is required if human be

havior is to be considered a legitimate field for scientific study. 
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CHAPTER I 

THE CONTEXT OF CONTROVERSY 

The writings of B. F. Skinner have always been controversial, 

even as behaviorism has always been controversial. Since the pub

lication of Beyond Freedom and Dignity in 1971, reactions have be

corne more virulent even than Chomsky's review of Verbal Behavior, 

which was published in 1957 and reviewed in 1959. 1 These critical r e 

actions corne from many fields, though they are principally from 

philosophy, linguistics, and other schools of psychology. However, 

there is widespread agreement on the philosophical position which 

provides the best basis for an attack. This common position is the 

traditional rationalist view of man and mind which in its es sentials 

is common to western religion and psychiatry. Thus rationalist as

sumptions are ubiquitous and often unconciously held. 

lB. F. Skinner, Beyond Freedom and Dignity, (New York, N. Y. : 
Alfred A. Knopf, Inc., 1971) and B. F. Skinner, Verbal Behavior, (New 
York, N.Y.: Appleton-Century-Crofts, Inc. ,1957) and Noam Chomsky . 
"Review of Skinner's Verbal Behavior", Language, Vol. 35, No.1 
(1959), pp.26-58. 



2 

Most of the criticisms of Skinner's position are written with 

a tone of voice appropriate for discussing heresy; they are often 

deprecating or fearful, and the epithet 'fascist', if not directly ap

plied to Skinner, is often mooted as a possibility. But possibly the 

most common characteristic of the critics is that they do not under

stand, in detail, what they are criticising. I do not mean this as a 

slur on their philosophical pos ition, but rather as a critic ism of 

their scientific backgrounds. M any o f t h ese critics, who might be 

eminent in their own fields, come to psychology, or to the whole of 

science, uninitiated and unread. Thus they oversimplify. For ex

ample, they commonly notice resemblances between Skinner's op

erant conditioning and classical conditioning, but do not take adequate 

account of the differences. This is the confusion Skinner has com

plained about most often in his rare responses to criticism. In his 

paper Answers for My Critics,2 which he delivered to a symposium 

on Beyond Freedom and Dignity in 1972, he says: 

The argument of the book rests on the existence , or at 
least the imminence, of a science of behavior. I believe 
that such a science exists, but I made no effort to prove it. 
I assumed that my readers would either look up the refer
ences at the end of the book or take my word for it for the 
sake of argument. But that was not what happened. In
stead, one finds frequent allusions to the "science of behav
ior" that prevailed half a century ago, with its rats in maz
es, its dogs and dinner bells, and its form.ulation of behav

2B. F. Skinner, "Answers for My Critics',' Beyond the Punitive 
Society, Harvey Wheeler, ed . ,(San Francisco, Calif.: W. H. Fr eem a n 
and Co., 1973), p. 257. 
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ior as a bundle of reflexes. Then, human behavior seem
ed, indeed, not unlike the behavior of a robot or a marion
ette. 

In such a value laden atmosphere, the voices of the critics 

are naturally eloquent. Noam Chomsky says in a preface to his 

"R ev ie w of Skinne r! s Verbal Behavior" that he 

... was discussing Skinner's proposals as a paradigm 
example of a futile tendency in modern speculation 

about language and mind. 3 


In that review, Chomsky uses several arguments which demon

strate not only a superficial treatment of psychology, but a naivete 

about the nature of science that would be surprising in an amateur. 

After his introductory remarks, he gives a sort of glossary of 

Skinnerian vocabulary, and then goes on to question the usefulness 

of some of these concepts. In doing so, he makes the following 

comments about lawfulness in the subject field of a science and the 

status of that science: 

... we must decide whether any part of behavior is to be 
called a response, or only one connected with stimuli in 
lawful ways. Questions of this sort pose something of a 
dilemma for the experimental psychologist. If he accepts 
the broad definitions, characterizing any physical event 
impinging on the organism as a stimulus and any part of 
the organism's behavior as a response, he must conclude 
that behavior has not been demonstrated to be lawful. In 
the present state of our knowledge, we must attribute an 
overwhelming influence on actual behavior to ill -defined 

3Noam Chomsky , "Review of Skinner's Verbal Behavior~' Read
ings in the Psychology of Language, L. A. Jakobovits and M. S. Miron, 
cd s .. (Englewood Cliffs. N . .T. : Prentic e -Ha 11 Inc. , 1967). p. 14 2 . 
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factors of attention, set, volition, and caprice. If we 
accept the narrower definitions, then behavior is lawful 
by definition (if it consists of responses); but this fact 
is of limited significance, since most of what the animal 
does will simply not be considered behavior. Hence the 
psychologist either must admit that behavior is not law
ful (or that he cannot at present show that it is - not at 
all a damaging admission for a developing science), or 
must restrict his attention to those highly limited areas 
in which it i s lawful (e. g . with adequate controls, bar
pressing in rats; 4 

Chomsky is here assuming that it is possible to tell which 

parts or aspects of a subject m a t te r ar e l awful, and which are not. 

He furth e r assumes that a sci e nc e d e monstrates that its subject 

matter is lawful. ' Lawful' here means 'predictabLe', or to make 

the issue perfectly clear, it means 'determined'. In response to 

the first assumption, that it can be shown when something or some 

process is or is not lawful, I would Like to observe that this pre

supposes that we can have evidence that a process is not lawful, or 

not predictable, or not determinate. That is, it is presupposed that 

something could count as negative evidence in the logical sense, or 

could count as evidence that a proce s s is not lawful. The history of 

science is littered with examples of processes which were original

ly assumed to be unlawful or capricious, and which are now assumed 

to be lawful and determinate. The point is that in many of these ex

ample s, people thought they had evidence that someth ing was not 

lawfuL. 

. 4Ibid. , p. 147. 
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We are thus led to question Chomsky's second assumption: 

that a science demonstrates that its subject matter is lawful. 

Th is time he is s imply wrong about the nature of science. In pr ac 

tice, such demonstrations are never attempted, and this is part

Hally because it is logically impossible to make them. One could 

never prove that all instances of a class of processes, past and 

future, everywhere, occurred in conformity to a certain law, be

cause one could ne ve r examine them all. On e could n ot eve n ex

an1in e a r e presentative sample of these events, for one cannot ('x 

a mine a representative sample of an infinite class. 

All this is logically obvious but not commonly appreciated. 

Science does not demonstrate that a certain class of events is law

ful: it assumes that it is in making predictions about those events. 

During the development of a science, these predictions get more 

reI iable and more accurate, and it appears increasingly reason

able to assume that the events involved are lawful and determinate, 

and increas ingly s illy to th ink that they are not, but the is sue is 

never proved. It never needs to be proved. In most subject fi e lds, 

the question never arises at all. We comfortably assume, to pick 

an example, that changes in the weather are lawfully determinate , 

but no one would dream of asking a meteorologist to prove it. 

Determinism is, because of the logical difficulties mentioned 

above, a metaphysical principle not susceptible to proof, and not 
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susceptible to disproof either. It can be argued for in the sense of 

'made to look reasonable ' by good predictions and it is a necessary 

as sumption for the practice of sc ience. It would be impos sible and 

absurd to set about finding a way to predict some class of events if 

one thought they were unlawful- that is, unpred ictable. In imput

ing that Skinner cannot prove that behavior is lawfully predictable, 

Chomsky, and all others who have used this line of argument, asks 

the impossible, for no science can claim such a proof. But n e ither 

doe s any science need such a proof; it only needs to make accurate 

reliable predictions. 

If the grounds of Chomsky's reasoning in this case consist of 

doubts about the accuracy and reliability of behaviorist predictions, 

I think it is reasonable to wonder if he has examined the recent re

cord with due care. In any case, it would seem legitimate that those 

interested in a science of behavior should make determinist assump

tions. If one intends to predict, one must assume predictability. 

Though I have given only one source, Chomsky, the sort of mis

conception of the nature of science just examined is not rare, and it 

must be taken as indicative of a lack of familiarity with science in 

the abstract. There are many more specific evidences of what has 

to be called simple lack of knowledge of the psychological field. I 

shall use Chomsky as an example again here. He is a prime cand i 

date, for the review I atn criticising has a very deprecating sarcas
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tic tone, and is considered by many philosophers to be the defini

tive criticism of Skinner's position. Bernard Williams, for in

stance, in his critical review of Beyond Freedom and Dignity, 

mentions that 

Chomsky, ... argued, extremely convincingly, that 
Skinner's theories were totally incapable of explain
ing the l e arning of language ;... 5 

Considering further Chomsk y's earlier review of Verbal 

Behavior, in that glossarylike treat m ent of Skinnerian vocabulary 

ment ioned earlier, Chomsky give s the following defin itions: 

Respondents are purely reflex responses elicited by 
particular stimuli. Operants are emitted responses, 
for which no obvious st imulus can be discovered. 
Skinner has been primarily concerned with operant be
havior. The experimental arrangement that he intro
duced consists basically of a box with a bar attached to 
one wall in such a way that when the bar is pressed, a 
food pellet is dropped into a tray... 

Suppose that release of the pellet is conditioned on 
the flashing of a light. Then the rat will corne to press 
the bar only when the light flashes. This is called 
stimulus discrimination. The response is called a 
discriminated operant and the light is called the occasion 
for its emis sion; this is to be distinguished from e licita
tion of a response by a stimulus in the case of the respond
ent . 6 

In these definitions, Chomsky does not give any emphasis or 

recognition to the special difference between respondent and operant 

5Bernard Williams, ''Persons and Purposes',' The Observer, 
(March 12, 1972), p. 30. 

6Noarn Chomsky, "Review of Skinner's Verbal Behavior~' R e ad 
ings in the Psychology of Language, L. A. Jakobovits and M. S. Miron, 
eds., (Englewood Cliffs, N. J. : Prentice -Hall Inc . ,1967), pp. 14 5 - 14 6 . 
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behavior, which is, that the strength of respondent behavior is due 

to a st imulus which occurs before the behavior but the strength of 

operant behavior is due to a history of stimuli which occur after 

the behavior. Such stimuli are called reinforcements. Generally 

throughout his review, he doe s not take adequate account of the 

difference between these two types of behavior. In particular, he 

talks about stimulus control when he must be referring to the in

creased probability of an operant in the presence of a discrimina

tive stimulus. This obscures the difference between respondent 

and operant, particularly since in his definitions, he said that no ob

vious stimuli can be discovered for operants, but that re s pondents 

are elicited by particular stimuli. Some examples follow. 

A typical example of I stimulus control ' for Skinner would 
be the r e s ponse to a pie ce of mus i c with the utte rance 
Mozart or to a painting with the re s ponse Dutch. 7 

Other examples of I stimulus controll merely add to 
the general mystification. Thus a proper noun is held 
to be a response 'under the control of a specific person 

h · 8or t lng I ... 

We are told, on the one hand, that lour evidence for the 
contribution of each variable (to response strength) is 
based on observation of frequenc ies alone ' . At the same 
time, it appears that frequency is a ve ry mislead ing mea
sure of strength, since, for example, the frequency of a 
response may be primarily attributable to the frequencyI 

of occurrence of controlling variables ' . It is not cle ar 
how the frequency of a response can be attributable to any

7Ibid., p. 148.
8--

Ibid., p. 149. 
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thing BUT the frequency of occurrence of its controlling 
variables if we accept Skinner's view that the behavior 
occurring in a given situation is 'fully determined' by 
the re levant contr 011 ing var iable s. 9 

Of course I am quoting small sections here and it is obvious 

that they need context. But these comments look like the sort of 

thing one would say to a neo -Pavlovian. The word 'stimulus' is 

getting a lot of use. Though he is supposedly referring to examples 

of discriminated operant learning, he does not use that phrase. It 

is difficult to tell, especially in the case of the last quotation, if 

Chomsky is clear about the difference between discriminated oper

ants and respondents, despite the neat definitions in his introduction. 

In those introductory definitions, he said a discriminative stimulus 

LO 
such as a light is called 'the occasion' for the emiss ion of a discrim

inated operant, but he does not use that word again. 

The third quotation given above is witty and sarcastic, typical 

of the tone of the piece, but this sarcasm costs in terms of clarity. 

Sarcasm must almost nece ssarily be overstatement; in this difficult 

subject matter, even those who are familiar with Skinner are left not 

knowing what is meant. In reference to that third quotation where 

Chomsky quotes Skinner, within Skinner's system, 'controlling 

variables' means those aquired discriminations which identify the 

9Ibid., p. 150 -151. 

lOIbid., p. 146. 
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occasions when the operant is most likely to be reinforced. But an 

operant can be emitted at other times if its strength is high. Such 

strength is, of course, a function of its history of re inforcement, not 

of the stimuli present in advance. It appears however from Chomsky' s 

account that •controlling variables' refers only to antecedent stimuli, 

but if that is what he means, he has grossly misrepresented Skinner 

in such a way as to make these examples of operants look Like respond

ents. If it is not what he means, he has still ignored and thus obscured 

the distinction between those controlling variables which are anteced

ent discriminative stimuli, that is, occasions, and those which are 

consequent reinforcements. 

It is possible, on careful reading of this review, to make sense 

of all of Chomsky's comments as if he were us ing Skinner' s vocabu

1ary knowledgeably, but it is difficult, for he is often ambiguous. 

The reader who is not familiar with the major distinctions Skinner 

observes, could not discover them from this source. Such a reader 

would be bound to be seriously mislead. The sort of mis re pre senta 

tion discussed above may be due to carelessness, but it appears more 

like ly that accuracy has been sacrificed to scathing wit - shoddy 

practice by academic standards. 

Kenneth MacCorquodale is the author of the only published an

swer to Chomsky' s review, and he also discusses the disadvantages 

of ChomSky' s style. He has the following to say about the lack of 
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clarity I have discussed above. 

Reading Chomsky on the subject of the stimulus here and 
elsewhere in his review arouses a growing suspicion that 
he imagines that by naming one stimulus for a verbal re
sponse we name its only stimulus, and that one stimulus 
somehow preempts a response. Verbal behavior does 
not obey any "one response-one stimulus" rule and it makes 
no sense to speak of the stimulus for anything. 11 

In his conclusion, he also claims that, 

Multiple causality is never mentioned in the review; it is 
mentioned throughout Verbal Behavior. l2 

Bernard Williams review of Beyond Freedom and Dignity in 

1972, is even wittier, and even less informative than Chomsky. It 

is interesting that in accounts of Skinner's books, the same issues 

are discussed; it is almost as if the particular focus of each indivi

dual book is insignificant in comparison with the major philosophic 

stance which persists throughout Skinner's work. Perhaps this is 

the case, but at any rate, Sk.inner's works are not treated at the 

level on which they are written. 

Persons and Purposes is the title of Williams's review, and 

we shall see that the title is accurate, for the argumentative weight 

of the review depends entirely on a reductio ad absurdum on the 

concept of purpose. I will quote a fairly long exerpt to include all 

llKenneth MacCorquodale, liOn Chomsky's Review of Skinner' 6 

Verbal Behavior", Journal of the Experimental Analysis of Behavior , 
Vol. 13, No. l (January, 1970). p. 86. 

12Ibid .. p. 98. 
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of this argument, and to preserve Williams's style. He says of 

Beyond Freedom and Dignity: 

It is a mixture, in about equal proportions, of ninth
rate philosophy, ill-defined values, and non-existent 
science. The science is non-existent, it is important 
to emphasise, not just in the sense that it does not here 
appear on the page; it is not that Skinner has somewhere 
else demonstrated what he here repeatedly presupposes, 
namely that there exists a body of scientific work which 
enables us to explain and control complex human cuLtural 
behavior in terms of his behaviouristic reinforcement 
theory. No such work exists, and there is very little rea
son to think that it could exist. . . . 

Skinner's main idea is to move our attention from at
tempts to explain and control individual behaviour by act
ing directly on the individual, to a concentration on the 
environment. A myth which he finds a great obstacle to 
this is that of what he calls' autonomous man' - 'the in
ner man, the homunculus, the possessing demon, the man 
defended by the literatures of freedom and dignity'. As 
will be gathered from these phrases, it is not easy to dis
cover what exactly Skinner means by 'autonomous man. ' 
He makes it harder by starting the book with a set of form
ulations which are perhaps unnecessarily absurd. 

The Greeks, we are told, had a physics which 'per
sonified' physical things, and which did not work: physics 
got going when it stopped treating things as persons. We 
have not made the same step in psychology and the be
havioural sciences: we still talk about human behaviour 
in a 'pre-scientific' and 'personified' way. That is to say, 
Skinner's opinion seems to be that since it was a mistake 
to treat things as pe..rsons, it must be an equal mistake to 
treat persons as persons, and the sooner we stop the better. 
The Greeks (it used to be said) tried to explain the behav
iour of things in terms of purposes, because they projected 
on to the world their own purposes. Now it appears, they 
they made a more basic error, of thinking that they had 
any purpose s themse lve s. 13 

It is hard to know what to say about Williams's attribution 

13 Bernard Williams, "persons and Purposes',' The Observer. 
(March 12, 1972), p. 30. 
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to Skinner the claim that persons are mistaken in thinking they have 

purposes at all. It is a ridiculous thing to defend, as Williams in

tended. Perhaps the absurdity lies in some ambiguity in our pre

concieved ideas, or in Williams's preconcieved ideas, of what it is 

to be a person or to be treated as a person. Certainly, views on 

this subject are not immutable; they have undergone drastic h istor

ical revision. While no theory can change what it is a theory about, 

it can certainly change our ideas and our behavior concerning its 

subject matter. The Greeks, whose views seem to be at the bottom 

of this, concieved of themselves as harboring a kind of purpose that 

was self-sufficient, magical, or divine. The capacity for thought, 

and thought itself were commonly considered to be divine and assoc

iated with Gods. Consider in this context, the etymology of ' e n

thusiam'. a concept very like 'purpose'. When one is 'enthused', 

one has a god (theos) within. 

If psychology is to undertake the ,explanation of the behavior of 

men, it must also undertake to explain the purposes of men. As this 

is done, the concept of purpose may change - it may have to be de

liberately changed. Necessarily, then, it will be possible to say as 

Williams does, that the old concept is being denied. This situation 

is pos sible whenever conce ptual refinements or reconceptualizations 

are in order, and to deny the propriety of such change is to commit 

oneself to tradition for tradition's sake. Nothing about the nature of 
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man can be changed by any such reconceptualization. In denying 

Free Will, we are not denying any man's freedom. Rather than a 

concept of purpose which is magically self-sufficient; that is, rather 

than a concept which is ' without context or meaningful relation to the 

rest of the world, psychology, or more narrowly, behaviorism, pro

pose s to have a concept of purpose which bears an integral relation

ship to other events in the world. 

Aside from his intended reductio ad absurdu.m on the concept of 

purpose, and if his rhetorical excellence can be disregarded, it is 

apparent that the remaining force of Williams's tritic ism is de pen 

dent on his denial of the existence of a science of behavior. He gives 

no reasons for this denial but actually dismisses the possibility out of 

hand in saying, "No such work exists, and there is very little reason 

to think that it could exist. " 14 In the conclusion to the review. he re

iterates this assumption . 

. . . the pity is that it can only encourage the idea that 
the value s of humanity, and the sc ientific understand ing of 
hw:nan beings, stand necessarily opposed to one another. 
If Skinner's reinforcement theorywere really the sc ience in 
question, that would indeed be so; but in fact scientific un
derstanding is no more present in this book than any other 
k ' d 15In . 

The issues pertaining to the opposition between science and human

itarian values are safely beyond the scope of this paper, but in making 

14 Ibid .• p. 30. 

15 Ibid .. p. 30. 
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so much depend on the non-existence or even the impossibility of 

a science, Williams appears to be taking a foolish risk. 

As previous ly mentioned, and as can be judged from the quo

tations given, Skinner's critics are eloquent. To show that their 

criticisms are not really well argued is only a negative defense of 

a position which also needs to be defended positively. Skinner's work 

has many practical consequences, not least of which are those re

levant to education, but they are frequently attacked on the ground 

that Skinner's theoretical system is in some way philosophically in

adequate, at the very least. I intend to defend these philosophic as

pects of his work. His technological proposals are beSrt defended 

empir icaUy, but I hope to discredit the reasoning that calls them 

philosophically unacceptable. 



CHAPTER II 

AGAINST MENTALISM 

I have two major kinds of tactics to use in Skinner's defense. 

The first is to show that he is in respectable philosophical company. 

and the second is argumentative defense. I will not use them exclus

ively. but in the next two chapters I will concentrate on the first. 

which I think. can be accomplished satisfactorily by showing that 

B. F. Skinner's concept of mind is very like Gilbert Ryle's concept 

of mind. 

The references in these chapters are drawn from only a few 

sources. for Skinner is remarkabLy consistent throughout all his pub

lished work. and The Concept of Mind 1 is cons idered to be RyLe's 

definative work. I will use two of Skinner's works predominantly: 

The Behavior of Organisms. his first major work, and Science and 

Human Behavior. The Behavior of Organisms was published in 1938, 

[ Gilbert Ryle. The Concept of Mind. (Harmondsworth. England: 
Penguin Books Ltd .• 1949); abbreviated hereafter:' C of M'. 
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and largely conceptualized in 1931; The Concept of Mind was pub

lished in 1949, and Science and Human Behavior 2 was publishe d in 

1953. Many points lightly passed over in B of 0 are elaborated in 

S &: HB, though the ideas and arguments are clearly identifiable in 

B ofO. I have been unable to discover any evidence that Skinner 

and Ryle ever influenced each other's views, though there is a ref

erence to C ofM in Verbal Behavior. 3 It is not significantly relat

ed to the arguments I shall consider, but it does establish that 

Skinner had read Ryle before 1957. They use interestingly over

lapping systems of terminology, that do not appear to be the result 

of cross -fertilization. Also, one often comments in passing on a 

point that the othe r deve lops in detail. 

Gene rally, Ryle's comments and arguITlents are more thorough

ly argued in one place, be it chapter or only a group of paragraphs, 

than Skinner's. Ryle, after all, intended to do philosophy in CofM. 

In the books I am using as sources, Skinner usually makes his phil

osophical comments in passing, as he is primarily interested in ex

plaining psychology. This 'incidental' characteristic of most of 

Skinner's COITlITlents is evident froITl the way he often does not defend 

2 B. F. Skinner, The Behavior of Organisms. (New York, N. Y.: 
Appleton -Century -C rofts, Inc., 1938); abbreviated hereafter: 'B of 0'. 
and B. F. Skinner, Science and Human Behavior, (New York, N. Y.: 
The MacMillan Co., 1953); abbreviated hereafter: IS&: HB'. 

3 B. F. Skinner, Verbal Behavior. (New York, N. Y.: Appl e ton
Century-Crofts, Inc., 1957), p. 141. 
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them on philosophical grounds, but just claims them to be important 

for the practice of sc ience. or obviously true. Therefore, I think 

it would be most informative to describe Ryle's position first, and 

then show how Skinner's is similar. 

In reading the works of B. F.Skinner, I have been impressed 

by several types of similarities between his claims, and the views 

expres sed by Gilbert Ryle in C of M. Probably the most obvious 

similarity is apparent in the treatment of those concepts commonly 

called dispositional predicates. They are defended, and their ab

use is criticised in very similar manners by both writers. 

I hope to show that Ryle and Skinner argue against the same or 

very similar kinds of mentalism or mentalistic explanation. In so 

doing, neither of them is arguing from one of those rediculous stand

points sometimes attributed to behaviorists. For instance, it is 

sometimes said that behaviorists deny the existence of conscious

ness, or mind, or that they believe we are all automatons. Ryle's 

disclaimer of this nonsense will do for both writers. After outlin

ing the 'official theory' and naming it 'the dogma of the Ghost in the 

Machine', Ryle says that he intends to prove it entirely false. He 

then says: 

In attempting to explode the myth I shall probably be 
taken to be denying well-known facts about the mental life 
of human be.ings, and my plea that I a.im at doing nothing 
more than rectify the logic of mental-conduct concepts 
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will probably be disallowed as mere subterfuge. 4 

It would appear to me that the easiest way to begin to describe 

the philosophical similarities between the positions of Skinner and 

Ryle on dispositional predicates is to discuss their arguments ag

ainst the common (mis)use of these concepts in causal explanations. 

There are two types of argument used for this purpose by both writ

ers, though they have different preferences. The reade r should 

rest most of the weight of this comparison on the similar intentions 

expres sed by these arguments, rather than on the ir similar struc

tures' but there are occas ional striking similarities between the 

arguments themselves, such that it is informative to separate them. 

The first type of argument I will examine is intended to refute 

the common claim that the behavioral events wh ich stand in need of 

explanation are the result of previous mysterious events which take 

place ins ide the person involved. This argument claims that the 

class of concepts here called dispositions, cannot offer a useful or 

legitimate causal explanation in th is way, but that such an explana

tion is often proposed, because of a confusion or category mistake, 

such that dispositional terms have been misconstrued as the names 

of causal events. This first argument concludes that dispositions 

are not events at all, and so cannot be causal events. 

This is the type of argument preferred by Ryle, and will be 

4 C ofM, p. 17. 
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discussed first. The second type of argument, which is preferred 

by Skinner, is intended to refute the common claim that behavioral 

events are caused by agencies or faculties inside the person. A 

legitimate causal explanation cannot be given in th is way because 

these internal agents do not actually exist, and so cannot partici

pate in a causal sequence. 

The earliest well developed statement of the first type of ar

gument in C ofM, in which Ryle asserts the inappropriateness of 

treating dispositional concepts as if they were temporal causal ev

ents, involves the example of a skillful clown. The most inforrna

tive exerpts from this statement are as follows. 

The spectators applaud his skill at seeming clumsy, 
but what they applaud is not some extra hidden perform
ance executed 'in his head'. It is his visible performance 
that they admire, but they admire it not for being an effect 
of any hidden internal causes but for being an exercise of 
a skill. Now a skill is not an act. It is therefore neither 
a witnessable nor an unwitnessable act. . .. The tradition
al theory of the mind has misconstrued the type -distinction 
between disposition and exercise into its mythical bifurca
tion of unwitnessable mental causes and their witnessable 
physical effects. 5 

Ryle's most general presentation of this type of argument occurs 

at the beginning of his chapter 'Dispos itions and Occurrences'. 

The 'para -mechanical legend' Ryle mentions here refers to trad

itional, specifically Cartesian, concepts of mind which involve the 

interaction of spec ial internal 'mentalistic' entities. 

5 Ibid., p. 33 -34. 
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I have already had occasion to argue that a number of 
the words which we commonly use to describe and explain 
people's behaviour signify dispositions and not episodes. 
To say that a person knows something, or aspires to be 
something, is not to say that he is at a particular moment 
in process of doing or undergoing anything, but that he is 
able to do certain things, when the need arises, or that he 
is prone to do and feel certain things in situations of cer
tain sorts. 

There is, however, a special point in drawing attention 
to the fact that many of the cardinal concepts in terms of 
which we describe specifically human behaviour are disp
ositional concepts, since the vogue of the para-me chanical 
legend has led many people to ignore the ways in which 
the se conce pts actually behave and to construe them instead 
as being categorical reports of particular but unwitnessable 
matters of fact instead of be ing testable, open hypothetical 
and what I shall call 'sem i -hypothetical' statements . The 
old error of treating the term' Force' as denoting an oc
cult force -exerting agency has been given up in the physical 
sciences, but its relatives survive in many theories of mind 
and are perhaps only moribund in biology. 6 

I do not entirely share Ryle's faith in the linguistic derivation 

of philosophic relationships. When he speaks of how 'these concepts 

actually behave', I think it should be obvious that he is defending one 

of the ways they actually behave. If some people did not use them 

differently , (wrongly, for Ryle) he would not feel the need to set them 

straight. This must be done independently of language alone. Ryle 

seems to recognize this in his practice, for his arguments are sub

stantive, not purely linguistic. His claim that a confusion between 

dispositional terms and names of events is a common category mis

take, is not argued from a linguistic survey of how the terms are 

6 Ibid., p. H2 -1l3. 
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properly used; - it is explained and defended with reference to 

everyday experiences in the world. 

RyLe claims that the confusion of dispositional predicates with 

causal explanations involves the postulation or invention of what he 

calls Ghostly entities, which he categorizes with his metaphor of 

'the Ghost in the Machine'. Where RyLe impugns Ghosts and le

gends, Skinner refers, in a somewhat less derogatory fashion, to 

'explanatory fictions', or to 'verbal devices'. As previously men

tioned' Skinner prefers to argue against the explanatory usefulness 

of a certain class of internal entities or agencies. He seldom ar

gues clearly against the poor explanatory power of the correspond

ing class of mysterious internal events. This might not look Like a 

good tactic to someone familiar with phys iological psychology, where 

mysterious internal events are very much an acceptable subject mat

ter. The relevant issue here is what kind of mystery is to be dealt 

with, and of course, both writers are arguing philosophically against 

the intrinsically mysterious as opposed to the merely contingently 

mysterious. In arguing against such intrinsically mysterious entities, 

Skinner often mentions indirectly the events these entities supposedly 

participate in, and his manner allows us to deduce a position very 

similar to RyLe's. At the beginning of his first major work, (BofO , 

in L938,) there is a general theoretical comment that can be consid

ed quite representative of his approach, and will suppLy a conte xt for 
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discussion. 

Although the kind of datum to which a science of behav
ior addresses itself is one of the commonest in human ex
perience' it has only recently corne to be regarded without 
reservation as a valid scientific subject matter. It is not 
that man has neve r talked about behavior nor tr ied to sys
tematize and describe it, but that he has constantly done so 
by ind irection. Behavior has that kind of complexity or in
tricacy which discourages simple description and in which 
magical explanatory concepts flourish abundantly. Primitive 
systems of behavior first set the pattern by plac ing the be
havior of man under the direction of entities beyond man him
self. The determination of behavior as a subject of scien
tific inquiry was thus efficiently disposed of, since the direct
ing forces to which appeal was made were by hypothesis in
scrutable or at least called only faintly for explanation. In 
more advanced systems of behavior, the ultimate direction 
and control have been assigned to entities placed within the 
organism and called psychic or mental. Nothing is gained by 
this stratagem because most. if not all, of the determinative 
properties of the original behavior must be assigned to the 
inner entity. which becomes. as it were, an organism in its 
own right. 7 

Skinner has not said anything directly about the class of events that 

we are interested in here. but his psychic or mental entities give 

directions. and an instance of giving directions would have to count 

as an event. 

Things become a little clearer in the introduction to his chap

ter on methodology. though in claiming this I will have to make cer

tain other claims about Skinner's technical usage which may appear 

rather stipulative at this point. 

So far as scientific method is concerned, the system set 
up in the preceding chapter may be characterized as follows. 

7 B ofO. p. 3. 
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It is positivistic. It confines itself to description rather 
than explanation. Its conce pts are defined in te rms of im
mediate observations and are not given local or physiologi
cal properties. A reflex is not an arc, a drive is not the 
state of a center, extinction is not the exhaustion of a phys
iological substance or state. Terms of this sort are used 
merely to bring together groups of observations, to state 
uniformities, and to express properties of behavior which 
transcend single instances. They are not hypotheses, in 
the sense of th ings to be proved or d is proved, but conven
ient representations of things already known. As to hypo
theses, the system does not require them - at least in the 
usual sense. 8 

Skinner's use of 'hypotheses' in the quotation given above is 

probably confusing. His special uses for the terms 'hypothesis' and 

'theory' will be explored in more d e tail later , in Chapter IV, but it 

is worth mentioning here for the sake of clarity , that 'hypothesis' 

for Skinner usually refers to hypothetical entities of the class under 

consideration, - hypostasized 'things', the existence of wh ich the 

scientist is supposed to prove or disprove. His preference for what 

he calls descriptive rather than explanatory science relat es t o the 

same distinction, for he considers that the scientist who describes, 

does not propose to discover new structures or entities. 

In the quotation given above, Skinner is not straightforwardly 

denying the existence of the class of events unde r consideration; h e 

is denying the exiatence of entities which would, in an account de

pendent on explanatory fictions, pe rform the events, or participate 

in the events which supposedly cause overt behavior. But he is 

8 Ibid .. p. 44. 
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talking about these events, for reflex arcs presumably arc, or 

discharge; drive centers change in state; and I exhaustion ' is ob

viously a process or event. Perhaps it is not too early to point 

out that the only candidates for terms that describe in such a way 

as to I bring together groups of obsevations ' , I state uniformities ' , 

and I expres s properties of behavior which transcend single instan

ces l
, are dispositional terms. 

At the end of B of 0, Skinner is still concentrating on a crit 

icism of hypostasized entities, and has not explicitly said that the 

concepts he is interested in do not seem to refer to events. He does 

clearly attack mysterious internal events once in S&: HB, in the con

text of the problem of perception. 

There is scarcely any need to point out the disadvantage s 
of terms which refer to supposed non-physical eve nts . Even 
if it were possible to define "sensation" and "image" in di
mens ions acceptable in a natural sc ience, they wOllld appe a r 
as intervening concepts comparable to "drive " , "habit", "in_ 
stinct", and so on, and would be subject to the criticism of 
such concepts presented in Section II. As usual the fictional 
explanation has offered unwarranted consolation in the face 
of difficult problems. By suggesting a type of causal event 
the practice has discouraged the search for useful variabLes. 

But the private event is at best no more than a link in 
a causal chain, and it is usually not even that. We may think 
before we act in the sense that we may behave covertly before 
we behave overtly, but our action is not an "expression" of 
the covert response or the consequence of it. The two are at
tributable to the same variables. 9 

Of course, It is perfecly reasonable for Skinner to be satisfie d 

9 S&:HB, p. 278-279. See also S&:HB, p. l44, wher e' S k inne r (H H

cusses t.IlI' I1ntur(' (If clriv\',(a disposition), and says, "A driv( ~ iH not. n 
stimulus ", i.c. not a stimulating ev e nt. 
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with the successful denial of certain particular entities: causation 

can be correctly expres sed both by sentence s of the type 'the agent 

caused the event' and 'this event caused that event'. The complete 

logical structure of these inter-relationships is presumably, 'the 

agent caused this event which caused that event'. 

I have said that Skinner's favored form of argument is to dis

credit the legitimacy of internal agencies or entities in an explana

tion by denying both their usefulness and their existenc e . Ryl e clear

ly doe s use this tactic, espec iaLly in his chapte r on the Will. The 

arguments of both writers against the existence of the things thes e 

dispos itional concepts have been commonly reified into are interest 

ingly similar, for they are also in agreement on how these reifications 

have occurred, and the logical status of the error. In a passage al

ready cited, Ryle makes an historical comment about the evolution of 

such reified concepts. He considers that the importance of these ex

planatory concepts has been declining during the deve lopment of sc i

ence. 

The old error of treating the term 'Force' as denotin g 
an occult force-exerting agency has been given up in the phy 
ical sciences. but its relatives survive in many the orie s of 
mind and are perhaps only moribund in biology . lO 

Skinner makes historical comments more frequ ently than Ryle. 

who is more committed to the logical approach. However. Sk inner 

LO C ofM, p . 113 . 
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usually explains how such reifications get started rather than how 

they are corrected, perhaps because he is actively engaged in crit 

ic is ing the ir use. His only discus sion of the progres s ive dec line of 

this sort of explanation is in that book which so offended Bernard 

Williams, Beyond Freedom and Dignity. Skinner there claims over 

several pages that the common Greek explanation of behavior was 

given in terms of purposes; that they conceived that movement in 

nature was due to the purposes of the Gods or spirits, and that 

human movement was directly analogous, being due to the purposes 

of a god possessing or directing the person involved, or to the pur

poses of indwelling agents. Today, these indwelling agents have 

different names, but they are logically the same. Skinner claims 

that the progress of science requires that causal theories requiring 

occult or magical agency cannot be considered as legitimate. 

Physics and biology soon abandoned explanations of 
th is sort and turned to more useful kinds of cause s, but 
the step has not been decisively taken in the field of human 
behavior. Intelligent people no longer believe that men are 
possessed by demons (although the exorcism of devils is 
occasionally practiced, and the daimonic has reappeared in 
the writings of psychotherapists), but human behavior is 
still commonly attributed to indwelling agents. A juvenile 
delinquent is said, for example, to be suffering from a dis
turbed personality. 11 

One of Skinner's best accounts of how reifications get started is also 

a comment about the nature of language and the evolution of concepts. 

11 B. F. Skinner, Beyond Freedom and Dignity, (New York, N. Y.: 
Alfred A. Knopf, Inc., 1971), p. 7 -8. 
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Trait-names usually begin as adjectives - "intelligent", 
"aggressive ", "disorganized", "angry", "introverted", "rav
enous'" and so on - but the almost inevitable linguistic re
sult is that adjectives give birth to nouns. The things to 
which these nouns refer are then taken to be the active causes 
of the aspects. We begin with "intelligent behavior", pass 
first to "behavior which shows intelligence", and then to 
"behavior which is the effect of intelligence". Sim ilarly we 
begin by observing a preoccupation with a mirror which re 
calls the legend of Narc issus; we invent the adjective "nar
cissistic", and then the noun "narcissism", and finally we 
assert that the thing presumably referred to by the noun is 
the cause of the behavior with which we began. But at no 
point in such a series do we make contact with any event out
side the behavior itself which justifies the claim of a causal 
connection. 12 

It is worth mentioning that Skinner takes for granted here that we 

have to make contact with an event in order to justify a causal con

nection. 

Ryle spends considerable effort in his book before he attacks 

mental entities describing Cartesian psychology. He is very sar

castic as he decries 'Ghosts', 'Myths', and 'Legends'. He says 

of this 'Official theory' ; 

I shall often speak of it, with deliberate abusiveness, 
as 'the dogma of the Ghost in the Machine'. I hope to prove 
that it is entirely false, and false not in detail but in princi
pte. It is not merely an assemblage of particular mistak e s . 
It is one big mistake and a mistake of a special kind. It is , 
namely, a category-mistake. It represents the facts of men 
tal life as if they belonged to one logical type or category (or 
range of types <!lr categories). when they actually belong to 
another. The dogma is therefore a philosopher's myth . l3 

This is more general than Skinner's criticisms of 'magic a l explan

12 S & HB, p. 202. 

l3 C ofM, p. 17. 
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atory concepts', but Ry1e's intentions appear very similar . He con

hnues this declaration of war against Descartes a few pages later, 

claiming that Descartes was very impressed by the advanc es in s c i

ence, especially, mechanics, that occurred durin g his life tim e , 

but that since he could not accept a naturalistic or physicalistic-

Ryle says 'mechanistic' - view of the nature of man, h e r e d esc rib 

ed the mental world in vocabulary drawn from this new physi ca l 

sc ience. 

The differences between the physical and the m e ntal we r e 
thus represented as differences inside the common fram e 
work of the categories of 'thing', 'stuff', 'attribute ', 'st a t e', 
'process', 'change', 'cause' and 'effect'. Minds are things 
but different sorts of things from bodies; mental processes 
are causes and effects, but different sorts of caus e s and e f
fects from bodily movements. . Their theory was a 
para-nlechanical hypothesis . 

. The workings of minds had to be described by the 
mere negatives of the specific descriptions given to bodie s; 
they are not in space, the y are not motions, they are not 
modifications of matter, they are not accessible to public 
observation. Minds are not bits of clockwork, they are 
just bits of not -clockwork. 

As thus represented, minds are not mere ly ghosts har 
nessed to machines, they are themselves just spe ctral 
machines. Though the human body is an engine, it i s n o t 
quite an ord inary engine, since some of its working are 
governed by another engine inside it- this interior gov
ernor-engine being one of a very special sort. It is in
visible, inaudible and it has no size or weight. It cannot b e 
taken to bits and the laws it obeys are not those known to 
ordinary engineers. Nothing is known of how it gove rns 
the bodily engine. 14 

This is part of Ryle' s description of a magical, int e rnal, e xplan

[4 Ibid., p. 20 -21. 
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atoryentity. In his chapter on the Will, Ryle l s strategy shifts 

from sarcastic historical description to a logically structured 

tour de force, which can be generalized against all reified inner 

agencies. At the beginning of the chapter, he discusses the Will 

as an entity, and volition as the activity of that entity _ He mentions 

that the Will is an artificial, technical concept, which is peculiar 

in that we do not know how to use it in ord inary language _ He make s 

the following qualification. 

It does not, of course, follow from its being a 
technical concept that it is an illegitimate or useless con
cept. IIonizationl and loff-side l are technical concepts, 
but both are legitimate and useful. IPhlogiston l and lan_ 
imal spiritsl were technical concepts, though they have 
now no utility. 

I hope to show that the concept of volition belongs to 
the latter tribe. l5 

Ryle l s method in this endeavor is technically elegant; it is 

essentially Modus Tollens. He denies that these supposed mental 

processes occur before observable actions occur or are the caus e s 

of observable actions, and he does this in the philosophically hallow

ed manner of establishing a vicious regress. He then leaves it to 

his re ade r to notice that this is suffic ient grounds for denying that 

the agency exists. This tactic is closely related to his previous em

phasis on internal events, but it is used to debunk the internal entities 

which Skinner criticises directly. 

---15"-----
IbJi.. p. 6l. 
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Ryle has four major and ve ry we ighty objections to the tradi

tional proposals for the existence of volitions. The first is that , 

according to (as Ryle says) the 'official theory', human beings are 

supposed to have these volitions all the time, and be consc ious of 

them, but no one ever reports on them, except to defend the theory. 

Volitions cannot be witnessed, or otherwise defended on empirical 

grounds. 

No one eve r says such things as that at 10 a.m. 
he was occupied in willing this or that, or that he perform
ed five quick and easy volitions and two slow and difficult 
vol itions between midday and lunch -time. Nove lists 
describe the actions, remarks, gestures, and grirnaces, 
the daydreams, de liberations, qualms, and embarras sments 
of their characters; but they never mention their volitions. 
They would not know what to say about them. 

At wh ich moment was he going through a volition 
to take the high dive? When he set foot on the ladder? 
When he took his first deep breath? When he counted off 
'One, two, three - Go', but did not go? Very, very short
ly before he sprang? What would his own answer be to 
those questions? 16 

Ryle's second major objection is derived from his first. If volitions 

cannot be observed, they cannot partic ipate in any explanation for 

our ability to caLL some actions voluntary, and others not. Some

thing else must account for our ability to make this discrimination. 

It is admitted that one person can never witness 
the volitions of another; he can only infer from an observ
ed overt action to the volition from which it resulted, and 
then only if he has any good reason to believe that the overt 
action was a voluntary action, and not a reflex or habitual 
action, or one resulting from some external cause. 

16 Ib'd__.1_" p. 63. 
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The curious conclusion results that though volitions were 
called in to explain our appraisals of actions, this explan
ation is just what they fail to provide. If we had no other 
antecedent grounds for applying appraisal-concepts to the 
actions of others, we should have no reasons at all for in
ferring from those actions to the volitions alleged to give 
rise to them. l7 

Thus, it would appear that an inference from a person's observable 

actions to the inte ntions of the person involved must be c onsid e r e d to 

be legitimate. Logically, there appear to be no other grounds. The 

third objection draws attention to an often noted internal flaw in the 

'official theory', which is that it is, in principle, impossible for 

18there to be any connection between minds and bodies. 

Ryle's fourth objection is the most important, both from a log

ical point of view, and also for the purposes of comparison with 

Skinner's views, for it is the one that establishes the regression. 

Fourthly, although the prime function of volitions, the task 
for the performance of which thay were postulated, is to 
originate bodily m(wements, the argume nt, slIch as it is, 
for their existence entails that some mental happenings al
so must result from acts of will. Volitions were postulat
ed to be that which makes actions voluntary, resolute, mer
itorious, and wicked. But predicate s of these sorts are as
cribed not only to bodily movements but also to operations 
which, according to the theory, are mental and not physical 
operations. A thinker may ratiocinate resolutely, or imag
ine wickedly; 'he may try to compose a limerick and he may 
meritoriously concentrate on his algebra. Some mental pro
cesses then can, according to the theory, issue from voli
tions. So what of volitions themselves? Are they voluntary 
or involuntary acts of mind? Clearly, either answer leads 

[7 Ibid., p. 64. 
18 Ibid., p. 65. Skinner also notes this diffi c ulty with magical 

explanations which are 'by hypothesis inscrutable '. S ee p. 23, this 
paper, the quotation from B ofO, p. 3. 
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to absurdities. If I cannot help willing to pull the trigger, 
it would be absurd to describe lTIy pulling it as 'voluntary' . 
But if lTIy volition to pull the trigger is voluntary, in the 
sense assulTIed by the theory, then it lTIust issue frolTI a 
prior volition and that frolTI another ad infinitulTI. It has 
been suggested, to avoid this difficulty, that volitions can
not be described as either voluntary or involuntary. 'Vol
ition' is a terlTI of the wrong type to accept either predi 
cate. If so, it would seelTI to follow that it is also of the 
wrong type to accept such predicate s as 'virtuous' and 
'wicked', 'good' and 'bad', a conclusion which lTIight elTI
barras s those lTIoralists who use volitions as the sheet
anchor of their systelTIs. 

In short, then, the doctr ine of volitions is a causal hy
pothes is, adoped because it was wrongly supposed that the 
question, 'What lTIakes a bodily lTIovelTIent voluntary?' was 
a causal question. This supposition is, in fact , only a spec
ial twist of the general supposition that the question, 'How 
are lTIental-conduct concepts applicable to hUlTIan behaviour ? I 

is a question about the causation of that behaviour. 19 

Ryle goes on to discuss at length, the difference between voluntary 

and involuntary behavior. 

Skinner does not think that the question 'What lTIakes a bodily 

lTIovelTIent voluntary?' is a causal question either. Rather, in his 

discussion of the differences between voluntary and involuntary be

havior, he applies a technical distinction drawn frolTI his psycholog

ical theory; the distinction between operant behavior and respondent 

or reflexive behavior. 

The distinction between voluntary and involuntary behavior 
is a lTIatter of the kind of control. It corresponds to the dis
tinction between eliciting and discrilTIinating stilTIuli. 
we lTIay say that voluntary behavior is operant and involuntary 
behavior reflex. 20 

19 Ibid., p. 65 -66. 

20 S & HB, p. 1L2. 
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Skinner also says in this context, that historically the distinction bet

ween voluntary and involuntary behavior was supported by claims 

that involuntary behavior was not 'willed'. but the evidence for this 

was not so much that these behaviors could not be wilted, "as that 

21they could not be willed against. " These claims introduce some 

comments on the Will, which though they are not nearly so well de

veloped as Ryle's regress argument, appear to express the same 

point. 

It is natural that the "wilt" as an inner explanation of 
behavior should have survived longer in the study of oper
ant behavior, whe re the control exerc ised by the environ
ment is more subtle and indirect . In the case of the ope r 
tion we call reinforcement, for example, the current 
strength of behavior is due to events which have occurred 
in the past history of the organism - events which are not 
observed at tha the IT10rrlent their effect is felt. 

Consider, for exarrlple, a hungry guest who hears his 
host say, "Won't you corne to dinner?" . Before we 
can predict that he witl COIT1e to the table . w e rrlu s t 
have inforrrlation about all relevant variables - not only 
those which increase the probabilty of the response but 
also those which increase the probability of competing re
sponses. Since we ordinarily lack anything like adequate 
knowledge of all these variables, it is siIT1pler to assume 
that the behavior is deterrrlined by the guest's will- that 
he will COrrle if he wants to and wills to do so. But the as
sUIT1ption is of neither theoretical nor practical value , for 
we still have to predict the behavior of the "will". The 
inner explanation is no short cut to the inforrrlation we need. 
If rrlany variables are irrlportant, IT1any variables rrlust be 
studied. 22 

Skinner has not gone so far as to say that the regression in inescap-

Z( Ibid., p. 111. 

22Ibid., p. tt2-ll3. 
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able, but he has made it clear that to postulate a 'Will' to account 

for behavior is not helpful, for the vagaries of the Will stand as 

much in need of explanation as the behavior did in the first place. 

The logical structure of the arguments is the same. Skinner uses 

this argument very frequently, often saying things like we must 

still predict the behavior of the self, or the personality, on oc

cas ions when these concepts are given an explanatory role. 

There are, however other arguments of Skinner's which Look 

like Ryle's other arguments against the will. Skinner's first argu

ment in his first book is the same type of argument as Ryle's third 

objection to the will. Skinner there says that the directing forces 

which are used in some attempts to explain behavior are 'by hypo

23thesis inscrutable'. 

Ryle's second argument appears to me to be a hybrid between 

his first and third, and to express somewhat the same point as the 

regression used by both authors; that is, no actual or useful explan

ation is offered by something that must be inferred, that is in pr.in

ciple inscrutable. 

Skinner takes notice in several places of Ryle' s first objection 

to the will; that the workings of inner agents cannot be witnessed or 

defended on empirical grounds. He often claims in addition, that ex

planations that are succeptible to this criticism are obstructive be

23 B of 0, p . 3. 
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cause they are superficially satisfying and they are so easy to gen

erate. Skinner makes use of these arguments in his most thorough 

direct attack on reified concepts, which occurs under the facetious 

subtitle Some Popular "Causes" of Behavior. The discussion is 

very conceptual. Of 'inner causes' generally, he says: 

Every science has at some time or other looked for 
causes of action inside the things it has studied. Some
times the practice has proved useful, sometimes it has 
not. There is nothing wrong with an inner explanation 
as such, but events which are located inside a system 
are likely to be difficult to observe. For this reason we 
are encouraged to assign properties to them without just
ification. Worse still, we can invent causes of this sort 
without fear of contrad iction. The motion of a roll ing 
stone was once attributed to its vis viva. The chemical 
properties of bodies were thought to be derived from the 
principles or essences of which they were composed. Com
bustion was explained by the phlogiston ins ide the com
bustible object. Wounds healed and bodies grew well be
cause of a vis medicatrix. It has been especially tempt
ing to attribute the behavior of a living or ganism to the be
havior of an inner agent, as the following examples may 
suggest. 24 

Skinne r has here used Ryle's first argument in notic ing that inne r 

causes are difficult, if not impossible, to observe, and that they can 

be freely invented. And, of course, all of the explanatory substances 

offered are reifications of tendencies or properties; that is, they are 

all dispositions. 

I find it interesting that both Ryle anc;1 Skinner use phlogiston 

as a parad igm example of the sort of re ified prope rty they are crit

24 S& HB, p. 27. For further discussion of the inference of 
inner causes, see S & HB, p. 143 -144. 
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icalof, and both are clear that though there is nothing wrong with 

this sort of explanation, in principLe, it is very intractabLe in prac

25tice. Ryle refers to it as an 'obsolete technical concept' and dis

cusses it later as an 'uninspectable heat stuff'. 26 He says that the 

hunt for this sort of will-o' -the-wisp promotes scientific explora

tion. While Skinner has grave reservations about the Last point, he 

quite comfortably makes use of this cLas s of conce pts in his own the

ory, calling them 'intervening conceptsl to make it quite clear that 

he is not reifying them. 27 It would appear that the use of such terms 

is almost a Linguistic necessity, and that it invoLves the continuaL risk 

of re ification. 

One of the main types of 'inner causes l which are very common-

Ly reified, are called by Skinner I psychic inner causes l . He describ

them as follows. 

( A) common practice is to expla in behavior in terms of 
an inner agent which lacks physical dimensions and is call 
ed "mental" or "psychic". The purest form of the psychic 
explanation is seen in the animism of primitive peoples. 
From the immobility of the body after death it is inferred 
that a spirit responsibLe for movement has departed. The 
enthusiastic person is, as the etymoLogy of the word implies, 
energized by a II god within". It is only a modest refinement 
to attribute every feature of the behavior of the physicaL or
ganism to a corresponding feature of the "mind" or of some 
inner "personality". The inner man is regarded as driving 
the body very much as the man at the steering wheeL drives 
a car. The inner man wills an action, the outer executes it. 

25 C ofM, p. 61, quoted on p. 30 of this paper. 

26 Ibid., p . 303. 

27 S& HB, p. 278-279, quoted on p. 25 of this paper, and B of 0, 


p. 368. 



38 

The inner loses his appetite, the outer stops eating. The 
inner man wants and the outer gets. The inner has the im
pulse which the outer obeys. 

It is not the layman alone who resorts to these practices. 
for many reputable psychologists use a similar dualistic 
system of explanation. The inner man is sometimes per
sonified clearly, as when delinquent behavior is attributed 
to a "disordered personality", or he may be dealt with in 
fragments, as when behavior is attributed to mental pro
cesses' faculties, and traits. Since the inner man does not 
occupy space, he may be multiplied at will. It has been ar
gued that a single physical organism is controlled by sever
al psychic agents and that its behavior is the re sultant of 
their several wills. The Freudian concepts of the ego, super
ego, and id are often used in this way. 28 

Skinner's final word on 'inner causes' is given in a linguistic analys is 

of 'conce13tual inner causes'. This quotation foreshadows the subject 

matter of the next chapter in its comment on the relation between in

stances of a behavior, and the dispositional explanation of that be

havior. 

The commonest inner causes have no specific dimensions 
at all, either neurological or psychic. When we say that a 
man eats because he is hungry, smokes a great deal be
cause he has the tobacco habit, fights because of the instinct 
of pugnacity, behaves brilliantly because of his intelligence, 
or plays the piano well because of his musical ability, we 
seem to be referring to causes. But on analysis these phras
es prove to be merely redundant descriptions. A single set 
of facts is described by the two statements: "He eats" and 
"He is hungry." A single set of facts is described by the two 
statements: "He smoke s a great deal" . and "He has the 
smoking habit." A single set of facts is described by the two 
statements: "He plays well" and "He has musical ability. " 
The practice of explaining one statement in terms of the other 
is dangerous because it suggests that we have found the cause 
and therefore need search no further. Moreover, such terms 
as "hunger", "habit", and "intelligence" convert what are 

28 Ibid., p. 29. 
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essentiaLLy the properties of a process or relation into 
what appear to be things. Thus we are unprepared for 
the properties eventually to be discovered in the behav
ior itself and continue to look for something which may 
not exist. 29 

All of these arguments of Skinner's are very common through

out his work, though they are often given very briefly in one or two 

sentences. I think it would be fair to say that he considers the pop

ularity and plausibility of mentalistic explanation, or mysterious 

internal causes of behavior, to be the greatest barrier to the ac

ceptance of the sort of explanation he wants to promote, namely , 

functional analysis. 

It is apparent that the positions of the two write rs on re ified 

concepts and mentalistic explanation are very similar indeed. I 

don't know how one would set about proving identity in such a case; 

it is the general practice in ph ilosophical commentary to be sat is

fied with great and obvious similarity. Though Ryle's major tac

tic in criticising the misuse of this class of concepts is to deny 

that the activities attributed to the supposed entities need occur, or 

would serve usefully as explanations if they did occur, and Skinner's 

major tactic is to deny the usefulness of talking about such entities 

directly, they both use the manner of argument of the other to a 

lesser degree, and they share the common intention of both types of 

argument. 



CHAPTER III 

DISPOSITIONAL EXPLANATION 

AND FUNCTIONAL ANALYSIS 

As neither Skinner nor Ryle will allow dispositions to count as 

causes in an explanation of behavior, they are faced with two obvious 

problems: (a) what function(s) do dispositions actually serve? and 

(b) how is a causal account of behavior to be given? These questions 

concern the same conceptual relationships, and are usually discussed 

together by both writers. Skinner's intentions as a scientist are much 

more evident in his treatment of these questions than they were in his 

comments on the faults of magical internal agencies. There also, he 

did philosophy as a prerequisite to doing science, but here it is more 

obvious. He is more interested in giving a causal account of behavior 

than in talking about the logical status of dispositions, though probably 

the most important aspect of his work is a causal account of how dis

positions themselves are aquired. Ryle is not interested in being ab

le to give a ve ry specific and precise account of the caus e s of a c tions. 
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or of dispositions; he seems quite satisfied to know what classes o f 

event would include the particular causes. After all, finding out 

which one of a class of events actually does cause a particular behav 

ior is not a conceptual question, and so not philosophically interest 

ing. Ryle is interested in rectifying a conceptual confusion which 

involves the logical status of dispositions, but not in going further t o 

practical or experimental study. Because of this d i fference of e m

phasis, an extended treatment of each writer's pos ition will be nec 

essary before they can be compared , but it will become obvious 

that they are in agreement on how dispositions and specific causes 

are related to each other and to behavior. 

In C ofM, Ryle discusses many different types of dispositions . 

His simplest example is used several times to illustrate the para

digm of the relationship between dispositions and causes. Ryle in

troduces this first quotation by saying that he is describing the logic 

of dispositional concepts in general. 

When we describe glass as brittle, or sugar as soluble , 
we are using dispositional concepts, the logical force of 
which is this. The brittleness of glass does not consist in 
the fact that it is at a given mom~nt actually being shiver e d. 
To say that it i s brittle is to say that if it ever is, or ever 
had been, struck or strained, it would fly, or have flown, 
into fragments . . To say that sugar is soluble is to say that 
it would dissolve , or would have d i ssolved, if imm e rs e d in 
water . 

A statement ascribing a dispositional property to a thin g 
has much, though not everything, in common with a state 
ment subsuming the thing under a law. To poss e ss a d is
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positional property is not to be in a particular state, or 
to undergo a particular change; it is to be bound or liable 
to be in a particular state, or to undergo a particular 
change, when a particular condition is realized. The 
same is true about specifically human dispositions such 
as qualities of character. My being an habitual smoker 
does not entail that I am at this or that moment smoking; 
it is my permanent proneness to smoke when I am not 
eating, sleeping, lecturing or attending funerals, and 
have not quite recently been smoking. l 

The word 'law', as Ryle has used .it here, has the same sense as 

when used by a sc ientist in such phrases as 'physical laws', 'laws 

of thermodynamics', etc., where it refers to observable regularities, 

that is, to dispositions. 

The brittle glass analogy is further developed to explain both 

both dispositional and causal accounts of behavior. Ryle argues 

from his position that motives, emotions, etc., are dispositions and 

not events, and so cannot be causes. He includes reasons with mo

tives, as dispositions. 

There are at least two quite different senses in which an 
occurrence is said to be 'explained'; and there are corres
pondingly at least two quite different senses in which we ask 
'why' it occurred and two quite different senses in which we 
say that it happened 'because' so and so was the case. The 
first sense is the causal sense. To ask why the glass broke 
is to ask what caused it to break, and we explain, in this 
sense, the fracture of the glass when we report that a stone 
hit it. The 'because' clause in the explanation reports an 
event, namely the event wh ich stood to the fracture of the 
glass as cause to effect. 

But ve ry frequently we look for and get explanat ions of 
occurrences in another sense of 'explanation'. We ask why 
the glass shivered when struck by the stone and we get th e 

1 C ofM, p. 43. 
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answer that it was because the glass was brittle. Now 
'brittle' is a dispositional adjective; that is to say, to 
describe the glass as brittle is to assert a general hypo
thetical proposition about the glass. So when we say that 
the glass broke when struck because it was brittle, the 'be
cause' clause does not report a happening or a cause; it 
states a law-like proposition. People commonly say of 
explanations of this second kind that they give the 'reason' 
for the glass breaking when struck. 

How does the law-Like general hypothetical proposition 
work? It says, roughly, that the glass, if struck or twist
ed, etc. , would not dissolve or stretch or evaporate but fly 
into fragments. The matter of fact that the glass did at a 
particular moment fly into fragments, when struck by a par
ticular stone, is explained, in this sense of 'expLain' when 
the first happening, namely the impact of the stone, satisfies 
the protasis of the general hypothetical proposition, and when 
the second happening, namely the fragmentation of the glass , 
satisfies its apodosis. 

This c an now be applied to the explanat ion of actions as is
suing from specified motives. When we ask' Why did some
one act in a certain way?' this question might, so far as its 
language goes, either be an inquiry into the cause of his act
ing in that way, or be an inquiry into the character of the a
gent which accounts for his having acted in that way on that 
occas ion. I sugge st, what I shall now try to prove, that ex
planations by motives are explanations of the second type and 
not of the first type. 2 

Ryle has mentioned law-like propositions here, again referring 

to laws. He is claiming that a statement attributing dispositional 

tendencies to something is to be understood as hypothetical proposition 

about that thing. If such a statement is about a disposition of a whole 

class of things, such as all glass things, it is a general hypothetical 

statement, or a Law-like proposition. How law-Like such a proposition 

is seems to be a matter of how general it is. The important thing h e r e 

2 !l>id., p. 86. 
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is that Ryle identifies laws with dispositions. This is noteworthy in 

relation to Skinner's scientific pursuit, for he is interested in dis

covering Laws of behavior. 

RyLe later discusses laws in general in an attempt to clarify 

the nature of personal dispositions. He introduces this discussion 

by saying that statements of the dispositions of ind i viduals are not 

laws, but that they share in some of the features of Laws. 

Laws are often stated in grammatically uncomplex in
dicative sentences, but they can also be stated in, among 
other constructions, hypothetical sentences of such patterns 
as 'Whatever is so and so, is such and such' or 'If a body 
is left unsupported, it falls at such and such a rate of accel
eration'. We do not call a hypothetical sentence a 'law', un
less it is a 'variabLe' or 'open' hypothetical statement, i.e. 
one of which the protasis can embody at Least one expression 
like 'any' or 'whenever'. It is in v irtue of th is featur e that a 
law applies to instances, though its statement does not men
tion them. We have to learn to use statements of 
particular matters of fact, before we can learn to use the 
law -statements wh ich do or might apply to them. Law state
ments belong to a different and more sophisticated level of 
discourse from that, or those, to which belong the statements 
of the facts that satisfy them. Alge braical statements are in 
a similar way on a different level of discourse from the ar
ithmeticaL statements which satisfy them. 

Law-statements are true or false but they do not state 
truths or faLsehoods of the same type as those asserted by the 
statements of fact to which they apply or are supposed to ap
ply. They have different jobs. The crucial difference can be 
brought out in this way. At least part of the point of trying to 
establish laws is to find out how to infer from particular mat
ters of fact to other particular matters of fact, how to explain 
particular matters of fact by reference to other matters of 
fact , and how to bring about or prevent particuLar states of 
affairs. A Law is used as, so to speak, an inference -ticke t 
(a season ticket) which Licenses its possessors to move from 
asserting factual statements to asserting other factual sta t e 
m e nts . It a lso Li cens e s the m to provide explanat ion s of give n 
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facts ,and to bring about des ired states of affairs by mani 
pulating what is found existing or happening. Indeed we 
should not admit that a student has learned a law, if all 
he were prepared to do were to recite it. Teach
ing a law is, at least inter alia, teaching how to do new 
things, theoretical and practical, with particular matters 
of fact. 3 

Th is could be part of an introductory commentary to any sc ience, or 

even a science of behavior, with its specific mention of the practical 

manipulation of affairs. A claim about that aspect of science would 

look familiar to any reader of Skinner. 

Ryle has given this explanation of laws in order to clarify the 

nature of personal disp·ositions. The only difference he ever mentions 

between law statements and the law-like statements of individual dis

positions, is the different degree of generality the two kinds of state

ments express. Ryle makes this point when he says that dispositional 

statements are clearly not laws, because they mention particular 

things or persons. 4 But all the other properties seem to be simi

lar. He goes on to say, 

Dispos itional statements about particular things and per
sons are also like law statements in the fact that we use 
them in a partly similar way. They apply to, or they are 

3 Ibid., p. 116-117. See also C ofM, p. 117 -118, where Ryle contin
ues this discussion with a criticism of the reification of laws; he crit
icises specifically the 'rails of inference' metaphor of laws which sug
gests that they are a sort of unobserved (unobservable) bond between 
the things they refer to. He argues that this tactic merely generates a 
redundancy, and redescribes the reification problem discussed in the 
last chapter in this new vocabulary he is using to describe disposition s , 
as , "the old habit of construing open hypothetical statements as sing u
lar cate gorical state ments . " 

4 Ibi~., p. 119. 
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satisfied by, the actions, reactions and states of the ob
ject; they are inference -tickets, which license us to pre
dict' retrodict, explain, and modify these actions, reac
tions' and states. 5 

Presumably, dispositional statements that refer to classes of things, 

or persons, would be laws in an unqualified sense. It is these sorts 

of laws that Skinner is concerned with. 

Skinner gives precise descriptions of some of the laws of behav

ior that he has done extensive work on, but he does not discuss laws 

at any length in the abstract. The major aspect of science to which 

he does devote considerable effort is the nature and usefulness of dif-f

erent types of theory. However, he does mention laws several times 

in a manner that allows us to infer how he is using the concept. In an 

early discussion of what is involved when we attempt to establish a 

science of behavior, he describes the kind of natural history of behav

ior that is frequently done by psychologists. He says of sllch natural 

history, 

although this is, properly speaking, a description 
of behavior, it is not a science in the accepted sense. We 
need to go beyond mere observation to a study of functional 
relationships. We need to establish laws by virtue of which 
we may predict behavior, and we may do this only by find
ing variable s of which behavior is a function. 6 

Skinner elaborates the same point in a later work as follows. 

The external variables of which behavior is a fllnction 
provide for what may be called a causal or functional analy

5 Ibid., p. 119.
6- 

B of 0, p. H. 
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sis. We undertake to pred ict and control the behavior of 
the individual organism. This is our "dependent variab
le"-the effect for which we are to find the cause. Our 
"independent variables"- the causes of behavior- are the 
external conditions of which behavior is a function. Rela
tions between the two - the "cause -and -effect relationships" 
in behavior - are the laws of a science. A synthes is of 
these laws expressed in quantitative terms yields a com
prehensive picture of the organism as a behaving system. 7 

It is obvious that Skinner's language of the independent and de

pendent variables of functional relations is derived from mathemat

ics, and that Ryle ' s terminology of open hypothetical sentences, 

each with its protasis and apodosis, is derived from logic. Theyob

viously share the same referents in this scientific context: the pro

tas is of a law couched in the form of a general open hypothetical law 

statement would refer to a cause, or an independent variable, and 

the apodosis would refer to an effect or a dependent variable. It is 

the relations between the two that comprise the laws, or as Skinner 

would say, the functional relations. The dispos itional common 

ground of these systems is that Ryle has identified dispositions with 

laws in his discussion of them as law-like statements, and Skinner 

has identified laws with functional relations. 

But an explanation in terms of dispositions is only one of the 

8types of explanation Ryle described. There is also causal explan

ation. Of course, a dispositional explanation or law-like statement 

in hypothetical form, must mention causes or classes of causes , if 

7S&HB, p. 35. 

8 CofM, p. 86, quoted on p.43 of this paper. 
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it is complete, but it might mention them only vaguely. More com

monLy, it might be incompLete, and not mention them at alL. This 

is characteristic of most explanations in terms of 'instinct', and it 

is because of this incompleteness that 'instinct' explanations are 

often uninformative and uncheckabLe. They appear to explain a vari 

abLe in terms of a constant. 

However, there is obviously latitude enough for the difference 

of emphasis between Skinner and RyLe. Skinner, in pursuing a func

tional analysis of human behavior is onLy interested in very complete 

dispositional anaLysis. He wants the causes or classes of causes to 

be precisely specified so that it will be possible to have a reliable 

technoLogy of behavior involving duplication of specific instances of 

controL. Since RyLe is more interested in explaining correctly how 

we should taLk about character traits, and not so much in describing 

precise causation, he has not given the attention to causaL detail that 

Skinner would bestow. But, after an extensive discussion of various 

types of emotional dispositions, in which he takes his usuaL line that 

emotions are dispositions and therefore not causes, Ryle applies him

self to the question of what sorts of things (that is, events) are causes. 

He does this under the heading The Reasons and the Causes of Actions, 

classifying motives, such as emotions, and reasons as dispositions, and 

distinguishing them from causes. 
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I have argued that to explain an action as done from a 
specified motive or inclination is not to describe the action 
as the effect of a specified cause. Motives are not happ
enings and are not therefore of the right type to be causes. 
The expansion of a motive -expression is a law-like sen
tence and not a re port of an event. 

But the general fact that a person is disposed to act in 
such and such ways in such and such circumstances does 
not by itself account for his doing a particular thing at a 
particular moment; any more than the fact that the glas s 
was brittle accounts for its fracture at 10p.m. As the im
pact of the stone at 10p.m. caused the glass to break, so 
some antecedent of an action causes or occas ions the a
gent to perform it when and where he does so. For exam
ple, a man passes his neighbour the salt from politeness; 
but his politeness is merely his inclination to pass the salt 
when it is wanted, as well as to perform a thousand other 
courtesies of the same general kind. So besides the ques
tion 'for what reason did he pass the salt?' there is the 
quite different question 'what made him pass the salt at that 
moment to that neighbour?' This question is probably an
swered by 'he heard his neighbour ask for it', or 'he no
ticed his neighbour's eye wandering over the table', or some
thing of the sort. 

The object of mentioning these important trivialities is 
twofold; first, to show that an action's having a cause does not 
conflict with its having a motive, but is already prescribed 
for in the protasis of the hypothetical proposition which states 
the motive; and second, to show that, so far from our want
ing to hear of occult or ghostly causes of actions, we already 
know just what sorts of familiar and usually public happenings 
are the things which get people to act in particular ways at 
particular times. 9 

Ryle's mention of the lack of conflict between motives and causes is a 

remark about the nature of a complete explanation, which require s ref

erence to both d ispos itions and causes. 

Despite Skinner's great interest in precise causal explanation, 

9 Ibid., p. 109 -ltO . 
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he does not often use the word' cause', except with quote s. The r ea

sons for this are conceptual, and are related to the reasons fo r h is 

use of ITlatheITlatical vocabulary in oth e r plac e s. He wants to b e able 

to speak in terITlS of quantities , and a functional analysis of operant 

behavior requires that he speak in terITlS of ITlultiple causation and 

probabilities . Of course, because such ITlultiple causation is char

acteristic of dispositional behaviors, they must generally be treated 

in terms of probabilities. SOITle exerpts of Skinner's discussion of 

this probleITl follow. 

we need to clarify the notion of "probability of 
res ponse." In discussing hUITlan behavior , we often 
refer to "tendencies" or "predispositions" to behave i n 
particular ways. Almost every theory of behavior use s 
SOITle such terITl as "exc itatory potentiaL", "habit strength," 
or "determining tendency." But how do we observe a ten
dency? And how can we ITleasure one? 

If a given saITlple of behavior existed in only two state s, 
in one of which it always occurred and the other never, we 
shouLd be alITlost heLpLess in foLlowing a prograITl of function
al anaLysis. An all-or -none subject ITl~tter Lends itse Lf only 
to priITlitive forITls of description. It is a great advantage 
to suppose instead that the probability that a res ponse wilL oc
cur ranges continuously between these all -or -none extreITles. 
We can then deal with variables which, unlike the eliciting 
stiITluLus, do not "cause a given bit of behavior to occur" but 
simpLy make the occurrence more probable. We may then 
proceed to deal, for exaITlpLe, with the cOITlbined effect of 
ITlore that one such variable. 

The everyday expressions which carry the notion of prob
ability, tendency, or predisposition describe the frequencies 
with which bits of behavior occur. We never observe a prob 
ability as such. We say that SOITleone is "enthusiastic" about 
bridge when we observe that he plays bridge often and talks 
about it often. 10 

10 S & HB, p. 62. 
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Thus, in order to predict when a certain behavior will occur, we 

must have information about the probability of that behavior , and 

this information must be derived in turn from the frequency of the be

havior under varying conditions . That is, to predict a behavior, we 

must be able to describe the relevant behavioral disposition. The 

varying conditions are the independent variables, or in Ryle's vo

cabulary, they would be expressed in the protasis of an open hypo

thetical law-like statement. This is the context of Skinner's com

ment on cause and effect. 

The terms "cause" and "effect" are no longer widely 
used in science . They have been associated with so many 
theories of the structure and operation of the universe that 
they mean more than sc ientists want to say. The terms 
which replace them, however, refer to the same factual 
core. A "cause' becomes a "change in an independent 
variable" and an "effect" a "change in a dependent variab
le". The old "cause -and -effect connection" becomes a 
"functional relation"'. The new terms do not suggest how 
a cause causes its effect; they merely assert that differ
ent events tend to occur together in a certain order. This 
is important, but it is not crucial. There is no particular 
danger in using "cause" and "effect" in an informal discus
sion if we are always ready to substitute their more exact 
counterparts. 

We are concerned, then, with the causes of human behav
ior. We want to know why men behave as they do. Any con
dition or event which can be shown to have an effect upon be
havior must be taken into account. By discovering and analy
zing these causes we can predict behavior; to the extent that 
we can manipulate them, we can control behavior. 11 

A functional relation, as mentioned here, may have any degree of gen

erality, from specific open hypothetical (law-like) to general open hypo

11 Ibid., p. 23. 
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thetical (law). Skinner has also apparently commited hiInself here 

to Ryle's view that only events can be causes, for changes in an in

dependent variabLe must be events. 

It should be apparent from the foregoing discussion on the ne

cessity of treating dispositions in terms of probabilities, that Skinner 

and Ryle are also in agreement in how they conceive dispositional con

cepts to be related to instances of the reLevant behavior. A disposi

tion is seen as a way to refer to a particuLar group of events or behav

iors which share a certain siInilarity and probability of occurrence. 

The dispositions do not themselves behave, but rather, events' satisfy' 

theIn in the way they' satisfy' a law-statement. L2 Ryle asserts that 

it is not Ineaningful to speak of a disposition unless one can also speak 

of instances of that disposition being exercised. When dispositional 

stateInents are expanded into hypothetical form, they have obvious re

ference to instances. Ryle gives an exaInple of indoLence as follows: 

"Whenever he was faced by an option between doing something difficult 

L3and not doing it, he shirked doing the difficult thing". Skinner 

Inakes this sort of claim whenever he says something to the effect that 

the properties assigned to 'hypothetical intervening states' such as 

drives. are derived froIn observations of the reLationships affecting 

behavior. 'Hypothetical intervening states' is another naIne for dis

12 C of M. p. 116. quoted on p. 44 of this paper. 

13 Ibid., p. 83. 
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positions, intended to make it quite clear that they are not to be re if 

ied, or measured in any other way than by the frequency of the behav

ior involved. Skinner often mentions that terms of this sort are con

venient because they enable us to refer to many cases at once, and he 

often claims that their use is a verbal device which is derived from 

l4observation. 

Thus far the discussion in this chapter has been concerned with 

only the large structure of dispositional or functional explanation. 

Nothing has as yet been said about the varieties of disposition that 

are subsumed under this type of explanation. The range is very wide. 

The mind is not dispositional simpliciter; the complexity, variety, and 

generality provided by a theory of mind based on dispositional analysis 

must be commensurate with the subject. Ryle has a detailed explora

tion of the varieties of disposition as part of his discussion of the logic 

of dispositional concepts. Skinner's detailed work in on the varieties 

of ope rant learning, mainly; on different schedules of reinforcement, 

but he does acknowledge many of the subclasses of disposition that 

Ryle deals with. Some of Ryle's major categories of disposition are, 

competenc ie s and capac itie s, such as knowing how and knowing that; 

emotions such as inclinations, motives, moods, agitations, and feel

ings; and habits. There would seem to be a major distinction here, 

14 S & HB, p. 144. See also S & HB, p. 62, quoted on p. 50 of this 
paper, S&HB, p. 202, quoted on p. 28 of this paper, BofO. p. 44. 
quoted on p. 24 of this paper, and B of O. p. 368. 
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between competencies or abilities to do things, and motives or inten

tions, and it would appear that habits could be of either category. 

Skinner also has this distinction implicitly in his work. He devotes 

considerable space to the subject of emotion and anxiety, and their 

effects on performance, but the practical aspects of his work are rel

evant mainly to education, where, it is to be hoped, students acquire 

competencie s. 

There would appear to be enormous variety in the generality and 

flexibility of dispositions. The most general and least flexible types 

of disposition are intrinsic attributes such as brittleness in glass, or 

such a trait as 'the ability to be reinforced ' in humans and animals. 

Dispositions at this level are definitional characteristics of whatever 

thing they are attributes of. Somewhat more flexible would be native 

tendencies which mature with age. These are common among living 

systems, but not exclusive to them. And aquired dispositions of the 

sort Ryle and Skinner are interested in, are more, flexible yet. 

This is a continuum, of course, and where it ends is largely a matter 

of definition. There can be very short term dispositions. I intend 

these comments to be very general, and would refer those interested 

in fine distinctions to Ryle, for detail on this topic is beyond the scope 

of this paper. 

However, there is an interesting subdivision of behavior which 

is a source of questions and objections, especially from critics of be
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haviorism. I refer here,tn private mental states, mental events, or 

mental acts, such as emotions, perceptions, insights, judgements , 

and decisions. Difficulties with the privacy of such events and states 

compose the' problem of other minds'. Skinner and Ryle give pr i 

vate events and state s similar treatment; they both cons ide r them as 

private behaviors to which the individual has privilege d access , but 

not infallible knowledge. In referring to the problem of other minds , 

Ryle says that, rather than asking whether a person has a mind, we 

should be interested in a range of more specific questions , such as , 

'How do I find out that I saw the joke and that 
you did not; that your action took more courage than mine; 
that the service I rendered to you was rendered from a 
sense of duty and not from expectation of kudos; that though 
I did not fully understand what was said at the time, I did 
fully understand it , when I went over it in my head after
wards, while you understood it perfectly from the start; that 
I was feeling homesick yesterday?' Questions of these sorts 
offer no mysteries; we know quite well how to set to work to 
find out the answers to them; and though often we cannot fin
ally solve them and may have to stop short at mere conjec
ture, yet, even so, we have no doubt what sorts of informa
would satisfy our requirements, if we could get it; and we 
know what it would be like to get it. 15 . 

And on the question of the supposed incorrigibility of self knowledge 

of private events, he compares the reliability of such self knowledge 

to the reliability of others' knowledge of us. 

the differences are differences of degree, not 
of kind. The superiority of the speaker's knowledge of what 
he is doing over that of the listener does not indicate that he 

15 C of M. p . 162 -163. 
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has Privileged Access to facts of a type inevitably in
accessible to the listener, but only that he is in a very 
good position to know what the listener is often in a very 
poor position to know. The turns taken by a man's con
versation do not startle or perplex his wife as much as 
they had surprised and puzzled his fiancee, nor do close 
colleagues have to explain themselves to each other as 
much as they have to explain themselves to their new 
pupils. 

A person's knowledge about himself and others may be 
distributed between many roughly distinguishable grades 
yie Id ing correspondingly nume rous roughly distinguishable 
senses of 'knowledge'. But in none of the senses 
in which we ordinarily consider whether a person does or 
does not know something. about himself is the postulate of a 
Privileged Access necessary or helpful for the explanation 
of how he has achieved, or m ight have achieved, this know
ledge. There are repects in which it is easier for me to 
get such knowledge about myself than to get it about some
one else; there are other respects in which it is harder. 
But these differences of facility do not derive from, or lead 
to, a difference in kind between a person's knowledge about 
himself and his knowledge about other people. No metaphys
ical Iron Curtain exists compelling us to be for ever absol
ute strangers to one another, though ord inary circumstance s, 
together with some deliberate management, serve to maintain 
a reasonable aloofnes s. Similarly no metaphysical looking
glass exists compelling us to be for ever completely disclos
ed and explained to ourselves, though from the everyday con
duct of our soc iable and unsoc iable lives we learn to be rea
sonably conversant with ourselves. 16 

Skinner devotes a chapter of S & HB to an explanation of how we 

learn to report reliably on our own private experiences. He says that 

these reports can only be learned if the community can teach them, 

which presupposes that the community can discover, with fair reli 

ability, what a person's' private' states are. On many occassions this 

is not difficult. Thus we can teach a child to report' My tooth aches' , 

16 Ibid., p. l7l-173. 
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if the tooth is broken, or if there is obvious pain behavior when the 

tooth is touched; or we can teach the report 'That itches' or 'That 

tickles' when there is scratching or squirming when in contact with 

17things that scratch or tickle. Skinner also discusses the meta

phorical extension of terms for overt behavior to covert behavior; 

much of the language of emotion is historically metaphorical. Such 

metaphors are unreliable, and this accounts for the vagueness of 

18many emotional reports. But this relative inaccessabitity does 

not amount to a difference in kind between covert and overt behaviors . 

A private event may be distinguished by its 
limited accessibility but not, so far as we know, by any 
special structure or nature. We have no reason to sup
pose that the stimulating effect of an inflamed tooth is 
essentially different from that of, say, a hot stove. The 
stove, however, is capable of affecting more than one 
person in approximately the same way. 19 

Skinner also compares the reliabilities of public and private know

ledge, to the disadvantage of private knowledge. 

Contrary to the usual view, the special con
tact between the individual and the events wh ich occur 
within his own body does not provide him with "inside 
information" about the causes of his behavior. Because 
of his preferred position with respect to his own history, 
he may have special information about his read ines s to 
respond, about the relation of his behavior to controlling 
variables, and about the history of these variables. Al
though this information is sometimes erroneous and, ... 
may even be lacking, .it is sometimes useful in a science 
of behavior. 20 

17 S & HB, p. 259. 

18 Ibid ., p. 260. 

1 9 Ibid., p . 257 -258. 

20 Ibid., p. 278 279. 
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These viewpoints expressed by Skinner and Ryle are logical 

and rather austere, and it may be difficult to see why they evoke 

such strong reaction. The fact that the events and states under con

sideration are private, seems to accentuate the difficulties with them 

disproportionately, for there is no comparable difficulty with public 

behaviors. The crucial difference of privacy requires that they be 

my ste rious, and thus allows the pos sibility that they may be intrin

sic ally mysterious to have some prima facia plausibility. To pro

pose a dispositional or functional analysis for these events is to pro

pose that they are lawful, and rationaLLy connected to the rest of behav

ior. It is thus to claim that mental life is rationally accountable, is 

determinate, and is not intrinsically mysterious. But it is in these 

private and therfore highly personal processes that free will seems 

most directly to be perceived, and thus, to propose that they be in

cluded in a dispos itional or functional analys is of behavior is to chal

lenge free will where it lives. Of course, supporters of free will 

are ve ry consc ious of the fact that if a theory of mind based on d ispo

sitional or functional analysis is inadequate with regard to private ev

ents and states, the credibility of such a theory is seriously impaired. 

It appears then, that the special controversy over the status of private 

events is to be explained by their location in the center of the argu

ments over free will. Skinner's Beyond Freedom and Dignity was 

accurate ly titled. 
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The old explanatory confus ion between constitutive disposi

tions and causal events muddies the se arguments, but it should be 

clear that neither Skinner nor Ryle is claiming that private mental 

proces se s are dispos itions. As events, they cannot be dis posit ions , 

but they satisfy d ispos itions. That dispositional or functional anal 

ysis is inappropriate and linguistically odd when thus misapplied to 

mental events, or any other kind of events, is to be expected . for 

such a misapplication is a category mistake. 

I shall not enter the controversy over free will here; to the ex

tent that it is relevant to this paper, that topic has already been dis 

cussed in Chapter I. It was argued there that determinism is a nec 

essary assumption for the practice of science. Any conception of 

freedom that does not conflict with determinism is compatible with a 

sc ience of human behavior. 

Arguments in this context, involving 'mental acts concepts' or 

'private behavi or concepts', are almost exclusively argued from the 

standpoint of ordinary language analysis. But other kinds of argu

ments must supplement this technique, for ordinary language usage 

is not sufficient to show that mental concepts are metaphysical and 

not dispositional, any more than it can show the converse. 21 Both 

types of use are common and well established. We must have inde

pendent philosophical grounds, such as those arguments provided by 

21 See p. 21, this paper. 
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Skinner and Ryle, in order to establish a rational preference . So, 

even if there are some conundrums, such as libertarian Iacts of 

Willi; some concepts which appear to be related to behavior but 

which cannot be accommodated by a dispositional or functional ac

count of behavior; this does not prove such an account wrong or 

incomplete. It is at least as strong an evidence that those conun

drums are incoherent. 

In summary, a dispositional account, whether stated in Ryle ' s 

open hypothetical form, or as a functional relation, is properly un

derstood as a claim that a set of similar causes typically or dispo

sitionally r e sults in a set of similar effects. A dispositional or func

tional explanation is thus a three term explanation of the following 

sort: something has a disposition (x), such that when cause (y) oc

curs, behavior or reaction (z) occurs. Either 'x' or Iyl is an an

22swer to the question, I Why did the object or organism do 'Zl? 

To say that either the constitutive disposition or the causal event is 

more important, or accounts alone for the effect, is to give an incom

plete and the refore uninformative account. 

It would be nonsensical to say that a causal event caused a re

sult, unless the relevant disposition were also a property of the ob

ject or organism under consideration. I am describing an analytic 

or conceptual connection which is such that the applicability of the 

22 See C ofM, p. 86, quoted on p. 42-43 of this paper, and C cfM, 
p . 109, quoted on p. 49 of this paper. 
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dispositional predicate can be inferred from the consistent causal 

connection, and vice -versa. It appears that all complete causal 

explanation must be of this type. Thus, all scientific explanation 

23must share a d is positional context. 

23 One corrollary of this argument is that there is nothing in 
functional analysis which can be partisan in the heredity-environment 
controversy. The causative event and the constitutive dispos ition 
require each other. Skinner, in point of fact, does not make pro
environmentalist claims, but consistently speaks of the organism as 
the re sult of both environmental history and genetic endowment. 



CHAPTER IV 

THE CONTEXT OF SCIENCE 

The previous two chapters have concentrated on the extensive 

similarity between the philosophical viewpoints of Skinner and Ryle. 

In this concluding chapter, I would like to examine the philosophical 

position of B. F. Skinner in the larger context of philosophy of sci

ence. Skinner sees his own work from this perspective, and defends 

functional analysis as the best form of scientific explanation. His 

views on the nature of science are straightforwardly practical; sci

ence is seen as the means to technology, and sciences mature his

torically when they add systematic prediction and control to an order

ly description of their subject matters. Skinner also considers that 

the practice of science requires the assumption of determinism. All 

these claims are frequent in his work, and they are all used in the 

following introduction to a discussion of the relation of science and 

freedom. 

Science is not concerned just with "getting the 
facts", after which one may act with greater wisdom in an 
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unscientific fashion. Science supplies its own wisdom. 
It leads to a new conception of a subject matter, a new 
way of thinking about that part of the world to which it 
has addressed itself. If we are to enjoy the advantages 
of science in the field of human affairs, we must be pre
pared to adopt the working model of behavior to which a 
science will inevitably lead. But very few of those who 
advocate the application of scientific method to current 
problems are willing to go that far. 

Science is more than the mere description of events 
as they occur. It is an attempt to discover order. to 
show that certain events stand in lawful relations to oth
er events. No practical technology can be based upon 
science until such relations have been discovered. But 
order is not only a possible end product; it is a working 
assumption which must be adopted at the very start. We 
cannot apply the methods of science to a subject matter 
which is assumed to move about capric iously. Sc ience 
not only describes, it predicts. It deals not only with 
the past but with the future. Nor is prediction the last 
word: to the extent that re levant conditions can be alter
ed, or otherwise controlled, the future can be controlled. 
If we are to use the methods of science in the field of hum
an affairs, we must assume that behavior is lawful and 
determined. We must expect to discover that what a man 
does is the result of specifiable conditions and that once 
these conditions have been discovered, we can anticipate 
and to some extent determine his actions. 1 

Skinner returns many times to this matter of control, and its relation 

to the nature of science. He uses somewhat stronger language in dis

cussing a mature scientific system. 

In a later stage scie'nce advances from the collection 
of rules or laws to larger systematic arrangements. Not 
only does it make statements about the world, it makes 
statements about statements. It sets up a "mode l" of its 
subject matter, which helps to generate new rules very 
much as the rules themselves generate new practices in 
dealing with single cases. A science may not reach this 
stage for some time. 

I S &HB, p. 6. 
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The scientific "system': like the law, is designed to 
enable us to handle a subject matter more efficiently. 
What we call the sc rentific conce ption of a thing is not 
pas sive knowledge. Science is not concerned with con
templation. When we have discovered the laws wh ich 
govern a part of the world about us, and when we have 
organized these laws into a system, we are then ready 
to deal effectively with that part of the world. By predict
ing the occurrence of an event we are able to prepare for 
it. By arranging cond itions in ways s pecifed by the laws 
of a system, we not only predict, we control: we "cause" 
an event to occur or to assume certain characteristics. 2 

Ryle also holds the view that knowledge of a law is not passive know

ledge, for he made it one of the conditions of knowing a law, that one 

3be able to make practical use of it. 

Skinner's preference for functional analysis follows directly 

from his view of science. He considers functional analysis to be a 

more efficient and elegant formulation of scientific generalities than 

more traditional theories or hypotheses. He criticises theory con

s istently, though only in the spec ial sense where theorie s or hypothe

ses are substantive; that is, whe·re they predict the existence of a 

thing or structure, which is postulated to explain some puzzle. Many 

of these are explanatory fictions of the sort considered in Chapter II. 4 

Skinner considers the use of such substantive theory to be a clumsy, 

distracting, overcomplicated practice. After extensive discussion of 

a variety of these 'theoretical' causes, such as neural causes, psychic 

2 Ibid., p. l4. 

3 C of M, p. 117, quoted on p. 45 of this paper. 

4 See p. 24 of this paper. 
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inner causes, and conceptual inner causes, 5 Skinner begins a de

fense of functional analysis. 

The practice of looking inside the organism for an ex
planation of behavior has tended to obscure the variables 
which are immediately a~ailable for a scientific analysis. 
These variables Lie outside the organism, in its immedi
ate environment and in its environmental history. They 
have a physical status to which the usual techniques of 
science are adapted, and they make it possible to explain 
behavior as other subjects are explained in science. 
The se independent variables are of many sorts and the ir 
re lations to behavior are often subtle and complex, but we 
cannot hope to give an adequate account of behavior with
out analys ing them. 6 

Skinner then gives. as an illustration, an account of the 'causes' of 

drinking water, and derives a typical causal chain, which includes 

a 'theoretical' inner state. 

we have a causal chain cons isting of three links: 
(1) an operation performed upon the organism from without
for example, wate r deprivation; (2) an inner cond iHon
for example, physiological or psychic thirst; and (3) a kind 
of behavior - for example, drinking. Independent informa
tion about the second link would obviously permit us to pre
dict the third without recourse to the first. It would be a 
preferred type of variable because it would be non-historic; 
the first link may lie in the past history of the organism, 
but the second is a current condition. Direct information 
about the second link is, however, seldom. if ever. avail 
able. Sometimes we infer the second link from the third: an 
animal is judged to be thirsty if it drinks. In that case, the 
explanation is spurious. Sometimes we infer the second 
link from the first: an animal is said to be thirsty if it has 
not drunk for a long time. In that case, we obviously can
not dispense with the prior history. 

The second link is useless in the control of behavior un
less we can manipulate it. At the monent, we have no way 

5 S & SB, p. 27 -31. See p. 37 -39 of this paper. 

6 Ibid., p. 31. 
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of directly alte ring neural proces se s at appropriate mom 
ents in the life of a behaving organism, nor has any way 
been discovered to alter a psychic process. We usually 
set up the second link through the first: we make an anim 
al thirsty, in either the physiological or the psychic sense, 
by depriving it of water, feeding it salt, and so on. In that 
case, the second Link obviously does not permit us to dis
pense with the first. Even if some new techni cal discovery 
were to enable us to set up or change the second link direct
1y , we should still have to deal with those enormous areas 
in which human behavior is controlled through manipulation 
of the first link. A technique of operating upon the second 
link would increase our control of behavior, but the tech
niques which have already been developed would still remain 
to be analysed. 

The most objectionable practice is to follow the causal 
sequence back only as far as a hypothetical second link . 
This is a serious handicap both in a theoretical science and 
in the practical control of behavior. It is no help to be told 
that to get an organism to drink we are simply to "make it 
thirsty': unless we are also told .how this is to be done. When 
we have obtained the necessary prescription for thirst, the 
whole proposal is more complex than it need be. Similarly, 
when an example of maladjusted behavior is explained by say 
ing that the individual is "suffering from anxiety': we have 
still to be told the cause of the anxiety. But the external con 
ditions which are then invoked could have been directly relat
ed to the maladjusted behavior. 

The objection to inne r state s is not that they do not exist, 
but that they are not relevant in a functional analysis. We 
cannot account for the behavior of any system while staying 
wholly inside it; eventually we must turn to forces operating 
upon the organism from without. Unless there is a weak 
spot in our causal chain so that the second link is not lawfully 
determined by the first, or the third by the second, then the 
first and third links must be lawfully related. If we must al
ways go back beyond the second link for prediction and control , 
we may avoid many tiresome and exhausting digressions by ex
amining the third link as a function of the first . Valid informa
tion about the second link may throw light upon this relation
ship but can in no way alter it. 7 

It should be noted that th is very forceful argument aga inst the use of 

7 Ibid., p. 34 -35 . 
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'theoretical' inner entities and states in an explanation is a demon

strahon that they are redundant; we st ill have to find out how to make 

the animal thirsty, what caused the anxiety, etc. This argument is 

of the same type as the regress argument used by Skinner and Ryle 

8against the Will. 

This is Skinner's typical defense of functional analysis: he claims 

that it is-more elegant and less likely to distract the scientist from use

ful research than any other type of theory. He also makes it clear that 

substantive theory cannot be a direct competitor of functional analysis. 

Rather, any good substantive theory must give the sort of reliable quan

tification that is the essence of functional analysis. Any good theory 

that traces a causal chain through the three stages Skinner has identi 

fied above must be able to show that the middle stage is lawfully relat 

ed to the other two, and this presupposes that those two are lawfully re

lated. 

The status of an intervening stage in a causal chain must be de

fended by showing it to be lawfully related to neighboring links in the 

chain, and the most logical way to do this, when those neighboring links 

are easily observable, is to have their relationship established first. 

8 See p. 32-34 of this paper, and also C ofM, p. 118, where Ryle 
makes an argument similar to Skinner's against such intervening links 
in an argument. In his terminology, he refers to Skinner's' second link' 
as a 'third entity', and argues, "But if we then ask 'What is this third, 
unobserved entity postulated for?' the only answer given is 'to warrant 

- uS in arguing from diseases to bacteria'. Th(~ legitimacy of the infer
cnce i8 assullled al.l the tinH'. " 
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Skinner goes into this at length in a discussion of the position of the 

nervous system in relation to a science of behavior. To many people, 

there appears to be a problem about the possibility of a science of 

behavior which lacks essential reference to the nervous system. 

Skinner phrases their objection as follows. 

Neurology is regarded as explaining the laws 
of behavior, and it is held that in ignoring neurological 
facts a science of behavior abandons its only hope of 
explanation. 9 

Skinner's arguments concerning the nervous system and explanations 

in terms of the nervous system are generally categorized with his 

criticisms of fictional inne r cause s. He acknowledge s, of couse, that 

the nervous system does exist, and that it is not in principle inaccess

able, but he claims it might as well be, for it is in fact inaccessable, 

due to our technological limitations, and its microscopic complexity. 

He describes a typical course of neurological study which results in 

causal laws such as this example: It(e) repetition of an afferent dis

charge (with certain temporal specifications) evokes progressively 

10weaker efferent discharges," Skinner gives several examples 

of such 'neurological' laws, and then continues on to argue that they 

are not particularly informative about the nervous system, but they 

do describe behavior, though in oblique Language. 

The trad itional procedure of sc ience of reflex phys i

9BofO,p.4L9. 
10 Ibid., p. 420. 
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ology in dealing with these facts has been to set up some 
such basic concept as synaptic 'conductivity', 'exc itabil
ity~ or 'resistance' to refer to the state of the synapse 
and subs id iary concepts of 'latency~ 'afterdischarge~ 

'refractory phase~ and so on, to refer to its processes. 
In Case (e), for example, repeated afferent discharges 
are said to increase the synaptic resistance or lower the 
excitability in accordance with the special law of 'reflex 
fatigue'. There is little difference between this kind of 
neurology and the system of behavior established in 
Chapter One. The synaptic processes are not directly 
observed as such but are inferred from a comparison of 
input and output very much as in the case of behavior. 
The bas ic concept of synaptic conductivity or its congen
ers is for most purpose s identical with reflex strength. 
The laws of behavior do not exactly match those 
of the synapse because the parts played by end -organ, 
nerve trunk, and effector are eliminated in the latter case, 
but there is a closer correspondence than might be expect
ed. II 

Skinner explores the similarities and differences between a functional 

analysis of behavior and this type of neurology in considerable detail. 

One of his main points is that, though the static laws of the behavior 

of a neural system are considerably different from a functional analy

sis, because of the fact that there are many more terms in the neuro

logical account, the dynam ic laws of behavior change are very simi

lar. Indeed they must be exactly analogous, if both are to be true. 

One of his arguments to this effect is as follows. 

What is generally not understood by those interested in 
establishing neurological bases is that a rigorous descrip
tion of behavior is necessary for the demonstration of a 
neurological correlate. The discovery of neurological facts 
may proceed inde pendently of a sc ience of behavior if the 
facts are directly observed as structural and functional 

II Ibid., p. 420-42l. 
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changes in tissue, but before such a fact m.ay be shown 
to account for a fact of behavior, both m.ust be quantita
tively described and shown to correspond in all their prop
erties. This argum.ent becom.es m.ore cogent as indepen
dent techniques are developed in neurology and hence ap
plies m.ore directly to a physico-chem.ical neurology than 
to a conceptual. That is to say, a dem.onstration of a cor
relation com.es to dem.and greater rigor as neurology and 
a science of behavior begin to deal with different m.ethods 
and subject m.atters. 12 

Skinner concludes this chapter with a final claim. about relationships 

between these two kinds of theories . It is to be expected that good 

theories of these two types wiLL not contradict each other , but any 

substantive neurological theo\y m.ust conform. to the dynam.ic behav

ioral laws of functional analysis. 

A quantitative science of behavior m.ay be regarded as 
a sort of therm.odynam.ics of the nervous system.. It pro
vides descriptions of the activity of the nervous system. of 
the greatest possible generality. Neurology cannot prove 
these laws wrong if they are valid at the level of behavior. 
Not only are laws of behavior independent of neurological 
support, they actually im.pose cortain lim.iting conditions 
upon any science which undertakes to study the internal 
econom.y of the organism.. The contribution that a science 
of behavior m.akes to neurology is a rigorous and quantita
tive statem.ent of the program. before it. 13 

This can be interpreted to m.ean that a science of neurology, .if it is 

com.plete, m.ust include the quantitative laws which would com.prise 

a science of behavior based on functional analysis, but such a func

tional analysis requires no such essential reference to neurology . 

12 Ibid., p. 422. 

13 Ibid., p. 432. 
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Skinner's major intention throughout this discussion (and I have 

only cited a small part of it) is to establish the need for an independent 

science of behavior based on straightforward functional analys is, with

out the encumbrances and distractions of substantive theory. This is 

14a pers istent theme throughout his work . It should be apparent that 

Skinner is not arguing a simple scientific issue here; he is not arguing 

over such a thing as which theory is best supported by empirical re

search, or which type of theory is right or correct. This is very much 

an argument over how one is to conceive of science, and it belongs 

therefore, to the meta-level of philosophy of science. Skinner wants to 

argue for a certain conception of the subject matter of human behavior 

such that it is lawful and determined, predictable on its own level, and 

not to be informatively explained by any intrinsically myste rious struc

ures such as mental entities, or even anything so contingently myster

ious as microscopic neural systems. All of these characteristics are 

argued for in the arena of philosophy of science. 

As claimed in the previous chapter, 15 the conceptual respecta
... 

bility of a theory is not sufficiently established by a demonstration that 

it is embedded in ordinary language. There can be mistakes embedded 

in ordinary language; previous philosophical mistakes, or presumptions 

which are merely unexamined; or as is true in this case, there can be 

14 See 'Are Theories of Learning Necessary?', B. F. Skinne r. 
Cumulative Record, (Ne w York, N. Y.: Appleton-Century-Crofts , Inc., 1959.) 

15 See p. 59 of this paper. 
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conflicting accounts and usages in the language. What Skinner does 

is to redescribe the area of meaning held by traditional concepts with 

different conce pts, or concepts whose distinctions fall in different 

places . He considers that conceptual description is necessary, but that 

scientific rigor demands an empirical basis for it. 

The mate rialist, reacting from a mentalistic sys
tern, is likely to miss behavior as a subject matter because 
he wishes to have his concepts refer to something substantial. 

His objection to such a term as I instinct' seems to be 
reduc ible to the statement that you cannot find the instinct by 
cutting the organism open. A similar argument is cOInInonly

l
advanced against the concepts of I intellece, I willi, I cognition', 
and so on, which have served in popular or philosophical des
criptions of behavior for centuries. But the objection to such 
terms is not that they are conceptual but that the analysis which 
underlies their use is weak. The concepts of 'drive ', 'emotion', 
I conditioning', I reflex strength ', I reserve l

, and so on, have the 
same status as 'wilP and 'cognition' but they differ in the rigor 
of the analysis with which they are derived and in the immedi
acy of their reference to actual observations. 

The traditional description and organization of b ehavior re
presented by the concepts of I willi, 'cognition', I inteLlect ', and 
so on, cannot be accepted so long as it pretends to be dealing 
with a mental world, but the behavior to which these terms ap
ply is naturally part of the subject matter of a science of behav
ior. What is wanted in such a science is an alternative set of 
of terms derived from an analysis of behavior and capable of 
doing the same work. 16 

This sort of conceptual restructuring must be recognized as legitimate, 

for otherwise we are committed to the retention of all the traditional 

cultural and linguistic assumptions we have, (for one gets built in to 

the other) no matter how unsatisfactory they may be. It has been shown 

by Ryle and Skinner that many of these traditional concepts are unnec 

16 B of 0, p. 440 -441. 



73 

essarily mysterious and confusing, and also that they are succeptible 

to logical difficulties. In a scientific context, one cannot re spect a 

preference for any mentalistic system embodying the intrinsically 

mysterious, for such a system is mystical by definition, and science 

is in the business of exploring mystery and thereby removing it. 

What Skinner is proposing is a paradigm change in the Kuhnian 

17sense, or perhaps he can be more accurately apprec iated as of

fering a paradigm for psychology, which may be approaching the stage 

of a paradigmatic science. The type of parad igm he is propos ing can 

be defended on philosophical grounds more general than those given by 

Skinner himself, for all viable and successful scientific paradigms 

share some characteristics. They are all deterministic, for instanc e, 

and they are all, in the final analysis, dispositional. Indeed, this 

seems to be conceptually required, for, as all sc iences are based on 

a lawful account of the ir subject matter. they must all be based on a 

dispositional account of that subject matter: these two kinds of claims 

are mutually transposable. In any science, at the basic level of des

cription. there are law statements, and at that level dispositional 

statements must appear. Thus, to critic ise a psychological paradigm 

because it is dispositional. or proposes laws. or is deterministic, 

(for determinism is a presupposition of lawful prediction,) is to deny 

17 See p. 3 of this paper where Chomsky is cited for his consid e r
ation of Skinner l s proposals as II a paradigm example of a futil e tend e n
cy in modern speculation about language and mind. II 
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psychology the characteristics of a science. 

The structure of a dispositional claim is that of a simple attribu

tive claim, logically the simplest form of claim except for an identity 

claim. The frequent alternate explanation of action in terms of an a

gency or structure, (where that agency or structure is not simply a 

reified disposition,) is logically more complex, and as Skinner points 

out on innumerable occassions, in order to complete such an explana

tion, we must have an account of the dispositions of, or the lawful at

tributes of, the proposed structure or agency. 

Logically, an explanatory enquiry must stop with a dispositional 

claim, for the only alternative is an infinite regress of the sort Ryle 

18described. So, if we are to have a scientific explanation of human 

behavior, we must accept an epistemological position like Skinner's; 

that is, a view of human behavior as dispositional and lawfully deter

mined. Dispositional accounts are unavoidable even in the more com

plex substantive theories. For example, if we do not give a disposi

tional account of human behavior at its own level, we find ourselves 

dealing with the behavioral dispositions of inner agents such as the 

Freudian ego or id, or even Plato's 'spirited element'. Such gratui

tious explanatory devices should be recognized as simply uninforma

tive' but dispositional claims are always informative, for they 

straight -forwardly pred lct future events. 

L8 C of M, p. 65 -66, quoted on p. 32 -33 of this paper. 
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It has been shown that any objection to a functional analysis 

of the sort Skinner proposes, on the grounds that it gives a dis

positional analysis of behavior, or describes human behavior as 

lawful and determinate, is an objection to the general characteris

tics of science. Such an objection must be taken as a denial that 

psychology is, or can be, a science. 19 Skinner's conclusions in 

this context are as follows. 

Science seems to be inevitably iconoclastic. It usurps 
the place of the explanatory fictions which men have invent
ed as pre scientific devices to account for nature. For rea
sons which are not entirely unfamiliar to psychologists, the 
explanatory fictions are usually more flatter ing than the sci
entific accounts which take their place. As science advances, 
it strips men of fancied achievements. The Copernican sys
tem elbowed man out of the center of things, and astronomy 
has never ceased to reduce his proportionate share of the un
iverse. Darwinism dealt the fancied pre -eminence of man an
other blow by suggesting a greater continuity with other anim
als than man himself had wished to recognize. And while the 
science of chemistry was on the one hand crowding the suppos
edly unique accomplishments of living systems into a tighter 
and tighter corner, the sciences of anthropology and compara
tive religion were shaking man's confidence in his mode of 
communication with the supernatural. It was inevitable that 
psychology should enter these Lists. 20 

19 See p. l2 &: l3 of this paper where Bernard Williams is cited 
on this point. 

20 B. F. Skinner, Verbal Behavior, (New York, N. Y.: Appleton
Century-Crofts, Inc., 1957), p. 458. 
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