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Are radical and cognitive behaviorism incompatible? 

fl,O(Jer K Thomas 
Department of Psycllology, lhiiversity of Georgia 

In his synopsis of 250 years of behaviorism, Ratliff (1962) concluded correctly tha~ 
behaviorism "amounts to nothing more than the acceptance of the inevi table." 
"Behaviorism-SO" gave Skinner's view of behaviorism, most of which should be 
acceptable to most behavioral scientists (to be distinguished from nonscientific 
psychologists) . After all, Skinner concluded, "No .entity or process which has useful 
explanatory force is to' be rejected on the ground that it is subjective or mental. The 
data .. . must, however, be studied and formulated in effective ways." These appear 
to be reasonable and realizable conditions -for behavioral investigations of most 
traditional subjects in psychology. Why, then, has there been suet\ opposition to 
Skinner'& (radi_cal) ~haviorism? 

The answer is that Skinner does 1101 believe that mental entities or processes have 
"useful explanatory force." Contrary to the apparent latitude expressed above, 
included among Skinner's remarks on "Behaviorism~SO" (Wann 1964) was, "l find 
no place in the formulation for anything which is mental. " Thus, many behavioral 
scientists feel that their scholarly interests are rejected by the radical behaviorists, 
and tlley oppose behaviorism or, worse, ignore it. This is unfortunate because there is 
misundersta11ding i11 both camps. Skinner misunderstands (or ignores) alternative 
views of "mentaj pr~~li" and WbJlt ~~tHimli ... ~f1d ~~w__atQrY. iorce .~' 
~fftitivs pe~a~jcmtl scientists believe Skinner to be narrower and. less toh;rant than 

. i ~ ~re ~hoµl~ l>e no quarrel with Skinner's criticism of "mental way stations" when 
~entillistic 1ron~pt_s are substit1,1ted for explanations or when mental entities are 
rei.fic;d, 13uJ the use of mentalistic concepts that are defined only in terms of "be
tiavjof and !Jlanipulable or controllable variables" (see below) or that are used to 

' ~terize, presumably existing, isomorphic neurophysiological processes should 
be acccp~able. Skinoer appears to be inconsistent about the acceptability of some 
~ncepts, and the ones that he rejects are the ones whose rejection repels the 
~"r~dical t:,ehaviorist. Consider the following examples. 
' Ip "Qehaviorism-50" Skinner objected to the students saying that the pigeon came 
to a.ssociate. its action with the click of the food dispenser. He preferred to say that the 
l,,jrd'~ action was ter,nporally related to the click. More recently (in "Why I Am Not 
8 Cognitive Psychologist," 1977b) he used a similar example. "The standard 
~ntalisti4: .4r-¥planatipn is that the dog 'associates' the bell with the food . But it was 

.,, rAvlov who ~at~d them!" In a similar v.ein, he criticized the notioQ of a child or 
eigeop ''deve)opi!lg a coocert." ' 
t On ' th' other b~nd, in "Behaviorism-SO" Skinner said, "the child will not 
tli#riniinate iimong colors ... until exposed to . .. contingencies ( of verbal reinforce
mentj'' (italics a<Jded). /\~ide from the error of the assertion about the conditions for 

-color discrimination in children (Bornstein 1975) and the sil!nificance that that has 

CQnceptual~. All can be defined in relation to behavior and maniputa le or-con
,,. trollabJe yipiables. In principle all can, but need not, refer to isomorphi neurophys

iplQ&i!,:a} prqcesses. Di~rimination is a standard term in the radical, behaviorists' 
119mencl,ture. Why can't ~fiation and conceptualization be? · 
1 Tq be fai(, Skinoer usually µses the form "to respond discriminatively ," but it 

, appelJJ that "to respond associatively or conceptually" would not be acceptable. 
_w ;,W<>Mld. a defi.~tion sum as ·•co11,eeptu1tl behavior refers to reinforced resPQnses which 

·?';. :40 oot /:lepe~ upon poor expenence with the specific stimuli being presented'.' make 
lf~"~pt~J' behavior" or "conceptualization'' acceptable? lf so; tbe nonradical 
,,, ~~viotj~ ~ not feel rejected by the radical behavioris~s and could study 
.. -~P~itli~tion ~&Sentially a,s it is studied anyway. 
'

1 
;, J»rcsuma~ty; •t pressed, a cognitive behavioral scientist, whether physiologically 
otjeo~ or JH>t; wquld say that t'1~ use of "associate" or "copceptualize" was only 
~ ~b.brevjated way of cbar11cteriziJ1g the longer description that a behavioral analy
·~ WQUI~ yield or; perhaps, that it referred to an assumed, isomorphic neurophysio-
~ pr~. It may surprise som~ io ~IJOW that Skinner p<>inted to the po!>sibility 

,:·,- ~ -li)cl l~er at jeast 20 years ago. 
}' ;Again, ill his remarks on "Behaviorism-SO" Skinner indicated what "useful 

i-::r/ :,rJ~atof)' force'' meant 19 him. 

· !J J, · ·" ' An explanation is the demonstration of a functional relationship between behavior 
and manipulable or controllable variables. 

A different kind of explanation will arise when a physiology of behavior becomes 
availab~. "H will fill in the gaps between terminal events .... " It must be arrived at 
1'by io4ependent observation and not by inference, or not by mentalistic construc
QOO.S." (Wann \964, p. 102) 

kinner is lJJlnecessarily restrictive in the last senkence. Mentalistic constructions 
veloped by in(erence are reasonable and useful provided they are not inappro

~ly rei~ 9~ do no\ become nominal explanatio~s. In the final analysis, the best 
mlanation . .is_ a .comoJe.te. .de.scrlo.tion. In Diinc.iole.. however. there will never be 

compl~te . description in terms of behavioral analysis or otherwise . It is artificially 
constraining to ignore the probability of eventual neurophysiological correlates for 
mental-behavioral concepts and to avoid terms such as "associate" and "concep
tualize" which function heuristically . 

Skinner's place in the history of behavioral science is assured . I hope that in his 
next 2Q years he will work toward a rapprochement with cognitive behavioral 
science, so that his place in history won't be tainted by dogmatic opposition to such 
rapprochement. 

BFS: I agree that "'The pigeon discriminates' is as objectionable as 'The 
dog associates.'" Both expressions are dangerous in suggesting an initiating 
control on the part of the organism. I apologize for my careless usage. It is 

" the behaviorist's dilemma. The English language and so far as I know most 
other languages put the behaving individual in the position of a controlling 
agent. We say that a person sees, hears, lel!rns, fears, loves, thirsts, aod so 
pn. To rephrase every instance in accordance with good scientific m~thoqs 
would make for very difficult reading, but a_n analysis of a given instance 
must assign the initiating control correctly. For many purposes the lay 
vocabulary is convenient, but convenience is not to be mistaken for 
heuristics. The current popularity of cognitive psychology "as a revolt 
against behaviq_rism" is largely due to the freedom to use a lay vocabulary , 
not the discov~ey of an altermitive science of comparable rigor. 


