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PROBLEMS OF PHILOSOPHY {black b/g)

(Question Mark Animation)

Behaviour Control
Freedom & Morality (black b/g)

L discugssion betweeen

B.F, SBkiunner

Professor of Psychology

Harvard University (black b/e)

Geoffrey ‘iarnock
Principal
Hertford College, (Cxford

Introduced by
Professor Godfrey Vesey (black b/g)

(The discussion follows and takes place in the front room of
Professor Geoffrey Warnocks residence at Hertford College)



A.3U3/9 Behaviour Control : Freedos and ..orality

Proiessor Vesey

This Prograase is gbout free will and deterwinism, bubt with
a difference because one ci the peonle in the prograume hasn't
just an acadesic interest in determinism: it is, so to speak,
hig job - he's a psychologis{: dth a world-side reputation for
devising a technigue of c.ntrolling behaviour lmom as 'operant
conditioning' - though he has reservations about the word
te.nditiening', he is B. F. Skinner, Professor of Psychology
at Harvard, and to talk to hiw about the pre-suppositions and
morality of behaviour control is Geoffrey +Jarneck, who is an
uxford philoscpher - in fact the Principal of Hertford College,
vxford,

Now I'd like to start théngs off by pu'tting a gquestion to
both of you: it's this - Suppose somebody's 2y of behaving can
be exdlained in teras of what you would call the contingencies
of environmental reinforcement, but which is what T understand by
revards and punishaents, Supposing vou could explain his behaviour
in thet way - what about the exvlanation which the chap himself
aight zive in terms of his ideas and his purnoses and his thoughts
and so on. ould the causal explanation show that other explanation

o
<
to be a bogus cne ‘?//
//

rfrefessor Sldnner

Yes - +ell could we take a specific exanple; last ewvening I
vent to the Theatre nor vhy ? 1l 4 could tell you L felt like
going, it vccurred to we - the idea of going to the Theatre
occurred to we ard I went. 41 could alse tell you that looking
at it from ay nrofessional point of view that vhen I have gone

to the Treatre in London I have almays been richly re-~inforced,

that is te say things have haospened which have inecrcased the
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liklihood that I will zo to the Theatrs shen I'm in Londen, and
this weuld be the exolanation that I would zive. 4And i would say
that that explanaticn would also explain why the idea of going to

the Theatre occurred to we and why I felt like going.

Professor larmock

That s.xggesté to we that you're less sharply and ungualifiedly
ctitical of the sort of everyday teraws in vhich we habitually
explain husan behavicur than perhans some of vour readers might
suppose,

Perhaps I might put the point like this : one's familiar
froa the history and science, or possibly pre-science (as one
might call it) with the practice, at one tiue, of talking as if
organisms, such as say plants did things for purpeses - that
they grew in a certain way in order to seek the sunlight, 4and
you say i) your beok, and I'm sure most peonle would agree, that
that way of talkirg really is wholly non-explanatery, I mean it
involves talking as if plants have thoughts and intentions which
they just den't, and one is genuinely explaining nothing. Novr,

I get the immression frox what you were saying just now that you
don't want to say exactly that anyway about the ordinary sort of
story we would tell conversaticnally about why scuecne goes 1o the
Theatre. It isn't ax that this is totally valueless, absclutely
inapplicable kind of explanation but you thiik not just a complete

one or deesn't tell cne the whole story.

Professor 3kinner :

jell there are two kinds of selection here. The plant turning
to the light is a characteristic of nlants which evolved because
those plants zained an advantage and survived; there were contingencies
of survival which selected those plants +hich turned most effectively

to the light, The purpose which wsed to be put ahead of the turning
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is now put afterward - it is the adaptation achieved by the plant
in turning, The same thing is true in outward behavieur - what
used to be thought of as creative, intentional act leading to
behaviour is now seen to be due to the selective effect of the .
consequences in strengthening behaviour making it more probable,
so that the purpese of going to the Theatre turns out to be the
consequences of having gore to the Theatre in the past, rather

than something vhich leads me to go in this particular instance.

Professor Warnock

Yes but I suppose there'!s clearly no tendencfé in that towards
the position that redlly imtentions den't occur, or there are
really no such things. OUne could reasonably say in the case of
the sunflower that this just doesn't have any purposes at all.
Whereas, of course, nothing in vhat you s2y, I think, would lead
one to want to say that people den't actually have intentions in
doing things - or don't intend to do something and then go ahead
and do something - it isn't something that there's anything

elusive in this,

Profegsor Skinner ;

jiell the difference between the sunflower and a person 1s
that the person has zlgo had a long experience; he has leamed
to observe himself - particularly that private werld within his
skin, to which no-one else has access, which we are 1likely then
to think of as being non-physical or something of that kind.

But we have all lsamed from childhood to tell people what
we are feeling and vhat we are feeling is, I suppose, always a
state of our body, or what we intend to do, or vhat we are going
to do, ard we have good evidence about this from the actual
states of our bodies, And by reporting on our purpose, we Soem

to indicate a prior purpese but what we report on is a dispositien
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to act, which again is the product of an earlier set Q-f
cansequences, Sc¢ that we do not act because of a fel'g purpose,
we act and, beforehand, feel a purpose both for the same reasons
which are to be found in the past history. This is impossible
for the sunflower - it has not leamed to observe itself or to
report on what it is doing, it has neo capacity for analysing
its behaviour, when we have.

I think actually by the Vexperimental analysis of the role
of the environment, we are di scovering new kinds of self-observation,
new kirds of self-knowledge.

I think the thing the poini where we differ is you, I believe,
want to give some kinds of dimensions to these purposes, intentions,
and so cn that I want to avold. “hen I said the idea of going to the
Theatre occurred to me; what I should say (1 helj.eve it) the

behaviour of going to the Theatre occurred to me.

Professor Warnock :

fell why
Nell that occurred Yes, why do you want to get away from saying

the 'thought of going tc the Theatre' occurred to you 7

Professor Skinner :

Because I'a worried about the dimensions of the thaight.
No doubt I could tell you in advance that I was going to go;
in faet I bought tickets and so on, so that I was aware of the
probability that I would go, and 1 was aware of the preparatory
behaviours in which I engaged but L want those to remain behaviour,
Ur, at least, visible states of probabilities of behaviour which
I can, being an introspective person, repert, Though I'm not

reporting soumething in a different world, A ventalistic world,

Professor Warnock :

Lh well I don't mird that - Yes, I mean 1 den't want there



5

to ke mare than one world, any more than you do I think, Wo,

Professor Skinner :

I think we can agree then that if that is the case then I
believe we ought to look at the kind of influences that lead us
to set up, to propose the existence of an idea, an intention ot
a purpose, But our evidences, and I would like fo do it that way

becauge I belicve that gives me an advantage.

Professir Warnock

I see - Yos.

Professor Skinner :

You're looking at the behaviour and the prior conditions,

Professor siarnock

Yes I'm g5ill not absolutely clear about this: 2s to why it
should be that you went to get away from talking about people's
thought amd intentions., Because L mean it isn't, obviously, that
onc can attempt to deny that these actually occur; one is reparting
something, I supposc it is that you want to say that the report
that we ordinarily give is sowe kind of rathsr misleading covef for
the really explanatory thing, which requires a different set of

terms for its expression,

Profossor Skinner

Yew it would be unfair really Geoffrey to attribute to all
of the paraphernalia of mentalism and so di, but that did exist
at one time, and people gave explanaticns for physical action in
terms of evenis in a non-physical world, and ay feeling is that
thers is more of that left than we wont to admit ard I, perhaps
overdoing it, by making it very clear that I den't want any of it
left., But when I say that the idea of going to the Theatre

occurred to me, I'm very suspiciocus of what I've said then because
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what has cecurred has simply been behaviour, the probability of
behaviour, the strength of which I wag aware of before 1 acted
because I am in touch with my cwn body, It's my own boedy and Im
very happy to hear that you den't want to put any cther kind of

stuff into the body - that!s fine, as if we were very much closer
S
than I'd supposed, .~ \
'’

bProfesor Vesey

could T now tum over to the other side of this, that is to
say the morality cf controlling behavicur by cenditicning, Now

you are in thc business of controlling people’s behagiour - well

people as well as animnls.  To what ends ?

Professor Skinner :

Yes that involves z third example of selection, A4s far as
I can see the human species hag evolved varicus cultures, that is
to say social envircnments in which the individual has an
extraordinary advantage against life and entirely in solitude.
Sclitude produces the FPharaoh child, the wild bey, and that's
all but with 2 culture humsn behavicur cen do fantastic things
hecause the culture stores the past experience and mekes for a
much mere faveurable envircnment, Now, I believe thati culturcs
evolve but direction is not nccessarily predictable in advence,
but to scip extent we can distinguigh between cultures which make
people effective and these which destroy. I‘believe that it is
always the strength of the culture »nd its ultimate gurvival which
is the value, which answers the question of the morals, of the
morals lying behind the cerntrol of behaviour,

I want tc build better contingeneies of reinforcement in
the classrocms so that students lozrn mere rapidly and ¢ffectively
and the reascns I would give have to de with the chances that thls

culturc can solve its problems effectively.


file:///7hieh

Profegsor Viarmock

oyt Yes what I think myself, and feel here, is that thig is
going to lead inte enormcusly more centroversial territory — perhaps
than you have recegnised, You sece 1 am reminded here of fermer
distinzuisked thinker - nazely the philoscpher Hobbs whe, like you,
I suppose could be described as a materialist - you wouldn 't mind
that! Certainly determinatc, and cortainly believed (he didn't know
as much about it as you do) but he certainly believed that the
way pecplc behave could be cont rolled by supplying the appropriate
conditions for them.

But now Hehbs in that enormous work of his called .lewviathan
of course, was very ccrscious that this led him direftly inte
fundamental politieal problems, If it's the case that we have what
you cdll a technology of behaviour, if thet's to say it is possible
effec;tivcly te get people to behave in this way or that, then surely
there arises an cnormeus range of what are political, partly moral
questions, about through what Instituticns this sort of control is
to be excrcised, to what cnds, ends selected by whom and all these
are cnuwrncusly difficult questions which are bound to get ene, I
should hawe thought, inbo politigal argument, of 2 very fundamental

kind,

Professor Skinner :

T agrec it dces and I not only recognise, I have other people
point them cut again and ogain, This is the problem and it is not,
1 think, the result of something being wrong in the formlation
but ratherthe fact thet survival is a very, very difficult valuc.
How can anyone predict the exigencies to be chcountered by a
culturc or a statc or a pelitical organisaticn, or an geonomic
system, How can ane prescribe the behavicur to the most effective
they're ging to centend with those conditicns., That's where the

trouble cumcg and that's why you have different pelitical
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philosophies, di fferent systems of cconcmies and sc on, But that
is nething that I can do anything about - we arc all in the same
boat on that, %We 21l have difficulties in deeiding what is to be
dene, but if I have any expertise at all, I'd enter it in the field

of haw to do it after une decides,

Professor warncck ¢

Yes Yos  Ah that would mean that you would maintain the
distincticn, which I suppose pecple would tond to tzke for granted
between pussessing 2 technology and determining how it is to be

applied.

Professer Skinner

Absclutely except that I den' believe thot a sceond requires
any special wisdon derded to the seiontist and available to the

Philescpher,

Professcr Warnoek

Ah MU pessibly it isn't cither solved by any special expertise

pogsesscd of the kind,

Prufessor Skinner :

Howevsr, woe cvught to be gble to analyse human behaviour as
it trics to deal with the difficultics in the field of moral
judgment; that value judgmonts, I sgain I trust you would still
go along that the morel is net a different wordd, it is the world
we are living in, It has something to do with practical probloms
in that werld., We're not moving intc ancther kind of atmesphere, or
ancther kind of spiritual conditicn or anything like that kind -
welre solving practical problems, somchow or other, with whatever

ig available,
- //l
.

Professcor dgarnock :

Yes Yes, There is cne cther point at which - I'm not saying
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that Hobbs (te ge back te him) is in a stronger position than
you arc ~ I think he's in a2 clearcr position) When ho was clear
that the over-riding veluc which we ought tc try and secure was
perswnal survival of the individual: that this was THE thing
that really sheuld be 2imed at above all things,

#ell at least I understand gquite clearly what Hobbs means
when he says that, #hereas I'm bound to say — this may simply
be that the needs further explanaticn, but the noticn of the
survival of a culture I find very much more difficalt to understand.
T mean how cne is tc identify a culture, what would count as it
surviving ¢r not surviving becausc presumably culturcs arc
alweys undcrgoing proccsses of change - wall when docs change

amount te not surviving ?

Prefesser Voscy

Changes in culture - Yes new I think that raiscs the question
as tc vhat changes in thc culture arc desirable and how is that
Gue stion tu be scitled beeczuse you can't answer IT in terms of

the survival «f thet eulturc,

Professor Skinncr

You can only answer it to tho extent that you cin predict
swe of tio centingeneics of survival which arc to be wct by the
culturc ard that's a very diffiealt thing. Survival is a very
weak sort of value for pradictive purpuses. But wc can still make
souc decisions, sume kinds of things simply must be changed now
if we are tc prevent disaster with over-populaticn, using up of
rescurces, pollution of the envircnment and so on. Wetre not
preciscly surc hew the eulturc would perish if we did nothing abeout
this: wc've a pretty geod idea of the =x kinds of changes we need to
make, #e need to change practices which are continuing trends in

certain directiums,.



Pro.fossor #darnock @

But I don't think, decs it, that that fully answers the
qucstion that Godfrey was raising., You sce, he raiscd the question
What changes in the culture arc desirable ? 4nd, if I wderstood
what ycu said, you werc saying #Wcll changes in the culture are
pretty unpredietable or difficult to predict. But owen if we could
predict them we would still _havc to decide which of them wec wanted

to try and bring about ~ would we net?

Profossor Skinnor

Well it's 2 matter of pricrity. I mcan vhich one would you

tackle first cr scicthing of that kind with available facilitics

Professer Wamock

No not just priurity I think. Supposing wc 211 wuuld agree
that we want to avelid scue sort of mapjor ccllapsc and cataclsym
I mean overybedy would agroc about that, 3ut given that we're all
agrecd in aveiding that, there arc surely a large numbcr of cpticns:
I mof—m difforent kinds of culturce a1l of which would count as survivals

in cne way or ancther of our culturce,

Profeosser Skinnor

I think it's a mistaks to got tangled up in a2 question of wlucs,
I dent't knew., I seom to be abls to sct up values for scmcthing
perfectly rcasunoble 2nd I den't scc any debate.  For cxample I
think thoi you ceuld say that the culturc would be stronger if
cvery perscn in it capable of having a job, that he likes what he
dees, and he werks well and carefully., That scoms to me su cbvioud
that a culturc is botter off if that is the case, I think it's
terribly impertant that oduczti.onal systems be avallable so that
young pecple acquire what thoy need t¢ locarm as quickly and
cfficiently as possible, Now I feel questions as to what they

ought to leam but cven that I think is not the kind of thing



SKINNER :

1L

that one can sty swuething :fouﬁt. I think we're muck better if
we get along with each othor without ¥War and I sheuld certainly
put that first pcrhaps as a value and I really don't want to

quibble about whether it might not, in sume scnsc, be better if

the world was ccntinucusly at War., -

Professbr Harnock

Ah nobedy's guing to disagree with you dbout that,
Certoinly. And I go furthcr than that - I would cntirdly agrec
with you that there is an onormous range of extremcly impertant
agreements as to what state of affairs arc des’rable and, if
pussible, te be brouyght about or not,

I think perhaps the difference between us wuld amount to
yeur being more hopeful or precuring gensral assent to certain
propesiticns about the desirability of a kind of eulturc than
I would, 4 mean 1 would think there would be more residual
disagrecacnt - I'm surc the differcnce is of tastc perhaps,

Well it might be that, it aight be temperament or suicthing
like that kind, But I think alsc, and I'm not saying it to
boast at all, but the particular spociality to which I have
deveted my lifc, has given me very great recason to belicve that
changes can be brought about vhich we uscd to think were
impcssible, I'm not pulling rank on you at all cn this but I
would attributc my optisdism to suinc rather svbstantial

demcnstrations, That things can be dunc that we thought impossible,

Professcr Warneek

Ycs wo're still geing to loave us with the question whether

we can do thoim wr not,

Profossor Skimer

Yos I think that is a Question and if I am convineced that we

shuuld, then it is up to ae to apply by behavicursl engineering
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tc convinee you and cthers and get things dunc,

Prifessor Warnuek ;.

I'd rather you tried te persuade me,

Professor Skinner

Well thot would actuzlly happon - that would then be 2
demenstration that cur culturc has, scuchow or other, created
cerditicns under which scacthing is denc to meve the culture in
a given dircetion, Now if the culturc thon perishes, sc auch
the worse for the culture, but at least it was an cveolutjionary
try in ono dirceticn, Some cbher eulture will come up with

scuething bettor,

Pro fossar Warnoeck

Ycs,  Could I bring up a related, slightly diffcrent peint,
You talked just now about moving the culturc in a given dircetion
and cf cuurse in your statement of your position you, very often,
use thw word Tcantrol! cuntrulling the anvironmeont and theoreby
ccntr lling the bechavicur of people,

Now I'm surc that a grcat many of the rcaders of your bocks
would gct the impression from this that what you envisaged was a
kind of mastor mind, a mastcr manipulator cccupying the suzcwhat
the relaticn te humanity at large as the man in the whitc coat
cecupics the laberatory pi;i’geon. And a great many poople I am

surc find this an unatiractive picture.

Professor Skinnor

Very much so - I do mysclf, L think that a person who
begins to understand behaviour in a wore cffcetive way will find
function ag scme kind of specialist, whe will give adviec, but
will not himsclf actually put it inte cffeet, 411 I forsce is
that the teacher will tecach mere effcetively, people who arrange

ineentive ccnditions will arrmge more effective inccontive
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cunditiens, If therc's any contrelling power to remain where it
is now but I would like to suppose that a culture will evolve in
which it is impossible for concentrations of power Lo mike
dictators pussible, I would suppese that the fubure docs not lie
in any une man - boncvelent or uvtherwise but in 2 eculture which is
the wtimnte deterainer of what kind of men cmicrge in power to wmake

you usc of available scientific knowledge,

Profesgor Voscy ¢

Well I think these political questions could take a whole
cther debate s on that nobe we'll have te end, Frod Skinner,

Geoffrey Warneck - thank you,
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