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O P E N I N G T I T L E S 

1) PROBLET'IS OP PHILOSOPHY (blacic b/g) 

2) (Question Mark Animation) 

3) Behaviour Control 
Freedom & Morality (black b/g) 

4) A discussion betweeen 
B.E, Skinner 
Professor of Psychology 
Harvard University 
Geoffrey Varnock 
Principal 
Hertford College, Oxford 

(black b/g) 

5 ) Introduced by ^^-^^^^ 1^/ ) 
Professor Godfrey Vesey 

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



Behaviour Control i Freedom and . i o r a l i t y 

ProJeaSor Vesey ; 

This Pix^g'ca'iiiie i s about free "vdll and deter-idnism, bxrb rjith 

a difference because one ci t\e people in the progranme liasn't 

j a s t an acadeiuic i n t e r e s t in determinism: i t i s , so t o apeak, 

h i s job - h e ' s a psyci-;ologist ^dth a vrorld-vjide reputation for 

d e v i s i n g a technique of c o n t r o l l i n g behaviour \<ncr:m as 'operant 

condit ioning' - thcugh he has reservations about the word 

' c o n d i t i o n i n g ' . He i s B. F. Skinner, Professor of Psychology 

at Harvard, and t o t a l k t o hiia aboiit the pre-suppositions and 

morality of behaviour control i s Geoffrey "Jamock, '.jho i s an 

uxiord philosopher - in f a c t the P r i n c i p a l of Hertford C o l l e g e , 

uxford. 

No:;; I ' d l i k e to s t a r t t h i n g s off by putt ing a question t o 

both of you: i t ' s t h i s - o\ippose somebody's .̂-ay of behaving can 

be ex-d-ained in terios of v/hat you vjould c a l l the contingencies 

of environmental reinforcement, but T/hich i s v/hat I understand by 

rex . 'ards and punish'jients. Supposing vou could explain h i s behaviour 

in tliat way - uhat about the explanation U i U c h t h e diap himself 

might give in terms of h i s i d e a s and h i s purposes and h i s t h o u ^ t s 

and so on. iould the causal explanation shoi.7 t^iat other explanation 

to be a bogus one ? yy 

r'r c: fe s o Q jlcLnn e r : 

Yes - -.veil could we take a s p e c i f i c exanple; l a s t evening I 

\;ent t o the Theatre no-.r why ? ' e l l x co\ild t e l l you x f e l t l i k e 

going, i t occurred t o me - the idea of goin.^ to t h e Theatre 

occurred t o -ce and I v;ent, L could a l s o t e l l you t h a t looking 

at i t from my professional point of vie-̂ .j t h a t vAien I have gone 

t o the Ti:eatrs in London I liave alTvayg been r i c h l y r e - i n f o r c e d , 

t h a t i s t o say t h i n g s have happened v/hich Iiave increased the 



l ikl ihood tbat I V; i l l 5 0 t o the Theatre T?hen l^ca in London, ana 

t h i s -.;culd be the explanation that I •;>oiild give. And I xfonM say 

that that explanati^^n vrould a l s o explain vhy the idea of going t o 

the Theatre occxirred to me and why I f e l t l i k e a^ing, 

jrofe^sor jamock : 

That suggests to ue that you're l e s s sharply and unqualif iedly 

c t i t i c a l of the sort of everyday terins in V?hich TFE l iabitually 

explain hutaan behaviour than perlia-os SOQK OI your readers might 

suppose. 

Perhaps I rnight put the point l i k e t h i s : one's fai"ailiar 

FROIII the h is tory and science, or possibly pre-science (as one 

might c a l l i t ) vdth the pract ice , at one ti.iie, of ta lk ing as i f 

organisms, such as say plants did things f o r purposes - that 

they gre;? in a certain Y/ay in order to seek the sunlight. And 

you say ii your book, and I'm sure moat people T/ould agree , that 

that vay of talking r e a l l y i s wholly non-explanatory, I mean i t 

involves t a l k i n g as i f plants have thoughts and intentions rrhich 

they just d c n ' t , and one i s genuinely explaining nothing, Motr, 

I get the impression froui V/hat you vrere saying j u s t no'/ that you 

don't V;ant to say exact ly that any.jay about the ordinary SDRT of 

s tory ye v;ouid t e l l conversationally about vhy 30;J:ecne goes to the 

Theatre. I t i s n ' t 3DS that t h i s i s t o t a l l y va lue less , absolutely 

inapplicable kind of explanation but you t h i i k not just a complete 

one or doesn't t e l l ens the I'^ole stcry, 

P r o f e g ^ r •JkLnner : 

i e l l there are tuo kinds of select ion here. The plant turning 

to the l i g h t i s a character is t ic of plants 'jhich evolved because 

those TiLants gained an advantage and survived; there --jere contingencies 

01 surviva l Y/hich selected those plants -.hich tumed iuost e f f e c t i v e l y 

t o the l i g h t . The purpose .̂-̂ aich used to be put ahead of the turning 



i s ncr:-j put afterward - i t i s the adaptation achieved by the plant 

in turning. The same thing i s true in outv/ard behaviour - what 

used to te thought of as creat ive , intentional act leading t o 

behaviour i s no;-; seen t o be due t o the s e l e c t i v e e f fec t of the 

consequences in strengthening behaviour iP-aking i t more probable, 

so that the purpose of going to the Theatre t u m s out to be the 

consequences of having gone to the Theatre in the past , rather 

than something 'jhich leads me to go in t h i s particu].ar instance. 

Professor Warnock ; 

Yes but I suppose t h e r e ' s c lear ly no tendencj? in that towards 

the position that r e a l l y intentions don't occur, or there are 

r e a l l y no such things. One could reasonably say in the case of 

the sunflower that th is just doesn't have any purposes at a l l . 

jifliereas, of course, nothing in Y ^ a t you say, I think, would lead 

one to want to say that people don't actual ly have intentions in 

doing things - or don't intend to do something and then go ahead 

and do something - i t i s n ' t something that there ' s anything 

elusive in t l i i s , 

Ptofessor Skinner : 

¥ e l l the difference between the sunflo-w-er and a person i s 

that the person has a l s o had a long expeiience; he has leained 

t o observe himself - part icular ly that private -within his 

skin, to which no-one e lse has access, virhich we are l ik&ly then 

to think of as being non-physical or something of that kir>d. 

But we have a l l learned from childhood to t e l l people what 

v/e are fee l ing and what we are f e e l i n g i s , I suppose, alt/ays a 

state of our body, or what v;e intend t o do, or vjhat we are going 

to do, and we have good evidence about t h i s from the actual 

s tates of our bodies. And by reporting on our purpose, we seem 

to indicate a prior purpose but v/hat we report on i s a disposition 



t o a c t , v/hich again is the product of an e a r l i e r set of 

consequences. So that we do nob act because of a f e l t purpose,, 

we act and, beforehand, f e e l a purpose both for the same reasons 

iwiiich are t o be found in the past history. This i s impossible 

for the sunflov/er - i t has not leamed to observe i t s e l f or t o 

report on ^diat i t i s doing, i t has no capacity for analysing 

i t s behaviour, v/hen 7/6 have, 

I think actual ly by the experimental analysis of the ro le 

of the environmait, we are discovering new kinds of sel f-observation, 

new kinjs of self-knowledge, 

1 think the thing the point where v/e d i f f e r i s you, I b e l i e v e , 

want t o give some kinds of dimensions to these purposes, i n t a s t i o n s , 

and so on that I vjant t o avoid, '*hen I said the idea of going to the 

Theatre occurred t o me; what I should say (I bel ieve i t ) the 

behaviour of going to the Theatre occurred to me. 

Professor Warnock : 

'ifcll why 

7fell that occurred Yes, v/hy do you want t o get av/ay from saying 

the 'thought of going t c the Theatre' occurred to you ? 

Pnalessor Skinner : 

Because I'm worried about tite dimensions of the thought. 

No doubt I could t e l l you in advance that I was gsing to go; 

in feet I bought t i c k e t s and so on, so that I was aware of the 

probability that I would go, and I was aware of the preparatory 

behaviours in which I engaged but 1 want those to remain behaviour. 

Or, at l e a s t , v i s i b l e states of probabi l i t ies of behaviour which 

I can, being an introspective person, report. Thoxigh I'm not 

reporting soiiething in a di f ferent world, A .i-:entali3tic world. 

Professor •femoek : 

oh wel l I don't mind that - Yes. I mean I don't v/ant there 



to te mc2:*e than one w r l d , any more than you do I think. No, 

Professor Skinner : 

I think Tje can agree then that i f that i s the case then I 

believe we ought t o look at the kind of influences that lead us 

t o set up, t o propose the existence of an idea, an intention ot 

a purpose. But our evidences, and I would l i k e to do i t that way 

because 1 bel ieve that g ives me an advantage, 

P]:x)fessir 'jfamock : 

I see - Yes, 

Professor Skinner : 

You're looking a t the behaviour and the prior conditions. 

Professor jJarnock ; 

Yes I'm s t i l l not absolutely c l e a r about t h i s : as to why i t 

should be that you ;̂/ant to get away from ta lk ing about people's 

thought ard intentions. Because I mean i t i s n ' t , obviously, that 

one can attempt to deny that these actual ly occur; one i s reporting 

something. I suppose i t i s that you want to say tlVJt tho report 

that we ordinari ly give i s some kind of rather misleading cover for 

the r e a l l y explanatory thing, which requires a dif ferent se t of 

terms for i t s expression. 

PjXifcssor Skinner : 

Yes i t v/ould be unfair r e a l l y Geoffrey t o at tr ibute t o a l l 

of the paraphernalia of mentalism and so on, but that did e x i s t 

at one time, and people gave explanations for physical action in 

terms of events in a non-physical v/orld. And my fee l ing i s that 

there i s more of that l e f t than we want to admit and I , perhaps 

overdoing i t , by making i t vory c l e a r that I don't want any of i t 

l e f t . But \hen I say that the idea of going to the Theatre 

occurred to me, I'm veiy suspicious of what I ' v e said then because 



what has occurred has simply been behaviour, the probability of 

behaviour, the strength of \7hieh I v/as aware of before I acted 

because I am in touch with ray o\m body. I t ' s own body and I'm 

very happy to hear that you don't want to put any other kind o f 

s tuf f into tho body - t h a t ' s f i n e , as i f we were very much c loser 

than I 'd supposed, yy' 

Profesor Vesey : 

Oould I now tum over to th3 other side of t h i s , that i s t o 

say the morality cf controlling behavicur by conditioning. Now 

you are in the business of controll ing people 's beha-giour - w e l l 

people as w e l l as anirmls, . To i^at ends ? 

Professor Skinner : 

Yes that involves a third example of se lect ion. Aa f.^r as 

I can seo the huaan species has evolved various cultures, that i s 

to say soc ia l environments in which the individual has an 

extraordinary advantage against l i f e and ent ire ly i n sol i tude. 

Solitude produces the Pharaoh chi ld , th(5 Tdld boy, and t h a t ' s 

a l l but with a cultiire human behaviour can do fantast ic things 

because the cultiire stores the past experience ond roakes for a 

much more favourable environment. Now, I bel ieve t h a t cultures 

evolve but direction i s not necessari ly predictable in advance, 

but to some extent vie can distinguigh between cultures -vfiiich make 

people e f fect ive and these which destroy, I bel ieve that i t i s 

always the strength of the culture ind i t s ultimate survival which 

i s tha value, which answers the question of the morals, of the 

morals ly ing behind the control of behaviour, 

I Y/ant t c build b e t t e r contingencies v-;f reinforcemoit in 

the classrooms so that st\rlent3 I c a m mere rapidly and e f f e c t i v e l y 

and ths reasons I w u l d give have to do r/ith the chances that th is 

culture can solve i t s problems e f f e c t i v e l y . 
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Professor v7amock : 

But Tes what I think myself, and f e e l here, i s t^iat t h i s i s 

going t o load intc enorinously more controversial t e r r i t o r y - periiaps 

than you have recognised. Xou see I am reminded here of former 

distinguished tliinker - namely tho philosopher Hobbs who, l i k e you, 

I suppose could be described as a material ist - you wouldn't mind 

that] Certainly deter.idnato, and certa inly bolicvcd (ho d i d n ' t know 

as much about i t as you do) but he c e r t a i n l y believed that the 

way people behave could bo cent rolled by supplying the appropriate 

cunditions for them. 

But nm Hobbs in that enoraous Tvcrk of h i s called .Leviathan 

of course, was veiy corscious that this led him d i r e e t l y into 

fundamental p o l i t i c a l problems. I f i t ' s the case that vie have v/hat 

you c a l l a techjiology of behaviour, i f that^s t o say i t i s possible 

e f f e c t i v e l y tu get people to behave in t h i s way or t h a t , then surely 

there ar ises an enonnous range of what are p o l i t i c a l , part ly moral 

questions, about through what Inst i tut ions t h i s sort of control i s 

to be eyerciscd, to what ends, ends selected by whom and a l l these 

are on^rmcusly d i f f i c u l t questions v/hich arc bound to get one, I 

should have thought, into p o l i t i c a l argument, of a very fundamental 

kind, 

grofcssor Skinnor : 

I agree i t dees and I not only recognise, I have other people 

point them cut again and again. This i s the problem and i t i s not, 

I think, thu resul t of s o m e t h i n g being v/roi>g in the formulation 

but rathertho fact that survival i s a very, vc iy d i f f i c u l t valuc^ 

Hov/ can anyone predict the exigencies to bo encountered by a 

culture or a state or a p o l i t i c a l organisation, or an economic 

system. How can one presciibo the behaviour t o the most e f fec t ive 

they're g^ing to contend v/ith those con:3itions. That 's whero the 

tnjufolc c^mcs and t h a t ' s vdiy you have di f ferent p o l i t i c a l 



philosophies, di f ferent systems of economics and so on. But that 

i s nothing that I can do anything about - we are a l l in tho same 

boat on t h a t , a l l have d i f f i c u l t i e s in deciding what i s to be 

dene, but i f I have any expertise at a l l , I 'd enter i t in the f i e l d 

of how to do i t a f ter cne decides, 

Professor ;."/arnock : 

Yes Yes Ah that wculd moan that you w u l d maintain the 

d i s t i n c t i o n , v/hich I suppose people v/ould tend t"-- take fur granted 

between possessing a technology and determining how i t i s to be 

applied. 

Professor Skinner : 

Absolutely except that I don't bc l icvo t h a t a scccnd requires 

any sp:>cial wisdo:n denied ti~ the s c i e n t i s t and avai lable to the 

Philosopher, 

Professor Wamock : 

Ah No possibly i t i s n ' t e i ther solved by any spec ia l expertise 

possessed of the kind. 

Professor Skinner : 

HoY/ev-r, wc ought t o be able to analyse hunen behaviour as 

i t t r i o s tc deal vnth tho d i f f i c u l t i e s in tho f i e l d of moral 

judgment, that value judgmmts, I ogain I t rust you v/ould s t i l l 

go along that the moral i s not a di f ferent world, i t i s tho 1,1̂ r̂id 

wc are l i v i n g i n . I t has something to do with pract ical problems 

in that v/crld. vifc'rc not moving into another kind of atmosphere, or 

another kind of s p i r i t u a l condition or anything l i k e that kind -

v;c'ro solving p r a c t i c a l problems, somehow or other, with whatever 

i s a v a i l a b l e . 

j ^ f c s s c r j'.'arnock : 

Yes Yes, There i s one other point at i^^ich - I'm not saying 



that Hobtas (tc go back to him) i s in a stronger position than 

you are - X think h e ' s in a c learer -position.' 'Vhen ho was clear 

that the cver^rlding value v^ich wo ought to t r y and secure was 

personal survival of the individual: that t h i s was THS thing 

that r e a l l y should be aimed at above a l l th ings . 

"Hell at least I understand quite c l e a r l y what Hobbs neang 

when ho says t h a t . -Jhereas I'm bc-und t o say - t h i s may simply 

bo that the needs further explanation, but tho notion of the 

survival of a culture I find very much more d i f f i c u l t to understand. 

I mean hoi7 one i s tc identi fy a cul ture , what would count as i t 

surviving or nut surviving because presumably cultures arc 

always undergoing processes of change - w e l l when docs change 

amount to not surviving ? 

Professor Yosoy : 

Changes in culture - Yes now I think that ra ises the question 

aa to viiat changes in the culture arc desirable and how i s that 

qi^stion to be set t led because you can't answer IT i n terms of 

the survival of that cul ture . 

Professor Skinnor ; 

You can only answer i t tu tho extent that you con predict 

s;.:"x: of tiie ccntingencies ef survival v/hich arc to be met by the 

culture anj t h a t ' o a very d i f f i c u l t th ing. Survival i s a very 

weak sort of value f o r predictive purpeses. But we can s t i l l make 

Suae dec is ions , some kinds of things simply must be changed now 

i f wo aro t o prevent d isaster with over-population, using up of 

resources, pollution of the environment and so on. We're not 

precisely sure hov/ ihc culture -jould p:r ish i f wc did nothing about 

t h i s : we've a pretty geod idea of tho KK kinds of changes we need t o 

make. 'J'Je need to change practices •v'̂ ich are continuing trends in 

certain direct ions , . 



Prcfcssor jJamock : 

But I don't think, docs i t , that that f u l l y answers t t e 

question that Godfrey was raising. You sec, he raised the question 

v/hat changes in the culture arc desirable ? And, i f I understood 

what you said, you were saying '.Veil changes in tYc culture are 

pretty unpredictable or d i f f i c u l t to predict . But even i f wc could 

predict them wc wculi s t i l l have to decide which of them wc wanted 

t o t r y and bring about - would \JC not? 

Professor okinncr : 

¥ e l l i t ' s a matter of p r i o r i t y , I mean rhich one -i'/ould you 

tackle f i r s t or soiccthing of that kind with avai lable f a c i l i t i e s 

Professor jfernock : 

Ko not just pri.^rity I think. Supposing v/c a l l wculd agree 

that vje want to avoid sorac sort of imjur collapse and cataclsym 

I ffloan everybody would rigrjc shout that . But given that vre're a l l 

agreed in avoiding t h a t , thoro arc surely a large number of options: 

I oiean di f ferent kinds of culture a l l of 7;hich ̂ ,7culd count as survavals 

in one way or another of our culture. 

Professor Skinner : 

I think i t ' s a mistake to get tangled up in a question cf va lues , 

I don't lanow, I seem to be ablo tc sot up values for something 

perfect ly reasonable and I don't soe any debate. For example I 

think tha^ y^u could say that the culture v;ould be stronger if 

every pcrs'^n in i t capable of having a Jab, that he l i k e s yihnt he 

does, and hj vjorks wel l and careful ly . That seems to mc so obvicua 

that a culture i s bettor off i f that i s the case, I think it^s 

t e r r i b l y impo-rtant that educational systems be avai lable so that 

young people acquire v;hat they need to learn as quickly and 

e f f i c i e n t l y as possible. Now I fool questions as to v/hat they 

ought to l o a m but even that I think i s not the kind of thing 



that one can say soinothing about, I think ive're inuch bet ter i f 

•v;c' get along vath each other vdthjut War and I should certainly 

put that f l r a t perhaps as a value and I r e a l l y don't want t o 

quibble about whether i t ciight not, in some sense, be better i f 

tho world was cuntinucusly at '.'Jar, 

P3Xjfessg)r .''/amock : 

Ah nobcdy's going to disagree with you about t h a t . 

Certainly. And I go further than that - I would ent ire ly agree 

with you that there i s an enormous range of extremely important 

agreements as te what state of a f f a i r s are des; rablc and, i f 

poss ible , to be brought about or not, 

I think perhaps the difference between us -"̂ lould amount to 

your being more hopeful or procuring general assent to certain 

prupositions about the d e s i r a b i l i t y of a kind of culture than 

I would, 1 mean 1 would think there Vvould be iflorc res idual 

disagreement - I'm sure tiic difference i s of t a s t e perhaps, 

SKINNER : Well i t might be that , i t ad ght bo temperament or something 

l i k e tliat kind. But I think also, and I'm not saying i t t o 

bc-ast a t a l l , but tho part icular s p c i a l i t y to which I have 

devoted lay l i f e , has given me very great rcason t o believe that 

changes can bo brought about vAaichwc used to think wore 

impossible, I'm not pul l ing rank on you at a l l on t h i s but I 

would attr ibute riy optimism to Soioc rather substantial 

demonstrations. That things can be d^ne that we th^u^t impjsslblo. 

Professor TTsmock : 

Yes we're s t i l l going to leave us m t h the question laiicthcr 

wo can do them ur not. 

Professor Skinner : 

Yes I think that i s a question and i f I am convinced that wc 

shL.uld, thon i t i s up to aio to apply by behaviv^ural engineering 



tc c^-nvincG yuu and ethers and get things dune, 

•Professor iis^mock : 
I'd rath-r you tried to persuade 

Prjfossor Skinner : 
vfcll that would actually happen - that wculd thon be a 

demLnstration that our culture has, somehow or other, created 
coi-ditions mder v.hich soriiething is done to move- the culture in 
a given direction. Now if tlx culture than perishes, sc much 
tho worse f o r tlr culture, but at least it was an evolutionary 
try in ono direction. Some other culture vjill come up with 
something better. 

Professor Wamock : 
Yes. Could I bring up a related, slightly different point. 

You talked just now about moving the culture in a given direction 
and cf cuurse in your statement of your position you, very often, 
use thvr word 'control' controlling the oivironment and thereby 
controlling the behavicur cf people. 

Now I'm sure that a groat many of the readers of your books 
would got tho impr-cssion from this that what you envisaged was a 
kind of master mind, a master loanipulatcr occupying tho sojicwhat 
the relation to hwiianity at large as the man in tho vibizc. coat 
occupies the laboratory pi^getn. And a great many people I am 
sure find this an unattractive picture. 

Professor Skinner : 

Very much so - I d - myself, 1 think that a person who 
begins to undĉ 'stand behaviour in a ijorc effective Vi?ay vail find 
function as some kind of specialist, who will give advice, but 
v/ill not himself actually put it into effect. All I forsec is 
that the teacher vail teach more efi'ectively, people who arrange 
incentive conditions vdll arrange more effective incentive 
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conditions. I f t h e r e ' s any control l ing power to remain vdiiere i t 

i s now but I would l i k e to suppose that a culture v d l l evolve in 

which i t i s impossible for concentrations of pot'/er to make 

dictators possible, I would suppose that the future does not l i e 

in any one man - benevolent or othcri'ri.se but in a culture ^iiich i s 

the ultitinte deteraiiner of what kind uf mon emerge in power t o make 

you use cf avai lable s c i e n t i f i c knowledge. 

Professor Vcscy : 

Vfell I tliink those p o l i t i c a l questions could take a whole 

other debate so on that note w e ' l l have t o end, Fred Skinner, 

G-coffrcy Warncck - thank you. 
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