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Behaviorism: Some truths that need telling,
some errors that need correcting

PHILIP HOWARD GRAY
Montana State University, Bozeman, Montana 59717

The assumptions that collectively constitute behaviorism are described. All had been pro-
posed and defended before Watson coined his famous term for them. J. B. Watson was to
blame for much of the confusion surrounding behaviorism because he embraced a meta-
physical framework that had nothing to do with behaviorism. A sample of criticisms of

behaviorism is evaluated.

Behaviorism is the logic supporting a science of behav-
ior. It is not in any manner deficient, nor is there any-
thing morally deviant about it. It is merely the summation
of assumptions necessary for an experimental science,
but how such a metaphysically complex individual as
John Broadus Watson came to be the major spokesman
for this is not understood and is in many ways tragic, for
almost immediately after hisinitial paper on behaviorism,
Watson muddled the meaning of the term by applying it
to viewpoints on provenance and values that were
actually antithetical to the science of behavior itself
(1. B. Watson, 1913a, 1913b, 1916a, 1916¢).

In order to examine what J. B. Watson’s critics have
been doing wrong, it is important to elucidate what he
did wrong, but before that, it is mandatory to define
behaviorism, of which there is only one kind, the pleth-
ora of adjectives to the contrary notwithstanding.

THE ASSUMPTIONS OF BEHAVIORISM

When I was a graduate student, I set myself the task
of extracting from the history of psychology and philos-
ophy the assumptions and pioneer research that would
account for the development of behaviorism. The
assumptions that interested me were bipolar, evidently
created so by actions and reactions on the part of
intellectuals. They are related to the “prescriptions” of
the historian R. I. Watson (1967), but curiously, there is
little overlap.

The first assumption was the humanism that started
in the Renaissance, being basically the belief that man
is a part of nature and can be studied for his own sake
without obligatory reference to divinism (Gray, 1967).

The second assumption was determinism, as opposed
to indeterminism. This is not, however, the determinism
that supposes human events to be “completely explica-
ble in terms of antecedents” (R. I. Watson, 1967). That
kind of determinism was accepted by the Puritan magis-
trates when they judged a rash of afflictions in Salem
Village to have witchcraft practices as antecedents
(Caporael, 1976). Scientific determinism, which is what
we are here concerned about, is the position that cause
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and effect relationships are consistently repeatable and
are never displaced or broken by outside forces such as
magic, miracles, or “freedom of will” (Gray, 1969).

The third assumption is objectivism, as opposed to
rationalism; it is the insistence that behavioral facts like
other scientific facts must be arrived at via observations
and experiments, that the principles and laws of behav-
ior cannot be presupposed simply because they seem
supposable (Boring, 1950; Gray, 1962; R. 1. Watson,
1967).

The fourth assumption is phyletic realism, as opposed
to idealism, meaning that humans and animals are
believed to act according to principles that may be
compared, and long before J. B. Watson had won the
right to make such comparisons in psychology, others
had won it outside (Gray, 1968-1969,1973). It is missing
from the prescriptive analysis of R.I. Watson (1967).

The fifth and final assumption is psychological
materialism, as opposed to all the varieties of anti-
materialism ever created by the genius of man who has,
seemingly like Boring’s (1957) robot, been programmed
to argue that he is not a robot. As a prescription, it also
is missing from the aforementioned prescriptive analysis
(R. 1. Watson, 1967), which means that anybody using
that analysis can never get at the core of the behaviorism
controversy.

Every science has its materialism; there is no science
that does not. Psychological materialism is the assertion
that the causal energies of events studied are to be found
within the investigative frame .ork, not outside. This
means that mentation cannot be accepted as a causal
system because it has no force that can be specified or
measured. Skinner (1963) has pointed out that if psy-
chology were the science of mental life, then it would
have developed and defended a special methodology,
which it has not done. Pelletier (1978) has made a
reasonably good case for why a mental program should
be commenced, but he cannot tell us how to commence
it. Ornstein (1977) makes many optimistic statements
about the mind, but the only scientific data he presents
come from other fields of investigation.

Skinner (1963) is correct. But why is he correct? The
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reason seems to be that a research methodology cannot
be developed without a materialism, and materialism
excludes mental life from scientific research. Perhaps we
have here an antinomy the philosophers never saw:
Mental psychology can be a science when it has devel-
oped a scientific materialism, but psychological material-
ism relegates mental events to correlative status. The
many enthusiastic appeals for mental science that appear
in American Psychologist, of which Lieberman (1979) is
a recent example, merely confirm that more and more
of the frogs in the millpond electing to fly does not
mean they will fly.

In the historical sense, these assumptions are all there
is to behaviorism. J. B. Watson invented none of them,
for he surely got the concept of psychological material-
ism from Douglas Spalding via William James (see Gray,
1968b). Yet I do not mean to detract from Watson’s
contribution, for it was his insight, knowledge, vigor,
and superb writing style that gathered all of this under
one romantic name: behaviorism.

WATSON’S METAPHYSICS

John Broadus Watson, named for the evangelical
preacher John Broadus, was more than a simple behavior-
ist. Had he been just that, he would have been the most
consequential of psychology’s pioneers. But he was
instead the most complicated, and in many ways the
most pernicious, personality psychology ever produced.

What made him so complicated was his metaphysics,
which went beyond the description of behaviorism and
included such antiscientific presuppositions as periph-
eralism, reductionism, social control, and environmental-
ism. Although these had nothing to do with behaviorism,
at different times in his career, Watson espoused all of
them under that rubric.

Peripheralism is the doctrine that neural fibers are
merely convenient conductors of stimuli and that,
although the brain transmits, it does not alter, multiply,
or initiate impulses. Learning does not need to depend
upon neurological development because it is as likely to
occur at the periphery of the body, in the muscles or
glands themselves, in the connections between effectors
and neurons, or even in the kinesthetic system. There
is not the slightest doubt that Watson took his doctoral
research problem in peripheralism (J. B. Watson, 1903)
from his physiology teacher, Jacques Loeb, although the
dissertation was supervised by psychologists because
James Angell and John Dewey, both scions of old
colonial families, considered the German-Jewish immi-
grant Loeb to be not “safe” as the young Watson’s
dissertation sponsor (J.B. Watson, 1936). The later
bizarre attempt to locate language in peripheral mecha-
nisms has to be understood in light of Watson’s early
addiction to the beliefs of Loeb (J. B. Watson, 1920).

Reductionism is the attitude that knowledge about an
area of science can be explained by some set of principles

and that these principles, if not the knowledge itself,
are finite. It was Watson’s affinity for this type of
thinking, which can likely be traced to Loeb, that led
him to seek a unitary principle of action that he found
in the conditioned reflex (J. B. Watson, 1916b).

The aim of social control is to regulate a science,
art, or discipline for the good of the people. In our
society, this ambition is often traced to Karl Marx. When
the time comes to ascertain if and how Marx could have
influenced Watson, we will first look to George Sylvester
Morris, the Hegalian scholar whose devoted student
was John Dewey, who himself stoutly believed in the
social import and responsibility of the intelligentsia
(Hofstadter, 1955). The early use of the word “control”
in Watson’s lexicon need be no more than the determin-
ist trying to achieve full control of research variables.
But after his second marriage, Watson became a social
control advocate. The title of the book promoting this
policy was ironic, for it had just about nothing to do
with behaviorism, although it did give that legitimate
endeavor a bad reputation (J. B. Watson, 1930).

Environmentalism is the total rejection of the influ-
ence of heredity upon behavior. While probably all psy-
chologists are familiar with Watson’s environmentalism,
few are likely to notice that it is more than the empiri-
cism that Watson would have heard from his many
WASP teachers, but it includes aspects of the peculiar
conception of behavioral ontogeny in terms of environ-
mental fields of force that Loeb brought from Germany
to the University of Chicago. When cognizant of both
influences upon Watson, we can account for his rejection
of instinct and heredity that characterized his system in
later years (J. B. Watson, 1926), even though in earlier
parts of his career Watson did excellent field work on
animal instinct (Gray, 1968a).

We can be sure that no psychologist except Watson
ever possessed such a curious admixture of determinism,
environmentalism, realism, materialism, reductionism,
objectivism, and peripheralism, as well as the crusading
spirit of science twisted to social control. Small wonder
that Watson has been a problem for the historians of
psychology. That they are even able to deal with his
announcement of behaviorism is probably due to the
fact that they need only quote his remarkably lucid
paper (J. B. Watson, 1913a). Beyond that, they founder
on the shoals of his complexity.

Until the historians adequately consider Watson’s
metaphysics, he will remain an enigma to them. But an
enigma is one thing; reluctance to follow established
rules of scholarship is another.

MISCONCEPTIONS AND MISINFORMATION

In the space remaining, I intend to sample the range of com-
plaints against behaviorism, hoping that by pointing out some
errors and fallacies 1 will stimulate, if not a spirit of reform
among the older critics, at least a modicum of carefulness among
the younger ones.



In a recent book, Robinson (1976) says that many have been
attracted to behaviorism because it is free of the difficulties
suffered by psychological materialisms. Thisis not only incorrect,
but it shows a substantial ignorance of what other scholars have
done. Robinson has written an intellectual history of psychol-
ogy, but he apparently does not consider it worthwhile to
consult the learned periodicals in which many articles critical to
an intellectual history are published. Even when historians do
use journals, they miss much when dealing with behaviorism. For
example, Marx and Hillix (1973) do not have the term periph-
eralism in their index, and they seem wholly unaware of this
controversy in the history of behaviorism.

In the same manner of not knowing what happened, Lorenz
(1950) says that if Watson had only once reared a wild bird
by hand he would not have held the simple view of behavior
that he did. Actually, Watson reared many wild birds by hand
(Gray, 1963, 1968a; J. B. Watson, 1908).

Miller (1962) says that if Watson had not been so inept as
a philosopher he might have offered behaviorism as a pragmatic
theory of mind. Fortunately for us, Watson had had enough
philosophy courses to know that he could do no such thing. In
another inversion, Dewsbury (1973) tells us that Watson adopted
a position of extreme parsimony and environmentalism: environ-
mentalism, yes; extreme parsimony, no. Environmentalism,
with its emphasis on learning, cannot be a parsimonious position.
Learning is always treated as the experimental hypothesis. The
null hypothesis, as Beach (1955) noted in his serendipitous
attack on the instinct concept, has to be considered the equiv-
alent of the innate, although only in initial experiments, as I
have amended (Gray, 1966). Thus, the assumption that a behav-
ior is caused by innate factors is really the parsimonious course
of action, since it is equivalent to the null hypothesis. Environ-
mentalism assumes that one has already gone ahead and done an
experiment to overturn the null hypothesis, when no such thing
has really happened. Environmentalism is bad science.

Behaviorism has set the occasion for many emotional dis-
plays. R. 1. Watson (1963, p. 375) says of the behaviorist, “It was
as if to him the mental was outside tl.is rational world of ours,
dwelling in the dark with the other ghosts and goblins.” Perhaps
Krech’s (1968) statement that behaviorism is one of the greatest
catastrophes to have befallen psychology is more hyperbole than
hysteria, but it nonetheless conveys an attitude irreconcilable
with science. Arthur Koestler (cited in Miller, 1964 ) continually
rails at behaviorism, sometimes startling other antibehaviorists.
Koch’s (1964) overwhelming hostility toward behaviorism is
indicated by his remark that he would be happy to say what the
Rice Symposium participants were hearing could be character-
ized as the death rattle of behaviorism, but that would be a more
dignified statement than he would like to sponsor, because
death is, at least, a dignified process.

Although the period immediately following Watson’s emer-
gence saw a number of disparate endeavors being called this and
that kind of behaviorism, the strangest reduction of the term to
empty meaninglessness was done by Kantor (1968), who takes
us on a tour of archaic behaviorism, antibehaviorism, prebehav-
iorism, protobehaviorism, Watsonian behaviorism, authentic
behaviorism, interbehaviorism, and field behaviorism, with
Watson’s type being a teftative and preliminary version of
naturalistic psychology. However, surely the oddest analysis
of Watson was that of Bergmann (1956, p. 267) who said,
“Watson’s particular mistake was that in order to establish that
there are no interacting minds, which is true, he thought it
necessary to assert that there are no minds, which is not only
false but silly.” I have seen just about everything Watson pub-
lished, and I never encountered anything close to what Bergmann
says he asserted. Watson was not stupid, he was not insane, and
he took more philosophy than probably any of his critics, so I
do not accept that he asserted, believed, or hinted that there are
no minds. On the same grounds, one rejects the canard by
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Ornstein (1977, p. 7) that “It was sometimes jokingly said of
John Watson that he thought no one conscious save himself.”

I will finish this sampling by noting that Day (1969) has
sought a reconciliation between behaviorism and phenomenol-
ogy, which is impossible. With the possible exception of human-
ism, phenomenology is diametrically opposed to the assumptions
that make behaviorism possible.

The most that behaviorism has ever asked is that others
understand the need of the behaviorist for precision in the
logical discussions of the study of behavior, along with the
right to study behavior. Behaviorism acknowledges mind and
consciousness as concepts in the verbal community and merely
points to the truism that mental events have never been proven
to be causative upon behavior, only correlative. Behaviorism,
wryly put, is good scientific thinking. There is nothing in behav-
iorism to warrant the teratogeny of its misinformed and misin-
forming detractors.
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NOTE

The ideas, opinions, and criticisms in this paper have pre-
viously been presented at the 79th Annual Convention of the
American Psychological Association and at the 143rd National
Meeting of the American Association for the Advancement of
Science.
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