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Even bearing in mind that "Terms" is a "theoretical" paper, not
a report of experimental work, I am struck by how totally
ideology driven the claims in it are. There is no glimmer of brute
empirical fact cited to motivate or support the claims expressed.
In particular, no puzzling or recalcitrant or otherwise inexplicable facts about human behavior are shown to succumb nicely to
the theory proposed (always a persuasive theme in selling a way
of doing science). Instead what we have here is the extrapolation
of a creed: working out the details of what the devout behaviorist
has to say, figuring out the kosher categories into which all facts
must be cast, no matter how thefacts corne out. Skinner's role in
"Terms" is thus analogous to the theologian's role in codifying,
extending, and proselytizing for a system of dogmas.
Skinner, foe of ideology that he is, may take this observation
as a particularly shrill criticism, but that is not how I intend it.
Every scientific "school" I know anything about has its theologians, and they perform a singularly useful - perhaps even
.indispensable - service. They clarify the "position," showing
what one is committed to if one does science in that way, and this
not only sharpens the edges of the theories so that they can
better be put to empirical test for confirmation and disconfinnation, it also generates new questions and problems for the
theorists and experimentalists to explore.
There is good scientific theology and bad scientific theology,
however; one of the benchmarks of excellence is forthrightness
and explicitness of claims - leading with one's chin and giving
the skeptics and critics an unmistakable targct to challenge.
Skinner, however, feints and weaves. We get bold declarations
(''The significant interrelations between these terms may be
expressed by saying that the community reinforces the response
only when it is emitted in the presence of the stimulus"), but
then discover that they don't mean what they seem at first to

mean, since the host of obvious counterinstances one could cite
does not count against the claim, for one reason or another.
It is an interesting exercise to go through the sentences of
"Terms" one at a time and ask oneself: What would it be,
exactly, to disagree with this claim? One of Skinner's favorite
auxiliaries is "may," which occurs with great frequency in
"Terms." Here are just a few examples: "the surviving covert
response may be regarded as," "a response may be emitted in
the presence of," "we may understand why terms referring to
private events have never formed a stable and acceptable
vocabulary of reasonably uniform usage." "Statements about
private events may be under control of the deprivations associated with reinforcing consequences rather than antecedent
stimuli." "'I am hungry' may therefore be variously translated ."
A further review of the text shows variations on the theme:
"Might" and "could" and "possible" are high-frequency items.
What is frustrating about these terms is that they have several
quite distinct dictionary meanings, and it is often not clear from
context which way the reader is intended to go. Sometimes it
seems to be the "may" of doctrinal permission ("The communicant may take the wafer on the tongue or in the hand"), and since
it's a free country, who could argue with that? Sometimes it
seems to be the "may" of mere logical possibility (" It may rain
tomorrow, and then again it may not"), and who in his right
mind would quarrel with that? Sometimes there is a hint that
much more is being asserted: that what may be regarded as such
and such may correctly be regarded as such and such; that when
a response may be under the control of x or y or z, it cannot have
any other explanation, it must be under the control of exactly
one of x, y, and z, and so on. But these stronger claims are not
forthrightly made. So who knows what doctrine is being asserted? There is a way of reading almost every sentence of
"Terms" so that the staunchest, most radical "mentalist" could
agree with it. But we know that that would be a misreading; we
are meant to understand that this is a behaviorist manifesto, but
exactly which manifesto it is has been left to the intuition of the
reader.
There is a reason, I think, for the high frequency of what
Skinner would probably call the "may" response in "Terms."
What Skinner was proposing at the time was a certain brand of
wishful thinking that might have worked - but didn't. Every
science must simplify, and even oversimplify, its phenomena in
search of tractable ways of manipulating, and conceiving of, the
"basic" forces, processes, principles. As investigators in artificial intelligence would say, you have to find a "toy problem"
you can master first, and no one can give rules or "criteria" for a
"good" simplification. "Terms" is a paper about behaviorism's
proposed Simplifications, and while in the cold light of retrospect we can see that they were not good choices, they were
probably well worth a try. "Maybe," Skinner is saying, "we can
get away with this crude version of 'translation,' this tractably
simple substitute for 'meaning,' this theoretically easy way with
reference and consciousness ." It is not that Skinner and other
behaviorists were oblivious to the ravishing complexities of
human behavior, but that they hoped - not unreasonably - to
bootstrap their way to some manageably doable science of
human behavior with the aid of a little wishful (or even willful)
thinking. There is probably no alternative to that basic strategy;
today's cognitive scientists just as willfully propose their own
oversimplifications. One of these years those defenders of mysterious complexity who hang around waiting to say "I told you
so" will be silenced by success.

