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RADICAL BEHAVIORISM

Radical Behaviorism

Primary Disciplinary Field(s): Psychology, Philosophy of Science, Behavioral Analysis
Proponents: B. F. Skinner, Richard J. Herrnstein, Murray Sidman

1. Core Principles

Radical Behaviorism is a comprehensive philosophy of science specifically tailored for the study of
behavior. Unlike earlier forms of behaviorism, often termed Methodological Behaviorism, which
dismiss consciousness and unobservable internal states as outside the purview of scientific
inquiry, Radical Behaviorism asserts that the entire range of human activity, including private
events such as thinking, feeling, and sensing, is behavior that must be accounted for scientifically.
The fundamental principle posits that behavior is primarily determined by its consequences, a
concept formalized by B. F. Skinner through the study of operant conditioning. This philosophy
mandates a shift in focus from attempting to explain behavior through hypothetical internal causes
(such as drives, intentions, or cognitive processes) toward analyzing the functional relationship
between behavior and the environmental variables that control it, both past and present.

The core commitment of this school of thought is to a strict environmental and evolutionary
determinism, meaning that behavior is a lawful process fully explicable by genetic endowment and
the history of interaction with the environment (contingencies of reinforcement). This deterministic
viewpoint is critical to the term "radical,” signifying a complete commitment to a scientific approach
that rejects mentalism and other forms of explanatory dualism. When a person reports feeling
anxiety or thinking a thought, Radical Behaviorism does not deny the existence of these private
events; rather, it categorizes them as internal behaviors (responses) that are subject to the same
principles of selection by consequences as publicly observable actions. The scientific challenge
then becomes how to analyze these private events given that they are only accessible to the
individual behaving organism.

A key tenet is the focus on the three-term contingency (A-B-C), which provides the framework for
analyzing behavior: the Antecedent (the context or stimulus present before the behavior occurs),
the Behavior (the response itself), and the Consequence (the environmental change immediately
following the response). Radical Behaviorists argue that the consequence determines the
probability of the behavior recurring in similar antecedent conditions. This functional approach
allows the scientist to predict and influence behavior by manipulating the environment, thereby
validating the scientific utility of the approach without resorting to inferential cognitive constructs.

2. Historical Development

The lineage of behaviorism traces back to John B. Watson's early 20th-century advocacy for
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psychology to become a purely objective, natural science focused exclusively on observable
behavior. Watsonian behaviorism, now often classified as methodological behaviorism, explicitly
excluded introspection and mental states, believing they lacked empirical verifiability. While
Watson successfully established behavior as the primary subject matter, his exclusion of all
internal processes was deemed scientifically limiting by Skinner, who sought a more
encompassing and philosophically robust framework.

Skinner coined the term Radical Behaviorism in the 1940s to draw a sharp distinction between
his evolving philosophy and the limitations inherent in methodological approaches. Skinner agreed
with Watson that behavior should be the subject matter, but he criticized methodological
behaviorists for adopting the philosophical position of dualism--accepting the existence of mental
events but dismissing them as unsuitable for scientific study. Skinner argued that if psychology
were truly to be a science, it must account for *all* psychological phenomena, including thoughts
and feelings, without resorting to the flawed explanatory model of the "mind."

The mature form of Radical Behaviorism developed primarily after the publication of Skinner's
seminal work, The Behavior of Organisms (1938), and was solidified in works like Science and
Human Behavior (1953) and Verbal Behavior (1957). This school of thought transitioned
behaviorism from a limited methodology for studying simple responses (like classical conditioning)
into a vast, comprehensive system capable of addressing complex human actions, social behavior,
and even language, all through the lens of selection by consequences. It became the philosophical
foundation for the empirical science of behavior known today as the Experimental Analysis of
Behavior (EAB) and its applied counterpart, Applied Behavior Analysis (ABA).

3. Key Concepts and Components

Operant Conditioning: This is the central mechanism of behavioral change in Radical
Behaviorism. Operant conditioning describes a process of learning where the probability of a
response is modified by its consequences. Behaviors that produce favorable outcomes
(reinforcers) are strengthened, while behaviors that produce unfavorable outcomes (punishers) are
weakened.

Reinforcement: A core concept, reinforcement is defined strictly by its effect on future behavior--it
is any consequence that increases the future likelihood of the behavior it follows. Positive
reinforcement involves adding a desirable stimulus (e.g., receiving praise), and Negative
reinforcement involves removing an aversive stimulus (e.g., buckling a seatbelt to stop a dinging
noise). Understanding reinforcement contingencies is paramount to predicting and controlling
behavior.

The Status of Private Events: Radical Behaviorism treats internal states (such as thoughts,
emotions, and sensations) not as causal agents or immaterial entities, but as forms of behavior
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that occur within the skin of the organism. These "private events" are difficult to study because they
lack public observability but are functionally related to the external environment, often having been
conditioned through verbal communities teaching individuals to "label” internal states.

Functional Analysis: Instead of seeking structural or descriptive explanations (e.g., "The person
hit the wall because they were angry"), a functional analysis identifies the specific environmental
variables maintaining the behavior (e.g., "The person hit the wall, which led to immediate attention
from staff; attention is the functional reinforcer for that behavior"). This focus on function guides
intervention and understanding.

Verbal Behavior: Skinner's analysis of language, presented in his 1957 book, treats speaking,
writing, and thinking as learned behavior maintained by social reinforcement, rather than being the
product of innate linguistic structures (as proposed by Noam Chomsky). Key concepts include
mands (requests), tacts (labels for things in the environment), and intraverbals (responses to
verbal behavior, like conversation).

4. Applications and Examples

The practical application of the principles derived from Radical Behaviorism has yielded profound
technological successes, primarily through the development of Applied Behavior Analysis (ABA).

ABA systematically applies environmental principles to improve socially significant behaviors.
Historically, ABA techniques were crucial in institutional settings and education, helping to manage
challenging behaviors and train basic life skills in individuals with developmental disabilities.

Beyond clinical settings, behavioral principles are widely used in specialized fields. In education,
techniques like programmed instruction, precision teaching, and contingency management
systems (such as token economies) are direct descendants of Radical Behaviorism, emphasizing
immediate feedback and clear reinforcement schedules to maximize learning efficiency. Similarly,
Organizational Behavior Management (OBM) applies functional analysis to workplace
environments to improve employee safety, performance, and productivity by identifying and
manipulating the reinforcement contingencies present in the job setting.

Furthermore, many modern psychological therapies, including components of Cognitive Behavioral
Therapy (CBT) and patrticularly third-wave behavioral therapies like Acceptance and Commitment
Therapy (ACT) and Dialectical Behavior Therapy (DBT), owe substantial theoretical and
methodological debts to Radical Behaviorism. Although these therapies often incorporate cognitive
mediation, their reliance on functional analysis, the manipulation of consequences, and skill-
building through direct environmental interaction demonstrates the enduring practical significance
of Skinner's framework.
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5. Criticisms and Limitations

Radical Behaviorism has faced severe and sustained criticism, particularly following the Cognitive
Revolution of the 1950s and 60s, which championed the necessity of internal mental structures to
explain complex human phenomena. The most famous critique came from linguist Noam
Chomsky, who argued that Skinner's analysis of Verbal Behavior was inadequate to explain the
rapid acquisition of language in children, the novelty of speech (generating sentences never heard
before), and the complex structural rules of grammar. Critics claimed that Radical Behaviorism
failed to account for innate predispositions and required overly complex and untestable behavioral
histories to explain simple cognitive actions.

Philosophically, Radical Behaviorism is often criticized for its steadfast commitment to
environmental determinism, which many argue diminishes human dignity, free will, and personal
responsibility. Opponents suggest that reducing complex human choices and moral actions merely
to the result of genetic endowment and reinforcement history is overly simplistic and ethically
problematic. Skinner attempted to address this in works like Beyond Freedom and Dignity (1971),
arguing that the feeling of freedom is an illusion maintained by an ignorance of controlling
variables, but the criticism regarding reductionism persists.

A final limitation often cited concerns the difficulty of analyzing behavior in the absence of
observable environmental consequences, particularly in novel situations or during creative
problem-solving. While Radical Behaviorism conceptually incorporates internal behaviors, the
practical methodology for manipulating and measuring these private events remains challenging,
requiring extensive reliance on the subject's verbal self-report, which complicates objective
scientific validation.

6. Further Reading

B. F. Skinner (Wikipedia)

Radical Behaviorism (Wikipedia)
Operant Conditioning (Wikipedia)
Applied Behavior Analysis (Wikipedia)
Verbal Behavior (Wikipedia)
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