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Beyond the Illusion of a Mechanistic Psychology
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Edward Morris reviews some usages of
the term mechanistic and concludes that
behavior analysis is not mechanistic.
However, as he notes, many psycholo-
gists categorize behavior analysis as
mechanistic. Morris suggests that this
mistake would not be made "ifbehavior
analysts explained themselves and their
science differently" (Morris, 1993, p. 38).
This statement implies that we should
reconsider how we talk about behavior
analysis. We might sometimes talk in
ways that imply a tacit acceptance of a
mechanistic worldview that contradicts
our explicit rejection of this worldview.
If so, then the way we talk about our
subject matter might exacerbate other
psychologists' misconceptions about be-
havior analysis.

Morris's argument includes much that
invites discussion. I will address his com-
ment that "the structure of our language
influences how we think about behavior
in ways that are incompatible with the
nature ofbehavior" (Morris, 1993, p. 3 1).
The author means ordinary language
rather than the technical language of be-
havior analysis. He cites Hineline's (1980)
comment that "English grammar and
syntax are fundamentally mismatched
with the phenomena that constitute psy-
chology" (p. 80). These comments are
similar to Walker's (1942) comment that
psychology's problem is to develop ways
of picturing organism and environment
as an undifferentiated whole. Contrary to
these three writers, I suggest that the lan-
guage of action that is found in English
identifies the subject matter of behavior
analysis, and, further, that this language
often implies events with both organis-
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mic and environmental constituents (e.g.,
Bentley, 1941). I suggest that our practice
of partitioning actions into behavioral
and environmental parts obscures the
conceptual power of the language of ac-
tion and gives behavior analysis the ap-
pearance of a mechanistic psychology.
The language ofaction consists of sen-

tences (e.g., "John climbed the tree and
rescued the cat") that imply that some-
one does something with some end result
(e.g., Mulholland, 1991, p. 13; also see
Linton, 1978, pp. 14-18). The verb
phrases contained in such sentences (e.g.,
"climbed the tree") imply that the activ-
ities ofan organism bring about a change
(Givon, 1984, pp. 96-100); for example,
a change in the organism's location. The
language of action designates changes
brought about by the activities of organ-
isms (e.g., a change in John's location to
"up the tree") and about the results (e.g.,
"climbed the tree to rescue the cat"), cir-
cumstances (e.g., "turned on the fan when
the humidity was high"), and properties
(e.g., "asked the question loudly") of ac-
tions. The changes that define actions are
internal to the actions that they define
even if the changes are events that occur
outside the organism. For example, de-
pression of the lever is internal to the
action of lever pressing, even if depres-
sion of the lever is an event that occurs
outside the organism.
When we talk about actions, we as-

sume the existence ofan organism whose
activities bring about the changes that
define the actions and whose body is the
location of some of these changes (e.g.,
"brushed his hair"). The language of ac-
tion therefore tacitly accepts the principle
of levels (e.g., Engel, 1980; Novikoff,
1945), which permits the physical and
physiological activities ofan organism to
be distinguished from the actions in which
an organism is a participant (e.g., Pron-
ko, 1988). The language of action lets us
talk about actions without also having to
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provide details about either the physical
and physiological activities (e.g., move-
ments ofbody segments) oforganisms or
the physical environment (e.g., trees),
cultural systems (e.g., banking systems),
and artifacts (e.g., dollar bills) that are
also constituents of many actions. Leav-
ing the physical, biological, and cultural
constituents of actions to other disci-
plines is consistent with our practice of
collecting data from the changes brought
about by organisms (e.g., depressions of
a lever). Indeed, few of us in behavior
analysis have mastered the languages of
physics and biology that would permit
the accurate description and measure-
ment ofthe activities oforganisms. Talk-
ing about actions as actions and leaving
the analysis of their physical, biological,
and cultural constituents to other disci-
plines is also consistent with the as-
sumption held by behavior analysts (e.g.,
Skinner, 1938, p. 429, p. 438) that be-
havior (read, "action") is a subject matter
in its own right.

In behavior analysis, we use the lan-
guage ofaction to identify the single cases
(e.g., pressing levers, crossing roads, an-
swering questions) from which we collect
data. We collect data from actions, but
we do not follow through the conceptual
implications of this implicit identifica-
tion of actions as the single cases in our
science. Instead, we tacitly accept indi-
vidualism, the assumption that the or-
ganism is the only psychological reality
(e.g., Pepitone, 198 1). We cannot con-
sider the implications of accepting
actions as single cases without also ques-
tioning our tacit acceptance of individ-
ualism. (For critiques of individualism,
see, e.g., Llewelyn & Kelly, 1980; Samp-
son, 1988.) Further, until we reject in-
dividualism, we will continue to assume
that to partition actions into behavioral
(or organismic) and environmental parts
is inevitable and beyond question. To
grasp the conceptual power of the lan-
guage of action, we must abandon both
the assumption ofindividualism and the
language of behavior (or organism) and
environment.
Given that we collect data from ac-

tions, we should partition the events rep-

resented by our data into (a) the changes
brought about by organisms that are
identified by the language of action and
(b) the activities ofthe organism that bring
about these changes. For example, the
action oflever pressing partitions into the
depression ofa lever that is brought about
by an organism and the activities of the
organism that bring about the depression
ofthe lever. All events designated by the
language ofaction can be partitioned into
the changes brought about by organisms
and the activities (and, sometimes, other
changes) that bring about the changes that
define the particular action. This parti-
tioning applies to self-directed actions
such as blowing one's nose and scratching
one's arm, perceptual actions such as
looking out a window and finding an ar-
ticle in a library (where activities of the
organism can bring about changes in what
is available for the organism to see, hear,
or otherwise observe), and higher order
actions such as getting food by lever
pressing and earning course credit by par-
ticipating in an experiment. Many higher
order actions (e.g., getting food by lever
pressing) are characterized more accu-
rately as comprising an organism's activ-
ities, the change that defines the action
(e.g., getting food), and other changes
brought about by the activities of the or-
ganism (e.g., depression ofthe lever) that
are also internal to the action.
As these examples imply, some, but

not all, actions have both behavioral and
environmental constituents. The changes
(e.g., depression of the lever) internal to
some actions (e.g., lever pressing) occur
outside theorganism, but the changes (e.g.,
displacement of the skin on one's arm)
internal to other actions (e.g., scratching
one's own arm) occur at the organism.
Speaking of the changes brought about
by organisms as environmental variables
is therefore always imprecise and some-
times inaccurate. In consequence, parti-
tioning actions into behavioral and en-
vironmental parts is always imprecise and
sometimes inaccurate. This partitioning
sometimes approximates the partition-
ing of actions implicit in the language of
action (e.g., getting food by lever pressing
is partitioned into behavioral and envi-
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ronmental parts), but it also produces
some internal inconsistencies. For ex-
ample, lever pressing is categorized as a
behavioral event, but the action of lever
pressing is defined by a change brought
about outside an organism and therefore
also includes an environmental event
among its constituents. Partitioning ac-
tions into behavioral and environmental
parts makes automatic reinforcement
(e.g., Vaughan & Michael, 1982) seem
anomalous, and it makes us unwilling to
admit certain actions (such as getting
course credit by participating in an ex-
periment) as actions (i.e., as events at
their own level of organization).
The present comments are not incon-

sistent with Morris's remark (1993, p. 3 1)
that the language adopted by Skinner ear-
ly in his career (i.e., the language of be-
havior and environment) invited the
characterization of behavior analysis as
mechanistic. In using the language ofbe-
haviorand environment, we tie ourselves
to the origins of our discipline concep-
tually, though not empirically, in stim-
ulus-response psychology. We then sound
like stimulus-response psychologists, de-
spite our criticisms of stimulus-response
psychology and despite our claims that
we are not stimulus-response psycholo-
gists. We sound like mechanists.

I recommend that we rid our discipline
ofthe language ofbehavior and environ-
ment. I know that this recommendation
will seem preposterous. But the recom-
mendation is consistent with the spirit of
radical behaviorism, even if it asks rad-
ical behaviorists to abandon their prac-
tice of partitioning actions into behav-
ioral and environmental parts. At the
heart of radical behaviorism is a com-
mitment to the data collected in the ex-
perimental analysis ofbehavior and, thus,
both to the single cases that the data rep-
resent and to the domain of these single
cases (i.e., the subject matter of our em-
pirical work). Ifthe language ofbehavior
and environment misrepresents the sub-
ject matter from which we collect our
data, then we should feel free to rid our-
selves of this language.
Our data represent events that are des-

ignated most directly by the language of

action. We use the language of action in
identifying and talking directly about the
events from which we collect data. There
is no shame in admitting that the foun-
dations ofour science lie in ordinary lan-
guage (e.g., Lee, 1988, pp. 18-22, 37-39).
At issue is whether we in behavior anal-
ysis should continue to obscure and mis-
represent our subject matter by using the
language of behavior and environment.
The language of behavior and environ-
ment reflects more the historical borrow-
ing by psychologists of the language of
the reflex than the events that occasion
the collection of data by behavior ana-
lysts. Our data (at least in the experi-
mental analysis ofbehavior and, perhaps
[Barrett, Johnston, & Pennypacker,
1986], optimally in the applied analysis
ofbehavior as well) represent the changes
brought about by organisms at operanda
(i.e., places where organisms can bring
about changes). These data are therefore
consistent both with the assertion that
our subject matter consists ofactions (e.g.,
Lee, 1988) and with conceptual analyses
of the language of action as designating
events that are defined by the changes
brought about by organisms (e.g., Givon,
1984, pp. 96-100).
Basic research in our discipline ad-

dresses a level of organization at which
the activities of organisms are constitu-
ents ofthe events ofinterest and at which
it can be assumed that organisms act on
the world (i.e., bring about changes in it).
Basic research investigates the relations
that the changes brought about by organ-
isms enter into with the results (e.g., re-
inforcers) of the changes and with the
conditions under which the changes have
their results (e.g., as in a conditional dis-
crimination). We can talk about these re-
lations directly without talking about the
physical and biological activities of or-
ganisms. Further, we can talk about these
relations directly without using the lan-
guage of behavior and environment. We
do not need that language if our single
cases are actions rather than organisms.
We can say that we are interested in how
acting (i.e., bringing about changes) with
(and sometimes without) results affects
subsequent acting. If we spoke directly
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about these relations in a way that is con-
sistent with the language of action, then
perhaps fewer psychologists would cate-
gorize behavior analysis as mechanistic.
Moreover, perhaps we, too, would have
less reason sometimes to wonder if other
psychologists are right.
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