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Throughout his life, Skinner wrote many notes 

that never appeared in any of his publications.  

These notes give an insight into his thinking and 

personal life.  They provide not only a portrait 

of the quintessential American scientist, but also 

the development of the science he began and the 

humane practices that derived from that science 

during his lifetime.  In his notes, Skinner com-

ments on his own behavior, on the activities of 

others, about social practices, about his family 

and colleagues, about ethics, music, arts, and 

many other topics. Skinner had the training and 

ambitions of a novelist, and his notes talk about 

his thoughts when working out what he had to 

say. Few scientists have documented their per-

VRQDO�UHÁHFWLRQV�DQG�GDLO\�WKRXJKWV�DV�WKRURXJK-

ly as B. F. Skinner.  Even fewer scientists stand 

out as both a scientist and a social commentator. 

Scientists’ notes with details written at the time 

of conversations and thought processes are rare.   

Many of Skinner’s unpublished notes are in the 

Skinner collection at the Harvard University 

Pusey Library.  Other unpublished notes exist 

only in the B. F. Skinner Foundation archives or 

in the family’s collections.  In 1980, a small selec-

tion of Skinner’s notes was published as a book 

titled Notebooks, now out of print.

As a follow-up to his essay in this issue, 

Operants asked Dr. T. V. Joe Layng to comment 

on one of the notes from Skinner’s Notebooks. 
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RHDGLQJ� 6NLQQHU� UHTXLUHV� HͿRUW�� ,W� LV� QRW� HͿRUWIXO� EHFDXVH�
his sentences are particularly complex or there is a use of 
unfamiliar terms, but because to understand Skinner is to 
QRW�VLPSO\�XQGHUVWDQG�ZKDW�KH�VD\V��EXW�WR�XQGHUVWDQG��LQ�

WKH�ZRUGV�RI�WKH�ODWH�-RVHSK�6FKZDE��ZKDW�KH�LV�WU\LQJ�WR�GR��,Q�KLV�
essay on Enquiry and the Reading Process��6FKZDE�GHVFULEHG�KRZ�LW�LV�
RIWHQ�SRVVLEOH� WR�JR�EH\RQG�ZKDW�WKH�ZRUGV�EHLQJ�XVHG�DUH�VD\LQJ�
WR�GLVFRYHU�D�ODUJHU�HͿHFW�RQ�WKH�UHDGHU��+H�DVNV��ZK\�GLG�WKH�DXWKRU�
FKRRVH� WKH�ZRUGV� WKH\�GLG"� ,V� WKHUH� D� ODUJHU� OHVVRQ� WR� EH� OHDUQHG"�
,Q�UHDGLQJ�6NLQQHU�� WKLV� LV�DOPRVW�DOZD\V� WKH�FDVH��DQG�PDNHV� LW�DQ�
activity of enquiry not mere comprehension. In fact, my approach to 
SULYDWH�H[SHULHQFH��WUXWK�EH�WROG�,�DP�QRW�VXUH�WKLV�H[SHULHQFH�TXDOL-
ÀHV�DV�DQ�́ HYHQWµ��ZDV�JUHDWO\�LQÁXHQFHG�E\�HPSOR\LQJ�6FKZDE·V�DS-
SURDFK�ZKLOH�VWXG\LQJ�6NLQQHU·V�Behaviorism at Fifty�QHDUO\����\HDUV�
ago. In that essay, Skinner described private experience as being part 
of behavior. It immediately struck me that he did not say private ex-
SHULHQFH�LV�EHKDYLRU��,I�KH�KDG�EHHQ�ZULWLQJ�DERXW�D�OHYHU�SUHVV��,�DP�
IDLUO\� FHUWDLQ�KH�ZRXOG�KDYH� VDLG� OHYHU�SUHVVLQJ� LV� EHKDYLRU��:KDW�
ZDV�KH�WU\LQJ�WR�GR�E\�ZULWLQJ�LW�WKH�ZD\�KH�GLG"�$IWHU�UHDGLQJ�WKH�
article many times and looking at the construction, I came to the con-
FOXVLRQ�WKDW�ZKDW�KH�ZDV�VD\LQJ�ZDV�WKDW�SULYDWH�H[SHULHQFH� LV�QRW�
D�VHSDUDWH�EHKDYLRU�DV�LV�WKH�FDVH�ZLWK�D�OHYHU�SUHVV��EXW�LV�D�SDUW�RI�
ongoing behavior that is only accessible to the behaving individual. 

� 1RZ�LW�FRXOG�EH�DUJXHG�WKDW�6NLQQHU�GLGQ·W�UHDOO\�PHDQ�WKDW��
KLV�ZRUG�FKRLFH�ZDV�MXVW�D�KDSSHQVWDQFH��<HDUV�ODWHU��,�GLVFRYHUHG�HY-
LGHQFH�WKDW�P\�FRQFOXVLRQ�ZDV�OLNHO\�LQGHHG�FRUUHFW��,�VDZ�WKH�YLGHR�
of his delivery of the paper Behaviorism at Fifty��ZKLFK�ZDV�ODWHU�SXE-
lished in the book Behaviorism and Phenomenology: Contrasting Bases 

for Modern Psychology, and in Science magazine. In the video, Skinner 
says private experience is behavior. When it came time to publish, 
LW�ZDV�FKDQJHG�WR�part of behavior��7R�PH��WKLV�LQGLFDWHG�WKDW�6NLQQHU�
ZDV�WU\LQJ�WR�GR�VRPHWKLQJ�PXFK�PRUH�LQWHUHVWLQJ�DQG�FRPSHOOLQJ�
WKDQ�FODLPLQJ�SULYDWH�H[SHULHQFH�ZDV�EHKDYLRU��+H�ZDV�OD\LQJ�RXW�D�
IUDPHZRUN�IRU�H[SORULQJ�SULYDWH�H[SHULHQFH�WKDW�ZHQW�EH\RQG�PHUH-
O\�DVVXPLQJ�LW�LV�XQREVHUYDEOH��3ULYDWH�EHKDYLRU��LQVWHDG��ZDV�SDUW�RI�
REVHUYDEOH�EHKDYLRU��QRW�D�VHSDUDWH�WKLQJ��2YHU�WKH�\HDUV��DORQJ�ZLWK�
WKH� LQVLJKWV� RI� ,VUDHO� *ROGLDPRQG�� 3DXO�$QGURQLV�� DQG� RWKHUV�� ZH�
have begun to treat private experience as not simply part of behavior 
EXW�DV�SDUW�RI�WKH�FRQWLQJHQFLHV�RI�ZKLFK�WKH�EHKDYLRU�LV�D�IXQFWLRQ��
$V�D�UHVXOW��ZH�KDYH�EHHQ�DEOH�WR�GHYHORS�QHZ�DSSURDFKHV�WR�FOLQLFDO�
LQWHUYHQWLRQ��VRPH�RI�ZKLFK�LV�UHÁHFWHG�LQ�P\�DUWLFOH�LQ�WKLV�LVVXH��DQG�
to teaching complex repertoires, such as reading comprehension.

7KLV�SDVVDJH�IURP�1RWHERRNV�LOOXVWUDWHV�WKH�VDPH�WKHPH�DV�ÀUVW�GH-
scribed in Behaviorism at Fifty as it applies to feelings. Not surpris-
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LQJO\��LW�LV�DOVR�FRQVLVWHQW�ZLWK�P\�DUWLFOH�RQ�HPRWLRQV�
appearing in this issue of Operants. It is also illustrates 
ZKDW�6NLQQHU�LV�QRW�RQO\�VD\LQJ�EXW�WU\LQJ�WR�GR�

Feelings as Causes

In About Behaviorism I say that the states of 
the body which are felt are not the causes 
of behavior but the collateral products of 
the causes. This does not mean that private 
events cannot control behavior—as they do 
when we describe them (even if necessarily 
inaccurately). I meant the causal role 
traditionally assigned to felt states in such 
expressions as “I struck because I was angry” 
or “I went because I felt like going.” The point 
of my statements in About Behaviorism was 
that there was no initiating action inside.

Private events are limited not only in the 
extent to which they control “introspective” 
accounts but also in the extent to which they 
are useful in self-management. The injunction 
“when angry count to ten” can be followed 
only if there is some evidence of “being 
angry.” The evidence may be introspective, 
as when one feels activity in the autonomic 
nervous system or an “inclination to strike,” 
or exteroceptive, as when one observes either 
an occasion upon which one commonly strikes 
or behavior associated with striking, both of 
which may be seen by others.

1RWHERRNV��SDJH��������

(QWU\�GDWHG�������������

� :KDW�LV�6NLQQHU�WU\LQJ�WR�GR"�/HW·V�WDNH�D�FORVHU�
look.

� ´In About Behaviorism I say that the states of the 
ERG\�ZKLFK�DUH�IHOW�DUH�QRW�WKH�FDXVHV�RI�EHKDYLRU�EXW�
WKH�FROODWHUDO�SURGXFWV�RI�WKH�FDXVHV�µ�:KDW�LV�6NLQQHU�
GRLQJ"�+H�LV�WU\LQJ�WR�JHW�XV�WR�XQGHUVWDQG�WKDW�ZKDW�
is felt, for the most part, is as much a result of the con-
VHTXHQWLDO�� DQG� SUHFHGHQWLDO� �FODVVLFDO� FRQGLWLRQLQJ��
contingencies acting on the individual as is observable 
EHKDYLRU��)HHOLQJV�DUH�SDUW�RI�WKH�FRQWLQJHQF\�

� ´7KLV�GRHV�QRW�PHDQ�WKDW�SULYDWH�HYHQWV�FDQQRW�
FRQWURO�EHKDYLRU³DV�WKH\�GR�ZKHQ�ZH�GHVFULEH�WKHP�
�HYHQ�LI�QHFHVVDULO\�LQDFFXUDWHO\��µ�:KDW�LV�6NLQQHU�GR-
LQJ"�,Q�WKH�FRQWH[W�RI�WKH�ÀUVW�VHQWHQFH��6NLQQHU�LV�QRW�
saying that private events set the occasion for behavior, 
or act as reinforcers. He is asking us to approach emo-
WLRQV�LQ�D�QHZ�ZD\��+H�LV�WU\LQJ�WR�JHW�XV�WR�XQGHUVWDQG�
that it is our verbal behavior about feelings that must 
be investigated, and perhaps understanding emotions 
is to understand the consequential contingencies that 
occasion the verbal episode. Our verbal behavior de-
scribing feelings is in fact describing contingencies. 
3HRSOH�UHVSRQG�GLͿHUHQWO\�WR�´,�KDWH�WKDW�µ�DQG�´I love 
WKDW�µ� 7KH� HPRWLRQ�ZRUGV� LPPHGLDWHO\� FRPPXQLFDWH�

WKH�DFWLRQ�RI�FRQWLQJHQFLHV�ZLWKRXW�DFWXDOO\�GHVFULELQJ�
them. 

� ´I meant the causal role traditionally assigned 
to felt states in such expressions as ‘I struck because 
,�ZDV�DQJU\·�RU� ¶,�ZHQW�EHFDXVH�,� IHOW� OLNH�JRLQJ�·�7KH�
point of my statements in About Behaviorism�ZDV� WKDW�
WKHUH� ZDV� QR� LQLWLDWLQJ� DFWLRQ� LQVLGH�µ�:KDW� LV� 6NLQ-
QHU�GRLQJ"�+H�LV�SURYLGLQJ�D�GLͿHUHQW�IUDPHZRUN�IRU�
XQGHUVWDQGLQJ� IHHOLQJV��7KHUH� LV� QR� LQWHUQDO� VWLPXOXV�
ZKRVH�SUHVHQFH�RU�DEVHQFH�RFFDVLRQV�RXU�EHKDYLRU��EXW�
that doesn’t mean there is nothing felt.

 ´3ULYDWH�HYHQWV�DUH�OLPLWHG�QRW�RQO\�LQ�WKH�H[-
WHQW�WR�ZKLFK�WKH\�FRQWURO�¶LQWURVSHFWLYH·�DFFRXQWV�EXW�
DOVR�LQ�WKH�H[WHQW�WR�ZKLFK�WKH\�DUH�XVHIXO�LQ�VHOI�PDQ-
DJHPHQW�µ�:KDW� LV�6NLQQHU�GRLQJ"�+H� LV�XUJLQJ�XV� WR�
never forget that private experience can never be accu-
rately described, our discrimination training is neces-
sarily limited, accordingly, basing action on them is of 
limited utility.

� ´7KH�LQMXQFWLRQ�¶ZKHQ�DQJU\�FRXQW�WR�WHQ·�FDQ�
EH�IROORZHG�RQO\�LI�WKHUH�LV�VRPH�HYLGHQFH�RI�¶EHLQJ�DQ-
JU\�·�7KH�HYLGHQFH�PD\�EH�LQWURVSHFWLYH��DV�ZKHQ�RQH�
feels activity in the autonomic nervous system or an 
¶LQFOLQDWLRQ� WR� VWULNH�·� RU� H[WHURFHSWLYH�� DV� ZKHQ� RQH�
REVHUYHV�HLWKHU�DQ�RFFDVLRQ�XSRQ�ZKLFK�RQH�FRPPRQ-
O\�VWULNHV�RU�EHKDYLRU�DVVRFLDWHG�ZLWK�VWULNLQJ��ERWK�RI�
ZKLFK�PD\�EH�VHHQ�E\�RWKHUV�µ�:KDW�LV�6NLQQHU�GRLQJ"�
+H�LV�SURSRVLQJ�WKDW�ZH�ORRN�HOVHZKHUH�WKDQ�VRPH�LQ-
WHUQDO�LQLWLDWLQJ�HYHQW��LQVWHDG�RI�ORRNLQJ�WR�DQJHU��ZH�
ORRN�IRU�WKH�FRQGLWLRQV�ZKHUH�FUHDWLQJ�GLVWDQFH�IURP�DQ�
HYHQW�E\�GULYLQJ�WKH�HYHQW�DZD\�LV�D�UHLQIRUFHU��8QGHU�
some circumstances, behavior may occur that redirects 
the distancing as a result of other consequences that are 
also likely to occur. 

� ,Q� VXPPDU\�� 6NLQQHU� SURYLGHV� D� IUDPHZRUN�
WKDW�DOORZV�XV�WR�JLYH�XS�WKH�QRWLRQ�WKDW�WKH�SULYDWH�H[-
SHULHQFH�ZH�FDOO�IHHOLQJ�LV�FDXVDOO\�UHODWHG�WR�EHKDYLRU��
Instead it is a by-product of, or as I prefer, a descriptor 
RI� �DW� WLPHV�� JURVV� SK\VLRORJLFDO� FKDQJH� DQG� VSHFLÀF�
�SULPDULO\��FRQVHTXHQWLDO�FRQWLQJHQFLHV��:KHUH�PHWK-
odological behaviorism leaves us using observable in-
dices of private experience, such as questionnaire re-
VSRQVHV�� 6NLQQHU·V� DSSURDFK� DOORZV� XV� D�PXFK� IXOOHU�
treatment of private experience as promised by a radi-
cal behaviorism. 

� 8QGHUVWDQGLQJ� SULYDWH� H[SHULHQFH� UHVLGHV�
not inside a person, even if some gross physiological 
changes do, but in environmental contingencies, 
provides a uniquely radical behaviorist approach to 
understanding feelings. We can study private experience 
LQ�LWV�RZQ�ULJKW�ZLWKRXW�DVVLJQLQJ�LW�IXQFWLRQV�UHVHUYHG�
for observed relations. We can indeed change feelings, 
not by acting on them directly, but by changing the 
FRQWLQJHQFLHV� RI�ZKLFK� WKH\� DUH� D� IXQFWLRQ�� ,� EHOLHYH�
WKLV�LV�ZKDW�6NLQQHU�ZDV�WU\LQJ�WR�PDNH�XV�XQGHUVWDQG�
ZH�FRXOG�GR�


