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THE FUTURE 

John Staddon 
Editor 

In Michael Crichton’s controversial new novel State of Fear an eccentric 
professor rants to the hero about intellectual fashion in a supposedly scientific 
world. He cites the too-neat left-brain/right-brain view of the mind; the belief that 
modern humans uniquely disturb the balance of nature; the deadly effects of 
silicone breast implants; and—the source of controversy—anthropogenic global 
warming. According to this academic Jeremiah, all are nothing but fear-inducing 
falsehoods promoted for evil purposes by a power-hungry establishment that 
Crichton calls the politico-legal-media complex.  

Literary exaggeration, of course—but perhaps not by much. Even well-
informed people are reluctant to admit that the multi-billion-dollar payout that 
bankrupted Dow Corning was based on nothing, for example—but in fact no 
evidence, no data whatever, supported the plaintiffs’ contention that the implants 
caused disease. 

So false “scientific” beliefs may convince a majority in the absence of any 
real evidence. Even more alarming, perhaps, to working scientists is the fact that 
true beliefs may fail to gain acceptance in the absence of appropriate social forces. 
Iconic example: Gregor Mendel, the quiet monk who discovered genetics, but died 
in scientific obscurity—his name rescued only when others, years after his death, 
repeated what he had done.  

Perhaps Mendel’s case is famous just because it is the exception? Probably 
not: we cannot know how many brilliant scientists whose findings have not been 
rediscovered, have died unsung. What we do know is that fame has come to many 
accompanied by ferocious propaganda campaigns. The role of such a campaign in 
the success of Freud and psychoanalysis is a matter of record—but even scientists 
no one would suspect of dishonesty or self-promotion have turned out to have been 
at least complicit in campaigns like this. Several years ago I read, with growing 
irritation, the widely acclaimed biography of Charles Darwin by Desmond and 
Moore. I objected (among other things) to their presenting the acceptance of 
Darwinian evolution as a product of entirely social forces. No facts seemed to 
figure in Darwin’s success at all, merely social maneuvering. Yet Darwin was by 
all accounts both an obsessive empiricist and a supremely decent and modest man. 
Not at all the kind of self-advertiser we now associate with fame in science. 
Darwin was no Dr. Grant Swinger, Daniel Greenberg’s fictional Head of the 
Institute for the Absorption of Federal Funds. 

Desmond and Moore’s book can be criticized on many grounds. The omission 
of any serious discussion of scientific evidence is one of them. Their class-
dominated Marxist world view and apparent access to Darwin’s private thoughts 
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are others. But perhaps social factors did play a substantial role in the eventual 
acceptance of Darwin’s ideas—even though those ideas surely are substantially 
correct! The second volume of the much better biography of Darwin by Janet 
Browne documents in great detail the enormous correspondence of Darwin and his 
associates. The vigorous proselytizing by “Darwin’s bulldog,” the charismatic  
T. H. Huxley, is well known. Less known are his friends’ collective efforts to 
advance the cause of evolution and natural selection and Darwin’s high anxiety 
about the vigorous attacks on his ideas by Owen and others. Darwin’s concern that 
good evolutionists be placed in important scientific places was something of an 
eye-opener to me. 

Social forces may be active even in biology, but they dominate in the social 
sciences.  How else can we account for the rise of cognitive psychology even in the 
study of animal behavior? The role of goal and motive in human behavior is often 
well-disguised by the ambiguities of language: we talk the talk, but do we act as 
we speak? Often not. But animals are denied a linguistic smokescreen. For the 
hungry rat or pigeon, food is all important. The role of motivation—
reinforcement—is absolutely and obviously primary in animal behavior. Yet, 
undeterred by Guthrie’s famous criticism of the Ur-cognitivist Tolman, cognitive 
psychology grew to dominance in the 1960s and 1970s. Animals were said to seek 
“information” rather than food or sex. No cognitive article could begin without a 
ritualistic slap at behaviorism. Yet scrutiny reveals that grand cognitive structures 
were often built on flimsy empirical foundations. Experiments that lacked proper 
controls, or could be interpreted in many ways, were often tied to the particular 
form of explanation that fitted into an “information-processing” framework. The 
success of cognitivism rested on many things, of course, but overwhelming 
empirical proof was not one of them.  The zeitgeist ruled. 

We may hope that success fueled by propaganda or fashion will always be 
transient; surely truth will prevail! Those of us convinced that the study of 
behavior must be objective—that only the public accompaniments of private 
events can be the subject of a science—surely believe that some form of 
behaviorism is true, and that unparsimonious mentalism—like psychoanalysis— is 
a passing fad. 

All of which is preliminary to saying how important it is to keep the 
behaviorist flag flying, but also to do it in a realistic way that acknowledges that 
behaviorism has also in places become a cult, believed in because it is the belief of 
one’s friends—or even because it is attacked by one’s enemies. It is also important 
to tackle issues that go beyond the animal laboratory. And to go beyond the rather 
narrow and often simplistic philosophy of science so persuasively advocated by  
B. F. Skinner. “Prediction and control” are not the same as “explanation” or 
“understanding,” for example. 

Behavior and Philosophy, as the rebranded (why, I sometimes ask myself!?) 
Behaviorism, is surely the flagship journal in this struggle. I began as editor in 
1996 and tried to draw submissions from as wide a pool of scholars, behaviorist 
and non-behaviorist as possible. If it was good, if it was thoughtful, above all, if it 
was clear, I was happy to publish it. But the time has come to relinquish the helm 
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to a new editor, Armando Machado, who brings to this vital endeavor a passionate 
interest in the subject and unparalleled scholarly breadth. I congratulate both 
Armando and behaviorism on this wonderful match! 
 
John Staddon 
 






