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THE ABDICATION OF BELIEF: A COMMENT ON FOXALL’S 
REPLIES TO HIS CRITICS  

M. Jackson Marr 
Georgia Tech 

 

Absit invidia verbo. 

As Editor, I tried to remain relatively neutral both to Foxall’s original paper 
and to its responses, but—especially after having read Foxall’s “Intentional 
Behaviorism Revisited”—I find I must invoke an Editor’s privilege and jump into 
the fray (with Foxall’s kind assent). What follows is a reply to a reply and, as such, 
necessarily derives, at least in part, from the comments of Foxall’s critics. 
However, I tried to review Foxall’s reply as a “new” paper standing on its own 
merits and, as such, I wanted to respond to it as if I had not seen the earlier 
commentaries. This was not possible, of course, but to the extent that I have 
knowingly or unknowingly borrowed from those critiques without specific 
reference, I apologize. If I have repeated any of their arguments, I ask those 
authors to simply consider this a complement to their cogent assessments. I think 
that a “complete” reply to Foxall’s responses to his critics would require a paper 
much longer than the present one, so I will confine my remarks to a small subset of 
issues he has raised. 

An Unnatural Science 

As I indicated in the Preface to the last issue of Behavior and Philosophy, the 
Foxall set of papers deeply reflected what many would consider fundamental and 
unbridgeable distinctions between a philosophy of mind and a philosophy of 
science as represented, for example, by Skinnerian behaviorism and its 
descendents. In reflecting on Foxall’s account, I was reminded of these lines from 
Emily Dickinson: 

The abdication of Belief 
Makes the Behavior small— 
Better an ignis fatuus 
Than no illume at all— 
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Essentially, Foxall (2007) asserts that while radical behaviorism (presumably 
in the guise of its science, behavior analysis), at least to a limited degree, fulfills its 
goals of prediction and control of behavior, the field is unable to explain what he 
calls the “continuity” of behavior, the “personal” level of expression, and “the 
delimitations of interpretations of behavior.” 

Much of Foxall’s approach seems to hinge on terms without clear distinctions 
or definitions—“complex,” “understanding,” “explanation,” “continuity,” 
“complete,” “causality,” “reduction,” “cognitivism,” “referential,” and, yes, even 
“extensional” and “intensional” (or is it “intentional”?). Each of these terms, as 
Foxall uses them, should be addressed carefully, but I shall confine my remarks to 
only a few. According to his intentional behaviorism, we are compelled to adopt at 
least the verbal expressions of intentionality to explain behavior, that is, to attain a 
“complete” account. Given that such expressions are inherent to human folk 
psychological accounts, Foxall is apparently endowing such modes with 
fundamental or foundational qualities (at least temporarily!) despite his insistence 
on their non-ontological status. How mere verbal behavior can achieve such 
irreducible qualities is a mystery, at least if a science of behavior is possible. There 
appears to be great confusion here along many dimensions. My overall impression 
is that his proposal, in common with the “intelligent design” versus organic 
evolution debate, is not about a scientific explanation based on evidence and an 
effective, coherent theoretical formulation, but a social one based on common 
verbal practices.  

I simply cannot accept his basic premise: that intentional idioms must be used 
to provide an adequate (Foxall uses “complete”) explanation of behavior from the 
point of view of the investigator, in other words, the behavioral scientist. Not only 
has he failed to convince me (and most of his critics) that this is the case, but as 
long as an account of behavior can be formulated within the domain of the natural 
sciences, the assertion of the necessity of intention as he has outlined that concept 
is no less than bizarre—an ilk of “intelligent design” in behavior science. The 
agent here is not a super-intelligent deity, but an ordinary person explaining “how 
it works” on the basis of his or her personal experience—what a way to do science!  

Foxall insists that because behavior analysis addresses only prediction and 
control of behavior (with variable success), it cannot provide a “full” account, that 
is, an explanation of that behavior. Even within the philosophy of science, just 
what counts as an explanation is deeply controversial (see, e.g., Curd & Cover, 
1998), never mind any common usage of the term. I take it that Foxall would assert 
that whatever a scientific explanation for behavior might be like, it must ultimately 
be expressed in what he calls “extensional language” and thus cannot currently 
represent “behavior in the wild.” In the meantime, we must be content with some 
gemisch of extensional and intentional expressions. This is asserted to be the case 
because extensional language cannot transform intentional language without 
“adding meaning.” Just how this applies in any particular case and who might be 
judging this is an open issue. Science, in explaining some natural phenomenon in 
putative extensional terms, often “adds meaning” to what the layperson has to say 
about the same phenomenon—indeed, it may contradict common accounts. But 
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even assuming that such explanatory language distinctions have clear applications, 
and I don’t think that is the case, there are at least three problematic issues here. 

First, who is asking for an explanation, for what purposes, and with what 
criteria for satisfaction (see, e.g., Marr, 2003a)? Unless these questions are 
properly addressed, then “explanation” has no clear use in the language of science 
or anywhere else (“complete explanation” has virtually no proper use). In his reply, 
Foxall spends some considerable verbiage in attempting to clarify what he means 
by explanation, but perhaps I am simply obtuse in failing to comprehend what he is 
getting at. “Explanation” in his reply appears to have a number of applications, 
many of which seem to lie outside of a (natural) scientific account as I understand 
one. But, at least in some cases, I think I am wrong—he is asserting that in a 
science of behavior we must use intentional language (at least temporarily—but 
see below), thus taking the study of the behavior of organisms outside of any 
natural science worthy of the name. As he is confining his arguments to the radical 
behaviorism of Skinner, he is abandoning the basic Skinnerian premise—a science 
of behavior is to be placed in the bosom of the natural sciences—physics, 
chemistry, biology, and the like. Skinner (and I agree) placed behavior analysis 
within the biological sciences—after all, behavior is a biological property of 
organisms—what else could it possibly be?  

For intentional behaviorism to have any substance I’m led to conclude that 
Foxall is asserting that behavior analysis is not a natural science but a social 
science. Radical behaviorism thus becomes a philosophy of a social science. Just 
what counts as a social science is an even more difficult task than being precise 
about what counts as a natural science, but I would venture the following: the 
social sciences, by some academic categorizations, typically include, among other 
possibilities, history, political science, sociology, cultural anthropology, 
economics, and, often, psychology. These fields might be identified as “human 
sciences”—concerned with human affairs broadly considered, investigated by a 
wide range of methods, most of which are distinct from those in the natural 
sciences, and, with the possible exception of some domains of economics, lacking 
any coherent, consistent theoretical and empirical framework. Given the relative 
lack of explanatory constraints in these domains, why not compel the invocation of 
intentional idioms in the social science of behavior? Explanation in the social 
sciences often relies exclusively on interpretation, as opposed to, say, an 
experimental analysis, and this practice corresponds with at least one attempt by 
Foxall to define what he means by explanation as opposed to mere prediction and 
control. While his definition might apply in the social sciences, it is, to say the 
least, a peculiar and certainly inadequate formulation in the natural sciences. This 
aside, the nature of the explanations and their necessity in Foxall’s account are 
utterly without precedent in any modern natural science worthy of the name. 

One striking characteristic of many so-called human sciences is the notion of 
agency in the most personal sense. Humanism, for example, revels in this idea—
yet this concept of agency has no place in the natural sciences. In a sense, lack of 
inherent agency is one defining feature of a natural science. Billiard balls, stars, 
DNA molecules, electrons, E-coli, and even the weather are not considered to have 
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a will of their own—however complex their actions—and organisms, human or 
otherwise (including their behavior) are no exceptions. For verbal humans, first-
person or third-person aspects, for example, are not problems requiring an analysis 
of a differential role of agency, but of differential sources of control by 
contingencies and other variables. While Foxall apparently eschews ontological 
attribution to intentional idioms, the effect, by the very content of those idioms, is 
to assign agency to organisms as an essential explanatory scheme. All the 
assurances that Foxall makes that his intentional behaviorism “completes” a 
science of behavior and is consistent with evolutionary principles and processes 
cannot satisfy those of us who see his approach as an ignis fatuus providing no 
illume whatever upon our scientific understanding of behavior, but only rendering 
behavior ever more mysterious.  

For Lacey (2007), who appears to be sympathetic to Foxall’s thesis up to 
some limit point (but certainly not beyond), agency is what characterizes human 
nature and should be the focus of psychological inquiry. His is an eloquent and 
passionate expression of what I see as one side of the (probably unbridgeable) two-
culture divide between the philosopher/psychologist qua social scientist and the 
behavior-analytic natural scientist—yet Foxall seems certain that his intentional 
behaviorism can bring about a détente. As all his critics forcefully, and I believe 
correctly, demonstrate, his attempts to have it both ways can satisfy neither side of 
the divide—each must cede something vital and gain little or nothing in return.  

For example, if I understand his use of the term “placeholder” assigned to 
intentional idioms, he appears to want to incorporate them somehow, and 
presumably temporarily, into some kind of behavioral science. Ultimately, just 
what will fill the place of the placeholder to accomplish this goal is utterly unclear, 
especially in the absence of any ontological function—and whatever could that be? 
I am reminded of another such esteemed placeholder in cognitive theory, the 
“central executive”—a magician if there ever was one. To Foxall’s credit, perhaps, 
any intentional idiom I can think of has more substance than this homuncular 
“brain boss” ever could. Such idioms are, after all, verbal behavior and could be 
analyzed as with other behavior. Some cognitivists may be praying for physiology 
to save their central executive. Whatever Foxall may be waiting for to fill the place 
of intentional idioms, his enlightenment cannot come from physiology—that 
would be patently absurd as the behaviors in question and their controlling 
variables lie at the remotest edge of any conceivable physiological account. In any 
case, as Foxall admits, a thorough behavioral accounting must precede any 
plausible physiological account. From my reading, he is open to cognitive “central 
executive”-type models to lead us there, but considering the “model of the day on 
the topic of the day” state of cognitive theorizing, we should not hold our breath. 
Whenever I heard the term “placeholder” I imagined a black box with a sign on it 
reading “Then a miracle occurred.”—a symbol not merely of ignorance, but, more 
likely, of a fundamental misunderstanding of the phenomenon in question—as 
with the luminiferous aether.  
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What Can I Say? 

The second problematic issue for me in Foxall’s justification of the required 
use of intentional idioms is that there are numerous examples of behaviorists and 
behavior analysts using such language. This is simply a logical error—that such 
language is used doesn’t imply it must be used for any and all purposes. I refer 
back to my point about the nature of explanation depending upon a variety of 
demand variables. Applied behavior analysts who work, for example, with autistic 
children, learn to talk with parents in non-technical ways to help them achieve a 
measure of autonomy in treating their child in settings outside the clinic. Physicists 
who attempt to explain general relativity, quantum mechanics, or string theory to 
non-physicists perform a similar feat, however feeble the correspondence to the 
real thing may be. Natural science abounds with metaphors; indeed, many terms 
were borrowed from everyday language: force, attraction, field, volatility, pressure, 
energy, potential, reinforcement, punishment, reaction, excitation, bond, buffer, 
etc. Of course, such terms have operational, mathematical, or functional definitions 
not in common use. But, then, are ‘intentions,” “beliefs,” “desires,” “reasons,” and 
the like immune to the possibility of, say, functional definitions—reflected, for 
example, in discernable patterns of behavior? Obviously, in ordinary discourse, 
especially given the typically loose criteria for explanations of any sort, such 
definitions are not likely to be invoked without legitimate charges of overweening 
pedantry. Yet, it is certainly legitimate to ask questions like “How do people 
acquire religious beliefs?”—but to address such a question properly one needs to 
specify just what “religious belief” entails. Moreover, exploration of such a 
question demands an understanding of how people come to utter terms like 
“believe,” “faith,” “worship,” “God,” and the like.  

A fundamental issue here (and not addressed clearly by Foxall, if at all) is not 
that we sometimes seem to be at a loss in explaining our (and others’) behavior 
without invoking intentional idioms, but how we come to talk this way at all. If 
Foxall is content with such talk only as a linguistic device, this certainly begs the 
question of how this talk became absolutely necessary, even in a putative science 
of behavior in the absence of any ontological commitments. I wonder if all 
languages contain such idioms—probably not, considering the enormous varieties 
of linguistic expression on the planet. To the extent that such idioms are absent 
from a language, explanatory schemes would likely retreat to the environment. In 
other words, “agency” would reside outside the person. “Dispositioning,” in other 
words, would be relatively absent.  

Are We Finished Yet? 

The third difficulty I have with the putatively essential role of intentional 
idioms for explanation goes back to my first concern in addressing the question of 
when you require such idioms and when you do not. Given the vagueness of the 
term “explanation,” how does one decide? If there are no clear criteria for 
application of such explanatory schemes, their necessity is moot. If behavior 
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analysis is “incomplete” in addressing continuity, etc., then how does the addition 
of intention (in Foxall’s sense) make for a “complete” science? Just what is being 
explained such that we can now call our science complete? Complementary terms 
like “complete” versus “incomplete” as applied to any science have no clear 
application. No science is “complete” (dreams of a “final theory” in physics are 
just that). At a minimum that would imply that a given science is a clearly distinct 
entity with an equally distinct domain of subject matter and an exhaustive, 
specifiable set of answerable questions. If all these questions were answered (by 
some criteria to somebody’s satisfaction) then the science would presumably be 
“complete.” This, of course, is utter nonsense.  

Apparently there is a confusion here between the relative autonomy of a 
science and its “completeness.” We label various sciences: physics, chemistry, 
geology, and the like on the basis of their efforts to carve up nature in terms of the 
problems addressed and methods and principles used to address them. There can, 
of course, be overlapping interests (e.g., biophysics, physical chemistry, behavioral 
pharmacology, etc.). Behavior analysis rightfully claims its scientific autonomy as 
reflected in its particular questions, methods, terminology, explanatory schemes 
and principles, journals, professional meetings, etc., as with any other field of 
natural science. As such, it does not need, say, neurophysiology to “save” it any 
more than ecology “needs” ionic transport mechanisms to save it. Indeed, saved 
from what—a certain death? 

The overarching issue here is reduction and all its complexities (e.g., Bechtel, 
2005). This is the rhino in the bedroom, in my view only superficially treated in 
the Foxall discussions. What I’m calling scientific autonomy is, in part, a reflection 
of what Nagel calls “homogeneous” reduction (see, e.g., Marr, 1990). All natural 
sciences “reduce” nature to a set of theories, principles, laws, models, terminology, 
variables of interest, and so on. Classical mechanics and thermodynamics are 
paradigmatic examples—as is behavior analysis—but once physiology, say, being 
proposed as “underlying” (“saving”?) behavior analysis raises its ugly head, 
complexities explode. This sort of reduction Nagel calls “heterogeneous” and is 
exemplified by Skinner’s famous quote “. . .any explanation of an observed fact 
which appeals to events taking place somewhere else, at some other level of 
observation, described in different terms, and measured, if at all, in different 
dimensions” (1950, p. 193).  

Of course, we can justifiably ask whether, for example, a certain theory can 
account for some finding that is considered to be in the domain of interest to that 
theory. Some theories encompass more phenomena than others, and so on. Foxall 
is, I think, asserting that behavior analysis cannot justifiably account for 
phenomena it purports to explain and that the mortar of “intention” is needed to fill 
in the explanatory gaps—thus, “intentional behaviorism.” Again, I see great 
confusion here with respect to the nature of explanation, at least in a natural 
science of behavior. To unpack this unhappy assessment, I want to focus for much 
of the remainder of this essay on the issue of “continuity”—a phenomenon 
apparently so mysterious that, according to Foxall, it requires an even more 
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mysterious set of explanations in the form of intentional idioms—a sort of 
“intelligent design” argument.  

Continuous Functions 

First, we must be reasonably clear about just what the problem is—what is 
this “continuity” that all behavior analysts should be baffled by it? The continuity 
of behavior actually involves a related set of issues, none of which “intention” can 
explain in any sense of a scientific account I understand. The extent to which 
behavior analysis, as currently practiced, can provide plausible accounts is truly a 
matter of contention, but that situation has nothing whatever to do with having to 
call on intentional expressions to fill any putative explanatory gaps.  

Behavior analysts, especially in the laboratory, have traditionally “digitized” 
behavior in the form of lever presses or key pecks to explore the effects of various 
contingencies in engendering patterns of behavior. This is a Galilean strategy, like 
designing an inclined plane fixed with a set of bells placed at equal intervals to 
demonstrate a quantifiable orderliness in the properties of motion—constant 
acceleration, for example. That strategy was essential to the development of 
Newton’s Laws. So, with far less impact, the operant chamber for exploring the 
properties of contingencies was the methodological “inclined plane,” foundational 
to the field of behavior analysis and its focus on contingencies and their derivatives 
as fundamental explanatory devices for understanding behavior. But behavior is a 
continuous variable, not a discrete one, and deeply nested in its patterns—and so 
are the prevailing stimulus conditions and associated consequences (most of the 
latter, by the way, having nothing to do with “motivation” as usually characterized 
with its associated needs, drives, desires, wants, etc.). So, then, how do repeated 
key pecks, however variable in topography, followed occasionally by discrete food 
presentations relate to behavior in the “wild”? To show that this “sterile” 
methodology is relevant was the goal of Skinner’s research program—and many 
who have followed. Not to belittle the enormous experimental and theoretical 
contributions in many areas of behavior analysis, but the credibility of this entire 
enterprise has been found largely in its applications; wherever it has been applied, 
behavior analysis has been remarkably successful—it works. “Complete”—hardly. 
There are a number of significant domains of interest to psychologists, for example 
individual differences, which behavior analysis has not addressed at all, or, at least, 
very little. In other domains such as social psychology, behavior analysis has done 
little empirical work but rather has been content to interpret the findings of other 
researchers. But even within the range of behavior analytic theory, experiment, and 
practice (as with any scientific and related engineering fields) there are numerous 
unanswered, indeed, unformulated questions and mysteries. To fathom those 
questions and mysteries is why many of us became scientists and engineers in the 
first place. 

The continuity and nestedness of behavior and accompanying controlling 
conditions raise very challenging questions of how to “parse” behavioral episodes 
or “units,” especially under conditions of behavioral change. Whatever behavioral 
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units might be, they are “lively,” in Skinner’s words—richly dynamic, highly non-
linear, and profoundly interactive with, among other things, stages of acquisition—
the variables controlling selection and what gets selected at any given stage being 
very different from subsequent stages—if, indeed, we can speak knowingly of 
stages at all. I think there is great confusion engendered here by Foxall pitting 
“molar” against “molecular” formulations of behavior by maintaining that 
“molecular and molar behaviors require distinct modes of explanation.” In fact, 
this contradicts any concept of continuity I understand—just when does 
“molecular” become “molar”? Neither have clear definitions or endpoints. 
Whatever merits we might assign to the “molar” accounts of Rachlin and Baum, 
such formulations beg the question of the sources of molar patterns. We have little 
understanding how these “integrative” processes occur. We marvel at the skill of a 
concert pianist playing a Chopin nocturne, but the wonder is how such a 
performance was acquired in the first place. Behavior analysis has, so far, 
contributed little to this kind of problem beyond a bit of interpretive hand-waving 
(not that it is necessarily helpless in potentially addressing the acquisition and 
control of such complex performances—the field has simply tended to ignore them 
in the sense of any productive experimental analysis). Then, again, perhaps 
behavior analysis might be inadequate to the task—we just don’t know. Some 
related lines of empirical investigation involving rule-governed behavior, relational 
frames, and generalized operants have been initiated by behavior analysts, but 
Foxall dismisses these efforts as just more interpretive (i.e., “unscientific”) hand-
waving. In this regard I was puzzled by his interpretation of Lowe’s work as 
showing the apparent powerlessness of contingencies as explanatory concepts. 
Given Skinner’s original formulation and the massive subsequent research on 
relations between contingency-controlled and rule-governed behavior by behavior 
analysts, I find Foxall’s conclusion bizarre. One might be led to conclude that 
intention is the foundation for the acquisition of verbal behavior (including rules), 
and perhaps Foxall believes this. In any case, he has not convinced me that 
intentional idioms and the like would be of any significant use in an experimental 
analysis of the development of complex performances. 

Complex performances reflect another aspect of continuity, namely how 
behavior changes under conditions of changing contingencies. This is a problem in 
behavior dynamics (see, e.g., Journal of the Experimental Analysis of Behavior, 
1992). Such changes have been modeled, for example, by systems theory (e.g., 
McDowell & Sulzen, 1981; McDowell, Bass, & Kessel, 1992; Palya, Walter, 
Kessel, & Lucke, 2002). Behavior dynamics is just one of several domains in 
behavior analysis subject to quantitative treatment in the form of mathematical 
models. I assume that Foxall would grant some explanatory status to these efforts 
as they respect a long tradition of mathematical accounts in physics and 
engineering (see, e.g., Marr, 2003a, 2003b). I should note that intention is not to be 
found in the equations.  

“Continuity,” in much of Foxall’s concerns, seems to be focused on what 
most people would call “memory.” Very simply stated, how is it that my behavior 
today reflects what happened yesterday—even when, apparently, no external 
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vestiges of yesterday are present today? The experimental and theoretical analysis 
of what might be called mnemic performances in humans and animals has a long, 
deep, and continuing history, conducted largely by cognitive psychologists but also 
by a few behavior analysts (e.g., White & Wixted, 1999; Wright, 2007). Certainly 
behavior analytic methods have been essential to this work, especially with 
animals; however, formulated and conducted, an experimental analysis of 
memory—in all its apparent guises—is foundational to any significant progress in 
revealing those physiological mechanisms reflected in changes in behavior. More 
generally, as the neurobiologist Gordon Shepherd has asserted, “Nothing in 
neurobiology makes sense except in the light of behavior” (1994, p. 9). 

More germane to Foxall’s thesis, perhaps, is that regardless of whether 
research into mnemic performance has been conducted by cognitive psychologists 
or by behavior analysts, any mandatory use of “intention” (in Foxall’s terms) as an 
explanatory device is virtually nonexistent. This is not only evident in 
connectionist models and in behavior–analytic functional accounts, but also in 
“metaphorical mediational models” based on computer architectures and 
operations—however fanciful. So what is the problem that the mandatory 
application of “intention” is said to solve, and how does it solve it? Even if 
invoking an intentional idiom solves some problem of behavioral continuity, just 
when must it to be applied? Take some behavior in some context with prevailing 
consequences at time t. Now, consider a later time t + ∆t. Just how big does ∆t 
have to be to require the use of an intentional idiom to “explain” the behavior at 
that moment?  

Behavior analysts sometimes talk about mnemic phenomena in terms of 
“current behavior under control of past events”—but how do these “past events” 
control current behavior? Foxall’s papers and the associated commentary 
frequently framed the problem in terms of “action-at-a-distance.” Some 
behaviorists have justified ignoring mediating physiological mechanisms by 
asserting a putatively analogous position taken occasionally in the history of 
physics in theories of optics, electromagnetics, and gravitation. Action-at-a-
distance struggles in physics have a quite complex and checkered history (see, e.g., 
Hesse, 2005; Jammer, 1999; Whittaker, 1989; Williams, 1980). Neither of two 
great pillars of modern theoretical physics, general relativity and quantum 
electrodynamics (QED), are action-at-a-distance theories: general relativity 
(“matter tells space how to curve; space tells matter how to move”) is a kind of 
field theory—a field in space–time; and in QED all interactions are mediated by 
particle exchanges (see, e.g., Feynman, 2006).  

I find the behaviorist’s justification for dispensing with considerations of 
physiological mediation based on action-at a-distance theories in physics all too 
facile, if not simply inappropriate. The issues and how they have been addressed in 
physics are utterly different from those raised by the so-called problem of 
behavioral “continuity.” This is not the place to pursue that assessment, but one 
difference is that the sources of events reflected in changes in behavior are not, and 
have never been, mysterious—certainly not “aetherial”; surely the processes need 
to be elucidated, and have been in a few cases (see, e.g., Kandel, 2006; Levitan & 
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Kaczmarek, 2001), but no one would question the essential role of changes in 
neural systems in mediating mnemic phenomena. Another difference is that 
theories of the aether in physics were cast in the (mathematical) language of 
physics, but physiological mechanisms said to mediate, say, mnemic performance 
cannot be cast into the language of behavior. Even though one might frame the 
question in terms the relations between one biological process and another, the 
problem here is how to relate the two languages appropriate and specific to clearly 
different levels of analysis—a very difficult enterprise even in the simplest of 
systems. 

The main point, however, is that there never was a need by behavior analysts 
to invoke “action-at-a-distance” (apparently “action-at-a-temporal-distance”). The 
attempt may have been influenced by a “digital” view of behavior and its 
controlling variables and thus having to relate isolated events to each other. But 
action-at-a-distance terminology is inappropriate. Changes in neural systems and 
environment–behavior interactions are ever ongoing—continuous variables 
operating within immensely complex feedback systems. If I meet an old high 
school buddy whom I’ve not seen for many years, I wouldn’t label the obvious 
physical changes of aging as “action-at-a-distance,” temporal or otherwise—why 
would I use that expression to characterize behavior changes (and their associated 
neural processes) evident over time? In fact, we would appeal to history (though of 
different sorts) in both cases. But Foxall has a dim view of these sorts of 
explanations as practiced, for example, by behaviorists. Indeed, he essentially 
labels them “unscientific.” Again, just how “intentions” make the account more 
“scientific” is unclear. One would think that such appeals to history by the 
behavior analyst were only insipidly post hoc, just-so stories with no empirical 
bases. I find this attitude quite strange in light of the obvious fact (acknowledged 
by Foxall) that behavior analysts, basic and applied, generate and control histories 
every day as an inherent and essential effort defining what it means to predict and 
control behavior. As Foxall also acknowledges, history as explanation is common 
in many sciences, especially when experimental control is difficult or even 
impossible—as in astronomy, geology, meteorology, and paleontology to name 
only a few. The plausibility of historical interpretations depends on another kind of 
history—success of the science in addressing its subject matter—something even 
Foxall grants to behavior analysis, at least in some contexts. Again, the difficulty 
here is just when, as behavioral scientists, do we need to fall back on “intention” to 
help us “understand” any given behavioral episode? Is it the case that if an 
investigator has not actually participated in or otherwise carefully observed or 
controlled the particular history being invoked as explanatory of a behavioral 
episode, such an interpretation is automatically “unscientific”? Typically, any 
natural science, when confronted by a particular or putatively unique event, 
interprets that event on the basis of that science’s principles and laws as they apply 
to kinds of events, with educated guesses in the absence of “hard” evidence. 
Behavior analysis is no different in this respect; its deficiencies in these cases, 
whatever they might be, cannot be surmounted by appeal to the intentional. 
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Of course, when faced with explaining some pattern of behavior, simply 
uttering “it must be history” or “stimulus control” or “contingency” as if they were 
talismans is not enlightening, and perhaps this lamentable practice has inspired 
Foxall to a call for intentional explanations. But intentional idioms are also 
talismans: “because she wanted to. . .,” “because I remembered. . .,” “because he 
associated. . .,” “because I intended to. . .,” and so on. Such utterances comfort us 
in satisfying our cravings to understand our own and others’ behaviors, and we 
don’t question how we have come to talk in these ways. Only behavior analysts, 
and perhaps linguists, would raise this question; the rest of us are perfectly 
satisfied, just as we get by perfectly well not questioning a host of other natural 
phenomena. When a small child, I once confounded my parents by asking “Why is 
water wet?” We drink it, bathe in it, cook with it, quench fires with it, sail in it, 
drown in it—water does what it does, so why question it?—but is this science? 
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