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ABSTRACT: Foxall introduces mental constructs into his modified behaviorism. His goals 
are praiseworthy, as a reconciliation of public behavior with private dialog—one that 
improves on contemporary extensions of behaviorism—must be achieved if our 
epistemology is to flourish. Despite Foxall’s scholarship, however, he has not convinced 
me. Rather than view intentions—beliefs, attitudes, and desires—as primary causal 
mechanisms, I see them as elements in an internal or external dialog elicited by ourselves 
or others to help (ourselves or others) predict and control our behavior. Respectively, they 
identify discriminative stimuli, behavioral propensities, and reinforcers, which may be 
effective with or without our awareness of them. Sometimes the identifications are 
veridical. Once educed—whether by ourselves or others, whether accurate or fabulous—
those characterizations can take on a life of their own as controlling stimuli, filtering and 
framing subsequent perceptions, providing the material for ratiocination, and biasing 
output. Foxall seems to put it the other way around, with intentions as primary. Although 
buttressed by the counsel of wise philosophers, this stance is out of plumb with the 
ambiguity, fallibility, and conventionality of intensions.  
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Foxall puts me on his side right away with his allusion to four of my 
intellectual heroes in his first paragraph—Bindra, Bolles, Dickinson, and Toates—
along with four others perhaps more renowned but so beyond my intellectual ken 
that I bow and pass on. 

If you believe what I just said—and equally if you don’t—that suasion, or 
disposition, or covert operant of yours, or its negation or suspension, engages the 
issues of this issue. I believe that my first paragraph is true—which, presumably, 
as a first-person report of a first-person belief, makes it so—if we are to get any 
mileage out of intentionality. But then I, like you, am just one more head in the 
audience of my verbal behavior—and in the long run I think that that is my issue 
with this issue: Believe and desire are things that we all do, beliefs and desiderata 
are what they are about, and I firmly believe that no one in this discussion believes 
otherwise. Even most behaviorists, including some who have passed to that other 
aether like some of those aforementioned heroes, would not have disagreed with 
that assertion; or at least they would not have believed their disagreement.  

But some, like our Sensei Skinner, would ask: What, beyond face validity and 
ease of access, gives such intentional glosses a privileged status? We, along with 
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Foxall—a premier student of these issues—know how Skinner might continue: 
The face of the Earth looks flat, and unicorns come more easily to mind than 
quarks; science cannot rely on face and ease alone, no matter how attractive they 
may be. He might add that for most of the things we believe, we never really so 
much believe, as act in a manner that is consistent with them. Consider this recent 
bit of data: A fortnight ago, as I write, I went to see if the mail had come; my wife 
looked up to say “Do you really believe it is here yet?” with an incredulous 
prosody that you can imagine but I cannot type. Nonplussed, I find myself in yet 
another Catch-22; do I say “No, I was just stretching my legs,” or “Yes, on 
Saturdays it can come early”? The alternative to these transparent lies is to say 
“No, but I am checking anyway” which would only confirm once again her 
suspicions of me. Perhaps I should say “Both arrival times, and my estimate of the 
current time, are Gaussian distributions which, when convolved, give a probability 
of better than 10% to its arrival; a quick cost-benefit analysis consequently 
motivated my observing response.” That, I think, is the closest to an accurate 
description of the contingencies and their resonance in my nervous system; not of 
course conscious at the time, but rather latent constellations of proto-beliefs. The 
last assertion about cost-benefit analysis was in fact a providential stroke of genius, 
inspired just-in-time before my lowering voice put period to the sentence, designed 
to set my wife straight about my hyper-rationality. If she believes it, then I will 
too—a bit more, anyhow. Alas, having lived with me, she detects academic BS 
better than Jack Marr. But we both know that she knows that I know that she 
knows, and the ritual is perfected; I move my lips, and she knows and accepts. I 
think. Or she rejects in bemused domesticated silence. Or, perhaps, bored by 
afflatus, tributes neither belief nor disbelief, her thoughts having already wandered 
to Sean Connery. I’d like to believe the first; and damn her desires anyway. 

Now then, which of those many potential beliefs, if any, made my behavior 
intentional? If it was intentional. And why did I desire the mail in any case, that 
farrago of cheap coupons and expensive bills? Maybe I really just wanted to 
stretch my legs. Or maybe they wanted me to stretch them, and made up the mail 
ruse; or maybe they just got me up, and left me to figure out a reason. 

We must agree with Foxall, however: Desire makes the world go around, 
even if belief attributes the motion to celestial dynamics. Accurate reports of belief 
give us the subset of discriminative stimuli that guide our behavior. Those stimuli 
need not be veridical, and this is Foxall’s point; we may believe that the horizontal 
line is longer than the vertical, or that the mail has come, or that I impressed my 
wife, and all these beliefs may guide our behavior even though none of them is 
true. One of the most powerful guides of behavior in the world is the panoply of 
religions, not all of which, if any, can be true. Yet, when queried about the beliefs 
and desires that respectively engendered and empowered an act, I may in fact be 
able to describe the operative stimuli, whether mundane or celestial. Even if I am 
not completely accurate, the information I give may be better than none, even 
though I often tell more or less, or other than I know, believing it so—or wanting 
to believe it so—or wanting you to believe it so. Superstitious beliefs are matters 
of bias, after all, as much as they are of detectability; that must be true of non-
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superstitious beliefs as well, although stimulus control may play a stronger role for 
them. How many of the devout believe in a god, not because of data, but because 
they view the alternatives as eternal damnation or oblivion, neither of which they 
desire? Harps and clouds and houri, please; damn the data, please just don’t damn 
me. 

If belief fingers stimuli and their relation to desiderata, desire selects the 
subset of stimuli that are currently operative as reinforcers—in Thorndike’s sense 
of reinforcers as objects we approach, not in Skinner’s sense of objects that make 
us do it faster. A good functional analysis will reveal those reinforcers, although 
self-report can provide a jump-start—maybe sometimes in the wrong direction, but 
at least informative of our inner dialog, at least as we wish that dialog to be 
understood by others. Johnny goes marching off to war, for God and country, they 
say, for the nice uniform and to be a man too, sometimes for the plunder and the 
uglier acts that war empowers. Asad blows himself up with a bunch of citizens as 
briefly surprised flight companions—for jihad and 72 virgins. Or was it 72 raisins? 
Many believe the non-believer is a tool of Satan, but few act so tragically. Why do 
Johnny and Asad believe and desire these things? Because the recruiters, schools, 
fathers, and madrasas instill these beliefs. This history of indoctrination is the 
history of conditioning toward which Skinner would point. It is a more detailed 
and specific set of causal factors than will be revealed by scrutiny of the pathetic 
final videotapes of the martyrs-to-be uttering their fatal intentions, beliefs, and 
desires. Many hate, but few are trained to implement that hate—observe the 
training. 

Desire makes the world go around; its characterization by the desiree gives us 
some information; functional analysis of conditioning history more; generalization 
from like cases yet more. These fallible and probabilistic evidences need to be 
combined by a kind of fuzzy logic. Does Foxall’s intentional behaviorism do the 
job? 

Rubrics 

I quite like Foxall’s definition on p. 3: “The intentional stance is the 
philosophical position that any entity the behavior of which can be predicted by 
attributing to it beliefs and desires is an intentional system.” Like: “Nature abhors a 
vacuum, thus the fragility of lightbulbs”; or “The stony meteoroid’s passion for 
Gaia seduced it into its brilliant fatal arc”? When do the assumptions of such 
models outweigh their predictions? What is their Akaike information criterion? 

If it works, reify it, this position states; and although the term reification has 
an offensive odor for many readers, it is redolent for me. In Foxall’s sketch, 
Dennett’s posture has a semblance akin to Aristotle’s hunkered over his four 
causes. Material cause is clearly the object of the physical stance. Final cause 
(what the thing was designed to do) is the object of the design stance. 
Initial/efficient cause, not mentioned here, is the discriminative stimulus in a 
relevant context. Our—or our observant cognitivist’s—internal dialog, how the 
data are framed and described to ourselves and others, what shape we give them, is 
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the object of the formal stance. That’s one way to dice it, if not exactly Foxall’s 
way, which, if truth be known, finally eluded me. Fine. But Foxall closes on a 
worrisome note: He is going to want explanations of the sort that are satisfied by 
positing intentions based on their predictive ability. Predictive ability is a strong 
starting point, but it is neither broad nor secure enough to carry the explanatory 
weight alone. Worse, it eventuates that Foxall will assume an intentional stance 
even though it yields neither prediction nor control, but only understanding. 

Intentional Extensions 

Too much is made of the substitutability distinction between extensionality 
and intentionality. I like the Prime Minister’s forthright character, but think the 
First Lord is a priggish SOB. These characters do not have the same extension for 
me; although they probably do for many knowledgeable Brits, not necessarily 
including the new immigrants or recalcitrant Scots. Does the same person wear 
different garments, manipulate different gavels, and assume different powers under 
the different offices? How much of their persona resides in their pulpits and 
pronouncements? Who, after all, finally assigns truth value to substitutable? I like 
hot water but hate steam. Science was bedeviled by different definitions of key 
constructs until Bridgeman insisted on the importance of operational definitions. 
Does the meter defined by the rod in Paris have the same extension as the one 
defined by the distance light travels in a certain fraction of a second? Perhaps; but 
rumor has it that the rod is shrinking. And yours, closer to the equator, is more 
accelerated; and we all know what that does to length. Extensionality extends over 
a continuum. When we speak about what a person really means/believes, even 
ourselves, we are at a far end of the continuum, least likely in accord, most 
extensionally ambiguous—is that the same as intentional? When I assert “Hobbits 
are going to drive my car to Scotland” does there have to be a car which they shall 
drive; and if so, will they need a booster seat? Will this bad extension be converted 
into a good, if delusional, intention if I merely opine it?  

Foxall states: “‘She said that the train will be late’ cannot be rendered with 
certainty as ‘She said “The train will be late”’ since, by specifying a form of words 
that she uttered, this adds information that the intentional stance does not” (p. 5). 
Well, paraphrases are typically less informative than the phrases they parrot, n’est 
ce pas? Another traveler looked up and added that it would in fact be ten minutes 
late; I looked up to the same sign and saw that it read “The 9:40 to Brixton will 
arrive at 9:47.” More information; no more nor less intention. One can assume that 
the woman who spoke first believed what she said, whether I quoted or 
paraphrased her. Why should quoting her deintentionalize her act? Sometimes, I 
believe, the intentional stance is akimbo, even though we would all desire a good 
posture for it. 

Elementary Behavioral Desires 

Foxall says: “Objects of desire may not be attainable. . .and so cannot be 
(linked to) reinforcers” (p. 7). Good point. Susannah Preston, in the tenth grade 
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with me, (a) was an object of desire, (b) was never attainable, (c) motivated a lot of 
behavior on my part which I won’t go into here, (d) none of which she 
reinforced—that she knew of, anyhow. This is a problem for behaviorists like me.  

Does the functional definition of reinforcers save us? I don’t know. I would 
certainly have pressed a lever for Susie; or climbed a ladder, or written a poem. At 
least once. But the opportunity never arose. Or, at least, I never rose to it. If, 
however, we abandon Skinner’s definition of reinforcers as repeat machines in 
favor of Thorndike’s definition as approach machines, we get closer to our goal; I 
can approach things I never attain, and do so whether or not they may satiate me 
on the having. This may be a tractable problem; more tractable at least than Susie 
ever was. 

Foxall attacks the necessity of desire as a component of reinforcement, citing 
shock-induced responding. That is indeed a show-stopper—but how does he know 
that the subjects are responding for the shock, rather than for the post-shock safety 
period (safe, because they typically pause then) cued by the shock? How, in fact, 
does he know they do not desire the shock, in the perverse way that self-mutilators 
repeatedly cut themselves? That may be unlikely, and I don’t claim to know 
whether they like it—but I cannot conceive how an intentional account would do 
any better with this material than our behavioral attempts. Would Foxall be more 
assured if Dr. Doolittle translated the monkey as “No, no, Mac, I know it will 
sound perverse to you, but, really, I like it”; or as “I hate it that you make me do 
it”; or as “The training I received in your holy school taught me that life is hard, 
and we must often do things that give us pain, but the glory of the final sacrifice 
you promise justifies even this”; or. . .? What does Foxall say to himself when he 
fidgets with a loose and achy tooth? What do I say when caught going for the mail 
prematurely? Or when I get caught in the middle of another bout of self-abnegating 
and distasteful reveries over Susie and what might have been? How do intentional 
accounts motivate these painful behaviors any better than behavioral accounts? 
Neither, in fact, seem to do very well. 

Getting Personal 

People can often provide important information about the things that motivate 
their behavior—their desires—and yet Skinner, impressed with the fallibility of 
such reports, often seemed to repudiate their credibility wholesale. Foxall is right 
about this. I don’t think it is an inherent failure of behaviorism, but it is a 
shortcoming of Skinner’s theoretical preferences. It is not clear to me that we need 
to repudiate an objectivist stance to allow the utility of first-person reports. We 
must recognize as real some of the objections that Foxall raises. 

He states: “Very rarely, if at all, do we base statements about our emotions, 
say, on the kind of observation of ourselves that a third person would make” (p. 
11). Well, not consciously; but as William James said, consciousness quickly 
departs acts when it is no longer necessary. Do beliefs and desires need to be 
conscious to be intentional? To be functional? Those are delicate questions for 
Foxall; if he says yes, then he is an extreme rationalist who has tremendously 
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delimited his position. But maybe that is because I am atypical, in that so much of 
my own behavior is innocent of such cognizations (please don’t tell this to my 
wife). If he says no, he becomes a kind of Freudian, which will endear him to a 
different subset of this readership, and who may in fact be of some help to the 
schoolmate I mentioned above. But divining beliefs is difficult enough; divining 
unconscious ones would not help his program.  

Experiments on embodied cognition, action slips, and pencils all suggest that 
much of the stimulus control of our behavior—our beliefs?—is distributed through 
flesh and environment. Look at a picture of Gordon while biting a pencil 
horizontally in your mouth and you will like the picture more than if you suck on 
the pencil’s eraser. Your grin or pucker colors your attitude. We do read our body, 
and others help us read it, and Skinner worried this topic brilliantly in his 
meditations on the role of private events in a public science.  

‘“I am on the point of going home’ is not a prediction based on the 
observation of anything” Foxall quotes Malcolm on p. 12. Since he quotes it, it is 
not an intentional statement, even though it presumably was for the quotee; but 
Foxall quotes it with approbation, so I suspect it tells us something about his 
beliefs. It is also a good line to use with my wife when she asks why I’m late 
again. I can tell her that had I looked at a clock before voicing the prediction, it 
would have ruined my good intentions. Foxall backs off in the next paragraph, but 
why did he deliver unvarnished Malcolm’s “Announcements of intention are not 
based on the observation of either internal or external variables”? Announcements 
certainly are based on the observation of external variables; I for one seldom make 
announcements without someone else present (although, I must confess, on rare 
occasions, while in the shower, I may). And intentions certainly are based on 
observation of internal or external variables. My desire for Susie was palpable. If I 
had never observed Susie so closely (and sometimes I think that my life might 
have been better if I had never even seen her) I would not have intended to ask her 
to the prom, but if I had observed that she was already pinned I would have given 
up the intention. But who really knows—I suspect that Malcolm made out better in 
high school than I did. Sometimes ignorance is power. 

The Incompleteness of the Extensional Account 

Oh, man, this is a bad part of the paper. Skip this, if you haven’t read it yet; 
and if you have, secure delete it. Behavioral momentum, it seems, is a problem that 
requires intentions to solve. I can just hear my rat now: “Maybe next time. . .click 
. . .;. . .ok then, one more time. . .click. . .;. . .all right, then, this is the last time, I 
swear. . .click. . .;. . .well,. . .maybe I needed to use my left paw. . .click. . .; . . .no, 
wait,. . .maybe this is a Nevin experiment and they are testing my character 
. . .click. . .” The only thing that comes close to being something I like in this 
section is Foxall’s allowance that “the evidence is that cognitive factors alone add 
little to prediction” (p. 16). Points given for candor, but not for accuracy. If Foxall 
said he didn’t like pickles, I predict he wouldn’t eat this nice kosher dill I’d 
intended to offer him. And unless he’s out to fox me, he won’t; but if he does eat 
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it, I predict that he will certainly afterwards pucker and say “Oh yeah? So there!” 
Cognitive factors—accurate reports of beliefs and disbeliefs and desires and 
antidesires—can account for substantial variance in predictions. 

Foxall asserts that his line of reasoning is useful for understanding, if not 
prediction and control. Well, for goodness’ sake. It’s a cheap (but alas ubiquitous; 
and ubiquitous because cheap) kind of understanding that does not require more 
than intuitive face validity. Ability to map the world into a coherent theoretical 
schema, to predict, and where causes are manipulable, to control, is what I require 
to say that I understand. Others have different criteria, of course. But if 
understanding my rat’s intentions helps Foxall understand the partial reinforcement 
extinction effect, then I am going to make some announcements in my shower! 

My problem is that I am not philosophical. Take, for instance, Dennett’s 
assertion on p. 17 that because I am a circumscribed behaviorist I cannot say that 
the rat learns where the food is. Of course I can. The location becomes a 
conditioned reinforcer which the rat, by the nature of primary and secondary 
reinforcers—sign tracking—approaches. But I am absolutely certain that Dennett 
is smarter than I, and I believe that, like the tensor calculus, his assertion has a 
deeper truth about it that I shall never comprehend. 

Foxall states “But if CSs were incentives, one would always respond to them 
whether or not one were hungry” (p. 18). Substitute food for CS’s in that sentence 
and see if you agree (or, if you are punctilious about grammar, substitute Noyes 
pellets). Food is an incentive—correct me if I am wrong here—and so the 
substitution is extensionally valid (there, I learned something, even if I got it 
wrong!). OK, then, if you don’t like that, ask a Pavlovian to measure salivation to 
the metronome (a CS, right?) before and after satiation of his dog. This 
circumscribed behaviorist predicts a difference (hmm. . .do you think maybe it was 
my circumscription that made Susie dislike me so?. . .). 

On p. 19 Foxall challenges a position of Rachlin’s as untestable. Remember 
that: testability is a criterion! Please tell me how you feel about intentional 
behaviorism given that criterion (gotcha!: You cannot, as we’ve recently learned, 
make announcements of intentions, which presumably include attitudes, based on 
observation of internal or external variables. So just zip your lip, svp).  

In the next sentence Foxall conflates results with final causes. The A-
bombing of Japan in WWII was a result, in part, of early atomic research (which 
was a necessary, but not sufficient, efficient cause of them); the bombing was not a 
final cause of that research, as it did not form part of a chain which, as a whole, 
motivated it. There’s a crucially important difference: I encourage the reader to 
check Rachlin, or Posterior Analytics, or some of my own stuff. 

Yikes 

I find that I am only a quarter of the way through my notes, and there Jack 
stands, peering over his granny glasses, hand out, waiting to marrk my paper. So, 
let me conclude. Foxall raises many important objections to business as usual. 
There is no question that we have intentions and desires, and that they play a role 
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in the control of our behavior. He puts an important topic on the table, but I don’t 
like the way he proposes to resolve the problems. There have been other qualified 
behaviorisms. My emergent behaviorism appeared in these pages several decades 
ago, and, like the groundhog, apparently foresaw a long winter still ahead and 
resubmerged. And then there’s Kantor’s and Rachlin’s and Staddon’s and Hayes’s 
and Baum’s, and other modified behaviorisms Foxall mentions, and yet others he 
doesn’t. The reason that these are modified behaviorisms is because behaviorism 
delivers crucially important goods, more so than cognitivism or most other isms. 
Foxall agrees and underscores this point. We just need to fix behaviorism up to 
address the problems that Foxall astutely notes. How to do that in a way that has 
lasting value, that stays in the public’s eye once it is out of the ground, is—as my 
wife Susie would put it—the 64-dollar question. 
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