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INTRODUCTION TO SPECIAL SECTION: COVERT BEHAVIOR AND 

PRIVATE EVENTS IN RADICAL BEHAVIORISM 

This special section gathers five target papers on the issue of covert behavior 

and private events in radical behaviorism, plus one commentary of the papers. 

Preliminary versions of the papers by David Palmer, Jay Moore, and yours truly 

were presented in a symposium at the 33
rd

 Annual ABAI Convention, celebrated in 

San Diego, California, 2007. The symposium was entitled “Ins and Outs of Covert 

Behavior and Private Events.” Its aim was to promote scholarly dialogue on the 

conceptual, theoretical, methodological, and empirical aspects of the issue from a 

variety of perspectives, supportive as well as critical of the radical-behavioristic 

account. In the same spirit, two more papers (one by Linda Hayes and Mitch 

Fryling, the other by Gordon Foxall and Jorge Oliveira-Castro) were invited to 

expand the symposium for this publication. The commentary was kindly 

contributed by Max Hocutt. In this introduction, I will only summarize the papers, 

and let Max speak for himself. 

The first two papers, by Palmer and Moore, respectively, endorse the radical-

behavioristic account, where private events, or at least some of them, are 

interpreted as constituting covert operant behavior (i.e., covert behavior that is 

modifiable by its consequences). Each paper elaborates a different aspect of this 

general account. 

Palmer emphasizes the assumption of uniformity as central to the radical-

behavioristic view of the role private events in the interpretation of complex 

behavior, where interpretation is contrasted to experimental analysis. An intriguing 

result of his analysis is that observability is not an intrinsic property of behavior 

(contrary to what the assertion that “behavior is observable” might imply). He also 

proposes that interpretations are no less scientific than experimental analysis; they 

only play a different (albeit equally important) role, which is to explain cognitive 

behavior without appealing to the usual hypothetical constructs found in cognitive 

psychology. The result, he concludes, will be a truly scientific account of complex 

behavior that allows for meaningful relations with biology, especially physiology 

and evolutionary theory. 

Moore addresses the issue of why such an account is better than conceiving 

private events as physiological, dispositional, and explanatory fictions. On his 

view, physiological accounts of private events confuse levels of explanation, 

dispositional accounts ignore the causes of behavior, and fictionalistic accounts 

diminish the scientific relevance (and accessibility) of private events. All these 

problems, Moore contends, are avoided if private events are conceived of as 

behavioral in nature. On this conception, and very much in agreement with the 

uniformity principle appealed to by Palmer, private events, just like overt events, 

are behavioral in nature, and thus describable in terms of the same categories used 

to describe overt events, such as unconditioned and conditioned respondent 

relations, and operant reinforcement contingencies. 
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Hayes and Fryling offer the most explicit criticism against Skinner’s 

distinction between public and private entities, qualifying the problem the 

distinction attempts to solve as a “pseudo-problem.” They argue that Skinner’s 

public–private dichotomy is a continuation of dualistic thinking fostered by 

blurring the boundaries between psychology and biology. They then suggest that 

so-called “private events” are better interpreted as subtle, whole-organism 

interactions with the environment. It is suggested that this perspective is 

particularly valuable because it offers the opportunity for the investigation of these 

types of events. 

In my paper, I offer not so much a criticism of Skinner’s account of private 

events, although I express my disagreement with its exclusion of physiological 

variables. Rather, I reject parsimonious behaviorism, which Nathan Stemmer 

proposed as an alternative to radical behaviorism. I offer several reasons for my 

rejection, including the following two. First, Stemmer deemed covert behavior as 

ineffable and mysterious. However, I argue that this is not the case, as there are 

plenty of clues in the radical-behavioristic literature about the presumed nature of 

covert behavior. Second, Stemmer claimed that there was no empirical evidence 

that supported the existence of covert behavior. I argue that this is not the case 

either, if evidential support is indirect. 

Finally, Foxall and Oliveira-Castro reject the radical behaviorists’ strategy to 

explain away differences observed between animals and humans in schedule by 

attributing a causal role to private events known as “self-instructions.” The authors 

argue that this strategy lacks a key component: intentionality. Based on Daniel 

Dennett’s intentional stance, they contend that intentionality, the defining property 

of beliefs, expectations, and such, is inevitable in a scientific account of human 

behavior. Operant psychology, they recommend, had better desist in its futile 

attempts to avoid the unavoidable and embrace cognitive explanations in its 

account of complex behavior. They conclude that this can be achieved by making 

intentionality ascriptions consistent with the functioning of nervous systems. In 

this way, the speculative excesses of cognitive psychology can be avoided. 

I believe that these papers, despite their deep differences, represent steps 

toward a better understanding of complex human behavior. I hope that the reader 

feels the same. 
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