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I occasionally announce to students that the first obligation of any good 

behaviorist is to conform to the laws of behavior. After all, if behaviorists flouted 

the laws of behavior why should anyone else obey them, and where would our 

Science be then? The ensuing discussion ends up, of course, with the conclusion 

that behaviorists have no choice in the matter. Their behavior is just as much 

determined as is that of any organism.  

Some students find this notion disturbing, and prefer the security that is 

apparently afforded by systems which leave ultimate control in the hands of an 

Inner Self. Such systems place human nature outside the rest of Nature; human 

beings are held to be independent observers and controllers who are not subject, 

themselves, to any ultimate control from the outside. (The arrogance and 

manipulativeness of these views of humanity have not received the notice they 

deserve.) In contrast, other students find it both satisfying and exciting to explore 

the possibility that their own behavior is at one with the general lawfulness of 

Nature. This conception, while not denying human beings an observing or 

controlling function, is a less egocentric view of human nature in that it locates the 

ultimate sources of control in the environment.  

Now, it is not my purpose here to indulge in a poetic justification of 

behaviorism. On the contrary, my intention is to remind behaviorists that their very 

philosophy obliges them to treat themselves as a component of the behavioral 

systems they study. Self knowledge is just as desirable for the behaviorist as for 

anyone else. For the behaviorist, however, “know thyself” means, among other 

things, “know thy reinforcers” (a statement attributable, I believe, to Israel 

Goldiamond).  

One context in which such counsel seems timely is the current debate over the 

ethics of aversive control in applied behavior analysis. Goldiamond has argued 

persuasively, in the pages of this Journal and elsewhere, that the ethical evaluation 

of any therapeutic method requires that the consequences of each available 

alternative method be compared, including in the comparisons the effects of no 

treatment at all. When an appropriate decision matrix is constructed, punishment 

may prove to be an untenable alternative, or the comparison with other possibilities 

may show punishment to be the treatment of choice for a particular case. All I wish 
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to add to Goldiamond’s thoughtful proposal is a footnote reminding us that the 

consequences of any treatment procedure are in fact consequences of the 

therapist’s behavior, and as such will help to determine the future course of that 

behavior. If, then, the applied behavior analyst, after constructing and evaluating a 

set of decision matrices, goes ahead with a program that specifies electric shock 

each time a self-destructive child tears at himself, and if this program is successful, 

what would be our best prediction about the analyst’s use of electric shock in the 

future?  

There would be no need for concern if the analyst’s behavior remained under 

stimulus control—if the consequences of electric shock continued to be evaluated 

against the available alternatives in each new case. But the stimulus control here is 

inherently unstable, since shock treatment might very well succeed even where a 

more benign procedure would also have brought about the desired results. 

Laboratory experience has taught us that one of the most effective ways to abolish 

stimulus control is to provide opportunities for reinforcement even when the 

stimulus is not present. If the therapeutic situation provides opportunities for the 

use of shock to be reinforced in the absence of the controls that a set of decision 

matrices would have imposed, then we may expect the therapist’s casual use of 

shock to escalate.  

Even a single ethically justified application of aversive control may, then, lead 

to the widespread application of such control without appropriate justification. One 

consequence of the first success will be the exposure of many other patients to the 

same treatment, and this, too, must be taken into consideration in the set of 

decision matrices. I once met a therapist who maintained a “stable” of about 30 

self-abusive children under a regimen of aperiodic application of an electric cattle 

prod—the results of a well-justified initial success. One must ask whether the 

indiscriminate use of the prod with the 30 subsequent children cancels the 

justification for its use with the first child. (One must also ask whether the initial 

success is worth the transformation of the therapist into a monster.)  

These considerations apply, of course, to any kind of constructive intervention, 

aversive or not, but aversive techniques demand special consideration because they 

impose pain and suffering (features that are by no means confined to behavioral 

analysis) even while achieving beneficial effects. Furthermore, because they 

impose pain and suffering, it is important to ask whether these consequences of the 

treatment are important reinforcers of the therapist’s behavior.  

The general public, which is, I believe, in spite of its mentalist language, 

basically behaviorist, is well aware of scientists’ involvement in their own systems. 

If the public’s fearful reaction to such involvement by applied behavior analysts is 

to be other than proscription and banishment, then it is up to behaviorists to 

acknowledge the situation for what it is and to take constructive steps to control 

it—and themselves. Behaviorists should be able to arrange their environment in 

ways that will effectively maintain control over their own behavior. The first step 

is to acknowledge the necessity for the development of such self-control 
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arrangements, an acknowledgement that should be facilitated by the reminder that 

the necessity itself arises out of respectable behavioral principles.  

 

Note. A typographical error in the final paragraph of my column in the Spring, 

1977, issue might have confused some readers: “. . .commitment to a theoretical 

practice. . .” should have been, instead, “. . .commitment to atheoretical 

practice. . .” 

 


