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The core analytic unit in any evolutionary perspective is variation and 

selective retention. Behavior analysis has always been part of the community of 

evolution sciences, but in some ways it is the most thorough going because it is 

most willing to consider the behavior of the scientist in the same terms.  

Strange things occur when that is done. Many behavior analysts trace the core 

insight of Skinner’s radical behaviorism to his 1945 paper on the operational 

analysis of psychological terms. In that paper Skinner takes the radical step of 

considering scientific concepts and data in terms of the contingencies controlling 

actions of scientists when they observe and analyze. In so doing, artificial 

prohibitions against introspection are overthrown and the door to the analysis of 

private events is forever opened inside behavioral thinking.  

In the present series of remarks (what we might simply call blogs in the 

modern era) Murray Sidman repeatedly shows sensitivity to this issue: “my 

intention is to remind behaviorists that their very philosophy obliges them to treat 

themselves as a component of the behavioral systems they study” (1977b, p. 127). 

His immediate concern there is the application of aversive behavioral methods, a 

worry he would later explore in his book on coercion, but the point has broader 

application, as Dr. Sidman notes. For example, in another blog Dr. Sidman 

wonders aloud about “whether a commitment to a theoretical practice is not 

actually forcing practitioners to ignore theoretical issues whose study might in turn 

affect the practices” (1977a, p. 113). This again is a concern over the consequences 

of analytic practices on those analyzing. It is just good behavioral (one might say 

evolutionary) thinking, and it is fitting that someone of Dr. Sidman’s stature should 

have shown such sensitivity to it. 

There is probably not a field in all of experimental psychology more prone to 

interpretation than behavior analysis. Inside tightly defined terms it is easy for 

behaviorists to become concerned with what is the right, true, or correct way of 

analyzing problems from a behavioral point of view—all the while using an 

implicit definition of right, true, and correct that is based on correspondence or 

coherence and without a focus on consequences. To be honest, at times Dr. Sidman 

flirts with this as well, but the dominant thread is how willing he is to wander from 

mainstream behavior analytic perspectives if it might lead to something useful. 

Consider this section of his 1979 blog:  
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Cognition theory fails because it takes the subject’s inferences as explanation 

instead of attempting to explain them by references to the experimenter’s 

behavior—or, in non-laboratory situations, by reference to other environmental 

variables. If behaviorists would adopt cognitive theory’s concern with the 

subject’s inferences or hypotheses (which are as objectively recordable as any 

instances of stimulus control). . .they could then attack the problem of relating 

patterns of hypothesis development to the experimenter’s procedures. (1979c, p. 

125) 

As the late Willard Day would say, “right on.” This is not just what Dr. 

Sidman recommended. It is very much what he actually did in his work on 

stimulus equivalence. But we are today still far from understanding how human 

inference really works, and it is a bit disappointing that so few in behavior analysis 

seem to notice what Dr. Sidman saw clearly more than 30 years ago, and even 

fewer are taking steps to rectify it. Why should cognitive psychology enjoy the 

resources and attention when behavioral thinking is so useful in these areas when 

we but try to apply it experimentally? 

The point is that the analytic assumptions of behavior analysis are designed to 

help us interact successfully with challenging material such as human complexity. 

If behavior analysis is successful it will be seen in the direct consequences of our 

procedures. Theory, philosophy, and interpretation are means to an end, and the 

end is the ability to predict and influence the behavior of organisms in a precise 

and generally applicable manner. If behavior analysis is successful, it should be at 

the center of psychology, not pushed into a small ghetto (or worse, in the ghetto as 

a result of our own choosing). 

In order to complete this circle from analysis to action, however, something 

more than theory and philosophy is necessary. Behavior analysts need to put their 

data where their mouths are. Dr. Sidman did that hard work and took the next step 

experimentally, but one wonders why behavior analysis as a field has had such a 

hard time. It is almost impossible to miss the fact that the applied field has 

narrowed over the last 30 years (could anyone imagine David Barlow being editor 

of the Journal of Applied Behavior Analysis today?), and basic behavior analysis 

still clings to the centrality of animal learning when there is every indication that 

this is unwise. It is as if the fear of mentalism, or structuralism, or reification, or 

developmentalism has simply paralyzed the field when human complexity and 

cognition is involved and created a community in which it is more important to be 

safe, right, and true to imagined traditions than to be effective.  

The solution is this. We need to be more faithful to behavioral thinking. That 

faith should not take the form of being even more careful to avoid mentalistic 

errors, which shifts the consequences of importance away from our interactions 

with the subject material and toward the social reinforcers within an intellectual 

community and which can be met all too easily by avoiding the study of human 

complexity altogether. Rather, we need to focus on what we would want to do with 

our analyses and begin to live our science lives as the evolutionists we claim we 

are. We need to begin to treat ourselves and our own analytic practices as part of 

the behavioral systems we study. 
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