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ABSTRACT: Rakover argues that both mechanistic and mentalistic accounts are needed to 

explain behavior, and his position is based mainly on the fact that physical and mentalistic 

accounts have existed throughout recorded history, yet all attempts to reconcile them have 

failed. That is not a compelling logical rationale. The relationships between brain and 

behavior are only very crudely understood currently, so it is premature to believe that brain 

activity and so-called mental activity cannot be dealt with from a single point of view. 

Overlooked throughout his presentation is the existence of a selectionist account of 

behavior, akin to Darwin’s theory of natural selection. Such an account solves most of what 

Rakover sees as problems, and it avoids critical weaknesses of his approach, namely that 

mentalism fails to satisfy the criterion of necessity, and it provides no basis for producing, 

in an engineering sense, any phenomena. 
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Rakover’s paper begins by dealing with the as-yet intractable mind–body 

problem. The author’s apparent response to the problem is that it is unsolvable and 

therefore we need to have parallel explanations, one physical and one mental. An 

alternative view is that knowledge of brain function is so poor that we are a long 

way from even finding out if the problem is solvable. A great deal is known about 

how single neurons function, but very, very little is known about how the brain 

works, or even which parts are associated with what functions. A single voxel in an 

MRI scan (about 1 cubic millimeter with current technology) contains at least 

100,000 individual neurons, and “areas” that are identified by MRI as being 

activated contain many voxels. Each of the 100,000-plus neurons in a voxel has 

many (usually at least hundreds) of direct interconnections with other neurons. 

Until a reasonable understanding of how all that is involved in overt or private 

behavior is achieved it is probably premature to think that the mind–body problem 

is not solvable. Thus, the rationale for assuming that a mentalistic explanation is 

called for is not entirely compelling. 

As the author notes early on, the paper is based on the assumption that 

mentalistic accounts meet the criteria for scientific explanation. Key, then, is 

whether that assumption is convincingly established. In my view it is not. The 
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author begins his argument with what I view as an oversight. He suggests that all 

current psychological theories are based on either cognitive or neurophysiological 

accounts. That view overlooks Behavior Analysis, which explains behavior via 

historical explanation in a manner analogous to the way Darwin’s theory of natural 

selection explains the diversity of life forms. Behavior Analysis offers an 

alternative, non-mentalistic way of dealing with apparently purposive behavior and 

consciousness, and it does so in a way that does not require teleology. The failure 

to include that perspective is a major oversight in the analysis. To present a 

compelling argument the author needs to say why a behavior–analytic approach is 

not adequate. There is some indication that the author is not familiar with behavior 

analysis. When he equates behaviorism with demanding public availability he is 

surely not describing Skinner’s radical behaviorism that underlies Behavior 

Analysis. 

In addition, it is not clear what the author counts as behavior. Is thinking 

behavior? Is believing behavior? If they are, what are their causes? If they are not, 

from whence do they come? One possibility is that saying “believing” is verbal 

behavior under the control of other behavior, that is, the behavior that is said to 

indicate believing, including behavior like saying “I believe Ruth is at home” or “I 

believe that the earth is no more than 4000 years old.” The former is likely 

indicating control by variables associated with the former likelihood of Ruth being 

at home, for example, because it is Saturday, and in the past she has stayed home 

on Saturdays. In that sense it is like Skinner’s tact. The latter is likely almost 

entirely due to social control by persons espousing a creationist view of the world, 

and is therefore not a tact.  

With regard to the key issue of what counts as explanation, I think the author 

sets the bar too low, and as a result comes to the incorrect conclusion that 

mentalistic accounts meet the criteria for explanation. His most direct account of 

what is required for explanation is “If the prediction and the observation are in 

accord, the phenomenon is explained.” That describes part of an explanation, that 

of sufficiency, but it omits another crucial part, necessity. That is, explanation 

involves statements of the sort, “B will happen if, and only if, conditions A exist.” 

That means, to perform a test of causation, one of the things that must be done is to 

omit possible causes to see what happens. That is the test that cannot occur with 

things like gods, the flying spaghetti monster, and other non-physical causes, and 

that is why such assumptions are not scientific. The author therefore needs to 

increase the rigor of the criteria for explanation and then show how mentalisms 

like beliefs meet the necessity criterion.  

His will/belief characterization reflects the omission just discussed. It fails to 

identify what will and belief actually are, independent of the behavior they are 

supposed to explain, and, more importantly, from whence they came. That reveals 

one of the advantages of Behavior Analysis in dealing with purposive behavior. 

Behavior Analysis points to the relevant history that leads to behavior that 

occasions words like “want” and “believe.” Since the history comes before the 

behavior, teleology is avoided, and, quite importantly, the practical possibility of 

creating the behavior, rather than just predicting it, occurs. It is not clear how 
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Rakover’s view permits, at least in principle, the possibility of controlling the 

occurrence of certain kinds of behavior. 

The last sentence of the previous paragraph may provide a clue to the 

foundation of Rakover’s views. The key words are “in principle.” What a grown 

human being will do next is presumably controlled by, at least to a considerable 

extent, the sum total of that person’s experience. That experience includes, of 

course, all the interactions that led to the person’s current verbal repertoire and also 

the variables that determine how the person reacts to his/her own verbal behavior 

and that of others. Suppose that person’s verbal community has established such 

self-statements as “I am in control of my behavior so it is my free will to do what I 

do.” Contrast that with a person whose verbal repertoire includes “My behavior is 

the product of my experiences.” One might expect quite different responses from 

these two individuals in a new situation in which someone announces a 

contingency such as “If you will say ‘There is no god,’ I’ll give you $1000.” The 

point is that because history cannot be erased, and it is a determinant of what one 

will do in certain situations, the possibility of practical control of behavior is 

lessened, as is the possibility of prediction. That is why it is an unfair challenge to 

ask someone to predict exactly what someone will do in a certain circumstance. 

We do, however, make many such predictions in everyday life, some of which are 

based on what someone says she or he is about to do, or on the basis of other 

variables such as observing the person’s behavior in the past, from which we might 

infer the existence of “beliefs” or “wants,” so, in a pragmatic sense, making use of 

mentalistic “causes” we can function more or less effectively in our interpersonal 

dealings. Why not, therefore, acknowledge the utility of mentalisms and grant the 

mantle of being scientific? The answer is that they do not, in contrast to historical 

and neurophysiological causes, provide the “in principle” possibility of control of 

behavior. One cannot implement a belief except by arranging appropriate 

experiences and then seeing the resulting behavior. 

To its credit, this paper raises more questions than it answers. In this case, 

however, there are far too many unanswered questions, and many of the needed 

answers are necessary to make the main arguments intelligible. Assumptions that 

are not clarified by the author appear with regularity in the paper. For example, it is 

asserted that behavior is “based on” many processes including those that could be 

categorized as “neurophysiological, cognitive, and mental.” Categorized by 

whom? Based on what? The fact that people emit words like “cognitive” and 

“mental” does not make them defined, or even definable. We also see behavior and 

action apparently assumed to be different. If they are different, how so? In another 

instance, practical reasoning (via a practical syllogism) is said to be different than 

deductive logic. How? Second, recalling Skinner’s interpretation of scientific 

verbal behavior, there are instances of what look like tacts (i.e., real and consistent 

correspondence between the words and the stimulus circumstances) but which, 

upon closer inspection, are virtually entirely controlled by other verbal behavior 

and are therefore not tacts at all. Effective scientific accounts are characterized by 

relatively pure tacts, not those that are tainted or those that are not tacts at all.  
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In more familiar terms, what the paper lacks is a clear exposition of how the 

mechanistic and mentalistic accounts contribute to understanding behavioral 

phenomena. Both, as characterized in the paper, fall short of providing 

understanding. The first is simply descriptive of the machinery involved, which, 

although useful, does not provide an understanding of how behavior works, just as 

a complete description of the parts of a car engine does not provide, by itself, an 

understanding of how it works. The mentalistic accounts suffer from vague 

definition or non-definition. Until it is shown how one can identify mentalisms 

independently from the behavior they purport to explain, they remain mysterious. 

It is difficult to see how combining the two accounts, as characterized in the paper, 

makes for a new and better way. 

An illustrative example of the weakness of Rakover’s position is provided by 

his story about the dog that hitched a ride on the elevator that Rakover was using. 

It is a cute story, but the account suggested fails as an adequate explanation. It fails 

because it provides no clear analysis of to how to get the dog to do it. Do you have 

to give the dog experience riding the elevator? If so, what would that experience be, 

precisely? How could it be arranged? Is it sufficient (as I doubt) simply to arrange 

many observation episodes? The account offered is comfortably post hoc, and as 

such it does not permit the possibility, at least in principle, of producing the 

phenomenon. To say that the dog’s behavior was explained by its intentions and 

beliefs is akin to saying that it was controlled by invisible aliens from another 

galaxy. In neither that case—nor the one offered in the paper—is there any guide to 

how to make the phenomenon happen. 


