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B. F. Skinner (1904-90) insisted that the survival of our culture depends on the devel-
opment of a technology of behavior. We must be willing to plan what human beings do,
Skinner argued, and we must not flinch at the idea of subjecting human beings to control.
In the selection from Beyond Freedom and Dignity (New York, 1971) that follows, Skinner
defends this social vision against complaints to the effect that so “scientific” a view of
human beings serves to diminish their humanity. Skinner developed his ideas in the
course of a long and distinguished career as an experimental psychologist, working with
laboratory animals as well as with human subjects. Although Skinner speaks here as an
essayist and public moralist, his ideas were also set forth in a best-selling utopian novel,
Walden Two (1948). Skinner also wrote three autobiographical volumes, Particulars of My

Life (New York, 1976), The Shaping of a Behaviorist (New York, 1979), and A Matter of
Consequences (New York, 1983).
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Almost all living things act to free themselves from harmful contacts. A kind of free.
dom is achieved by the relatively simple torms of behavior called reflexes. A person
sneezes and frees his respiratory passages from irritating substances. He vomits and
frees his stomach from indigestible or poisonous food. He pulls back his hand and freeg
it from a sharp or hot object. More elaborate forms of behavior have similar effects.
When confined, people struggle (“in rage™) and break free. When in danger they flee
from or attack its source. Behavior of this kind presumably evolved because of jig
survival value; it is as much a part of what we call the human genetic endowment 3
breathing, sweating, or digesting food. And through conditioning similiar behavior
may be acquired with respect to novel objects which could have played no role i
evolution. These are no doubt minor instances of the struggle to be free, but they are
significant. We do not attribute them to any love of freedom: they are simply forms of
behavior which have proved useful in reducing various threats to the individual and
hence to the species in the course of evolution.

A much more important role is played by behavior which weakens harmful stimulj in
another way. It is not acquired in the form of conditioned reflexes, but as the product
of a different process called operant conditioning. When a bit of behavior is followed
by a certain kind of consequence, it is more likely to occur again, and a consequence
having this effect is called a reinforcer. Food, for example, is a reinforcer to a hungry
organism; anything the organism does that is followed by the receipt of food is more
likely to be done again whenever the organism is hungry. Some stimuli are called
negative reinforcers; any response which reduces the intensity of such a stimulus—or
ends it—is more likely to be emitted when the stimulus recurs. Thus, if a person
escapes from a hot sun when he moves under cover, he is more likely to move under
cover when the sun is again hot. The reduction in temperature reinforces the behavior
it is “contingent upon”—that is, the behavior it follows. Operant conditioning also
occurs when a person simply avoids a hot sun—when, roughly speaking, he escapes
from the threat of a hot sun.

Negative reinforcers are called aversive in the sense that they are the things
organisms “wurn away from.” The term suggests a spatial separation—moving or run-
ning away from something-—but the essential relation is temporal. In a standard appa-
ratus used to study the process in the laboratory, an arbitrary response simply weak-
ens an aversive stimulus or brings it to an end. A great deal of physical technology is
the result of this kind of struggle for freedom. Over the centuries, in erratic ways, men
have constructed a world in which they are relatively free of many kinds of threatening
or harmful stimuli—extremes of temperature, sources of infection, hard labor, danger,
and even those minor aversive stimuli called discomfort.’

Escape and avoidance play a much more important role in the struggle for freedom
when the aversive conditions are generated by other people. Other people can be aver-
sive without, so to speak, trying: they can be rude, dangerous, contagious, or annoying,
and one escapes from them or avoids them accordingly. They may also be “intention-
ally” aversive—that is, they may treat other people aversively because of what fol-
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lows. Thus, a slave driver induces a slave to work by whipping him when he ;stops
by resuming work the slave escapes from the whipping (and incidentally reirjforces
the slave driver’s behavior in using the whip). A parent nags a child until th«; child
performs a task; by performing the task the child escapes nagging (and reinfor¢es the
parent’s behavior). The blackmailer threatens exposure unless the victim pays; by pay-
ing, the victim escapes from the threat (and reinforces the practice). A teacher threat-
ens corporal punishment or failure until his students pay attention; by paying attention
the students escape from the threat of punishment (and reinforce the teacHer for
threatening it). In one form or another intentional aversive control is the patfern of
most social coordination—in ethics, religion, government, economics, educatioh, psy-
chotherapy, and family life. |

A person escapes from or avoids aversive treatment by behaving in ways which
reinforce those who treated him aversively until he did so, but he may escape in other
ways. For example, he may simply move out of range. A person may escape from
slavery, emigrate or defect from a government, desert from an army, become ah apos-
tate from a religion, play truant, leave home, or drop out of a culture as a hobo, hermit,
or hippie. Such behavior is as much a product of the aversive conditions as the behav-
ior the conditions were designed to evoke. The latter can be guaranteed only by sharp-
ening the contingencies or by using stronger aversive stimuli.

Another anomalous mode of escape is to attack those who arrange aversive con-
ditions and weaken or destroy their power. We may attack those who crowd us or
annoy us, as we attack the weeds in our garden, but again the struggle for freédom is
mainly directed toward intentional controllers—toward those who treat others aver-
sively in order to induce them to behave in particular ways. Thus, a child may stand
up to his parents, a citizen may overthrow a government, a communicant may: reform
a religion, a student may attack a teacher or vandalize a school, and a dropout may
work to destroy a culture.

It is possible that man's genetic endowment supports this kind of struggle for
freedom: when treated. averswely people tend to act aggressively or to be reinforced
by signs of having worked aggressive damage. Both tendencies should have had evo-
lutionary advantages, and they can easily be demonstrated. If two organisms which
have been coexisting peacefully receive painful shocks, they immediately exhibit char-
acteristic patterns of aggression toward each other. The aggressive behavtor is not
necessarily directed toward the actual source of stimulation; it may be “displaced”
toward any convenient person or object. Vandalism and riots are often forms of undi-
rected or misdirected aggression. An organism which has received a painful shock will
also, if possible, act 1o gain access to another organism toward which it can act aggres-
sively. The extent to which human aggression exemplifies innate tendencies is not
clear, and many of the ways in which people attack and thus weaken or deétroy the
power of intentional controllers are quite obviously learned. i

What we may call the “literature of freedom” has been designed to induce people, to
escape from or attack those who act to control them aversively. The content of the
literature is the philosophy of freedom, but philosophies are among those mnﬁar causes
which need to be scrutinized. We say that a person behaves in a given way because
he possesses a philospphy, but we infer the philosophy from the behavior and there-
fore cannot use it in any satisfactory way as an explanation, at least until it is in turn
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explained. The literature of freedom, on the other hand, has a simple objective statys.
It consists of books, pamphlets, manifestoes, speeches, and other verbal products,
designed to induce people to act to free themselves from various kinds of intentiona
control. It does not impart a philosophy of freedom; it induces people to act.

The literature often emphasizes the aversive conditions under which people live,
perhaps by contrasting them with conditions in a freer world. It thus makes the con.
ditions more aversive, “‘increasing the misery” of those it is trying to rescue. It alsg
identifies those from whom one is to escape or those whose power is to be weakened
through attack. Characteristic villains of the literature are tyrants, priests, generals,
capitalists, martinet teachers, and domineering parents.

The literature also prescribes modes of action. It has not been much concerneqd
with escape, possibly because advice has not been needed; instead, it has emphasized
how controlling power may be weakened or destroyed. Tyrants are to be overthrown,
ostracized, or assassinated. The legitimacy of a government is to be questioned. The
ability of a religious agency to mediate supernatural sanctions is to be challenged.
Strikes and boycotts are to be organized to weaken the economic power which sup-
ports aversive practices. The argument is strengthened by exhorting people to act,
describing likely results, reviewing successful instances on the model of the advertising
testimonial, and so on.

The would-be controllers do not, of course, remain inactive. Governments make
escape impossible by banning travel or severely punishing or incarcerating defectors.
They keep weapons and other sources of power out of the hands of revolutionaries.
They destroy the written literature of freedom and imprison or kill those who carry it
orally. If the struggle for freedom is to succeed, it must then be intensified.

The importance of the literature of freedom can scarcely be questioned. Without
help or guidance people submit to aversive conditions in the most surprising way. This
is true even when the aversive conditions are part of the natural environment. Darwin
.observed, for example, that the Fuegians seemed to make no effort to protect them-
selves from the cold; they wore only scant clothing and made little use of it against
the weather. And one of the most striking things about the struggle for freedom from
intentional control is how often it has been lacking. Many people have submitted to
the most obvious religious, governmental, and economic controls for centuries, strik-
ing for freedom only sporadically, if at all. The literature of freedom has made an
essential contribution to the elimination of many aversive practices in government,
religion, education, family life, and the production of goods.

The contributions of the literature of freedom, however, are not usually described
in these terms. Some traditional theories could conceivably be said to define freedom
as the absence of aversive control, but the emphasis has been on how that condition
Jeels. Other traditional theories could conceivably be said to define freedom as a per-
son’s condition when he is behaving under nonaversive control, but the emphasis has
been upon a state of mind associated with doing what one wants. According to John
Stuart Mill, “Liberty consists in doing what one desires.” The literature of freedom has
been important in changing practice (it has changed practices whenever it has had any
effect whatsoever), but it has nevertheless defined its task as the changing of states of
mind and feelings. Freedom is a “‘possession.” A person escapes from or destroys the
power of a controller in order to feel free, and once he feels free and can do what he
desires, no further action is recommended and none is prescribed by the literature of
freedom, except perhaps external vigilance lest control be resumed.




B P Sknner i1

The feching of [reedom becomes an unreliable guide 10 acuan as soon as wanhid-Te
controllers turn 1o nonaversive measures, as they are likely w do o avind the prahlems
raisedd when the controllee escapes or atta s Momaversive measures &0 1t ds gon-
GPLELOUS A8 AVETSIVE and are hkely to be acguired more slowly, but thes have abvioils
advantages which promote thewr use Productive labaor, lor example, wias once the

result of pumshment: the alave worked tooavord the conseguences of not work

Wages exemplily @ different prine iple. @ person s pad when e behaves moa given
way so that he will continue to hehave inochat way Alhoogh it bas long been recog

pized that rewards have useiul effects, wage systems have evolved sfowly bnthe i

seenth century it was believed that an industrial sociery eeguired a hangry lahar larce

wages would be etfective anly 1l the hungry worker con sxehmnpe them foc lood By
making labor less aversive —Ilor nstance by shortening howes and amproving cond

pach

tions—it has heen passible 1o get mern (o work for lesser rewards Unul recen
ing was almost entirely aversive: the student studied to escape the comsequences ol

not studving, but nonaversive techmigues are gradually being discovered and used The

skilllul parent learns o reward a0 hild for good bebiavior rather than panish hun for
bad Religous agencies maove brom che threar of hellfire to an emphasis on God's Jove,
ard EOVEFTITETIES LUrn EOMm GveTaive Sancions W viLrans lindds of inducements, as we

shall note again shortly. What the lavman calls a reward s 7 positive rewloreer. the

cHects of which have been exhaustively studied mothe expenimental analysis of opet-
ant behavior The effects are not as easily recognized as chose ab aversive contingencices
because they tend to be deterred. aml applicatons have therelore been delayed. b
techniques as powerful as the alder aversive wehmgues are now avinlable

A problem anses [or the defender of freedom when the behavior generated Dy

posiive remnforcement has deferred aversive consequences This 15 parncubarly hileceiy
to be the case when the process = used in intennonal control, where thee gt the
controller usually means a loss to the controllee. What are called conditioned positive
vemnfarcers can alten be used with deferred aversive results Money s an examphe T
s reinfarcing anly atter it has heen exchanged tor rernforcing things but s can be used

as 3 reinforcer when exchange s smpossible. A counterlen bl i bad « bk, a stnpped

..'_'” |_|,<_ 0Eoan L'.[|k|"||[ |‘|[|,'|['|'|I"-|I' ATE l_-.'ll'll’_l.ll:-.'ll'll."':'l FEITILOTOE DS :Ih"ll}'._

LAY AVETSIVE G-
guences are usually quickly discovered The archervpal pattern s the gold brck
Countercontral quickly follows we escape from or attack those who mususe cond
tomed) reinlorcers i thes way But the misise ol many soc ral resrdorcers alten goes
unnoticed Pereonal attentwon, approval, and alleooon are watialiy remlorcing oniy al

there has Been some connection with already ettectve vetnlorcers, but they can he

wsed when a connecuon is lacking. The simulated approval and alecton with which

parents and teachers are often urged 1o solve behavior problems are counterleil B

v, hackslopping, and many other ways of “wanning [reends

are {latse

‘.-ll.'l'|L||:',l_' resnlarcers can 'I‘!I' Ilh('i_ll 1 WS S I':Ix !I |I.|.'\'I' AW ST -|||.|‘\"'::I'-|-'- e A
BavErnment 1may. prevent defecnon |\. :‘_'|.’|:-SI:'.|_'| lile more mteresing i'I:- PEOVIGITE
bread and circuses and by encoaraging sporis gambling. the use of ah phal e othed
drugs, and varmus kinds of sexual behavior, where thie efect is to keep people sathin
riach of gversive sanctians: The Goncourt brothers nored the nse ol parnogtaphy n
e France of their dav' ~Pornogtaphic hieraure, they wrote, serves a Bas Empare

v tames d people as one tanes Taps. Tiv maswarbation

Cenuine positve Teniorcement i alsn be mistised hecawse the sheer guaniny

ul reitorciers monot '|1r-~|h.||l.||'-||.'| Lo b eifect om bebavior Rewnforcement as sisually




282 TO FORMULATE THE MODERN

only intermittent, and the schedule of reinforcement is more important than the
amount received. Certain schedules generate a great deal of behavior in return for ve

little reinforcement, and the possibility has naturally not been overlooked by would-
be controllers. Two examples of schedules which are easily used to the disadvantage

In the incentive system known as piece-work pay, the worker is paid a given
amount for each ‘unit of work performed. The system seems to guarantee a balance
between the goods produced and the money received. The schedule is attractive 1o
management, which can calculate labor costs in advance, and also to the worker, who
can control the amount he earns. This so-called “‘fixed-ratio” schedule of reinforce-

more work can be demanded for each unit of pay without running the risk that the
worker will stop working. His ultimate condition—hard work with very little pay—
may be acutely aversive.

A related schedule, called variable-ratio, is at the heart of all gambling systems,
A gambling enterprise pays people for giving it money—thar is, it pays them when
they make bets. But it Pays on a kind of schedule which sustains betting even though,
in the long run, the amount paid is less than the amount wagered. At first the mean
ratio may be favorable to the bettor; he “wins.” But the ratio can be stretched in such

a way that he continues to play even when he begins to lose. The stretching may be

the odds. In the long run the “utility” is negative: the gambler loses all.
Itis difficult to deal effectively with deferred aversive consequences because they

great deal of “‘engineering” to bring the ultimate consequences of smoking cigarettes
to bear on the behavior. A fascinating hobby, a sport, a love affair, or a large salary
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tions or shortened sentences. Everyone would protest if the prisoners were forced 1o
participate, but are they really free when positively reinforced, particularly when the
condition to be improved or the sentence to be shortened has been imposed by the
state?

The issue olten arises in more subtle forms. It has been argued, for example, that
uncontrolled contraceptive services and abortion do not “confler unrestricted [reedom
to reproduce or not to reproduce because they cost time and money,” lmpoverished
members of society should be given compensation il they are to have a wuly “free
choice." If the just compensation exactly offsets the time and money needed to prac-
tice birth control, then people will indeed be free of the control exerted by the loss of
time and money, but whether or not they then have children will still depend upon
other conditions which have not been specified: If a nation generously reinforces the
practices of contraception and abortion, to what extent are its citizens [ree to have or
not o have children?

Uncertainty about positive control is evident in two remarks which often appear
in the lierature of freedom. It is said that even though behavior is complerely deter-
mined, it is berter that a man "feel free’” or "believe that he is free.’” If this means that
it Is better to be controlled in ways which have no aversive consequences, we may
agree, but if it means that it is better to be controlled in ways against which no one
revolts, it fails to take account of the possibility of deferred aversive consequences. A
second comment seems more appropriate: 'l is better wo be a conscious slave than a
happy one.” The word "slave’ clarifies the nature of the ultimate consequences being
considered: they are exploitative and hence aversive. What the slave is to be conscious
of is his misery; and a system of slavery so well designed that it does not breed revaolt
is the real threat. The literature of freedom has been designed 1o make men “'con-
scious” of aversive control, but in its choice of methods it has {ailed to rescue the
happy slave:

One of the great figures in the literature of freedom, Jean-Jacques Rousseau, did not
fear the power of positive reinforcement. In his remarkable book Emile he gave the
[ollowing advice to eachers:

Let |the child] believe that he 15 always in control, though it is always you [the
teacher| who really controls. There is no subjugation so perfect as that which keeps
the appearance of freedom, [or in that way one captures volition itsell. The poor
baby, knowing nothing, able to do nothing, having learned nothing, 15 he not at
your mercy? Can you not arrange everything in the world which surrounds him?
Can you not influence im as you wish? His work, his play, his pleasures, his pains,
are not all these in your hands and without his knowing? Doubtless he ought 10 do
only what he wants;, but he ought to want to do only what you want him 1o do; he
ought not to take a step which you have not foreseen; he ought not to open his
mouth without your knowing what he will say

Rousseau could take this line because he had unlimited [aith in the benevolence of
teachers, who would use their absolute control for the good of their students. But

benevolence is no guarantee against the misuse of power, and very few hgures in the
history of the struggle for freedom have shown Rousseau's lack of concern. On the
contrary, they have taken the extreme position that all control is wrong, In so doing
they exemplily a behavioral process called generalization. Many instances of control




just because it occasionally got people into trouble.

The literature of freedom has encouraged escape from or attack upon all control-
lers. It has done so by making any indication of control aversive. Those who manip-
ulate human behavior are said to be evil men, necessarily bent on exploitation. Control
is clearly the opposite of freedom, and if freedom is good, control must be bad. What
is overlooked is control which does not have aversive consequences at any time. Many
social practices essential to the welfare of the species involve the control of one person
by another, and no one can suppress them who has any concern for human achieve-
ments. . . . [I)n order to maintain the position that all control is wrong, it has been
necessary to disguise or conceal the nature of useful practices, to prefer weak practices
just because they can be disguised or concealed, and—a most extraordmary result
indeed!—to perpetuate punitive measures.

The problem is to free men, not from control, but from certain kinds of control,
and it can be solved only if our analysis takes all consequences into account. How
people feel about control, before or after the literature of freedom has worked on their
feelings, does not lead to useful distinctions.

Were it not for the unwarranted generalization that all control is wrong, we
should deal with the social environment as simply as we deal with the nonsocial.
Although technology has freed men from certain aversive features of the environment,
it has not freed them from the environment. We accept the fact that we depend upon
the world around us, and we simply change the nature of the dependency. In the same
way, to make the social environment as free as possible of aversive stimuli we do not
need to destroy that environment or escape from it; we need to redesign it. .




