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Chapter 2: The Ontological Problem (the Mind-Body Problem) 

 

2. Philosophical Behaviourism 

Philosophical behaviorism reached the peak of its influence during the 
first and second decades after World War II. It was jointly motivated by 
at least three intellectual fashions. The first motivation was a reaction 
against dualism. The second motivation was the Logical Positivists’ idea 
that the meaning of any sentence was ultimately a matter of the 
observable circumstances that would tend to verify or confirm that 
sentence. And the third motivation was a general assumption that most, if 
not all, philosophical problems are the result of linguistic or conceptual 
confusion, and are to be solved (or dissolved) by careful analysis of the 
language in which the problem is expressed. 

In fact, philosophical behaviorism is not so much a theory about what 
mental states are (in their inner nature) as it is a theory about how to 
analyze or to understand the vocabulary we use to talk about them. 
Specifically, the claim is that talk about emotions and sensations and 
beliefs and desires is not talk about ghostly inner episodes, but is rather a 
shorthand way of talking about actual and potential patterns of behavior. 
In its strongest and most straightforward form, philosophical 
behaviorism claims that any sentence about a mental state can be 
paraphrased, without loss of meaning, into a long and complex sentence 
about what observable behavior would result if the person in question 
were in this, that, or the other observable circumstance. 

A helpful analogy here is the dispositional property, being soluble.  To 
say that a sugar cube is soluble is not to say that the sugar cube enjoys 
some ghostly inner state. It is just to say that if the sugar cube were put in 
water, then it would dissolve. More strictly, 
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 “x is water soluble” 

is equivalent by definition to 

 “if x were put in unsaturated water, x would dissolve.” 

This is one example of what is called an “operational definition”. The 
term “soluble” is defined in terms of certain operations or tests that 
would reveal whether or not the term actually applies in the case to be 
tested. 

According to the behaviorist, a similar analysis holds for mental states 
such as “wants a Caribbean holiday”, save that the analysis is much 
richer. To say that Anne wants a Caribbean holiday is to say that (1) if 
asked whether that is what she wants, she would answer yes, and (2) if 
given new holiday brochures for Jamaica and Japan, she would peruse 
the ones for Jamaica first, and (3) if given a ticket on this Friday’s flight 
to Jamaica, she would go, and so on and so on.  Unlike solubility, claims 
the behaviorist, most mental states are multi-tracked dispositions. But 
dispositions they remain. 

There is therefore no point in worrying about the ‘relation’ between the 
mind and the body, on this view. To talk about Marie Curie’s mind, for 
example, is not to talk about some ‘thing’ that she ‘possesses’; it is to 
talk about certain of her extraordinary capacities and dispositions.  The 
mind-body problem, concludes the behaviorist, is a pseudoproblem. 

Behaviorism is clearly consistent with a materialist conception of human 
beings. Material objects can have dispositional properties, even 
multitracked ones, so there is no necessity to embrace dualism to make 
sense of our psychological vocabulary. (It should be pointed out, 
however, that behaviorism is strictly consistent with dualism also. Even 
if philosophical behaviorism were true, it would remain possible that our 
multitracked dispositions are grounded in immaterial mind-stuff rather 
than In molecular structures. This is not a possibility that most 
behaviorists took seriously, however, for the many reasons outlined at 
the end of the preceding section.) 

Philosophical behaviorism, unfortunately, had two major flaws that made 
it awkward to believe, even for its defenders. It evidently ignored, and 
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even denied, the ‘inner’ aspect of our mental states. To have a pain, for 
example, seems to be not merely a matter of being inclined to moan, to 
wince, to take aspirin, and so on. Pains also have an intrinsic qualitative 
nature (a horrible one) that is revealed in introspection, and any theory of 
mind that ignores or denies such qualia is simply derelict in its duty. 

This problem received much attention from behaviorists, and serious 
attempts were made to solve it. The details take us deeply into semantical 
problems, however …. 

The second flaw emerged when behaviorists attempted to specify in 
detail the multitracked disposition said to constitute any given mental 
state. The list of conditionals necessary for an adequate analysis of 
“wants a Caribbean holiday”, for example, seemed not just to be long, 
but to be indefinitely or even infinitely long, with no finite way of 
specifying the elements to be included. And no term can be well defined 
whose definiens is open-ended and unspecific in this way.  Further, each 
conditional of the long analysis was suspect on its own.  Supposing that 
Anne does want a Caribbean holiday, conditional (1) above will be true 
only if she isn’t secretive about her holiday fantasies; conditional (2) will 
be true only if she isn’t already bored with the Jamaica brochures; 
conditional (3) will be true only if she doesn’t believe the Friday flight 
will be hijacked, and so forth . But to repair each conditional by adding 
in the relevant qualification would be to reintroduce a series of mental 
elements into the business end of the definition, and we would no longer 
be defining the mental solely in terms of publicly observable 
circumstances and behavior. 

So long as behaviorism seemed the only alternative to dualism, 
philosophers were prepared to struggle with these flaws in hopes of 
repairing or defusing them.  However, three more materialist theories 
rose to prominence during the late fifties and sixties, and the flight from 
behaviorism was swift. 

(I close this section with a cautionary note. The philosophical 
behaviorism discussed above is to be sharply distinguished from the 
methodological behaviorism that has enjoyed such a wide influence 
within psychology. In its bluntest form, this latter view urges that any 
new theoretical terms invented by the science of psychology should be 
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operationally defined, in order to guarantee that psychology maintains a 
firm contact with empirical reality.  Philosophical behaviorism, by 
contrast, claims that all of the common-sense psychological terms in our 
prescientific vocabulary already get whatever meaning they have from 
(tacit) operational definitions.  The two views are logically distinct, and 
the methodology might be a wise one, for new theoretical terms, even 
though the correlative analysis of common-sense mental terms is wrong.) 

 


