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2utlining a science of feeling

I Author's own title: "The Place of ( M«
Feeling in the Analysis of Behavior") :

B. F. Skinner

A review of Gerald Zunff's Behaviorism: A

' concepiual reconstruction in the TLS of July

19. 1985, begins with a story about two be-
haviourists. They make love, and then one of
them says. “That was fine for you. How was it
for me?” The reviewer, P. N. Johnson-Laird,
insists that there is a “verisimilitude” with be-
haviourist theory. Behaviourists are not sup-

_ posed to have feelings, or at least to admit that

they have them. Of the many ways in which
behaviourism has been misunderstood for so
many years. that is perhaps the commonest.

A possibly excessive concern for “objectiv-
ity” may have caused the trouble. Methodolo-
gical behaviounsts, like logical positivists.
argued that science must confine itself to
events that can be observed by two or more
people: truth must be truth by agreement.
What one sees through introspection does not
qualify. There is a private world of feelings and
states of mind, but it is out of reach of a second
person and hence of science. That was not a
very satisfactory position, of course. How peo-
ple feel is often as important as what they do.

Radical behaviourism has never taken that
line. Feeling is a kind of sensory action, like
seeing or hearing. We sce a tweed jacket, for
example, and we also feel it. That is not quite
like feeling depressed, of course. We know
something about the organs with which we feel
the jacket but little, if anything, about those
with which we feel depressed. We can also feel
of the jacket by running our fingers over the
cloth to increase the stimulation, but there
does not seem to be any way to feel of depress-
jon. We have other ways of sensing the jacket,
and we do various things with it. In other
words, we have other ways of knowing what we
are feeling. But what are we feeling when we
feel depressed?

. William James anticipated the behaviour-
ist’s answer: what we feel is a condition of our
body. We do not cry because we are sad, said
James, we are sad because we cry. That was
fudging a little, of course, because we do much
more than cry when we feel sad, and we can
feel sad when we are not crying, but it was
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pointing in the right direction: what we teel 1s.
bodily conditions. Physioiogists will eventually
observe them in another way, as they observe
any other part of the body. Walter B. Cannon'’s
Bodily Changes in Pain, Hunger, Fear, and
Rage (1929) was an early study of a few condi-
tions often felt. Meanwhile, we ourselves can
respond to them directly. We do so in two
different ways. For exampie, we respond to
stimuli from our joints and muscies in one way
when we move about and in a different way
when we say that we feel relaxed or lame. We
respond to an empty stomach in one way when
we eat and in a different way when we say that
we are hungry.

The verbal responses in those exampies are
the products of special contingencies of re-
inforcement. They are arranged by listeners,
and they are especially hard to arrange when
what is being talked about is out of the listen-
er’s reach, as it usually is when it is within the
speaker’s skin. The very privacy which sug-
gests that we ought to know our own bodies
especially well is a severe handicap for those
who must teach us to know them. We canteach
a child to name an object. for example, by
presenting or pointing to the object, pronounc-
ing its name, and reinforcing a similar response
by the child, but we cannot do that with a
bodily state. We cannot present or point to a
pain, for example. Instead. we infer the pre-
sence of the pain from some public accompani-
ment. We may see the child take a hard fall, for
example, and say, “That must have hurt”, or
we see the child wince and ask, “Does some-
thing hurt?” We can respond only to the blow
or the wince, but the child also feels a private
stimulus and may say “hurt” when it occurs
again without a public accompaniment. Since
public and private events seldom coincide ex-
actly, words for feelings have never been
faught as successfully as words for objects.
Perhaps that is why philosophers and psycho-
logists so scldom agrec when talking about
feelings and states of mind, and whythere isno
acceptable science of fecling. "

For centuries, of course, it has been said that
we behave in given ways because of our feel-
ings. We eat because we feel hungry, strike
because we feel angry, and in general do what
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we feel like doing. Ut that were tiue, our faulty
knowiedge of feelings wouid be disastrous. No
science of behaviour would be possible. But
"vhat is felt is not an initial or initiating cause.
Wiiliam James was quite wrong about his “be-
causes ". We do not crv because we are sad or

‘eel sad because we crv: we cry and feel sad
because something has happened. (Ferhaps
somecne we loved has died.) It is easy to mis-
iake what we feel as a cause because we feel it
while we are behaving (or even before we be-
have), but the events which are actually re-
sponsible for what we do (and hence what we
teei) lie in the possibly distant past. The ex-
perimental analysis of behaviour advances our
understanding of feelings by clarifying the
inrles of both past and present environments.
t:ere are three exampies. ;

LCOVE. A critic has said that for a
henaviorist "I love you" means "You re-
inforce me.” Good behaviorists would
say "You reinforce my behavior" rather
than "You reinforce me," because it is
nehavior, not the behaving peron, that
is Ddeing reinforced, in the sense of

strengthened; but they would sav much

more. There is no doubt a reinforcing
element in loving. Everything lovers
do that brings them closer together or
keeps them from being separated is rein-
forced by those consequences, and that
is why they spend as much time together
as they can. We describe the private
effect of a reinforcer when we say that
it "pleases us" or "makes us feel good,"
and in that sense "1 love you" means
"You piease me or make me feel good."
But the contingencies responsible for
what is felt must be analyzed further.

The Greeks had three words for love, and
they are still useful. Mentalistic psychologists
may try to distinguish among them by looking
at how love feels but much more can be learned
from the relevant contingencies of selection,
both natural selection and operant reinforce-
ment. Eros is usually taken to mean sexual
love, in part no doubt because the word erotic
is derived from it. It is that part of making love
that is due to natural selection; we share it with
other species. (Many forms of parental love are
also due to nztural selection and are also exam-
ples of eros. To call mother love eroticis not to
call it sexual.) Erotic lovemaking may also be
modified by operant conditioning, but a gene-
tic connection survives, because the suscepti-
bility to reinforcement by sexual contact is an
evolved trait. (Variations which have made
individuals more susceptible have increased
their sexual acyvity and hence their contribu-
tion to the futute of the species.) In most other
species the genetic tendency is the stronger.
Courtship rituals and modes of copulation vary
little from individual to individual and are
usually related to optimal times of conception
and seasons for the bearing of offspring. In
homo sapiens sexual reinforcement predomin-
ates and yields a much greater frequency and
variety of lovemaking. :

Phiia reters (o a different kind of reinforcing
consequence and, hence. a different state to be
feit and cailed love. The root phAil appears in
words like philosophy {love of wisdom) and
ohilately (iove of postage stamps), but other
things are loved in that way when the root word
is not used. People say they “love Brahms”
when they are inclined to listen 10 his works —
perform them, perhaps. or go to concerts
where they are performed, or play recordings.
Peopie who ~love Renoir” tend to go to exhibi-
tions of his paintings or buy them (alas, usuaily
copies of them) to be looked at. People who
“tove Dickens” tend to acquire and read his
books. We say the same thing about places (“1
love Vienna™), subject-matters (“1 love astro-
nomy”), characters in fiction (“I love Daisy
Miller™), “inds of peopie (“I love children™),
and, of course, friends in whom we have no
erotic interest. (It is sometimes hard to disung-
uish between eros and philia. Those who “love
Brahms™ may report that they piay or listen to
his works almost erotically, and courtship and
lovemaking are sometimes practised as forms
of art.)

If we can say that eros is primarily a matter of
natural selection and philia of operant con-
ditioning, then agape represents a third process
of selection — cultural evolution. Agape comes
from a word meaning to welcome or, as a dic-
tionary putsit, “to receive gladly”. By showing
that we are pleased when another person joins
us, we reinforce joining. The direction of re-
inforcement is reversed. It is not our behaviour
but the behaviour of those we love that is re-
inforced. The principal effect is on the group.
By showing that we are pleased by what other
people do, we reinforce the doing and thus
strengthen the group.

The direction of reinforcement is also re-
versed in eros if the maaner in which we make
love is affected by signs that our lover is
pleased. It is also reversed in philia when our
love for Brahms, for example, takes the form
of founding or joining a society for the promo-
tion of his works, or when we show our love for
Venice by contributing to a fund to preserve
the city. We also show a kind of agape when we
honour heroes, Jeaders; scientists, and others
from whose achievement we have profited. We
are said to “worship” them in the etymological
sense of proclaiming their worth. (When we
say that we venerate them the ven is from the
Latin venus, which meant any kind of pleasing
thing.) Worship is the commoner word when
speaking of the love of god, for which the New
Testament used agape.

A reversed direction of reinforcement must
be explained, especially when it calls for sacri-
fice. We may act to please a lover because our
own pleasure is then increased, but why should
we do so when it is not? We may promote the
works of Brahms or help save Venice because
we then have more opportunities to enjoy
them, but why should we do so when that is not



the case? The prnmary reinforcing conse-
quences of agape are, in fact. artifical. They
are contrived by our culture and contrived.
moreover, just because the kind of thing we
then do has helped the culture solve 1its prob-
lems and survive.

TTANXIETY. Very different states of the

__body are generated by aversive stimuli, and

they are felt in different ways. Many years ago
W. K. Estes and I were rash enough to report
an experiment in the Journai of Experimental
Psychology (1941, 29, pp 390-400) under the
title, “Some quantitative properties of anxie-

ty”, although we were writing about rats. A
hungry rat pressed a lever at a low, steady rate,

under intermittent reinforcement with bits of
food. Once or twice duning an hour-long ses-
sion, we sounded a tone for three minutes and
then lightly shocked the rat through its feet. At
first neither the tone nor the shock had any
marked effect on the rate of responding, but
the rat soon began to respond more slowly
while the tone was sounding and eventually
stopped altogether. Under rather similar cir-
cumstances a2 person might say, “I stopped
what I was doing because I felt anxious”.

In that experiment, the disrupted behaviour
was produced by intermittent operant re-
inforcement, but the disruption wouid usually
be attributed to respondent (classical or Pavio-
vian) conditioning. There is a problem, how-
ever. A change in probability of responding or
rate of responding is not properly called a re-
sponse. Moreover, since the shock itself did
not suppress responding, there was no sub-
stitution of the stimuli. The reduced rate
seems, paradoxicaly, to be the innate effect of
a necessarily conditioned stimulus.

A paraphrased comment of Freud’s begins

as follows: “A person experiences anxiety in a
situation of danger and helplessness”. A
“situation of danger ” is a situation that resem-
bles one in which painful things have hap-
pened. Our rat was in a situation of danger
while the tone was sounding. It was “helpless™
in the sense that it could do nothing to stop the
tone or escape. The state of its body was pre-
sumably similar to the state a person wouid feel
as anxiety, although the verbal contingencies
needed for a response comparable to “I feel
anxious” were lacking.

The paraphrase of Freud continues: “If the
situation threatens to recur in later life, the
person experiences anxicty as a signal of im-
pending danger.” (It would be better to say
“impending harm”, because what threatens to
recur is the aversive event — the shock for the
rat and perhaps something like an automobile
accident for the person, but what actually re-
curs is the condition that preceded that event -
the tone, or, say, riding with a reckless driver.)
The quotation makes the point that the condi-
tion felt as anxiety begins to act as a second

conditioned aversive stimuius. As soon as the
tone began to generate a particular state of the
rat’s body, the state itseif stood in the same
relation to the shock as the tone, and it shouid
have begun to have the same eifect. Anxiety
thus becomes seif-perpetuating and even seif-
intensifying. A person might say, “I feel an-
xious, and something terrible always happens
when [ feel that way”, but the contingencies
vield a better analysis than any report of how
self-perpetuated anxiety feels.

FEAR. A/different result wouid have fol-
lowed in our experiment if the shock had been
contingent upon a response — in other words. if
pressing had been pumshed. The rat would
also have stopped pressing, but the bodily state
would have been different. it would probably
have been called fear. Anxiety is perhaps a
kind of fear (we could say that the rat was
“afraid another shock would follow”), but that
is different from being “afraid to press the
lever” because a shock will follow. A differ-
ence in the contingencies is un:mstakablc

Young behaviourists sometimes contribute
an example of fear, relevant here, when they
find themselves saying that something pieases
them or makes them angry and are embarras-
sed for having said it. The etymology of embar-
rassment as a kind of fear is significant. The
root is bar, and young behaviourists find them-
selves barred from speaking freely about their
feelings because those who have misunder-
stood behaviourism have ridiculed them whea

they have done so. An analysis of how embar-
rassment feels, made without ailuding to ante-
cedents or consequences, would be difficult if
not impossible, but the contingencics are clear
enough. In general, the more subtle the state
felt, the greater the advantage in turning to the
contingencies. )
Suchananalysishasanimponzntbeanngon
two practical questions: how much can we ever
know about what another person is fecling,
and how can what is felt be changed? It is not
enoughtoaskotbcrpeoplehovon!haﬁ.:cy
feel, because the words they will use in telling
uswcreaeqxﬁmdaswebaveseen.ﬁompeople
wbodidnotquitcknowwhatmeymetalhng
about. Something of the sort scems to have
beenmofthcﬁxstmcofwordsm@uuibe
private states. The first person who said, "I’n;
worried™ borrowed a word meaning “d:okc.
or “strangle”. (“Anger”, “anguish” and “anxi-
ety” also come from another word that meant
“choke™.) But how much like the effect of
choking was the bodily state the word was used
to describe? All words for feclings seem to

have begun as metaphors, and it is significant

that the transfer has always been from publicto
private. No word seems to have oniginated as
the name of a fecling. . i

—We do not nced to use the names of feelings

ifwccangodhnalytoﬂlcpubﬁcmln-
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stead of saying, ~{ was angry”, we can say. !
could have struck him”. What was feit was an
inclination to stnike rather than stnking, but
the pnvate sumuii must have been much the
<ame. Another way to report what we feelis to
describe a setting that is likely to generate the
condition felt. After reading Chapman’s trans-
tauon of Homer for the first time, Keats re-
ported that he felt “like some watcher of the
skies / When a new planet swims into his ken".
[t was easier for his readers to feel what an
astronomer wouid feel upon discovering a new
planet than what Keats feit upon reading the
book.

1t is sometimes said that we can make direct
contac: with what other people feel through
sympathy or empathy. Sympathy seems t0 be
reserved for painful feelings; we sympathize
with a person who has lost a fortune but not
with one who has made onec. When we
empathize, we are said to project our feelings
into another person, but we cannot actually be
moving feelings about, because we also project
them into things — when, for example, we com-
mit the pathetic fallacy. What we feel of Lear’s
rage is not quite what we feel in a raging storm.
Sympathy and empathy seem to be effects of
imitation. For genetic or personal reasons we
tend to do what other people are doing and we
may then have similar bodily states to feel.
When we do what other things are doing, it is
not likely that we are sharing feelings.

Sympathy and empathy cannot tell us exact-
ly what a person feels, because part of what is
felt depends upon the setting in which the be-
haviour occurs, and that is usually missing in
imitation. When lysergic acid diethylamide
first attracted attention, psychiatrists were
urged to take it in order to see what it felt like
to be psychotic, but acting like a psychotic
because one has taken a drug may not create
the condition felt by those who are psychotic
for other reasons.

That we know what other people feel only
when we behave as they behave is clear when
we speak of knowing what members of other
species feel. Presumably we are more likely to
avoid hurting animals if what they would do
resembles what we should do when hurt in the
same way. That is why we are more likely to
hurt the kinds of animals — fish, snakes and
insects, for example ~ which Yo not behave
'very much as we do. It is a rare person, indeed,
who would not hurt a flv.

‘To emphasize what 1s feit rather than the
feeling is important when we want to change
feelings. Drugs, of course, arc often used for
that purpose. Some of them (aspirin, for.exam-
ple) break the connection with what is felt.
Others crea‘e states that appear to compete
with or mask troublesome states. According to
American television commercials, alcoho!

vields the good fellowshig of agape ana
banishes care. But these are temporary mea-
sures. and their effects are necessanly imper-
fect simuiations of what is naturaily felt in daily
life because the narural settings are lacking.
Feelings are most easily changed by chang-
ing the settings responsible for what is felt. We
could have relieved the anxiety of our rat by
turning off the tone. When a setting cannot be
changed, a new history of reinforcement may
change its effect. In his remarkable book
Emile. Rousseau described what is now cailed
desensitization. If a baby is frightened when
plunged into cold water {presumably an innate
response), begin with warm water and reduce
the temperature a degree a day. The baby will
not be frightened when the water is finally
cold. Something of the sort could aiso be done,
said Rousseau, with social reactions. If a child
is frightened by a person wearing a threatening
mask, begin with a friendly one and change it
slightly day by day until it becomes threaten-
ing, when it will not be frightening.
Psychoanalysis is largely concerned with dis-
covering and changing feclings. An analysis
sometimes seems to work by extinguishing the
effects of old punishments. When the patient
discovers that obscene, blasphemous, or
aggressive behaviour is tolerated, the therapist
emerges as a non-punitive audience. Be-
haviour “repressed” by former punishments
then begins to appear. It “becomes conscious”
simply in the sense that it begins to be feit. The
once offending behaviour is not punished, but
it is also not reinforced, and it eventually
undergoes extinction, a less troublesome
method of eradication than punishment.
Cognitive psychologists_are among those
whio most often criticize behaviourism for neg-
;gcgglgff;e_h%ﬁ_cy_;w“‘
€ry little in field. The computer is not a
helpful model. Cogmitive psychologists special-
ize in the behaviour of speakers and listeners.
Instead of arranging contingencies of
reinforcement, they often simply describe
them. Instead of observing what their subjects
do, they often simply ask them what they
would probably do. But the kinds of behaviour
most often associated with feclings are not
easily brought under verbal control. “Cheer
up” or “Have a good time” seidom works.
Only operant behaviour can be executed in
response to advice, but if it occurs only for that
reason, it has the same shortcomings as imita-
tive behaviour. Advice must be taken and rein-
forcing consequences must follow before the
bodily condition that is the intended effect of
the advice will be felt. If consequences do not
immediately follow, the advice ceases to be
taken or the behaviour remains nothing more
than taking advice. .
Fortunately, not everything we feel is



(roudlesome. We enjoy many states of our
Sodies. and. because they are positively re-
.nforang. do what s nceded to produce them.
We read books and watch television and, to the
extent that we then tend to behave as the char-
acters behave. we feel and possibly enjoy re-
tevant bodily states. Drugs are taken for posi-
aveiy rewnforang effects (but the reinforce-
ment 1s negative when they are taken primaniy
10 reiieve withdrawal symptoms). Religious
mystics cultivate special bodily states - by fast-
ing, remaining still or silent. reciting mantras.
and so on. Dedicated joggers often report 2
jogging high.

To confine an analysis of feelings to what s
felt may seem to neglect an essential question:
what is feeling, simply as such? We can as¢ad
similar question about any sensory process —
for example, what is seeing? Philosophers and
cognitive psychologists avoid that question by
contending that to see something is to make
some kind of copy — a “representation”, to use
the current word. But making a copy cannot be
seeing, because the copy must in turn be seea.
Nor is it enough, of course, to say simply that
secingisbehnving;itisonlypanofbchaving. it
is “behavinguptothcpointohcﬁng". Unfor-

behaviour analyst and must be left to the phy-
siologist.Whatremainsfotthcanalystmun
contingencies of reinforcement under which
dﬁnpoomelobeseenandtheverbalcondn—
gendesunderwhidltheyeometobedc-
scribed. In the case of feeling, both the condi-
tions felt and what is done in feeling them must
be left to the physiologist. What remain for the
behavimuanalystmthegcneﬁcandpemnal
histories responsible for the bodily conditions
the physiologist will find.

There are many good rcasons why peopie
talk about their feelings. What they say is often
a useful indication of what has happened to
them or of what they may do. On the point of
oﬁeﬁngaﬁiendaglmofntct.wedonotak,
‘Howlonghuitbeensinceyouhstdnnkmy
water?” or “If I offer you a glass of water, what
mdsed:mywwillmptit?’Wenk
“Aleyont.ﬁnty?"‘fhemtelhmaﬂn
peed to know. In an experimental analysis,
bowever, we must have a better account of the
conditions that affect hydration and 2 better
measure of the probability that a subject will
dﬁnk.Atcpono(howthintythembjedfech
will not suffice.

For at least 3,000 years, however. philo-
sophers, joined recently by psychologists, have

_looked within themselves for the caumses of

their behaviour. For reasons which are becom-
ing clear, they have never agreed upon what
they have found. Physiologists, and especially
neurologists, ook at the same body in a diffe-
rent and potentiaily successful way, but even
when they have seen it more clearly, they will
not have seen initiating canse:eo{ behavm
What they wiil see must in turn aphlﬂegi
cthologists, who look for expianations in’

evolution of the species, of by bebaviour
analysts.vho,lookattheﬁsmiao{indr

viduals.mixspeebol)otinuospemonof

one‘sownbodyisakmdofbehaviwrthn

only.

either
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