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Experiential Domain and Extentionalistic
Vocabulary : A Critical Consideration of
Behaviourism

* Dr. Jatinder Kumar Sharma

* Assistant Professor, Department of Philosophy, Punjabi University, Patiala

ABSTRACT

Behaviourism has two basic theses, one related to the causal determination of human behaviour and the other related to
reducibility of the terms related to experiential aspects of human domain to extentionalistic vocabulary. The paper seeks to
take up a critical consideration of the latter, i.e. the translatability thesis.

Keywords : Operant conditioning, skinner, actions, behaviour.

In everyday life situations radically different kinds of expres-
sions are used to characterise objective facts of physical
realm and experiential aspects peculiar to human domain.
Extentionalistic vocabulary is used to describe physical ob-
jects and processes, whereas intentionalistic vocabulary
is used for characteristic aspects of human reality such as
thoughts, memories, hopes, wishes, fears, dread, anguish,
conflicts, dilemmas, motives, intentions and other acts of
judging, infering, choosing, etc. There has been a great deal
of disagreement on whether statements containing these two
types of expressions are mutually exclusive and irreducible to
one another, or it is possible to find ways of relating them in
some way so that they could be translated into one another.
It has also been debated as to which of these two kinds of
statements is primary and which is secondary.

Opposing the duality and dichotomy between different kinds
of linguistic expressions stated above, behaviourists insist
that all statements are ultimately statements about physical
objects, events and processes. Behaviourism is an instance
of naturalist approach to human reality which was initially sys-
temetised by J.B. Watson, strengthened by Clark Hull, and
eleborated, revised and defended most strongly by B.F. Skin-
ner.

Behaviourists contend that to the extent that human beings
are part of the universe, their behaviour can be explained and
predicted in the manner in which natural happenings are ex-
plained and predicted, i.e. by discovering causal laws. They
insist that whatever human beings do is just a part of natural
causal nexus and, as such, human behaviour and conditions
of which itis a function are describable in physicalist language.
Thus, they have two basic theses : One related to the casual
determination of human behaviour and the other related to
the reducibility of mentalistic terms to extentionalistic vocabu-
lary. Though both these theses are inter-related and mutually
call one another, but an evaluation of the determinist thesis
will not be pursued in this paper. Coming back to the translat-
ability thesis, behaviourists contend that all the sentences in
psychology must be formulated in extentionalistic language
as all the talk about human beings, including mentalistic talk,
is nothing but talk about physical changes. For them mental-
istic terms are in fact abreviations which in a concealed man-
ner refer to behaviour and physical conditions which cause it.
They hold statements containing mentalistic categories to be
translatable into, and equivalent to, statements containing ex-
tentionalistic vocabulary only. It is held that we ascribe mental
predicates when we observe corresponding bodily changes.
First-person-psychological-utterances and third person psy-
chological statements are treated at par, since both of these
are considered to be judgements based on observation of

physical changes. The first-person purposive statements are
regarded as predictions based on present conditions and past
generalisations. It is contended that all meaningful mentalistic
statements are reducible to statements about classical and
operant conditioning, which are physicalist statements about
dependent and independent variables.

Skinner insists that while answering ‘what’ questions, the
science of behaviour looks for important dependent vari-
ables and in answering ‘why’ questions, an attempt is made
to look for independent variables which control these vari-
ables (1959, 45). The independent variables, or the causes
of behaviour, lie ultimately in the environment -either in the
immediate envioronment or in environmental history. The
conditions in the immediate environment which cause the
behaviour, i.e. the independent variables, are termed ‘stimuli’
and the units of behaviour under their control, i.e. the depend-
ent variables, are termed ‘responses’. By controlling the in-
dependent variables the dependent variables are sought to
be controlled through classical conditioning. The principle of
classical conditioning was introduced in behavioural analysis
by J.B. Watson (1959). According to the principle, certain re-
sponse gets associated with certain stimulus, which originally
does not call out the eliciting of that response, through its as-
sociation with the stimulus which originally called out that re-
sponse. Skinner calls it respondent conditioning as it explains
the behaviour which is preceded by a particular stimulus and
is a response to it. This behaviour is termed involuntary in
every-day discourse.

There are large segments of human behaviour, generally
termed as voluntary behaviour, where behaviour does not
always seem to be preceded by any particular stimulus and
which instead of being an effect of the immediate changes in
the environment, effects the environment itself. Skinner tried
to explain voluntary or purposive behaviour by the principle
of operant conditioning. He discusses the example of a pi-
geon which is given a food pellet on every occasion it raises
its head to a particular height. The food becomes a conse-
quence of raising the head to a particular height. Since, in the
past, this behaviour has produced food so it is also likely to be
repeated in future. In this way, according to Skinner, an event
may become contingent upon particular type of behaviour
without getting associated with any particular prior stimulus.
Skinner observes that since we cannot predict and control
the response which has already occurred, we can do so only
with similar responses in future. Thus, the important unit is
not a response but a class of responses. He uses the term
‘operant’ to designate this class. “The term emphasises the
fact that behviour operates upon the environment to generate
consequences” (1953, 65). In the above experiment food is
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the reinforcer and presenting food when a response is emit-
ted, is the reinforcement. The change in the frequency with
which the head is lifted to the height is the process of operant
conditioning.

Skinner insists that all the meaningful statements about vol-
untary and purposive behaviour are translatable into and are
equivalent to statements about operant conditioning. He con-
tends that instead of saying “that a man behaves because of
consequences which are to follow his behaviour, we simply
say that he behaves because of consequences which have
followed similar behaviour in the past” (1953, 87). As an in-
stance, he discusses the example of a man moving about in
a room, opening drawers, looking under magazines, etc. On
being asked he says, “I am looking for my glasses”. Skinner
insists that it is equivalent to “when | have done this in past, |
have found my glasses” (1953, 90). For Skinner, it is only on
the basis of observation of present events; or present condi-
tions in conjunction with generalisations arrived at on the ba-
sis of past events, that purposes are attributed to the ‘subject’.
For example he says, when we say that his purpose is to mail
a letter. “we cannot see his ‘purpose’ before seeing that he
mails a letter, unless we have observed similar behaviour and
similar consequences before” (1953, 88).

Skinner contends that similar is the case with corresponding
first person statements. They too are predictions based on
the observation of the present variables and generalisations
arrived at on the basis of past behaviour. For example, “I shall
go home” is held by Skinner to be equivalent to “I observed
events in myself which characteristically precede or accom-
pany my going home” (1953, 262).

Suppose a person attending a party feels that he is having
fever and announces - “I am going home”. It can be argued
against Skinner that he is not making a prediction on the ba-
sis of an observation, but is expressing his decision. For, in-
stead of deciding to go home, he might have decided to go to
some clinic to consult a doctor, or might have decided to lie
down at his host’s place. It is the person who is deciding to
do whatever he chooses to do. So, the first-person purposive
statements are announcements of decisions and not predic-
tive judgements based on observation.

Similarly other first-person psychological utterances, e.g. “I
am in pain”, “I am getting bored”, “I am excited”, etc. are not
judgements based upon observations. If it were so, then we
would have the same methods of verification for the first-per-
son claims as we have in the case of corresponding third-per-
son psychological statements. But this is the basic difference
between the two : we can doubt third person statements but
this notion is not applicable to a wider variety of first-person
utterances. Wittgenstein rightly points out that, “It makes
sense to say about other people that they doubt whether | am
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in pain : but not to say it about myself’ (1972, sec. 246). It is
not a case of empirical absence of doubt but impossibility and
senselessness of doubt. The first-person present-tense psy-
chological utterances are not based on observation of behav-
iour, they replace them. “Verbal expression of pain replaces
crying and does not describe it” (1972, sec. 244). Contrary to
the behaviourist view most of the first-person psychological
utterances are not based on observation.

Let us now analyse the third-person psychological state-
ments. We do apply psychological predicates to others on
the basis of observation, but can they be reduced to bodily
changes as believed by behaviourists ? Let us analyse the
role and significance of observable (bodily) behaviour and
other relevant factors in ascribing psychological predicates
to others. Take the instance of a person who leans against
the walls of, what at one time, was a temple, and starts wail-
ing. The behaviourist discription that he/she is standing in
such-and-such pisition and is crying, despite being true fail
to convey what we get if we told that the person is a jew,
and believes that Jews have been seperated from the land
promised to them by God, and it is their custom to pray to God
by wailing at the wailing walls of what was once the temple
of solomon. It is not the behaviour, but the belief held by the
agent that differentiates crying and praying. Thus, we may
observe that ascription of psychological predicates cannot be
identified with the pattern (s) of behaviour or bodily move-
ments as believed by the behaviourists.

Human activities cannot be equated with bodily behaviour nor
can the vocabulary of actions be reduced to the vocabulary
of movements as there is no isomorphism between the two.
Contrary to the behaviourist view, mental concepts can not
be identified with extentionalistic concepts : neither in case
of first-person psychological accounts, nor in case of third-
person psychological statements. The misguided tendency of
behaviourists to fit categories of mind to a small set of in-
adequate phsicialist paradigms is tantamount to fitting round
pegs in square holes.

It seems plausible to say that vocabulary characteristic of
experiential domain cannot be reduced to extentionalisic vo-
cabulary, and descriptions of human actions cannot be pro-
vided in terms of physical episodes. The differentia of human
activities from mere physical movements is the goal, purpose
or intention of the agent. The descriptions of actions can-
not be considered complete by merely citing what happens,
rather they have a necessary reference to what persons try
to bring about. Dazzled by the success of physical sciences,
behaviourists tend to ignore this significant aspect of human
reality. Contrary to behaviourists’ claims human reality can-
not be comprehended through extentionalistic vocabulary as
it fails to capture the richness of the experiential domain of
human reality.
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