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Thinking as the Behaviorist Views It

Hayne W. Reese
Western Virginia University

The title of my paper is a paraphrase of the title of Watson's
1913 article, “Psychology as the Behaviorist Views It,” but
unlike Watson, I intend "the Behaviorist" to refer to Watson.
My paper is based largely on a paper Watson was invited to
present in a symposium to be conducted in September 1920 at
an international conference at Oxford University. The topic
of the symposium was Watson's theory of thinking and speech,

which he had presented a year before in his 1919 Psychology
from the Standpoint of a Behaviorist. Watson accepted the
invitation and wrote his presentation, but he was unable to
attend the conference because of events that began in April
1920 when his wife Mary Ickes discovered Watson's affair
with Rosalie Rayner and ended with Mary and John B.

Watson’s divorce in December 1920. The paper Watson
would have presented was “Is Thinking Merely the Action of
Language Mechanisms?" It was published with the proceed-
ings of the symposium in the October 1920 issue of the British
Journal of Psychology.

Watson’s View of Thinking

The first question I will address is whether Watson acknowl-
edged the existence of thinking. He did. For example, he
said in the 1920 article that if a person is given a problem to
solve alone in a room and emerges after a while with the
problem solved, we are justified in inferring that the person
did something in the room that solved the problem. We could
not observe what the person did, but we are justified in trying
to infer what the person did. Watson went on to say that if
the person sits motionless before us and then writes down the
solution, we are justified in inferring that the person did
something to solve the problem and in trying to infer what that
something was. The generic name for what the person is
inferred to have done is thinking.

Watson’s View of Introspection

My second question is about the kind of evidence a behaviorist
could use to infer thinking. Watson recommended introspec-
tive reports. Edwin A. Locke said that “basic premises of
behaviorism” are determinism, epiphenomenalism, and
rejection of introspection as a scientific method. The first two
premises are correctly identified as basic; but the third premise
is correct only in a limited sense. Locke said that in behavior-
ism, introspective reports “may not be used to make inferences
regarding the subjects’s mental states or processes.”
Woodworth said in 1921 that behaviorists tried “to exclude
introspection altogether, and on principle” and he said in 1932
that Watson “announced that introspection must not be
employed, and that only motor (and glandular) activities must
be discovered.”

Neither Locke nor Woodworth cited any documentation,
and none exists. Watson gave as examples of activities to be

studied by behaviorists not only simple behaviors but also
brick laying and house building, which by no stretch of
antibehaviorist imagination can be classified as “motor (and
glandular) activities.” More to the present point, Watson said
that behaviorists can and should use introspective reports, but
must interpret them as what they really are--verbal, behavior
that can provide data for inferences about thinking. Behavior-
ists reject the classical view that introspective reports provide
direct, factual evidence about thinking.

One kind of verbal-report is the “thinking aloud” proce-
dure. A standard reference is Ericsson and Simon’s book
Protocol Analysis, but as Ericsson and Simon (1984) pointed
out, Watson had recommended in the 1920 article the same
procedure for the same purpose. The research participant is
given instruction in making cognitive behaviors overt by
expressing them aloud verbally, but this procedure is not
intended to be a version of the classical method of introspec-
tion. In introspection, the participant attempts to observe
thinking as it occurs and then to describe it; in thinking aloud,
the participant attempts to make covert thinking overt.
However, “thinking aloud” probably reflects inner speech
rather than thinking. This point leads to my third question,
about the relation between thinking and speech.

Inner Speech

The Soviet psychologist Lev Vygotsky conceptualized inner
speech as an abbreviated form of external speech. This view
is also held by others, including Watson, Max Muller, and
according to Muller, Leibniz. Vygotsky’s position was that
even though inner speech originates in external social speech,
inner speech does not have the same form, or syntax as
external speech because inner speech tends to preserve the
predicate of a sentence and to omit the rest. Inner speech also
does not have the same lexicon as external speech; external
speech is vocalized in words and depends on denotative
meanings, and inner speech is expressed in general senses of
words, including denotation and also connotation. Watson’s
position was virtually the same: “In salient talking or think-
ing...the implicit processes...would be so abbreviated, short-
circuited and economized that they would be unrecognizable
unless their formation had been watched from the transition
point where they are complete and social in character, to their
final stage where they will serve for individual but not for
social adjustments.”

The Soviet formulation of the relation of speech to
thinking seems very much like the formulations of Watson and
Skinner, but most of the apparent similarities are actually not
close. One real similarity is that Watson, Skinner, and the
Soviet theorists did not limit thinking to verbal behavior but
also included nonverbal behavior and all but ignored nonver-
bal thinking. One difference between the Soviet and behav-
ioral views is that in the Soviet view, thinking and speech
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were said to be separate, and thinking was said to shape
speech rather than to.be speech. As Sokolov said, “The same
thought can be expressed in different words and different
grammatical forms.” However, the Soviet theorists did not
explain what nonverbal thinking actually is.

Watson’s View of Thinking and Speech

Watson’s position on the relation of speech to thinking has
been misrepresented or at least oversimplified by most writers
who have mentioned it. The misrepresentation or oversimpli-
fication is that he believed that thinking is subvocal talking; it
appears in books by, for example, Roback in 1923, Roback
and Kiernan in 1969, Hergenhagen in 1976, Leahey in 1992,
and Schultz and Schultz in 1992, and in Skinner’s 1959
obituary of Watson. Actually, Watson believed that the
whole body is involved in thinking--he said, “We think with
our whole body.” Many others have held this view. For
example, Alexander Bain wrote in 1855, “Then brain is only a
part of the machinery of mind; for although a large part of all
the circles of mental action lie within the head, other parts
equally indispensable extend throughout the body.” Watson
said that thinking involves “internal speech,” or “subvocal
talking,” but “substitutions take place--for example, where the
shrug of the shoulders of the movement of any other bodily
part becomes substituted for a word. Soon any, and every
bodily response may become a word substitute.” If these
substitutions are overt, Watson said that they constitute
behaving rather than thinking because thinking is covert. He
ended his discussion in the 1930 edition of Behaviorism with
“We thus think and plan with the whole body. But since, as I
pointed out above word organization is, when present,
probably usually dominant over visceral and manual organiza-
tion, we can say that ‘thinking’ is largely subvocal talking--
provided we hasten to explain that it can occur without
words.”

However, Watson also said that conscious means verbal-
ized and that people have little if any memory for events that
occur before the age of 3 years because they did not verbalize
the events. Watson also argued that language hinders treat-
ment of problem behaviors because the client brings the old
environment along in the form of words and gestures. The
same point has been noted by Steve Hayes and Elizabeth
Gifford, among others.

The use of gestures in thinking is illustrated by an
anecdote Don Baer reported. He said that he wanted to
describe the extraction of square-roots by hand to illustrate a
point in a paper he was writing, but he could not remember
what number was doubled in the algorithm. He said that he
solved the problem by writing a number and beginning to go
through the steps, and that his hand automatically wrote the
doubled number at the appropriate step. He said, “My hand
still knew the algorithm, but ‘I’ did not...I induced what
doubled from what my hand wrote in extracting the root.”

I have used a similar technique to “remember” my nine-
digit identification code for making long-distance telephone
calls from my office and my seven-digit code for entering my
voicemail box. Ipunch what I believe is the first number and
my hand automatically punches the rest. William James
made the same point about other habitual acts: “Few men can
tell off-hand which sock, shoe, or trousers-leg they put on
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first. They must first mentally rehearse the act; and even that
is often insufficient--the act must be performed.” Many
children--and adults--remember which direction is “to the
right” by moving the writing hand as though writing, and |
have often remembered the locations of typewriter keys by
simulating in the air how to type a familiar word. [ classify
such gestures as thinking even though they are overt. In this
respect I disagree with Watson and agree with Skinner’s
statement in Verbal Behavior that thinking can be verbal or
motoric and can be covert or overt.
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