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ETHICS AND THE CONTROL OF THE RETARDATE 

B. F. Skinner 

We all know what it means to feel that something is right 

or wrong, or good or bad, but do we behave ethically because we 

do what we feel is right or good? I shall argue that we do not, 

that what people feel when they behave ethically or unethically 

is a by-product, and that other explanations for right or wrong 

or good or bad conduct must be found. It follows that ethical 

and moral principles are not to be derived from feelings but 

from the reasons why people behave (and incidentally feel) as 

they do. The point is important because we can change reasons 

more easily than feelings, and the reformulation may therefore 

improve our chances of inducing people to behave ethically. 

Prominent among the reasons why a person behaves in a 

given way are the consequences which follow when he does so. 

The consequences are usually described in terms of feelings. Thus 

a person is said to behave in a given way because the effect is 

satisfying or pleasant or because he thus avoids an effect which 

is annoying or unpleasant. The layman calls such consequences 

rewarding, but the word "reinforcing" is an improvement because it 

emphasizes an important feature: reinforced behavior is strengthened 

in the sense that it is more likely to be repeated. The re

inforcing or strengthening effect has been exhaustively studied 

in the experimental analysis of operant behavior. (It is clear 

that we are already close to a question of ethics, because we 
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call one kind of consequence "good", and say that behavior followed 

by it is "right", and another kind "bad" and the behavior followed 

by it "wrong." These are elemental value judgments.) 

We use the terms good and bad, or right and wrong, even when 

speaking of a solitary person whose behavior does not affect another 

person. The human organism is reinforced in many natural ways: 

food reinforces the hungry, water the thirsty, sexual contact 

the secually deprived, and escape from pain those who are in pain. 

Why this should be so is a question about the evolution of the 

species. Organisms have been more likely to survive when such 

consequences have strengthened the behaviors they were contingent 

upon. But these natural values do not explain much of the 

behavior of a civilized person. Non-social reinforcement produces 

at best only a "feral" child -- a child who has grown up untouched 

by human care -- or Rousseau's noble savage, uncorrupted by 

civilization, perhaps, but not really very noble and still a 

savage. 

People living together in groups are sensitive to other 

kinds of values because they are subject to other kinds of conse

quences. Their behavior is shaped and maintained because its 

effects are good or bad for others. Thus, we call behavior good 

or bad according to its effect upon us. We also take more positive 

action; we reinforce behavior when its consequences are reinforcing 



to us (thus inducing the person to act in the same way again) 

and punish behavior which is punishing to us (so that the 

person will henceforth avoid acting in that way again). The 

words "Good!" and "Bad!" eventually become social reinforcers 

in their own right. Comparable social contingencies are implied 

by the concepts of duty and obligation. We are likely to speak 

os a "sense of duty" or a "feeling of obligation", but the basic 

facts concern social reinforcement. The terms refer to what is 

due to others (who may demand their due) and to what others oblige 

us to do. 

A behavioristic reformulation does not "ignore feelings"; 

it merely shifts the emphasis from the feeling to what is felt. 

A person responds to the physical world around him and, with a 

rather different set of nerves, to the no less physical world 

within his skin. What he feels is his own body, and among the 

things he feels is his own behavior as it has been affected by 

its consequences. He may feel it as right or wrong. When I am 

walking from one place to another in a city, I may feel that I am 

or am not on the right street. I take one street or another 

depending upon how well I know the city · or, in other words, upon 

how well my behavior has been shaped and maintained by earlier 

consequences. I do not take a particular street because I feel 

it is right; I feel it is right because I am inclined to take it, 

3 
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, and I am so inclined because I have been reinforced for doing 

so. Similarly, in dealing with other people I feel that I am or 

am not doing the right thing, but I do not do it because I feel it 

is right; I feel it is right because it is what I tend to do, and 

I tend to do it because it has had consequences which were reinforcing 

first of all to others and then in turn to me. 

When someone mistreats us, we may feel angry or enraged, but 

if we call him bad and his behavior wrong or take more effective 

action, it is not because of our feelings but because of the mis

treatment. But why do we protest mistreatment when we ourselves are 

not directly involved? Again, the traditional explanation is sought 

in the world of feeling: we are said to respond to the mistreatment 

of others out of sympathy or compassion, in the etymological sense 

of suffering with the mistreated person. If that were true, we 

could scarcely deny that feelings may serve as the cause of action. 

But the explanation is not satisfactory. Feelings of compassion 

will _not explain action until the feelings have in turn been 

explained. Why we act in the interest of others is no harder to 

explain than why we feel their feelings. To say that it is human 

nature to be compassionate is to appeal to the human genetic 

endowment, which must eventually be explained by showing that it 

has had survival value for the species. A tendency to feel compassionate 
I 

would contribute to the survival of the species if it induced 

people to protect an4 help each other. But it is the behavior 

of protecting and helping others which is selected by the 
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contingencies of survival. We do not say that a female rat has 

an innate tendency to feel compassionate and that the feeling then 

induces her to care for her helpless young; instead we speak of the 

survival value of maternal behavior. The human mother will feel 

the condition of her body as she cares for her child (if her culture 

has induced her to feel it), and she may call it compassion, but 

what she feels is a by-product, not the cause of her behavior. 

When people call it wrong to mistreat an animal or child or 

helpless person or take more positive action, they may feel accompany 

ing conditions of their bodies, which they have learned to call, say, 

anger, but it is their behavior which is to be explained. The 

process of generalization may be relevant. What we see when a 

person is mistreating others resembles what we see when he is 

mistreating us. The physical aspects of mistreatment become 

aversive, and we may act to escape or attack even though the 

original reasons no longer prevail. We kill the mosquito on 

our arm and through generalization on the arm of a friend. We 

attack those who attack us and, through generalization, those who 

attack others. Verbal practices offer support. A culture teaches 

its members to call those who mistreat others bad and their beha

vior wrong. It establishes rules for dealing with the mistreatment 

of others and maintains appropriate sanctions to induce people to 

follow them. There are no doubt other reasons why we protest 



mistreatment. They explain as well the conditions we feel as 

compassion or sympathy when we do so. 
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Such an explanation may not be wholly convincing to those 

who insist upon the priority of feelings, but it must be remembered 

. that it would be at least equally difficult to explain the 

feelings. Moreover, no very powerful explanation is needed, because 

the behavior itself is likely to be weak. The action we take with 

respect to the mistreatment of others is less vigorous than when 

we ourselves are mistreated, and our feelings are correspondingly 

weaker. The point has an important bearing on some classical 

examples of mistreatment in which any countercontrolling action 

must be taken by a third party who is not directly affected and 

is therefore less inclined to act and to have the feelings 

J associated with action. 

Consider, first, the care of small children in orphanages 

or in schools to which children are sent by people who soon lose 

contact with them. Charles Dickens described typical examples of 

the abuse which has been characteristic of such institutions through

out their long history, and he was responsible for a certain measure 

of reform, but there is still much to be done. The trouble arises 

because those who exert control are subject to little or no counter

control. Children are too small or weak to protest and can only 

occasionally escape (the archetypal response to mistreatment). In 

the absence of effective countercontrol those in charge begin to 

change -- from being perhaps merely careless, to callous, to cruel. 
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In the end they almost necessarily behave in ways we call ethically 

wrong. They do not do so because they lack compassion, but because 

reciprocal action has been weak or absent. What they may at first ha, 

felt as compassion grows weak or vanishes altogether. 

The care of the chronically ill or the aged is subject to the 

same de,te-r.i.orati,on. Nursing homes and homes for the elderly are 

often supported by the state or by children who take little further 

interest in what happens in them. The ill or the aged cannot 

protest effectively, nor can they escape, and little or no counter

control is therefore exerted. Under these conditions those in 

charge begin to behave in ways we call ethically wrong. They do so 

not because they lack compassion but because there is no adequate 

countercontrol. As their behavior deteriorates, nothing is left 

to be felt as compassion. 

Prisons offer a rather different example. A prison is itself 

a device for the countercontrol of unlawful behavior, and its 

practices are at the start almost always punitive. Those who 

establish prisons and incarcerate people in them usually take 

little further interest in what happens, and prisons have there-

fore been notorious for inhumane treatment. The prisoner escapes 

if he can, but no other action is possible short of extreme violence, 

which tends to be suppressed with even more violent means. The 

mistreatment of a prisoner is usually obviously due to his inability 

to protest, and we are not likely to look to the compassion of prison 

authorities for reform. 
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The care of psychotics has also shown a long history of 

inhumane treatment. It would be difficult for any sane person to 

avoid becoming psychotic under many forms of institutional care. 

Most of the institutions are run by the state, and those who commit 

patients to them often lose interest or accept the care they receive 

as somehow inevitable. The psychotic cannot protest effectively, 

and if he escapes, he is usually easily caught. Countercontrol is 

negligible, and the behavior of those in charge therefore tends to 

become careless, callous, or cruel. Feelings no doubt change 

accordingly. 

We are especially concerned here with a fifth field, the care 

of the retardate -- a field in which there has also been a long 

history of mistreatment. It would be difficult for a normal child 

to develop normally under many forms of institutional care. Like 

the psychotic, the retardate cannot escape or protest effectively, 

and those in charge easily fall into modes of conduct we call 

ethically wrong. Their feelings presumably change accordingly. 

Fortunately, there are those who are inclined to do something 

a~out the mistreatment of children, the aged, prisoners, psychotics, 

and retardates. We say that they~, but it is important to make 

clear that caring is first of all a matter of acting and only 

secondarily a matter of feeling. From time to time, energetic action 

has been taken, but reform has nevertheless remained episodic. 

Programs designed to correct mistreatment wax and wane, and 

compassion no doubt waxes and wanes too. The trouble lies in the 

weakness of the contingencies which induce a third party to under-



take reform. Professional ethics shows the problem. A code of 

ethics states that it is wrong for a professional person to behave 
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in certain ways and that those who do so will be censured or stripped 

of professional privileges. The people protected by such a code are 

usually unable to exert countercontrol because they do not know 

that they have been injured. A third party enters because the 

good of the profession suffers, but the good of the profession 

is a remote gain, and only well organized professions are able to 

bring it to bear on the conduct of their members. The "good" which 

induces a third party to act in the interests of children, the aged, 

prisoners, psychotics, and retardates is even more remote and more 

difficult to make effective. 

We can help by clarifying the steps to be taken to correct 

the contingencies under which treatment tends to deteriorate. One 

step is to make sure that the care of others is adequately supported. 

Mistreatment is often a matter of poor conditions and of underpaid 

and overworked personnel. But making good care as easy as possible 

will not redress the imbalance which is causing trouble. Affluence 

alone has never made people particularly concerned for the welfare 

of others. 

Another possibility is to recruit people who already tend to 

treat other people well. They do so, and presumably feel compassionate 

as well, not because they are compassionate people but because they 

have been exposed- to countercontrolling contingencies elsewhere. 

We recruit them in the hope that they will continue to behave well 
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even under the defective contingencies of a custodial institution, 

but, unfortunately, the effects of contigencies are not permanent. 

When there is no current countercontrol, compassionate people often 

find themselves becoming careless or cruel, often to their dismay. 

Good behavior borrowed from other environments will not last; we 

need sustained contingencies which continue to induce people to 

behave well. 

An obvious step is to correct the imbalance by exerting 

countercontrol on behalf of those who cannot exert it themselves. 

We may act toward those in charge of children, old people, prisoners, 

psychotics, and retardates as if we were ourselves aggrieved and 

thus subject them to normal countercontrol. But precisely what 

are we to do? A version of the golden rule may be relevent: we 

may insist that those who are in charge of others do unto them as 

we should have them do unto us. But the rule is not infalliable; 

it does not, for example, specify the degree of countercontrol to 

be supplied. What is to keep the balance from swinging too far the 

other way? Given unlimited power it is possible that we should 

all become selfish monsters. The main trouble with the rule, however, 

is that we do not always know what we should want if we were children, 

old, or in prison or, in particular, psychotic or retarded. "Shared 

feelings" w~ll not help. The rule may serve to prevent gross mis

treatment, but it will not prescribe a detailed plan. of action. 

What, after all, is the good life for such people? 
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In using our feelings -- or, technically speaking, our own 

susceptibility to reinforcement -- as a guide, we make a mistake which 

is inherent in the vary notion of caring -- of charity in the Biblical 

sense. We feed the hungry, heal the sick, and visit the lonely -- and 

possibly because these are things we like others to do to us. But 

the pattern will not suffice for the design of a better world. 

Something is missing in the formula "to each according to his need." 

It is missing in an affluent life and in a welfare state. It is 

easy to understand why we imagine, wish for, and pray for a world--

or heaven -- in which reinforcers are available without effort, 

for the behavior which brings us into such a world would be abundantly 

reinforced. But what would we do thereafter? All that remained 

would be the consumption of gratifiers. The important thing is not 

what a person gets, but what he is doing when he gets it, and this 

is almost always neglected by those who design a better way of life . 

The motives of those who argue against the simple fulfill

ment of needs may be suspect. They may seem to be saying that people 

"ought" to deserve or appreciate what they get or ought not to 

sponge on others. That is often the view of those from whom the 

goods have been taken -- who have been exploited in the pursuit of 

affluence or taxed to build a welfare state. But a different reason 

must be taken into account in considering custodial care. It has 

to do with the good of those who receive rather than those who give. 

The human organism has evolved under conditions in which great effort 

has been needed for survival, and a person is in a very real sense 

less than human when he is merely consuming. 
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We see the problem in the world at large. We have worked 

out more and more efficient ways of getting the things we need and 

in doing so we have deprived ourselves of some powerful reinforcers. 

We have built a world in which we are less and less likely to engage 

in strongly reinforced behavior. We feel the resulting condition and 

call it boredom. It is the _problem of leisure. When we do not 

"have to do anything", we seem to be free to engage in art, music, 

literature, and science. But we are much more likely to fall under 

the control of weak reinforcers which get their chance when powerful 

reinforcers have been attenuated. Our forefathers put it in the 

form of an aphorism "the devil always has something for idle hands 
' 

to do". The characteristic features of a leisure class include 

gambling, alcohol and drugs, and watching other people behave 

seriously. The problem is particularly acute in an institutional 
I 

environment, where those who do not "need to do anything" (in part 

because someone is caring for them) do not have anything to do and 

are therefore likely to behave in particularly troublesome ways. 

The fulfillment of needs can be justified only for those who cannot 

fulfill their needs themselves. Help is appropriate only for the 

helpless. We do not help those who can help themselves by making 

it unnecessary for them to do so. We merely deprive them of the 

chance to behave in ways which would be said to show an interest 

in life or possibly even excitement or enth~siasm. 

Sympathetic understanding may suggest the design of a rein

forcing environment, but it will not specify details. What is needed 
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is a special knowledge of the effects of the environment on human 

behavior. Fortunately, the ways in which reinforcers can be contingent 

upon behavior have been extensively studied and the results have 

been put to use in a technology of behavior modification. The 

technology is concerned with the design of effective contingencies 

of reinforcement. It has much to contribute to custodial care but 

it can make its contribution only when certain ethical questions 

are answered. Three of these will be discussed here. 

The first brings us immediately to the central problem in 

charity or care. In designing a more effective environment, we 

need strong reinforcers. But are we to be limited to those which 

remain when the basic needs have been satisfied? The question is 

particularly important with respect to psychotics and retardates 

who are often less sensitive to the social reinforcers characteristic 

of the culture. But is it ethical to make the food such a person 

receives contingent on specified behavior? A committee of psychia

trists recently issued a statement of principles to be applied to 

the use of token economies in state hospitals for the psychotic. 

It included the following: 11Deprivation is never to be used. No 

patient is to be deprived of expected goods and services or ordinary 

rights ... that he had before the program started. In addition, 

deficit rewarding must be avoided; that is, rewards must not 

consist of the restoration of objects or privileges that were 

taken away from the patient or that he should have had to begin 

with." But what should he have had to begin with? Was the environment 

which prevailed before the start of the experiment properly designed? 
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The initiation of a program of contingency management often seems 

to be marked by taking something away, and this suggests a lack of 

compassion. It was the intention of the authorities to treat 

patients as they themselves would wish to be treated in similar 

circumstances. But the objects and privileges supplied for that 

purpose always function as re'inforcers, and much of the troublesome 

behavior of the institutionalized psychotic or retardate is one 

result. We need to start again to arrange an environment in 

which such people behave productively to get what they need. They 

will then be less likely to behave in unproductive ways. We respect 

and admire those who do things for themselves in the world at large, 

for there are many reasons why they should ·do so. The same reasons 

prevail, though they may need support, in the environment of a 

custodial institution • 

When reinforcers have been made available, an important 

second step in behavior modification is to arrange effective contin

gencies. It is in the nature of psychosis or retardation that an 

individual responds less effectively to the contingencies of daily 

life. Man has evolved in such a way that he tends to respond 

effectively to the natural contingencies and the social contingencies 

represented by a culture have evolved because they are effective 

on those who are the products of such an evolutionary history. 

But the psychotic and retardate are defective in this respect. To 

respond in ways we should otherwise call normal, they need an 

environment in which contingencies of reinforcement have been 

simplified and clarified. It is usually easy to show that the 
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prevailing contingencies in institutional care generate the very 

behavior which causes trouble. The physical environment of an 

institution is necessarily limited and the social environment has 

evolved more or less haphazardly. It is often reinforcing, for 

example, to a psychotic of retardate to gain attention, and the 

easiest way is often to misbehave. An attendant who is not aware 

of the effects of contingencies often reinforces the very behavior 

he tries in other ways to suppress. There are many instances in 

the literature of behavior modification in which great changes have 

come about when such contingencies are corrected. Even more successful 

has been the design of contingencies which generate reasonably 

normal behavior -- behavior which solves administrative problems 

on the one hand and, more important, gives the individual something to 

do on the other. 

We come then to the third question: what should the psychotic 

or retardate do? Are there any relevant values? With respect to 

normal human behavior, we may find one important value in the 

strength of the culture. What a person does when he "does not have 

to do any~hing" may be judged in terms of its subtlety, complexity, 

and productiviey. The behavior most characteristic of leisure tends 

to be highly repetitious (as in gambling), stupifying (as in the 

use of alcohol or other drugs), or passive (as in being a mere 

spectator). None of this contributes to the fullest development 

of the individual or prepares him to meet emergencies or to contribute 

to the continuing evolution of his culture. The behavior is 
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characteristic of leisure in part just because it makes few demands 

upon the individual or upon those who design the world in which 

he lives. Much more is needed to make sure that the individual 

will continue to develop himself in such activities as arts and 

crafts, sports, scientific exploration, the acquisition of new 

skills and knowledge, the maintenance• of friendly and productive 

relations with other people and so on. 

Something like the same specifications apply to those who 

are in the care of other people. Repetitive and passive behavior 

makes few demands on the custodian. A child who watches television 

for hours and plays the same games day after day seems to be no 

problem. But he is not acquiring behavior which will serve him 

when he is no longer being cared for. With prisoners, the standard 

term is rehabilitation, but very little of the environment in 

penal institutions functions to . build more effective behavior. 

The psychotic and the retardate tend to be resistant to change 

and special contingencies are needed if they are to improve 

their capacities to get along with each other, to make fewer 

unnecessary demands on those in charge, and to acquire new and 

more effective behavior as their defects permit. These are 

important goals. In an effective institutional environment some 

resemblance to what in the case of a normal person we call self

reliance or dignity is possible. We can minimize dependence 

upon others and build increasingly complex and effective behavior. 

There is a bonus: we should call such people happy -- or at least 
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as happy as their deficiencies permit. In other words, they will 

be behaving in ways which in general we attribute to happiness. But 

we must beware of making the same mistake again. Our assignment 

is not to make these people happy so that they will behave well, 

it is to generate an environmant in which they behave well and, as 

a by-product, feel happy. 

To create an environment in which the retardate will live 

the fullest life of which he is capable calls for more than compassion 

and more than the countercontrol injected by a third party who reacts 

as he were the object of custodial care. A good cultural design 

seldom emerges from the conflict between controller and controlled 

or the interplay between control and countercontrol. For example, 

an employer constructs incentive conditions in which his employees 

will do as much as possible for the least pay, and the employees 

exert a possibly no less powerful countercontrol to get the most 

pay for the least work. It is unlikely, however, that under these 

conditions a system of incentives will emerge in which employees 

work energetically, carefully, and with pleasure for their own 

good, the good of the employer, and the good of the culture. Important 

improvements are likely to be made only by a third party who recognizes 

the importance of productive labor for the strength of the culture. 

Important improvements are likely to be made only by a third 

party who recognizes the importance of productive labor for the 

strength of the culture. The special interests of teachers and 

students will not lead to the design of the most ef~ective instruc

tional systems. Nor will the special interests of governmental 

agencies or of the governed move most rapidly toward a world in which 
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people get along well with each other. (This is a problem which 

is particularly conspicuous at the present time in international 

affairs.) In each case, specific design is needed by those who 

understand the behavioral processes involved and can take the remote 

consequences of the environment into account. 

The science underlying contingency management in custodial 

care is far from complete. Further research is needed and it nece

ssarily involves people. Another ethical problem then arises to which 

considerable attention has been given. Under what conditions is 

it "ethical II to induce or force people to participate as subjects 

in research? It is generally held that participants must be made 

aware of all possible consequences and must give their consent, but 

this is obviously not possible for psychotics and retardates . The 

consent of those to whom they have been entrusted for custodial care 

is needed, and it is often hard to get. Administration problems are 

bad enough without making adjustments for research. Immediate 

contingencies conflict with those involving the ultimate good of 

psychotics and retardates in general. Again, it is likely to be 

a third party who takes that ultimate good into account. If we 

are concerned that the lives of psychotics and retardates should 

be as close as possible to the lives of normal people, then it can 

be argued that they should have the same opportunity as normal people 

to improve the condition of their kind. Regardless of whether or not 

they can give their consent, they have a chance to make a real 

contribution to a world in which others like themselves may lead more 

decent lives. Those to whom they have been confined for custodial 

care must decide for them on such grounds. 
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I 
THE BENEFICIARIES OF CHANGE 

Jerome Kagan 

Harvard University 

During tq.e interminable second decade of our lives most 

of us, slowly ' and often painfully, weave a personal ideology out 

of scraps of experience borrowed from family, friends, books, and 

the insights that are our reward for resolving serious conflict. 

Despite· the ·disfress that acc·ompanies thi's moral effort, most 

Amer~cans engage this ta,sk vigorously for they recognize, often 

unconsciously, that the firmness of their identity in this society 

rests, in essential ways, on the integrity, autonomy, and consist

ency of their beliefs. · "I am what I believe" has replaced Des

cartes' "I think, therefore I am" as one of the most defensible 

definitions of self. This view is not characteristic of most 

societies. Indeed, ours is unusual in awarding so nruch importance 

to autonomous beliefs and relatively little to action, strength, 

beauty, occupation, heredity, or region of residence. But it is 

an understandable stage in the development of Western man. The 

Greek gave his loyalty and took his definition and directions 

from the city state; the 10th-Century European from the Catholic 

Church. But, beginning with the Renaissance, there has been, 



over the last six centuries, an increasing emphasis on the indi

vidual as the' locus of primary loyalty, internal strength, and 

conscience. Hence it is reasonable that contemporary youth 

wrestle with their thoughts in an attempt to sculpt a form that 

has intuitive appeal and to which fealty can be given. 

2 

The intense concern with constructing an idealogy derives 

from the fact that man needs help in selecting tomorrow's actions 

and ideology is the primary instrument .of selection. Man, much 

more than his primate kin, is keenly aware of many alternative 

reactions and strategies in a given situation and recognizes that 

he must choose one of them. 

Shall I part my hair behind, do I dare 

to eat a peach, 

I shall wear white flannel trousers and 

walk upon the beach. 

T. S. Eliot, The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock 

The major premises of a belief system divide the action 

alternatives in half, discarding some as unacceptable and leaving 

th~ ~emainder as potentially reasonable. By successive applicat

ion of additional premises man is guided to what he believes is 

the only obvious decision available to him. Consider the comrm.1n

ity's decision a decade ago to mass produce birth control pills 

as a partial solution to the problem of too many unwanted births. 

There were many other actions possible, including penalty for new 
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births, forced sterilization, and abortion. However, the nature 

of our beliefs on the sanctity of birth and life eliminated these 

last three choices and promoted the pill. The beliefs on this 

issue are obviously in flux for the citizenry now view abortion 

and sterilization as more acceptable than they did in 1960. 

A second function of an ideology is to heal the discomfort 

that is the heir of actions that were the direct result of passion 

rath~r than reason. Since Western man wants to believe he acts in 

the service of rationality, an appropriate set of beliefs is, 

after the fact, wrapped around the impulsive behavior, rendering 

it rational and acceptable. The most common instance of this 

dynamic is contained in the rationalization, "He deserved it," 

which often follows an unintended act of hostility. 

An ideology is among our most precious possessions, and we 

remain continually vigilant for any threats to its integrity and 

utility. Any evidence that implies we have chosen faulty beliefs 

strikes directly at our capacity to act and to resolve anxiety 

and guilt. It is not surprising, therefore, that man would not 

only protect his ideology, but also promote it by persuading 

others to adopt it. Each new proselyte affirms the initial 

choice, while each resistor who holds a different set of premises 

is a potential threat. 

The history of man is marked by the attempts of one group 

to impose its values on another. The Spaniards tried to make the 

Mayan Indians Catholic, the Americans tried to make the Vietnamese 
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democratic, the Massachusetts Abolitionists tried to make the 

South disown slavery, professors proselytize their students, 

therapists teach their personal values to patients, and, of 

course, parents socialize their children. Uninvited intervent

ion into the personal space of another is one of man's cardinal 

traits. But interventions differ in kind and we should make 

distinctions among them. Man acts on man through intrusions into 

his somatic health, the technology of his society, skills taught, 

and ideology promoted through law, education, and the media. More 

recently, the opportunity to manipulate man's brain with drugs and 

electrical stimulation has become a thinkable possibility. At a 

time when the list of potential manipulations seems frighteningly 

long we are apprehensive, and search for a set of rules--or moral 

prescriptions--that might inform us as to which of these intrus

ions are likely to be beneficial. 

Unfortunately, there is no direct answer to the question 

as it is popularly posed. The theme of this paper is that the 

potential benefit of any intervention is dependent, first, on the 

context of adaptation of the target person or group on whom the 

intervention is happily imposed and, second, on the perspective 

one assumes when benefit is being judged--the target of the inter

vention, the agent of intervention, the family, the local comrrrun

ity, or the larger society. It is unlikely that all benefit or 

suffer equally. Psychotherapeutic treatment of a frustrated spouse 



might ease the patient's distress but result in a divorce that 

leaves the children less happy than they were formerly. The 

official granting of permission to extract oil from coastal 

waters makes fuel cheaper for Kansas homeowners but despoils 

the beaches of Californians. Christianity kept society in some 

state of order during the Middle Ages, but at the expense of 

individual fear and guilt. Hence there is always a moral decis

ion involved in choosing the primary beneficiary. 

Most interventions either are accompanied by an implicit 

set of beliefs or catalyze new beliefs, for as noted earlier, 

actions must appear to be rationally derived from assumptions. 
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In the latter instance, the new belief will be differentially 

friendly to the existing thought of varied segments of the popu

lation. Therefore, some citizens will pay a psychic price in 

accommodating to the new premises; others will find this task easy. 

Modern Western society has resolved the dilemma of "who is to 

benefit" by favoring the welfare of the individual in distress 

over all other claimants. The single unhappy person is most often 

the referent when we evaluate the benevolence of the manipulation 

of man. Although I shall accept that value for this paper, it is 

both humbling and useful to note the arbitrary quality of that 

decision. It was not the choice made by the preChristian Greeks, 

the medieval Catholic Church, or the Congress when they voted the 

legislation on conscription of young men. 
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It is impossible in the confines of this presentation to 

deal with all classes of intervention and we shall limit the 

discussion to those interventions that are intended directly to 

alter human behavior and belief. These include all the psycho

therapies, formal education, mass media, parental socialization, 

and the more modern strategies that involve legal use of drugs, 

genetic engineering and direct electrical stimulation of the brain. 

We shall examine the assumptions surrounding the goals and mechan

isms for a few of these classes of intervention and analyze their 

benevolent or malevolent consequences for different referent groups. 

The psychotherapies. The psychotherapies are the purest 

illustration of the assumption that relief of individual distress 

is a primary value of our culture. Even behavioral therapists, who 

occasionally administer painful electric shock to a patient in 

order to motivate him to give up a bad habit, would find other 

employment if, at the end of treatment, the patient was less happy 

or more frightened than when he began. From the perspective of 

the patient, psychotherapy, no matter what school is represented, 

is good. But this conclusion is less obvious when we take the 

position of society. Each school of psychological therapy has an 

implicit theory of man's mind that affects the psychic lives of a 

large number of citizens who never see a therapist. Let us compare 

the theories of three schools: psychoanalysis, behavioral therapy, 

and encounter groups to see how their assumptions, when propagand

ized within the larger community, might affect the larger social 

group. 



Psychoanalytic theory implies, rather directly, that 

happiness is achieved through gaining insight into secret trau

mata that are the cause of contemporary distress and acquiring 

the capacity for uninhibited, anxiety-free sexuality. Only 60 

years after the introduction of these ideas into the society, 

hundreds of thousands of people are engaged in a search for 
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nru.sty secrets they are convinced will unlock the joy within them. 

For a proportion of this group, this search may have validity; but 

for others, it is like Diogenes' search, or if you prefer a more 

modern image, the surfer's seeking of the perfect wave. Please do 

not misunderstand this last statement. Gaining conscious control 

of forgotten childhood experiences can provide, for some, a ration

ale for current action and distress. This fact alone can alleviate 

dissonance and reduce anxiety. Many adult homosexuals have been 

helped by being told--whether it is true or not is unimportant-

that their fear of women derives from a nervously protective mother. 

If this interpretation happens to be in accord with the patient's 

view of personality development, he will be helped. But if the 

patient does not share the doctor's premises regarding the causes 

of his behavior it is unlikely that he will be aided. As support 

for the last conclusion consider the way neurotic symptoms are 

cured in certain groups living in the mountains of Peru. The 

patient goes to a healer who, with the help of dance and drugs, 

helps the patient to hallucinate--or to believe he is hallucinating-

a snake entering his mouth. If the patient is successful in con-
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structing this hallucination, he usually feels better upon return-. 
ing home. Obviously few Americans would be helped by such a 

therapeutic regimen because they do not share the theory of disease 

and cure held by the Peruvian shaman and his community. If we 

agree that the American homosexual is helped by the interpretative 

statement of his psychiatrist, then it is reasonable to argue that 

this interpretation was good, proper, or morally correct. However, 

let us shift our perspective from the individual patient to the 

society. The ideological basis for the psychiatrist's statement 

is psychoanalytic theory, which promotes a particular view of man; 

namely, that the sources of current discontents and fears lie with 

the past and that anxiety free sexuality is the road to salvation. 

I suspect that many who have used this ideology to guide their 

daily lives have come to experience an intensity of distress more 

debilitating than the state they knew before they gained this 

knowledge. Thus it is not silly to ask: should Freudian theory 

have been promoted by the media and taught at the university? 

This is as moral a question as racial integration of public schools. 

(Remember that Abbie Hoffman's "Steal this Book" is not sold by 

most bookstores.) Our answer requires taking a local stance about 

the morality of knowledge and the primary beneficiary in the 

society. Most Americans experience no moral conflict on this 

issue and resolution is quick and easy. Knowledge is good, even 

temporary knowledge, and the primary beneficiary is the person in 

distress. 
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Consider the premises of behavioral theory. As with 

psychoanalysis and Peruvian snake swallowing, some neurotic 

patients with disturbing symptoms are helped by this therapeutic 

intervention, if they share the premises of the curer. John Muller, 

a graduate student at Harvard, has found a negative correlation 

between intelligence and satisfaction with a behavioral therapeutic 

regimen for a phobia. The more intelligent patients resisted the 

intellectually simplistic view of mind that underlies a behavioral 

therapeutic approach and were not as effectively helped as those 

with a less abstract style of thought who found the theory friendly 

to their mentality. As with psychoanalysis and the homosexual, we 

have to ask about the effect of this ideology on the larger comm

unity. The basic premises of behavioral therapy are that man is 

a structure of habits, and if the habits cause distress they can 

be extinguished through the manipulation of rewards and punishments. 

This view, which has annoyed some of our youth, exaggerates man's 

vulnerability to simplistic manipulation and slices at the philo

sophic position that man is in some control of his behavior. This 

is an old metaphysical issue and its empirical truth value is not 

relevant in this context. What is relevant are the social conse

quences that follow promotion of this theory of man. It is not 

sentimental to suggest that we should worry about the conception 

of man held by large segments of the society. If most citizens 

believe they can be easily manipulated they are likely to develop 

one of two defensive reactions; either a rigid paranoia against 
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any group or person perceived to be a manipulator, or an impaired 

sense of potept effectiveness, a little like Samson's state after 

his historic haircut. Both defenses are socially divisive and en

gender individual and social stress. Despite the acknowledged 

curative value of behavioral therapy with a few thousand phobic 

patients there is a moral dilemma surrounding the promotion of the 

theory that lies behind this intervention. The Western mind, in 

affirming both the absolute moral purity of ideas and each indivi

dual's right to find absolution of his fears, condones the morality 

of behavioral therapy as strongly as it affirms the sanctity of 

psychoanalytical therapy. 

Let us briefly examine the assumptions used by encounter 

groups as therapeutic interventions. The encounter therapist 

believes that interpersonal intimacy is the soothing ointment 

missing in our current interactions, and we should not be surpris

ed that a proportion of people find solace in this view. They are 

persuaded to put their faith in the beauty of continuing inter

personal honesty, and some husbands and wives impulsively exchange 

trivial secrets that hurt one another in the ingenuous hope that 

such knowledge will bind them closer. This "doublethink" resembles 

the logic that led an American officer to declare, "We had to 

destroy the village in order to save it." 

Drugs and brain stinrulation 

The remarkable discoveries in psychopharmacology and neuro

physiology during the last decade have nudged many journalists and 
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a few scientists to issue dramatic statements about the future 

control of man's mind and the need for an immediate answer to the 

ominous question, "Who shall decide what man will believe and do?" 

I am a bit skeptical of the prediction that these methods will 

exert the degree of irresistible control the propagandists 

promise us. Consider the self report data following ingestion of 

mescaline, marijuana, or LSD. No person has the same psychological 

reaction to this event and a particular individual is likely to 

have different reactions on different days. Indeed, a recent 

Radcliffe senior interviewed over 70 habitual marijuana users and 

found they fell into three different groups. Each had a different 

reaction to marijuana and, not surprisingly, their response to the 

drug was consonant with what each wanted to take from the drug 

experience. Some believed it provided release from tensions; 

others that it promoted social intimacy; others that it led to 

deep insight. Each group believed their interpretation of the 

drug's primary effect was correct, while the interpretation of 

others was wrong. More impressive is Schacter's finding that 

adults given epinephrine react in accord with both the context 

they are in and the feelings they are told to expect following 

injection of the drug. The placebo effect in drug therapy provides 

one of the best supports for the view that it is not eacy to control 

or produce particular states of mind with drugs. As far as elect

rical stimulation is concerned, Wilder Penfield does not obtain 
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reports of the same feelings or memories when he stifiUllates 

particular loci in the human cerebral cortex, and Eliot Valenstein 

obtains different behaviors following electrical stifiUllation of a 

particular site in a rat's brain depending upon what objects are 

present in the cage. If food is available the animal eats; if 

wood chips cover the floor he gnaws at them. 

The attraction to brain stifiUllation as a solution to social 

problems derives, in large measure, from the hope that this extern

al control will contain human aggression. It is instructive, 

therefore, to note that many groups attain relatively easy control 

of aggression through proper socialization. Among Eskimo groups 

living northwest of Hudson Bay who have not had the benefit of 

Western acculturation, children and adults rarely show anger, 

hostility, or aggressive behavior from the age of five years on. 

It is difficult to imagine any artificial technique that could be 

more successful than the simple psychological methods of child 

rearing used by these groups. 

One reason for the apprehensive concern over biological 

intrusion is that Western science and philosophy have tradition

ally made mind a wispy derivative of neurones and their electro

chemical forces. Fortunately, Roger Sperry has suggested that we 

should stop thinking of the mind as a weak epiphenomenon of central 

nervous system biochemistry. All mental phenomena, Sperry argues, 

are not rigidly determined by electrochemical forces and the 
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psychological "mind" exerts some control over the materialistic 

"brain". Hence I doubt that we will soon be faced with the 

problem of having to decide what specific effects we want to pro

duce with drugs or electricity. But suppose that I am hopelessly 

naive and underestimate the power of these technological innovat

ions. The answer to the question of who decides to whom the drugs 

and voltages are to be administered is dependent upon the select

ion of a primary benefi~iary. Should we make children more guilty, 

men less aggressive or women more excitable? There is noun

challenged resolution to this dilemma. If the issue has to be 

resolved in the future it will probably be decided, as are all 

high moral issues, by power--which is regarded by some as morally 

appropriate, and by others as the quintessence of evil. 

Social interventions 

Let us now consider interventions whose target is a group, 

rather than a particular person, be it an age or sex cohort, an 

ethnic or religious group, a city or a nation. America's largest 

group intervention effort is public education and the target 

audience is the child. Public education has two quite different 

goals. On the one hand, it has a mandate to socialize values and, 

on the other, to teach those arbitrary skills the society requires 

for its maintenance and its members rm1st acquire if they are to be 

adapted to the demands of their community. Unlike the implicit 

contract between agent and object in psychotherapy, the agents of 
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change in the school are not primarily concerned with the joy of 

their clients. Indeed, in many schools it is believed that the 

child should be in a mild state of fear, for the primary benefi

ciary of education is not the child, but the larger society. 

There is, of course, an alternative to learning skills and moral 

standards in school, for the child can be educated at home. Many 

of our most brilliant 19th-Century mathematicians, including 

Jacobi, Gauss, and Cantor, were educated until late adolescence 

by parents or close relatives. Hence we do have a choice, although 

it is largely unrecognized by most parents and legislators. 

The serious faults that characterize contemporary public 

education are contained in the annual glut of books that excor

iate the school for the psychic scars it inflicts on children. 

However, the popularity of these sharp tongued attacks on the 

school's morality is the result of the critic taking the perspect

ive of the child, not the perspective of society. The reader is 

reminded that the school never presumed to take the child as 

primary beneficiary; it was not told that its task was to make 

the child happy. 

It is instructive to study the content of primers and 

teacher's manuals during the last 150 years. During the period 

prior to the Civil War there was a common understanding that the 

school was a supplementary socialization agent and the values 

promoted are neatly summarized in the phrase, "Christian charity." 
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Moreover, there seemed to be an implicit awareness that the 

school's participation in the socialization of children was 

necessary for the harmonious functioning of the society--the 

child's happiness was a secondary issue. After the Civil War, 

when industrialization of the cities led to the need for young 

adults who possessed motivation for a~hievement, responsibility, 

and autonomy - and less Christian charity - the values shaped by 

family and school changed in accord with that pressure so that 

society would be better served and the maximal number of adults 

would be optimally adapted to their environment. Since the comm

unity does not conceive of the school as primarily serving the 

child, it is easy to criticize its efforts by defending the child's 

interests. One could as easily criticize the Government's fining 

of water polluting industries by assuming that each business has 

a right to maximal freedom from external constraint. 

The dilemma is made more pointed by noting that the enormous 

improvement in nutrition, and prevention of infectious disease, a 

laudable result of technology, has lengthened everyone's life 

expectancy. Few people publicly fault these advances, despite the 

fact that they have led to awesome problems in eugenics and pop

ulation control that were minor when life expectancy was 35 and 

infant mortality four in ten. But the sanctity of the individual 

at risk determines our hierarchy of values. Consider, for the 

sake of argument, the moral dilemma that would develop if next 

week someone were to discover a drug that prevented death. The 
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density of human life in urban areas would soon become toxic to 

all, yet no one would dare suggest now that, for the good of the 

whole, the integrity of individual lives should be sacrificed. 

A major exception to this standard is the drafting of young men 

for war, and this premise is currently under severe strain. 

Hence debate on the mission and procedures of the school 

should be informed by an appreciation of the varied and legiti

mate aims of education. If the comrrru.nity decides that its need 

for proficiency in English and mathematics is subordinate to the 

child's daily joy, freedom, and sense of self determination, then 

the decision to "free-up" the school has at least been preceded by 

consideration of the vital alternatives. If a group of Mexican

American parents in southern Arizona decide that Spanish should 

get priority over English in the first six elementary grades be

cause it facilitates growth of the child's ethnic identity, that 

decision has moral force, especially if it follows an analysis of 

alternatives and differential gains and losses. What is dangerous 

is the pollyannish view that there is one best way to educate all 

children that sinrultaneously benefits child, family and society. 

I suspect that teachers would be the first group to applaud 

if the comrrru.nity decided that learning to read, write and factor 

equations were not as important as singing, painting and camping. 

It is not fair to put a two ton load on an unwilling pony and then 

switch him for moving so slowly. 
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Headstart is a nuch less extensive example of an organized 

social intervention. Our decision to discuss it briefly here is 

based on the fact that the press has publicized it recently. The 

goals of Headstart were to teach poor children some school readi

ness skills and provide needed medical care. The latter goal was 

accomplished, the former is still in doubt. The public premises 

behind Headstart were that minority children, especially black, 

Puerto Rican, and Mexican-American, were lacking in essential 

cognitive skills and knowledge. The image was of a child depriv

ed of basic psychological resources that, like vitamin A, had to 

be replaced. This theoretical view is inimical to the self concept 

of the target group and permits the middle class group in power to 

maintain their belief that middle class white children possess 

some best combination of mental competence that the unwashed child 

crrust acquire. 

Our own view, which we have explained in detail in other 

places, is that the white middle class Western community, like any 

moderately isolated social group, has created over the years a 

specialized vocabulary, reservoir of information and style of 

problem solving and communication which it summarizes under the 

concept "intelligence." Since it uses possession of these skills 

as a rite of passage to positions of power and wealth in the 

society, many have been easily seduced into the conclusion that 

those withou~· power or wealth were of fundamentally different 

intellectual competence. This view ignores the fact that there 
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are enormous social class differences in a child's access to the 

experiences necessary to acquire the valued intellectual skills. 

But our society has been doing this for so long that the faulty 

logic has gone unnoticed, much like the Bushmen mothers who be

lieve that a child will not walk unless he is placed erect in 

sand from the earliest weeks of life. Since no Bushman mother 

bothers to test this hypothesis, and all children walk by 18 

months, the false idea continues to live. Citizens who favored 

and legislators who voted for Headstart may have believed that the 

program would teach children the inherently valuable cognitive 

skills that middle class children were fortunate enough to possess. 

Thus from their perspective the rationale for the legislation was 

morally praiseworthy. But from the perspective of the poor, it 

suggested that the basic intellectual competence of poor children 

was deficient, an attitude that only reinforced the fragility of 

the self concept already held by America's poverty groups. Since 

so many federally supported intervention programs try to change the 

child's intellectual capacities it is useful to analyze the hidden 

premises that maintain this practice. 

Let us state the issue in kernel form. Every society, or 

large cohesive group within a society, recognizes that in order to 

maintain stability a small group must possess some power over the 

much larger citizenry. This power can be inherited, awarded, 

attained, or se~zed. In actual practice, this lean and rather raw 

description is usually disguised by a clever strategy--much like a 
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magician's wrist movement--which makes select psychological traits 

symbolic of highly valued, status-conferring attributes and, hence, 

the vessel from which power is inevitably drawn. 

Tenth-century Europe awarded power to those who were assum

ed to be more religious than their brothers. The presumption of a 

capacity for more intense religiosity provided a rationale that 

allowed the larger society to accept the fact that a privileged few 

were permitted entry into marble halls. Pericles' Athens and Lee's 

Virginia both rationalized the subjugation of their slaves on 

psychological grounds; "they were less than human and, therefore, 

unfit for power." At other times and in other places sexual 

abstinence, sexual potency, hunting skill, a capacity for silent 

meditation, good soldiering, or efficient farming have been dimens

ions along which men were ordered and, as a consequence of that 

ranking, divided into unequal groups. Contemporary American soc

iety uses intelligence as one of the bases for ranking its members, 

and it makes the same arguments that educated Athenians uttered 

2500 years ago. Major loci of power in the United States reside 

in State and Federal government, major businesses, and the univ

ersities. All three institutions require its members to be re

garded by the citizenry as intelligent, and many meet this require

ment, in part, by completing a minimal amount of formal education. 

Education is one of the best reflections of intelligence, the 

argument goe~, for one could not master the school's tasks if one 

were not intelligent. 
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Thus far the ritual and ideology are not very different 

from the Islamic Moroccan who celebrates the warrior-saint and 

invents ways to select him. It is more threatening, however, to 

note that the analogy with the Islamic Moroccan extends to our 

explanations of the unequal distribution of intelligence in our 

society. The majority of Americans believe that children are 

born with a differential intellectual capacity and, as a result, 

some are destined to assume positions of status and responsibility. 

Nature intended it that way. A rm.ich smaller group believes that 

this psychological capacity has to be attained--through the right 

combination of early experience and will. These opposing hypotheses 

are identical in substance to the two interpretations of different

ial "capacity for religiosity" held by Islams in Morocco and Indo

nesia. The Moroccans believe that some are born with a greater 

capacity for strong and intense religious experience. The Javanese 

believe it is attained following long periods of meditation. And 

they, like we, discover the small proportion of their population 

that fit the description of the pure, and allow them ascent. The 

Morocc~ns explain this phenomenon by arguing that those who possess 

power do so because they inherited some special capacity which, in 

our society, is intelligence. 

We are not contesting the obvious fact that there are real 

differences among individuals on psychological traits--like intell

igence--that . our society values. But we are suggesting that given 
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the insufficient and controversial quality of the information 

relevant to the causes of these differences, it is likely that 

deep personal attitudes, rather than logic or sound empirical 

data dictate one's interpretations of the documented variability 

in IQ. 

Let me try to support this rather strong statement with a 

partial analysis of what an intelligence test is made of, for the 

widely publicized announcement that 80 percent of intelligence is 

inherited and 20 percent environmentally determined is based on 

information from two similarly constructed standardized IQ tests 

invented by Caucasian middle class Western men at the request of 

Caucasian middle class Western men for use by Caucasian middle 

class Western men to rank order everyone. 

The most important set of test questions (important because 

scores on this set have the highest correlation with the total IQ) 

asks the testee to define words of increasing rarity. Rarity is 

a relative quality, depending always on the language comtmlnity one 

selects as referent. Shilling is a rare word in the language 

space of the American child, but so is fuzz. The test construct

ors decided that rarity would be defined with respect to the 

middle class Caucasian experience. And a child reared in a 

middle class home is more likely to learn the meaning of shilling 

than the meaning of fuzz. If contemporary black psychologists had 

accepted the. assignment of constructing the first intelligence test 
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they probably would have . made a different choice. A second set 

of questions poses the child some every day problem and asks him 

to state what he would do in that situation. For example, one 

question asks a 7 year old, "What should you do if you were sent 

to buy a loaf of bread and the grocer said he didn't have any 

more?" Clearly, this question assumes a middle class urban or 

suburban environment with more than one grocery store within safe 

walking distance of the home for, believe it or not, the only 

answer for which maximal credit is given is, "I would go to 

another store." It is not surprising that rural and ghetto child

ren less likely offer that answer. I examined recently a set of 

protocols gathered on poor black children living in a large East

ern city and found that many of them answered, "Go home," which is 

a perfectly reasonable--even intelligent--answer for which they 

were not given credit. A third class of questions, called analog

ies, has the same questionable validity the vocabulary test does, 

for the concepts the child rrru.st reason about are of differential 

familiarity to various ethnic groups. The child is asked how a 

piano and a violin are alike, not how tortilla and frijole are 

similar. He is asked about the relation between liberty and 

justice, rather than turf and pad. The fourth class of questions 

asks the child to solve some arithmetic problems. Of course, if 

the child has not learned how to add, subtract or rrru.ltiply, he 

will not be able to solve them. If intelligence is presumed to 

be 80 percent inherited, it seems inappropriate that this quality 

should be measured, in part, by whether one has learned to add. 



Another class of items illustrates a line drawing of an object 

that has an element missing and requires the child to discover 
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the missing feature. As one might suspect, the pictures are 

selected to favor middle class children for they include a ther

mometer without mercury in the bulb and a hand without fingernail 

polish, rather than a door without a double lock. One task, which 

does not favor middle class white children, asks the testee to 

remember a list of four or five numbers read at the rate of one 

per second. It is relevant to add that this test usually yields 

minimal differences between class and ethnic groups in the United 

States. 

These biases in the selection of questions comprise only 

part of the problem. There is also a serious source of error in 

the administration of the test. White middle class examiners 

usually administer the tests to children of different linguistic 

backgrounds. The test protocols of the black children mentioned 

above, gathered by well-intentioned, well-trained examiners, 

indicated that the children often misunderstood the examiner's 

pronounciation. When asked to define the word "fur" some said, 

"T~t's what happens when you light a match." Clearly, the child 

had interpreted the word to be "fire;' and received no credit. 

Similarly, when requested to define "hat" some children said, 

"When you get burned," indicating they perceived the word as 

"hot," d . . d d . t an, again, receive no ere 1. 
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These few examples, which comprise only a small proportion 

of all the sources of error that could be documented, are per

suasive of the view that the IQ test, upon which Arthur Jensen's 

argument and the statement that "80 percent of IQ is inherited" 

are based, is a seriously biased instrument that almost guarantees 

that middle class white children will obtain higher scores than 

any other group of children in the country, and that the more 

similar the experiences of two people the more similar their scores 

should be. 

However, most citizens are unaware both of the fundamental 

faults with the IQ test, as well as the nru.ltiple bases for differ

ences in tested intelligence. But like the Greeks, Islamic 

Moroccans, and medieval Christians, we too need a trait whose 

content can form a rational basis for the awarding of power and 

prizes. Intelligence is an excellent candidate for it implies 

alertness, language sophistication, and ease of learning new skills 

and ideas. Moreover, it is a characteristic of a single individual 

and, like his fingerprints, is not, in theory, linked with his 

religion, region, or eating habits. It is our modern interpretat

io~ of saintliness, religiosity, courage, or moral intensity, and, 

of course, it works. It works so well that when we construct an 

intervention project, be it a major effort like Headstart or a 

small study run by a university scientist, we usually evaluate the 

effects of the intervention by administering a standard intelli

gence test or one very similar to it, a practice that reflects 
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the unconscious bias that a child's IQ nru.st be the essential 

dimension we wish to change. If an intervention does not alter 

this quintessential quality, it is probably not worthwhile. Hence 

we create conditions in which poor 4 year olds leave their homes 

for a few hours a day to play with other children of their own 

and other ethnic groups and to interact with new adults, and 

evaluate the growth-enhancing quality of this experience by admin

istering an IQ test, rather than determining if the child has be

come friendlier or less suspicious of children and adults who 

don't come from his family or neighborhood. Typically, the IQ 

tests reveal no effect of the intervention experience and we draw 

the terrible conclusion--from both a moral as well as a logical 

stance--that the preschool experience was of little value. 

What implications are to be drawn from this acerbic analy

sis of the IQ? The first may seem paradoxical, considering our 

apparently hostile critique of the IQ test. Despite the injustice 

inherent in awarding privilege, status, and self-esteem to those 

who possess more of some attribute the society happens to value, 

this dynamic seems to be universal, perhaps because it is necessary. 

Power--and we mean here benevolent power--probably has to be held 

unequally. Therefore the comITDJ.nity llUlst invent a complex, yet 

reasonable rationale that will both permit and explain the limit

ed distribution of this prized resource. Knowledge of Western 

language, history, and customs is not an altogether unreasonable 
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basis on which to base part of the award. But let us be honest 

about the bases for this arbitrary decision and rid ourselves of 

the delusion that those who temporarily possess power are biologi

cally more fit for this rol~ because their brains are better organ

ized. Sir Robert Filmer made this argument in 1680 to rationalize 

the right of kings to govern, and John Locke's political philos

ophy was shaped on a brilliant critique of Filmer's thesis. More

over, the conclusion that those in power are biologically more 

intelligent does not fit either the mood of objectivity hammered 

out during the last three hundred years of modern scientific work, 

or the historical fact that the use of power for benevolent or 

malevolent ends has usually been independent of size of vocabulary, 

arithmetic skill or quality of analogical reasoning. 

We do not deny the existence of biological differences be

tween and within ethnic and racial groups, many of which are in

herited. But we do not regard inherited characteristics like eye 

color or tendency to perspire as entitling anyone to special favor. 

Similarly, we should reflect on the wisdom of using 15 point diff

erences on a culturally biased test--regardless of the magnitude 

of the genetic contribution to the IQ--as a weapon to sort some 

children into stereotyped categories that impair their ability to 

become mayors, teachers, or lawyers. It is possible to defend the 

heretical sugg~stion that for many .contemporary occupations--note 

that I did not say all--IQ should not be the primary attribute 

upon which a candidate is screened. Of course, biological factors 
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determine a person's muscle mass, brain size, and adrenalin 

secretion to stress. But let us not unfairly exploit these 

hard won facts to rationalize the distribution of secular power, 

which is a political and sociological dimension. That is using 

fair science for dark deeds she is ill prepared to carry out. 

A philosophy of intervention 

Evaluation of the morality of organized efforts to alter 

man's habits or thoughts, setting aside the more common unplanned 

experiences that continually shape us, is totally dependent on 

whom we select as primary beneficiary. In most planned intrustions 

in a pluralistic society, one segment of the population gains, 

another loses. Let us see why this conclusion is usually true in 

those societies, like our own, where there are several populations 

with different ideologies and different adjustments to the demands 

of the majority culture. 

Assumption 1. Every organized intervention is accompanied 

by a set of assumptions that must be accommodated to by the society. 

That accommodation will produce dissonance and distress in those 

segments of the society holding attitudes most distant from the 

ones used to rationalize the intervention. 

Assumption 2. An intervention that increases the resources 

of one group necessarily threatens potential access to those re

sources by another. For it is expectancy of gaining resources, 

rather than .actual possession of them, that is a major determinant 

of an individual's affect state. 
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These two assumptions suggest that most organized inter

ventions will cause psychic distress to some members of a society, 

except in the rare instance where all members of a community share 

the same ideology and have equal access to all prized resources. 

As of this date, no such society has been discovered. Moreover, 

since man always seeks to structure the group in which he lives 

and to promote differentiation among its members, this ideal is 

likely to remain permanently hypothetical. 

If we assume that the argument for a relativistic .philo

sophy of intervention has validity, then we tm.1st ask if man should 

ever intervene in the affairs of another in an organized way. The 

answer to that question is partly cultural and partly psychological. 

It is a basic psychological principle that when man is in a state 

of uncertainty, due to conflict or encounter with discrepant exper

ience, he is pushed to act in order to resolve that uncertainty. 

If he does not do something--either try to interpret the dis

crepant experience or resolve the conflict through thought or 

action, he is vulnerable to anxiety. The initiation of a coping 

action has the power to abort or buffer the distress that develops 

w~en no attempt is made to deal, in some way, with the source of 

the uncertainty. Large scale interventions by those in temporary 

power in a society are often macrolevel, instrumental reactions to 

cope with uncertainty, and they usu~lly serve to ease that uncer

tainty for ~while. Witness how late in America's history the 
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Supreme Court ruling on school segregation occurred. The moral 

issue had been with us for a century, but only when the majority 

of the citizens, as symbolized by the court justices, became 

sufficiently uncertain did the Court move and the Justice Depart

ment order intervention into the affairs of the individual States. 

Only when white middle class youth began to evade the draft, smoke 

marijuana, or seek abortions in large n~mbers did changes in our 

morality and laws begin to occur. Although this view has a cynical 

flavor, it is not meant to be cruelly hostile or destructive. We 

merely want to point out that whenever different groups live in 

the same context there will, of necessity, be differences in ease 

of adaptation. This is as true of animal species in a pond in 

Vermont as it is of human beings in an urban area. Differential 

ease of adaptation creates uncertainty and people feel pressed to 

do something. Actions initiated by those with constitutional 

power are called social interventions; changes initiated by those 

without power are rebellions. 

Let us return to the theme of the introductory paragraph. 

By late adolescence most individuals have created a mosaic of 

values that summarizes what is correct, and right, and good--for 

him. Each adult then attempts to persuade, coerce, or shape those 

with divergent views in the hope that they will become similar to 

him. Each actor wants to make everyone else in his image, for in 

so doing, he validates his own choice. Although this activity 
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appears, on the surface, selfish; it is inevitable, or if you 

will permit an 18th Century word, natural. Where does this con

clusion lead with respect to the morality of planned intervention? 

We have suggested, first, that no absolute moral attitude is 

possible, for the goodness of a manipulation depends on the target 

chosen as the primary beneficiary. Man's addiction to action in 

the face of uncertainty demands that he do something when social 

crises are recognized--even if it is monastic withdrawal. This is 

a psychological fact with no moral implication. But it is morally 

incumbent on the agents of change to consider, in detail, the 

advantages and disadvantages of a social action program from the 

perspective of all the possible targets of the action and to 

implement a program if and only if the estimated benevolence favors 

one target group heavily. Obviously, this posture will, on occas

ion, provoke accusations of immorality from those with a different 

set of weightings and a different order of priorities. There is 

no possible way to finesse this conflict, save through inaction, 

which I favor in many instances. I resist, however, the dogmatic 

assertion that inaction is always the preferred choice because of 

the occasionally dramatic instances of planned intervention that 

have such obviously benevolent sequelae, including mass immuni

zation against polio and legal sanctions against continued school 

segregation. 

Henc~, we are led to the conclusion that honesty of intent

ion is a morally defensible position for those engaged in changing 
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man. No one can predict the sequelae of a psychological intrusion 

into a social body; therefore, we can only be judged by our ideals. 

The outcome of an action, like the resting place of an arrow shot 

by a blind child, is always unknowable. 
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Primitive man "·as at the iner<'y of the enviroruncnt, suffering 

from changing weather, predators, insects, illness, lack of food, 

and ~hsence of comforts. In contrast, present civilization has 

liberated man from ecologicnl dependence, and most of us live in 

the artificiality of manmade cities. The charting of our lives 

depends more on individual acts thnn on ecological circumstances. 

We control the thermostat of our house, the speed of our car, the 

quality and quantity of purchased food, the type of entertainm~nt, 

and we cnn even be responsible for our personal h~alth by taking 

advantage of available medical facilities. For the individual and 

for the species, one of the most beneficial qualities of being 

human is the capncity to impose intelligent controls ovC?r natural 

fnte. Rivers are crossed by bridges, and communications are main

tained between continents by airlines und radiowaves. Even biolo~i

cnl failures are not necessarily fatal, and many tumors can now be 

~uri,ticnlly removed, while antibiotics eradicate germs, and heart~ 

may be electrically driven or occasionally transplanted. 

In Hpitc of the many problems created hy present mechanized 

ci vH i zati on, i ncludi n~ ali enation 1 overpopulation, poluti on 1 anti 

atomic threnL, it is doubtful that anyone would prefer to return 

to what some have considered the natural condition of mnn, nbnn

donin~ our hard won knowledge of survival nnd development.Human 

control over nature is usually taken for ~ranted, and our only 

questinnH ten1I to concern its direction, purpose, amount, and pro

redurei;. The most radical youth may favor henlth foods, but will not 



go hunting and starving; he may reject city life and seek peace 

in the countryside, but he will not choose to live in inhospitable 

jungles; he may reject jackets and ties, but will buy some other 

type of manufactured clothing instead of killing wild animals to 

use their furs; while he may abhor the establishment, he will not 

try to forget how to read and communicate; he may curse the evils 

of technology and mechanization, but will probably travel by car 

and airplane, use the telephone, and enjoy hi fi music. Civilized 

communities are always based on increasing amounts of environmental 

control, and available technology is used in different ways, but 

not banned or forgotten. An extreme example is seen in the capsules 

that travel into outer space, where every item including air and 

water has been calculated and stored according to a predetermined 

plan vital for the astronauts' survival. 

The influence is reciprocal, and the environment, including both 

its natural and artificial elements, also exerts a powerful control 

over individual activities. On a tropical island we may·enjoy skin 

diving, but we cannot practice 1winter 1 sports. Physical character

istics of indigenous groups are distinctive, and the availability 

of different forms of nourishment also determines man's mental and 

physical development. For each individual, the people around him 

are also basic elements in his environment, and leave their mark 

on his personality as well as his memory. The attempts of man to 

influence the behavior of other men has a long history of success 

nn<l failure, tinted with strong emotional tones concerning human 

dignity and personal freedom. 



Insiders and Outsiders: Reaching for the Mind in the Depth of the Urain. 

In the attempt to understand "what is man", philosophers ns well 

as scientists usually function as spectators in the theater of Nature, 

as outsiders who perceive the world through sensory inputs, without 

understanding the mechanisms of the mind where all information is 

evaluated for the initiation of feelings, thoughts, and actions. 

Until recently, mental functions eluded scientific experimentation 

because cerebral activity could not be detected, measured, or modi

fied by any known physical or chemical means. Behavior was investi

gated by simple observation: human beings looked at other human bein~s, 

provided them with specific information or education, and attempted 

to estimate the influence of these sensory inputs on bebaviornl out

puts. Even the process of introspection consisted of analysis of the 

effects of information received from the environment on individual 

behavioral expression. 

The essential link between sensory inputs and behavioral outputs 

lies within cerebral structures and involves neurological mechanisms, 

chemical reactions, and electrical phenomena which are absolutely 

prerequisite for any mental manifestation. Perliaps because these 

processes were unknown and unreachable, they were often considered 

irrelevant for the understanding of the mind, and even in psychology, 

the brain was referred to as a "black box" outside the realm of 

investigntion. 

This situation was as if we were denied entrance to nn automobile 

factory and hnd to remain outside, observing the delivery of steel, 

ruhh<>r, ii;lass, und other raw mnterinls, and the exit of smoke, rcfu~c, 

and finj~hed car5. As outsiders it would be difficult to ussess t.hc 



organization of the factory, the processes involved, and the mach

inery used. Even more difficult would be to understand the policies 

of the company, to predict future models, or to influence the deci

sions of the board of directors. However, if we could place inside 

the factory a net of agents equipped with cameras, microphones, tape 

recorders, and other sensors to transmit information to the outside, 

our understanding of the internal organization of the factory and 

prediction of present and future activities would be greatly facili

tated. If, in addition, our agents had the skill and power to influ

ence behavior and decisions of the workers and directors, from the 

outside we could modify internal activities and influence the products 

manufactured. 

Modern techniques for brain exploration give us precisely these 

alternatives. In many laboratories throughout the world, mechanical, 

thermal, electrical, and chemical sensors and stimulators are being 

placed inside the working brain. With these instruments it is possible 

for prolonged periods of time, to detect the synchronous• pulsing of 

neuronal pools or even the electrical discharges of single nerve cells. 

We can correlate physical phenomena of specific areas of the brain 

with de ~ermined sensory stimulation of sounds or shapes, and we can 

identify certain electrical wave patterns as indicators of ongoing 

behavioral responses such as learning or problem solving. Micro

scopic amounts of chemicals - such as catecholamines or amino acids -

have been introduced into n small cerebral area, and depending on the 

selected substance and neuronal region, the intervention may increase 

or decrease sleep, sex, appetite, or a variety of other functions. 

We arc lenrnin~ about the cerebral basis of behavior, and how and 

4. 



where human experiences are stored in the brain. Memory is somehow 

relate~ to the stereochemical synthesis of proteins. Richness or 

poverty of early sensory experience is manifested in the thickness 

of the cerebral cortex,.in the submicroscopic structure of neuronal 

connections, and in the enzymatic composition of the brain. 

Present possibilitieE to investigate and manipulate the physio

logicnl mechnnisms of mental and behavioral activities should provide 

n better understanding of what is man in terms of his biological, 

intellectual, and emotional capabilities and limitations, and also 

should help us clarify fundamental questions about personal identity, 

consciousness, education, freedom, and the very purpose of human life. 

Technology and Possibilities of Brain Control 

The reception of any sensory input is accompanied by electricnl 

and chemical pheno~ena detectable in the depth of specific areas of 

the brain. These phenomena are considered "normal" because they are 

activated by the organism's physiological portals of entry, the 

sensory receptors. Although the concept of normality is disputable, 

it is convenient to differentiate the effects of these inputs from 

the responses evoked by agents which modify the brain directly with

out sensory intervention. These may be classified in three groups: 

{u) Psychonctive drugs, (b) Psychosurgery, and (c) Direct chemicnl 

or electrical stimulation of the brain. In this article we shnll 

consider briefly the lost method. 

The brain is like nn ocean through which we can navigate with

out visibility by relying on instrumental guidance, in order to 

reach a specific destination. Using suitable cerebral mnps, oriented 



according to stereotaxic coordinates, we can place electrodes 

blindly but quite accurately within any desired brain structure. 

Guided by micromanipulators, assemblies of very fine wires are 

introduced through a small opening in the skull. The terminal con

tacts remain exteriorized outside the skin to be used for electrical 

stimulations or recordings. Surgery is performed under anesthesia, 

but as the electrodes remain implanted for as long as desired - for 

months or years - studies can be carried out in completely awake 

subjects while they engage in spontaneous normal activities. In this 

way neuronal mechanisms related to learning, thinking, and behaving 

can be investigated experimentally in animals and man. 

Experience shows that the procedure is safe and painless. 

Patients have been wired for months without expressing concern or 

discomfort, enjoying normal activities, and returning to the hospital 

only for periodic examination. There are several medical indications 

for implantation of electrodes in the human brain. In some cases of 

drug-resistant epilepsy it is necessary to explore the depth of 

cerebral structures involved in order to locate areas with abnormal 

discharges and to orient subsequent surgery. Patients with intractable 

pain, anxiety neurosis, involuntary movements, and other illnesses 
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have benefited from cerebral explorations conducted without the stress 

and confinement of the operating room. In reality, the use of electrodes 

represents a more conservative approach than the destruction of portions 

of the brain, performed by neurosurgeons for the treatment of 

neurological disturbances. In some cases, program.med stimulation of 

the brnin may be able to replace lesions o.s therapy, thereby avoiding 

the permanent destruction of cerebral tissue. 



In addition to its therapeutic value, implanted electrodes 

are important tools for the investigation of neurophysiological 

processes in animals such as monkeys and chimpanzees. (see the 

suggested reading list). 

The presence of leads connecting the experimental subject and 

instrumentation represented an obstacle for free behavioral expres

sion and for long term stimulation. This problem has been solved by 

means of miniaturization and telecontrol. The instrument developed 

in our Laboratory, called Stimoceiver, permits both transmission nnd 

reception of several channels of electrical messages to and from the 

brain, using frequency modulated radio links. More advanced instru

mentation, also developed by our group, is the multichannel trans

dermal stimulator, consisting of integrated circuits enclosed in 

biologically inert silicon and implanted subcutaneously. The instru

ment has no batteries, and energy and signals are transferred through 

the intact skin by radio induction. The subject, animal or human, 

may thus be instrumented for life. 
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In animals, electrical stimulation of motor structures of the brain 

results in well organized movements that are indistinguishable from 

voluntary activities. Some of these effects are simple responses such 

as flcxion of a leg, closing an eye, or opening the mouth. Stimulation 

of other areas may evoke sequences of acts of varying complexity. 

Excitation of the red nucleus in monkeys, for example, produced n 

change in facial expression followed by turning of the head, standing 

011 two feet, circling, walking on two feet, climbing, low toned 

vocnlizntion, threatening, and approaching other animnls. This complex 

and ,,rdcred sequence was repeated as mnny times ns the red nucleus wn~ 



JJ,e,l stimulated. Evoked effects were reliable if the situation was 

maintained constant but adapted to changes in the experimental setup. 

For example, an external threat of waving the catching net in front 

of the monkey induced a precipitous e$cape, inhibiting most of the 

motor effects evoked by cerebral stimulation, unless the applied 

electrical intensity was rather strong. In general, we have observed 

a play of forces between spontaneous and artificial responses with an 

algebraic summation of the resultant effects. The conclusion reached 

after considerable experimentation was that behavior is organized as 

motor fragments which have anatomical and functional representation 

within the brain. These fragments may be combined in different ways 

a. 

like the notes of a melody, resulting in a succession of motor acts 

which constitute specific behavioral categories, such as walking or 

eating. These formulas of motor activity may be activated in a similar 

way by the spontaneous "will" of the subject, or by artificial electrical 

stimulation of determined areas of the brain, providing an excellent 

opportunity for analysis of the cerebral mechanisms of behavioral 

performance. 

Even more interesting have been the results obtained by electrical 

stimulation of areas of the brain which play a role in emotional res

ponses. In these cases, the evoked effect is not a stereotyped move

ment, but a change in general reactivity toward environmental inputs. 

For example, in restrained monkeys, stimulation of the tegmentum, 

central gray, midline thalamus, and several other cerebral structures 

evoked a typical offensive reaction with showing of teeth, low toned 

vocalization, flattening of the ears, staring, restlessness, and 



a generally threA.tening attitude. When the same areas were stimulated 

by rndio while the monkey was completely free forming part of a 

colony, the results depended on the hierarchical status and on the 

social situation. When radio stimulation was applied to the boss, 

his aggression was preferentially directed against a particular 

monkey, an unfriendly male, and never against his favorite female 

companion. It should be emphasized that the increased aggressiveness 

of the boss depended on the electrical stimulation of the brain. The 

motor details of aggressive performance and the direction of the 

hostility were determined by the previous experience of the animal 

and by the location and reactions of his enemies. This fact proved 

that the emotional state of anger could be differentiated experi

mentally from the actual performance and suggested that they were 

related to different cerebral mechanisms that could be influenced 

independently of each other. 

In agreement with these ideas were the results obtained by 

cerebral stimulation in some of our patients. For example, inn boy 

with temporal lobe epilepsy, electricalexcitation of the second 

temporal convolution elicited an eight-fold increase in friendly 

manifestations and in verbal output quantified by the number of words 

per minute. The effect was highly specific because it did not appear 

when other areas of the brain were stimulated. While the increase in 

communication and in affectiveness depended on the artificially 

applied electricity, the facial expression, chosen words, phrases 

used, and ideological content of the conversation were in agreement 

with tJ1e education and mental capacity of the patient. His basic 

personality l1ad not been modified; only his affective tone and 

expressive a5pect. 

9. 
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These results introduce many important questions about cerebro

behavioral correlations. Could friendliness be related with functional 

activation of determined areas of the brain? May this activation be 

induced in a similar way by specific psychic messages and by unspecific 

electrical signals? Can we interpret emotional tone as a cerebral 

bias which will modulate sensory input from the environment? These 

BQd many other questions will require more experimentation and intellectual 

elaboration, but the results obtained in animals and humans show that 

we have the necessary tools for investigation of the neuronal basis of 

emotional and behavioral reactions, and also that we can influence 

psychic functions by direct stimulation of the brain. These facts 

indicate that the brain and its functional counterpart, mental activities, 

are within experimental reach. What is necessary now is a great effort 

to investigate the basic cerebral mechanisms related to the essence of 

man, and to direct our own intellect toward the understanding and 

control of our emotional and behavioral activities. 

Limits of Brain Manipulation 

The main (and fortunate) limitation of brain interventions is that 

surgery, or the application of electricity or chemicals represent only 

a trigger or modifi,er of what is already in the brain: they do not 

provide information or skills. Electrical stimulation may activate 

physiological mechanisms, but does not create them. We cannot force a 

subject to fly unless it already knows bow and possesses wings; we 

cannot teach mathematics by sending a few volts to certain neurons; 

we cnnnot implant ideas electronically, or transform an organism into 

n radio con troll cd robot. 



We must realize that even during activation of the normal 

mechanisms of physiological performance, the nerve impulse merely 

initiates preestablisbed processes. For example, the voluntary 

flexion of a limb is triggered by neural messages from the brain, but 

it depends on a sequence of genetically determined events, including 

very complex chemical reactions of sugars and proteins resulting in 

11. 

the mechanical shortening of muscle fiber. Electrically evoked behavior 

is like a chain reaction in which the final result depends more on the 

structure and organization of the components than on the trigger. In a 

similar way, we could ask whether the finger of the officer pushing a 

button to launch a man into orbit is responsible for the performance 

of the assembled, complicated machinery. Obviously his finger, like tl1e 

electrical stimulus, is only the trigger of a well programmed series of 

interdependent processes, and the officer should not take much credit 

for the feat of orbiting astronauts around the earth. 

In addition, behavioral responses are determined by a constellation 

of factors among which brain stimulation is only one, and a play of 

forces may result if the natural and artificial orders are contra

dictory. In one of our experiments, radio stimulation of the central 

gray in a monkey induced aggressive behavior manifested as vocalization, 

threatening, chasing, and biting other animals. When exactly the snme 

sLimulntion in the same animal was repeated in a different social 

setLing, in the presence of a new monkey dominant over the stimulated 

one, it did not produce hostility; to the contrary, the monkey displnycd 

submissive behavior such ns grimacing. 

These experimental facts illustrnte the limi tut.ions of electronic 

ronirol of the brain and mitigate nny fears of its misuse. As discussed 
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more extensively in a previous book (Delgado, 1969), brain stimulation 

cannot substitute one personality for another. It is true that we can 

influence emotional reactivity and perhaps make a patient more aggres

sive or amorous, but in each case the details of behavioral expression 

are related to the individualt past experience which cannot be created 

by electricity. The classical methods of punishment and reward through 

normal sensory inputs are more effective than direct brain stimulation 

to induce purposeful changes in behavioral activity. Ideologies, pre

judices, beliefs, and customs are a part of the cultural setting 

inculcated during early childhood through normal sensory inputs, and 

they cannot be transmitted by direct excitation of the brain. 
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We must conclude that messages with c_omplex meaning - and therefore 

the building blocks of personal identity - must reach the brain through 

the senses, and that the power of brain stimulation is by far more modest. 

The great potential interest of cerebral explorations in behavior sub

jects is that it will provide the clues for understanding normal and 

abnormal behavior of man, paving the way for more intelligent direction 

of education, and clarifying the biological possibilities and limits 

of the human mind. 

Shaping the Mind by Operant Conditioning and Brain Manipulation 

As well demonstrated by Skinner and his school, operant conditioning, 

teaching machines, and programmed learning are powerful tools for the 

shnping of both animal and human behavior. These procedures have been 

useful for the education of normal and mentally deficient students und 

also for the therapy of different types of deviant behavior, from homo

~exunlity to phobins. The recent book by Skinner, "Deyond Freedom and 



Dignity," represents a significant contribution to science and 

philosophy. I admire and agree with a good part of Skinner's philo

sophy, including the necessity to design cultures and establish 

intelligent purpose in the behavioral shaping of the individual. 

While recognizing its theoretical importance and the practicality 

of its application, I would like, however, to point out that operant 

conditioning is an "o-,itsid,er" approach to the study of behavior. The 

scientist or educator offers a reward or punishment for performance 
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of a determined response, without ~cessarily being concerned with the 

intracerebral mechanisms involved. In Skinner's words, "Many physiolo..- · 

gists regard themselves as looking for the physiological correlates of 

mental events. They regard physiological research as simply a more 

scientific version of introspection. But physiological techniques are 

not, of course, designed to detect or measure personalities, feelings, 

or thoughts." It is true that, as Skinner mentions, present methodology 

does not supply"•• very adequate information about what is going on 

inside a man as he bebaves, 11 but I do not think that physiologists nre 

merely interested in correlates of mental activity. With the new tele

metric methods for radio communication with the brain, we have the tools 

to investigate basic mechanisms and not only behavioral correlates. 

When mqvements are induced, emotionality changed, friendliness incrensecl, 

or hostility manipulated in animals and humans by direct stimulation of 

specific cerebral structures, we are in touch with the neuronal circuits 

and functions responsible for these manifestations, and we cnn analyze 

th~ir intimate activities. When we collect perfusntes from the nmygdaln 

or the thnlnmus in nwnke primates in order to follow the in vivo syn

Lhcsis of catecholamines or amino acids during different behavioral 



responses, we may gain a deeper knowledge of the regional chemistry 

of emotions; when we detect unitary responses in occipital neurons 

that respond to a determined pattern of shapes or movements, we are 

examining the essential events of visual perception • 
. 

It would be naive to look for an explanation of the thinking pro-

cess in terms of biochemical concepts and electrical fields, as it 

would be misleading to describe a painting only in chromatic terms. 

In the study of mental activity we must distinguish between the 

material carriers of coded information, which can be expressed as 

physical and chemical events of the neurons, and the symbolic meaning, 

which is molded by individual experience. The same symbol, for example 

a red triangle should activate the optic receptors in a similar way 

in different subjects, but depending on their previous associations 

with this image, the triangle may represent punishment, reward, or may 
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be neutral. The meaning is not in the material carrier but in temporal 

associations among different carriers which probably determine the 

appearance of other detectable sub-carriers that convey a specific meaning. 

We need to correlate both physical and psychological concepts which 

will supplement each other. Both are within experimental reach, and we 

can analyze symbolic aspects (mainly cul,tural and experiential) 

together with biological mechanisms that intervene in the integration of 

personal structure and in the establishment of social relations. Intra

ccrebrr.l studies will provide essential data for the understanding of 

how sensory inputs (education) are related to motor outputs (behavior). 

For the study of humnn behavior we should be at the same time "outsiders" 

and "insiders" in the investigation of the processes involved. 



Freedom 

Behavioral freedom may be expressed as the conscious choice of 

one pattern of respons'e among several available alternatives, involving 

a rational evaluation of determinants and consequences. Biological, 

psychological, social, and economic factors form part of the situation 

to be evaluated. If we do not have money or proper clothing, we may be 

barred from access to a fancy restaurant. From a smorgesbord table full 

of appetizing dishes, we may select variable amounts of several kinds 

of food, according to their aspect and our taste, hunger, mood, company, 

and other factors. 
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Automatism is the antithesis of freedom: it is a response determined 

by the rigidity of the mechanisms involved, requiring a minimum of aware

ness, choice, or rationality. For example, the pupil constricts when 

exposed to light and dilates in darkness. 

Freedom of action is relative because it is determined and limited 

by the functional characteristics of the supporting neurological mecha

nisms. Individual responses are a reaction to sensory stimulation, and 

arc patterned according to the frame of reference constructed within 

each individual by his past learning and experiences. Freedom is certainly 

a choice, but the number of choices is limited (a single person cannot 

eat an entire smorgesbord); the reasons for the cheice are within the 

limits of rationality, and the performance is in agreement with bio

lo~ical laws and acquired skills. For example, I do not have the freedom 

to talk a language that I do not know,nor can I see if I am blind. 

Freedom is related to the multiplicity of available choices, and i~ 

therefore closely related t~ available technology. Primitive 111an was 

hound Lo a small territory and to the continuous need to search for food, 

wl1il~ today we enjoy a personal freedom unpnrallelled in past history. 
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We can travel to distant lands, taste exotic foods, live in sophisti

cated homes, enjoy the music of many cultures, cammunicate instantaneously 

with any corner of the world. In addition we enjoy the freedom of a 

greater awareness, the luxury of thinking, studying, exploring, comparing, 

deciding. This is perhaps the highest quality of man and the most im

portant function of the human brain: the rational evaluation of multi

factorial situations in order to plan a strategy and to follow paths of 

action oriented toward preestablished aims, directing the forces and 

resources of nature, and educating the functions and development of our 

own neurons. 

Freedom is not a spontaneous and natural result of brain physiology 

but the sophisticated product of civilization and the humanization of 

man. Freedom is increased by education. The neuronal mechanisms of 

rationality, the elements of knowledge, the evaluation of received in

formation, the flexibility of responses, and other aspects of freedom 

are greatly influenced by the educational molding of the brain. 

To choose represents a mental effort - a rational evaluation of 

possibilities and consequences that is time consuming, requires res

ponsibility and may involve arud.ety. Too many choices are tiresome. 

In ori!er to perform efficiently, the brain stores symbols ancl sequences 

of responses which Inter will be used automatically. ror example, most 

motor acts are performed according to ideokinetic formulas learned 

slowly by trial and error, which did not exist in the o~w born brain, 

and which when ,lcquired are stored in memory. Learning to walk is a 

tedious process,bcgun with clumsy move~ents and precarious equilibrium, 

that or.cupi.1!s many months of a boby's life. This skill is re(arded by 

the nbility to r~~ch objectives such as toys ond food, ond it is punished 
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by the trauma of falling. Later on, walking is automaticully performeJ 

without fumbling or thinking. The neuropbysiological mechanisms involved 

in the net of walking are extraordinarily co~plex and inrlude thousands 

of signals from sensor~ located in muscles, tendons, and skin, plus many 

other inputs from eyes and ears. All this information must be processed 

at a tremendous speed in order to sen~ messages fDr the immediute spatio

tecpornl correlation of the contraction Rnd relaxation of many muscles. 

An extraordinary number of physical and chemical sequences, related to 

neurnl trunsmission, loct\l and genPral metabolism, also takes place 

automatically. After the formulas for performance are learned, they are 

used wi thou·I; awareness. Behavioral freedom requires a balance between 

consciousness of choice and automaticity of performance. To learn to 

walk we do not need to know about muscle spindles, the cerebellum, or 

cardiovascular adaptation. For a scientifically sound program for 

children 1 e educat.i.on,rehahil i tation, or for the diagnosis and therapy 

of walking ciisturbances, we certainly need to knowns much as possible 

about the biological mechanisms involved. 

Liberul societies are based on the principle of self-determination, 

nsBwnlng that each person is born free and has the right and ability to 

oevclopc as best he can his own mind, shape ·his own behavior, construct 

his own .ide\Jlogy, and express his personality without external presirnres 

or lnJoctrinntion. The role of education would be to help n:itural c!e

velopmcnt without trying to change the individuul, and one of the main 

goals is the "finding of oneself, 11 increasing our poientinl while re

maining indcpende~t and self sufficient. Privacy has a high priority, 

incl1tding its inLellectual, emotional, material, and territorial aspects. 



Personal freedom is limited only when there is interference with the 

rights of others. 

This no?\_restrictive orientation has great appeal, especially for 

those educated in liberal societies, but unfortunately its assumption~ 

arc not supported by neurophysiological or psychological studies of 

intrnccrcbral mechanisms, and this fact illustrntes the theoretical and 

practical importance of the new experimental approach to the study of 

the mind. While the infant may have the theoretical right to "be free," 

he has neither the option nor the biological mechanisms for free 
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behavior because the brain of the newl,orn lacks stored information, 

neuronnl circuitry, and functional keyboards which are prerequisite$ for 

the formulation of choices. The bt"ain "per se11 with all its genetic 

determination is not sufficient for the development of a mind. Mental 

structure depends on external information which will be stored as 

symbolic codes with material traces curved in the proteic flesh of the 

neurons. Even in the ndult, evaluation of the sensory messages received, 

nnc the determination of the chosen path of action, depena on the indi

vjdual frame of reference and on the establisbmentbf a cross correlation 

between present informntion to be evaluated, and past experience accumu

lnted in the memory~~orage of the neuroua,w!iich forms the personal system 

of vnlues. This fact is rather important because without a frame of 

refcrenc~, ev~luntion of reality is not possible. The genes do not 

provide this intellectual frame of reference. The empty brain of the 

newborn lacks the necessary information to interpret the environment. 

OnbieE; nre completely dependent on parental care for the quality and 

quantity of sensory inputs as well ns for food and warmth. The environment 

off~rs nn nlmost infinite nwnher of inputs, but only n limited number 



are used to structure euch individual. Their initial selection 

depends on chance and on variables which include the presence and 

behavior of parents and teachers. During the early years of child-

1n. 

hood, the individual is unable to search independently for alternatives. 

Our initinl personality is structured in a rather nutomati.c way when 

our capncity for intelligent choice - or even resistance - hns not 

yet emerged. 

Personal freedom is not a biological gift hut a mental attribute 

that must be acquired and cultivated. To be free is not to satisfy 

sexual instincts, to grow long hair, or to kill someonu~ho annoy~ us. 

Freedom requires the recognition of biological drives, the understanding 

of thr.ir underlying mechanisms, and the intelligent direction of 

behavior. 

We have supported the idea of psychological relativity, a r.oncept 

similar to physical relativity, meaning that our task is not to discover 

our 'true' personality, because the search for absolute values is 

fantasy, but rather to investigate the origin, reception, intracerebral 

~irc,tlntion, and behavioral manifestations of the sets of values that 

form the relative frame of reference of each individual. With this 

nppronch, immutability of values and fatalistic determination of 

destiny are rejected. ln~tead of Rccepting natural fate, we guin 

,;renter freedom by ~ing intelligence, considering that ideological 

fystums nnd behnvioro.l re~ctivity are only relative human crentions 

t.hnt can be improved and modified by thr. feedback of reason. 

Unless wn understand the principle of psychologicnl relativity, 

it w:i 11 be di ff:i cult to escape from the ideological and bclmvioral 

imprinting of our childhood. The individual may think that his 



existence is the most important fact of reality, but this is only 

his point of view, a personal frame of reference which is not shared 

by the rest of the living world. This self-importance also lacks 

historical perspective, for the brief existence of the individual 

should be evaluated in terms of world population, mankind, and the 
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whole universe. It is reasonable to think that "I" am a most important 

creature, but unless I appreciate the egocentric relativity of my 

appreciation, I am ignoring many other frames of reference as valuable 

as my own, which are essential in order to understand my position among 

other living beings and also in the context of cosmic evolution. This 

comprehension may provide feedback possibilities to influence reality by 

usin~ a personal, intelligent purpose to modify natural causality. 

Who is to Decide 

Our understnnding of intracerebral mechanisms is growing at an 

impres~ive rate. Our power to influence the physical and functional 

propcrti~s of the brain is also increasing rapidly, and very soon we 

may he nble to enhance or diminish specific behavioral qualitieR. Who 

then is going to decide and direct the mental shaping of future a1an, 

anJ what will be the bases for his decisions? Should we encourage 

individunUty or conformism, rebellion or submissiveness, emotionality 

or intellectuality What are the risks of misuse of this as yet 

in~nlculnhle power? \Vbnt ethical principles should he established? 

1'hc rights nnd inviolability of individual personality are debntnble 

when we ure considering non existing creatures to whom we have 

attributed certain arbitrary characteristics. Mental structure is 

constructod after birth, nnd the csscmtinl qualities of mlln such ns 



intellect, knowledge, judgment, and decision making, do not preexist 

in the germinal cell or even in the fetus. 

The idea of "let nature take care of itself" is not acceptable 

because the whole history of civilization has been the escaping from 

barbaric fate and the enjoyment of new physical comforts and mental 

pleasures invented by man. Liberation from and domination of the 

environment were possible when we discovered the laws of naturo nnd 

di rec t.,,d their forces for man's benefit. We cannot ignore the laws 'of 

the mind, either. We should use our intelligence to understnnd nnd 

influence the determinants of behavior rather than to accept the 

drection of unknown forces. Rejecting the myth that each individual 

is born with a mental homunculus, and accepting the fact that we are 

merely n product of genes plus sensory inputs provided to us by the 

surroundings, we approach a conclusion similar to that formulated so 

lucidly by Skinner: cultures must be designed with a human purpoHe. 

In thr. same way as city planning is now an established discipline 

of recognized i10portance for the direction and organization of 

present urban life, mental pla~ning should be proposed as n new and 

important discipline dealing with thP. investigation of both extra

and intracerebral factors which constitute the behuving human beiug, 

form11lating theories und practical menns to direct the evolution of 

future man. Wr. should not consider ourselves th<.• end product of 

evol11tion, and we should try to imagine that thousnnds of years from 

now the inhahitonts of the r.arth could differ more from present man 

that we differ from gorillas and chirnpnn'l:r.es. T;r. key factor for our 

fu turc dcve lopmcnt is human in tel li~cnc.:<• which could play a dee i si vc 

role in the oricntntion of evolution. 



To answer the question "Who is to decide" the qualities of 

future men, we should remember that when a theory, a machine, or 

an ideology has enough appeal and applicability, its practicality 

will become known; ideas spread with the impulse of their own force. 

Our present task is to investigate the biological and mental capabi

lities of man and to evaluate the choices for future development; 

then these choices should be made available to !!ociety and to the 

individual. 

On one fundamental point I do differ with Skinner: in culturnl 

design, individual freedom should not be played down, but up. We 

:-;hould explain to the mature individual that a collection of frames 

of reference, including cultural prejudices, factual knowledge, con

ditioned reactions, and emotional settings, have been inculcated in 

him during his childhood, hopefully for a good purpose, but without 

his permission, because his brain could not develope in the vacuum 

of sen~ory inputs, and he di9'ot have the appropriate mentality to 

make his own chojces. Then be should be trained and encouraged to 

us~ the nlready given building blocks of kis personality in some 

original way, according to his unique combination of circumstances 

which con~titute personal identity. It should also be clnrified thnt 

we do not really own nor have we invented our frames of reference, 

and thnt they are simply borrowed from culture, although we mny modify 

them l1y a process of intelligent feedbuck. 

,\ Proposal 

The present crisis in itleology, ethics, and human relations is 

i 11 pnrt determined hy the internal contradictions of evolving civili

_.,;lt i un, including n lack of balance between i.ts rapid technological 
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and m,'3.teriulistic evolution which contrasts with the slow puce of 

mental evolution in mnn. This imbalance is partly due t.o methodo

logical problems which facilitated our exploration of the p)cysical 

world long before we were able to investigate our own substratum. 

Study of the es~ential and continuous dependence of the mind on 

sensory reception will favor man's social integration because it 

demonstrates that we cannot live alone, and thnt we are in constant 

need of informPtion and sensations fron1 the environment for our 

mental survival. At the same time, exploration of the genetic, 

enviroruncntal, and intracerebral clements which determine mental 

structure will favor the intelligent selection of these elements, 

and thus increase the basis for individual differentiation and 

personal freedom. 

What I propose is the adoption by some lnstitute,such as the 

Kennedy Foundation, of a strategy for mental planning as one of itg 

main objectives. The project of conquering the human mind could be 

a central theme for international cooperation and understanding, 

because its aim is to know the mechanisms of the brnin which make 

nll men behave und misbehave, which give us pleasure and suffering, 

which promote love and bate. The differences in genetic potential among 

men ure magnified grotesquely, like shadows on a wall, by the edu

cationul environment in which they find themselves. Even if poll tit!al 

ideas, cultural values, and bchnvioral reactivity vary, the hosic 

physical, intellcctunl, and emotional needs of mun arc the snmc, and 

they must have similar neurophysiologicul mcchanismi:i which can he 

investigated. l?at.e and destruction arc not i'unctionnl propertiP~ of 

I.he brain but clements introduced through sensory i npui.s into the 

neuronal rcuctiv i ty; they originate not within the per!ion, hut .tn the 

.. --·· . -·- . - ..,_ . 
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by 

Roger L. Shinn 

"I grant your point, but not because I agree with you. I'm 

under sedation." Cocktail party conversation in a cartoon in 

The New Yorker, Oct. 2, 1971, p. 30. 

It is possible, of course, that this whole discussion is a 

mistake. Perhaps it is entirely futile because it is based on an 

illusion. 

We who participate in this discussion think--or pretend--that 

we are rational beings, capable of assessing evidence and coming to 

reasoned conclusions, capable of persuading others and b¢ing per

suaded by the data of experience and cogent reasoning. Likewise we 

think--or pretend--that we have the ability to project various 

possibilities for action and choose among them, that in fact we have 

chosen to be here because some good might come of the effort. 
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The chill reality might be different. That is, it might be 

that neither rationality nor choice brought us here. Conceivably 

we have been programmed--by the chemistry of DNA, by childhood 

training, by the pressures of a competitive society or professional 

mores, by electronic stillDlli and feed-back systems within our bodies-

to hold certain opinions and accept certain invitations. Conceivably 

we maneuver through this conversation and maintain or modify our 

opinions, not because of reason or evidence but because of unknown 

chemical and electronic processes within or powerful but irrelevant 

influences, such as peer approval, from without. All this, I say, 

may be the actuality behind the illusion. But, if so, it is hard to 

say how we can distinguish between actuality and illusion, since we 

are progranmed to do what we do and think what we think in ways that 

make truth extraneous and irrelevant to the process. 

My own assumption is that this interchange of ideas is real. 

That means that I assume that we are in some important sense ration

al, purposive, free beings, I say "in some important sense," because 

nobody--so far as I know--would maintain that we are completely rat

ional, purposive, and free. In significant ways our thoughts and 

actions are controlled by force$ alien to purpose and free decision. 

Yet the premise of meaningful conversation is that we respond to 

each other's minds and persons, not solely to opaque forces that 

determine the postures and gestures of each of us. The premise is 

that in the awareness of the forces that control us we achieve some 

important--though not total--transcendence over such forces. If 

they manipulate us, we in turn employ them and use them for our 



purposes--purposes not solely determined by them. 

If such is the case, it becomes meaningful to ask questions 

about the ethics of efforts to control behavior. 

1. Persons and Society 

3 

Let us start with the fact that persons live in society--the 

only mode of personal living that we know anything about. Selfhood 

emerges within human relations. Its humanity depends upon these 

relations. Without society there would be no human language or 

communication, no shared feelings, no awareness of what it is to be 

a self responding to others and defining oneself both as a partici

pant in a shared community and as an individual distinguishable from 

others. The sheer business of survival of individuals and the 

species requires social living; even more important the meaning of 

selfhood is ineradicably social. Such little data as we have about 

feral children points to the necessity of interpersonal relations 

for the development of some of the most profound qualities that we 

recognize in .humanity. 

Hence something in every person hungers for social relation

ships. Society makes possible our humanity and our personal fulfil

ment. But society siIID.1ltaneously cramps and inhibits us. It re

quires individuals to adjust their behavior to the demands of the 

group. Personal desires clash. The freedom of some individuals 

encroaches on that of others. Society mediates conflicts and im

poses some norms of behavior. For the most part individuals accept 
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requirements of social adjustment. When those requirements are 

irritating, they may still be acceptable as part of the trade off in 

which the individual gains more than he loses. Often the require

ments are not irritating because the individual finds self-fulfil

ment in community. 

Ideally, as Karl Marx put it, the free development of each is 

the condition for the free development of all. But the ideal situat

ion rarely prevails. Lionel Trilling in a superb phrase refers to 

"the mystery and wildness of spirit which it is still our grace to 

believe is the mark of full humanness." Often society does not know 

what to do with that mystery and wildness of spirit. ts a parent I 

have not always known what to do with it in my children. Parents 

and social organizations may fear it and seek to channel it or 

stifle it. Society tends to swamp the wonderful uniqueness of 

persons. As Nietzsche put it, "At bottom, every human being knows 

very well that he is in this world just once, as something unique, 

and that no accident, however strange, will throw together a second 

time into a unity such a curious and diffuse plurality; he knows it, 

but hides it like a bad conscience--why? From fear of his neighbor 

who insists on convention and veils himself with it." Yet persons 

have a capacity to recognize in society a threat to precious qual

ities of uniqueness, freedom, and selfhood. The same society that 

makes selfhood possible can also corrupt or destroy it. The person 

rightly both craves and resists society. 
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Some of the great cultural debates of our time center on the 

complex relationships between persons and society. Sigmund Freud 

emphasized the inherent conflict between individual self-expression 

and the coercive demands of civilization. Revisionists like Erich 

Fromm think that in a "sane society," where men have learned "the 

art of loving," these conflicts are unnecessary. My own judgment 

is that we cannot afford to neglect either insight, that we are 

wise to maintain both in a dialectic where each qualifies the other 

without losing its own force. 

2. The Necessity and Modes of Conformity 

Society must demand some conformity of individuals. The re

quirement, although it often is imposed arbitrarily, is not inherent- _ 

ly arbitrary. It is not limited to . social establishments that chafe 

on free spirits. When rebels overthrow oppressive establishments and 

arrange social life de nova, they quickly find that new social orders 

make their demands on individuals, sometimes better and sometimes 

worse than the old orders. A society of Nietzsches could not sur

vive, and a Nietzsche could not survive in a society that so exulted 

in individuality that it forged no bonds of comnrunity and observed 

no convent ions. 

So the question arises: how much conformity is necessary for 

social life, what kinds of conformity are required, and by what 

means will conformity be demanded? Or, in the phraseology of this 

discussion, what are "the ethics of human control"? 
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We cannot expect precise answers to these questions. Society 

is a continuing experiment, and mankind is continuously discover

ing, in changing social situations, new possibilities for freedom 

and diversity as well as new requirements for social cohesion. The 

United States is one of history's vastest experiments in the main

tenance of a society with many subcultures and many possibilities 

for personal freedom, all living in tension with recognized but 

vaguely defined needs for social control. Past slogans--whether 

laissez-faire or l'etat, c'est moi--are obsolete, but the issues 

of unrestrained freedom and centralized control persist in ever

changing forms. Human life--obviously life in a technological 

metropolis--requires controls on behavior; those of us who cherish 

freedom do not strengthen our case by pretending that no conformity 

is necessary. But the requirement of some control over behavior 

does not, by logical necessity or ethical sensitivity, vindicate 

excessive or inhumane control. Some distinctions are necessary. 

One obvious style of conformity arises from human agreement 

on desirable ends and cooperation of individuals toward those ends. 

Such agreements, explicit or tacit, permeate social life. Insofar 

as they are authentic, they enhance freedom and present no ethical 

problems in themselves--although the goals and means of reaching 

them are subject to ethical evaluation. 

A very different style of conformity is imposed by some upon 

others through brute coercion. Such exercise of authority has been 

familiar in human history, and ethical protests against it are 
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equally familiar. There is more of such coercion in most societies 

than people like to recognize, and some of it may be necessary; no 

large societies have learned to live without any prisons or coerc

ion of deviants. But a human ethic seeks to reduce coercion and 

enhance voluntary cooperation. 

In most social situations the two styles--voluntary agreement 

and imposed conformity--exist with some consent of the governed 

and some powers of enforcement. A community may agree, more or 

less, on the desirability of taxation and traffic rules, then set 

up enforcement machinery to require specified behavior not only 

from dissenters but also from those who endorse the consensus but 

are sometimes tempted to evade it. Furthermore, communities have 

intricate devices, neither purely voluntary nor purely coercive, 

for controlling behavior. As Margaret Mead has put it, "Human 

society has a great accumulated store of ways of teaching human 

beings what they should do, and a corresponding battery of punish

ments, externally and internally imposed, for those who fail to do 

what they have learned." 

Every society, from the most primitive tribe to the most 

intricate civilization, employs such devices. What is new is the 

development of a scientific technology with demonstrably effective 

methods of controlling behavior in ways unknown to the past. These 

methods include propaganda based on motivational research, mind

altering and mood-altering drugs, surgery on brains or nervous 



systems or glands, electric signals flashed from a subject to an 

electrode implanted in the brain of an object, and clinically

devised behavioral technologies that reinforce some p~tterns of 

behavior and discourage others. 

The consequent ethical problems are irmnense and subtle. 

Sometimes they are hidden, because the controlled do not resist 

their controllers; the controlled may, in fact, beg for the 

controlling process. Methods that make the person want to con

form to social goals are usually more effective than methods that 

require him to conform unwillingly. The more effectiye methods 
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may appear to be also more ethical, insofar as they involve volunt

ary rather than coerced behavior. But here the difficulties arise. 

If a powerful elite skillfully manipulates its minions into wanting 

what the elite wants, has it subverted the integrity of persons and 

the possibility of resistance more completely than if it merely 

coerced certain kinds of behavior and left intact the power of 

inner resistance? This is the question and accusation frequently 

made by the New Left, particularly as inspired by Herbert Marcuse, 
' 

against our society even at its most benign. The validity of the 

accusation is debatable; the importance of the question is, I think, 

incontrovertible. It requires investigation in two aspects. 

3. The First Ethical Issue: Who Will Control 

and for What Ends? 

The first issue involves the ethical question that CID.1st be 

raised against any process that heightens the power of a dominant 
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group to control the lives of other people. That such groups have 

such powers goes without saying; the possession of such power is 

part of what is meant by dominance. It does not go without saying 

that it is good for society that such elites increase their powers. 

Elites are of many types--political, economic, military, 

criminal, athletic, religious, artistic, technical, intellectual. 

Totalitarian societies tend to unify the elites. The dispersal of 

power among a variety of elites tends to loosen up a society and 

facilitate numerous centers of initiative. But in any case elites 

have some power to influence and perhaps control behavior of other 

people. Frequently they use that power for purposes more advant

ageous to themselves than to the society. Sometimes they do so 

knowingly and cynically. At other times they do so almost inno

cently, because it scarcely occurs to them that the goals that look 

good to themselves do not look equally good to everybody. I suspect 

that the innocent elite is capable of inflicting more damage upon 

people than the cynical elite. 

Contemporary society may have a deeper ambivalence about the 

authority of elites than any society in past history. On the one 

hand life has become so complex that everyone depends upon the 

expertise of many elites, whether to stay healthy, to keep his car 

and television set running, to make economy function, or almost 

anything else he wants to do. On the other hand, this society 

distrusts elites and establishments with the conviction that they 
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are not doing their job well or that they are doing it very well 

for their own advantage. People everywhere--radicals and conserv

atives, young and old, but especially the young--feel that they are 

being manipulated and resent the fact. If they are told that the 

manipulation is really making them happier, they are likely to get 

all the more angry and to grasp at freedom with greater determinat

ion. It is frequently the most privileged among youth who are most 

furiously defiant of the system. 

The techniques of behavior modification can be used by many 

elites for many purposes. They are being used by advertisers, 

educators, industrialists, the military establishment, religious 

groups, and so on. If we were to catalogue the aims of the various 

users, most of us would approve some aims and disapprove others. 

And most of us would probably ask, even of those aims we approve, 

whether we approve a system by which the controllers seek to impose 

their .aims upon the controlled. 

Part of the problem is that all techniques operate in a social 

and political context. That is, the structures of society determ

ine to a considerable extent who will have access to the techniques 

and who will have power to impose them. The victims in a society 

are pretty sure that they will not acquire esoteric techniques for 

controlling the behavior of their oppressors. They deeply suspect 

that their oppressors are using such techniques against the victims. 
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The political setting of technology becomes obvious in the 

issues raised by Dr. Kenneth B. Clark in his recent address to the 

American Psychological Association, of which he is president. Dr. 

Clark proposed the use of drugs to reduce hostility and aggression, 

especially among the world's powerful political leaders, as part of 

an effort to eliminate war and inhumanity. Whether such drugs are 

medically effective is a debatable question that I shall here 

bracket in order to get on to the political question. It takes no 

imagination to see many of the leaders of the nations endorsing 

such drugs for leaders of other nations, but not for themselves. 

Indeed, the leaders with the greatest hostilities might commend 

tranquilizing pills for the leaders and for entire armies of rival 

countries, while (like some football coaches) they fed pep pills to 

their own troops and perhaps themselves. It is not clear who would 

have power to decide which leaders needed pacifying medication and 

which might benefit their people by a more determined energy. Dr. 

Clark suggested that "psychological disarmament" via medication 

might be negotiated among the rulers of the world after the pattern 

of agreements on military disarmament. The example is not entirely 

encouraging. Russell Baker made the point in his satirical des

cription of the inspection system that might be designed to make 

sure that Richard Nixon, Leonid Brezhnev, and Mao Tsetung all 

faithfully took their pills. He might have gone further and suggest

ed what Spiro Agnew and George Wallace might be swallowing while 

Nixon took his peace pill. 
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My argument thus far has raised a question and possibly 

suggested some answers. The question can be raised of any tech

nique, including the many we now use for thousands of purposes, 

including the influencing of behavior. It does not automatically 

discredit the technique; in fact a society without technique is 

inconceivable. The question simply asks who will use the technique 

and for what purposes. It suggests that most new techniques are 

appropriated and used by the powerful for purposes that look good 

to them but may not look good to others. 

4. The Second Ethical Issue: Humanizing 

and Dehumanizing Techniques 

The second issue is of a different order. Let us, for the 

sake of the analysis make the dubious assumption that the control 

of behavior is exercised by enlightened and altruistic people for 

the good of the controlled. Is there still something inherently 

dehumanizing in the manipulation of people? 

The issue arises in the film outline and study guide, "Born 

to Succeed: Behavioral Procedures for Education," which is part of 

our agenda. The author, Ellen P. Reese, explains the "special type 

of prograrmning" called shaping: "You start by reinforcing any be

havior that is any part of what you really want the individual to 

do" (p.7, underlining mine). Obviously somebody ("you") is in 

charge, aiming to shape the behavior of somebody else ("the indivi

dual"). What ethical right has one person to so take charge of and 
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dominate another? In this particular case the intentions surely 

are benign. (I refer not to the immediate example of the pigeons, 

since I doubt that the experiment really was undertaken for their 

benefit, but to the educational effort to increase the skills of 

retarded children.) I applaud the intentions and the results. I 

do not dogmatically condemn the methods. But I do raise the ethi

cal question about what it means to manipulate persons as though 

they were pigeons or machines. 

In the same case study I find a quite different theme. 110ften 

the teacher and students together can decide what is to be learned 

and then specify objectives and procedures" (p.3). Furthermore, 

teacher and student enjoy "rrn.itual pleasure in each other" and in the 

student's progress, and at times the student's progress is intrinsi

cally reinforcing" (p.14, underlining in original). Here I find a 

genuinely interpersonal relation and an appreciation of the student 

as a person. Of course, if the student's purposes and pleasure are 

already simply the result of a prior programming of what somebody 

else wants, then the distinction really doesn't matter. My im

pression is that for Ellen Reese it does matter. 

The ethical question is whether we are producing a culture that 

destroys "the mystery and wildness of spirit" in which Trilling and 

some of us still rejoice. Some of our most sensitive spirits fear 

the oppressive tyranny of the normal, whether in its malignant or 

its benign aspects. They suspect that the American cruelty that 
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has become so conspicuous in Southeast Asia is a clue to a latent 

cruelty that permeates the society and the social system. They 

wonder also whether the institutionalized kindnesses of our society-

in education, in medicine, and in the best of social services--are 

really attempts to manipulate us into contented acquisence rather 

than to release selfhood. So drama critic, Walter Kerr, watching a 

youthful audience at the theater, writes: "They have come to attend 

to an image of what they most fear in their lives, perhaps with some 

hope of exorcising it by the energy of their applause •••• They 

are afraid that they are conditioned, will be conditioned, have 

been conditioned. They have been taught to make responses that are 

not their own, and have so been robbed of identity" (New York Times, 

October 3, 1971). 

It may be answered that our society is threatened more by 

rebellion gone berserk than by social harmony and cohesion. To 

that I reply that the rebellion is largely a consequence of a 

system that has too often quashed selfhood. Hence stifled selves 

scream their protests like Dostoevsky's Underground Man, who in his 

irrationality and destructiveness was determined to assert that a 

person is not a piano-key. A fragile society is frightened at the 

protests. It may respond, as one scientist did in a conference on 

the etnics of genetic manipulation, that the world cannot afford 

another Dostoevsky. 
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I quickly grant that the Underground Man is no model of self

hood, that he is repulsive and sick, incapable of life in comnn.lnity 

or of healthy selfhood. But the rebels remind us that our very 

concepts of sanity are culture-bound and project the opinions of 

the many and the powerful. Is there, as Plato urged, a divine mad

ness that is superior to the sanity of the normal? Could the Man of 

La Mancha be right: "When life itself seems lunatic, who knows 

where madness lies? ... Too much sanity may be madness." 

Social psychologist Donald Michael in 1963 accurately foresaw 

a gouble tendency of our times: an increasing treatment of men "as 

subject to the same manipulation and attention as other dynamic 

parts of social and physical systems," countered by an increasingly 

vocal insistence that "man is infinitely more than a manipulable 

thing and that, indeed, our troubles stem from treating him as if 

that were all he is." I think that is where we are. 

Biologist Joshua Lederberg has stated well the paradox that 

haunts all efforts at behavioral control. His reference is speci

fically to genetic engineering, but it is equally appropriate to 

all kinds of human manipulation. "Man as manipulator is too much of 

a god; as object, too much of a machine." As against straining to 

be gods or degenerating into machines, I propose that we seek to 

be persons. 

In none of this discussion am I arguing for individualism as 

against social responsibility. I am advocating a sensitivity to 
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persons-in-community, which is neither rampant individualism nor 

manipulated conformity. In an increasingly intricate society some 

traditional freedoms become absurd. The traveler by automobile or 

airplane submits to regulations unknown to the cowboy on his 

stallion. Our voluntary acceptance of intricate systems that con

trol our behavior for our own good makes it all the more important 

that we maintain freedom, initiative, and spontaneity somewhere 

near the heart of the self. Society needs such personal spontaneity 

to avoid stannation. Persons need it to become human. A sensitive 

ethic for our time will beware of activities that are subversive of 

human purpose. It will treasure "the mystery and wildness of 

spirit" that belong to humanity. 


