
Understanding Behaviorism: Behavior, Culture, and Evolution, William M. Baum, Wiley, 2005,
1405112611, 9781405112611, 312 pages. Understanding Behaviorism explains the basis of
behavior analysis and its application to human problems in a scholarly but accessible manner.
Behaviorism is defined as the proposition that a science of behavior is possible, and the book
begins by exploring the question of whether behavior is free or determined, relating behaviorism to
pragmatism, and showing how feelings and thoughts can be treated scientifically. Baum then
discusses ancient concepts such as purpose, knowledge, and thought, as well as social problems
such as freedom, responsibility, government, and culture. This new edition of a classic work is an
invaluable part of the new evolutionary perspective in understanding behavior in general and culture
in particular, and culminates by offering practical approaches to improving the lives of all
humankind.. 
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&#8220;William Baum&#8217;s book is a fine explication of some of the most powerful ideas in
psychology. Behaviorism is out of vogue in some circles, but knowing about ideas of reinforcement,
stimulus control, shaping and many other critical concepts is crucial knowledge for those who wish
to understand overt human behavior. Baum&#8217;s book provides a wonderful introduction into
this important intellectual endeavor. I highly recommend it.&#8221; Henry L. Roediger, III,
Washington University in St. Louis

"This is a standard text on behaviourism, but one with the widest possible range. The first part is
historical, but also relates behaviourism to philosophy of science and to distinctions between public
and private. Part Two proposes a scientific model of behaviour, considering reinforcement, purpose,
stimulus control, language and rule-governed behaviour. Perhaps the most interesting section for
the general reader is the third on social issues: freedom, responsibility, values in science and
religion, and the evolution and design of culture." The Scientific and Medical Network Review

Understanding Behaviorism explains the basis of behavior analysis and its application to human
problems in a scholarly but accessible manner. Behaviorism is defined as the proposition that a
science of behavior is possible, and the book begins by exploring the question of whether behavior
is free or determined, relating behaviorism to pragmatism, and showing how feelings and thoughts
can be treated scientifically. Baum then discusses ancient concepts such as purpose, knowledge,
and thought, as well as social problems such as freedom, responsibility, government, and culture.
This new edition of a classic work is an invaluable part of the new evolutionary perspective in
understanding behavior in general and culture in particular, and culminates by offering practical
approaches to improving the lives of all humankind..

Of course, the answer to that question is no. Granted, many laypeople in today's world are first
hearing about "behaviorism" through their familiarity with applied behavior analysis (ABA) and
autism treatment. There is, however, a great deal more to talk about than autism treatment, as
Baum details for us.

As a college professor who teaches in a graduate program in behavior analysis, this is the first book
that I recommend to my students to give them a better idea of the "big picture" of the philosophy of
behaviorism and the science of behavior analysis. Baum does a wonderful job describing the
relevance of both the philosophy and the science to our world and those who "behave" in it.

First of all, I'm not a behaviorist. I disagree with the philosophy of science it is founded on, which is
positivism and pragmatism (both were similar when it came to their views on scientific theories,



which can be described as instrumentalism). I also think that the resistance to acknowledge things
like personality traits have influence on behavior and it's insistence on categorizing everything as
one form of conditioning or another makes for a rather shallow understanding of human behavior.
That's not to say I think there's anything spooky about us, but I take a more biological view that
focuses on neuroscience, genetics and gene-environment interactions, and finding out WHY and
HOW conditioning of various forms works.

That being said, I must admit that I regard B.F. Skinner as a scientific genius and I hold him in high
regard. Steven Pinker's book The Blank Slate is a woeful misrepresentation of behaviorism. So,
those like me who are sympathetic to behaviorism but nevertheless find it lacking might want to
check out this book. It's clearly written, well cited, and by one of the best behaviorists out there.

When limited to elucidating the theoretical and historical foundations of behavioral psychology,
"Understanding Behaviorism" serves as an adequate introduction. However, Baum has an
exasperating and intemperate habit of haphazard citation of tangentially related examples out of
context to illustrate the important points of behaviorism. For example, he myopically reduces
creativity and the artistic process to the search for novelty. There can be no such as thing as pure
creativity, since an artist's work is but the result of a continuum of practices based upon past
attempts that were consistently reinforced. In one jaw-dropping passage he links Mozart to that of a
lab rat! "Mozart composed many symphonies - composing symphonies was a prominent activity in
his life - but to say that each symphony represented a unique creative act would be like saying that
each time a rat presses a lever in a new way the rat has engaged in a unique creative act." (pg 99)

Less one thinks that Baum has a aversive stimulus response to Mozart, his dismissive treatment of
the arts is judiciously extended to the literature, fine arts, Renoir, Kandinksy and Monet, "Monet did
a series of paintings of the same hayricks at different times of the day, the color scheme of each
painting sets it apart from the others. Seen in relation to earlier works, being creative "on purpose"
requires no postulated inner purpose...viewed in this light, porpoises and rats have been trained to
be creative "on-purpose." (pg. 100)

Through the legitimizing lens of Skinner's legacy, Baum feels incumbent upon himself to "correctly"
reinterpret the efflorescence of human cultural expression as nothing more than operant behavior
due to consistent positive or negative reinforcement. Baum explains behavior but does not
understand culture and context; therefore, he lacks the ability to articulate a nuanced interpretation
of the necessity of creative self-expression in human culture. There are a myriad of other child
prodigies engaged in the same form of operant behavior as Mozart, yet history has produced only
one Mozart. This can also be said of Monet, Duke Ellington, Rodin, Lady Murasaki, etc. Baum's
argument sorely lacks the sophistication and refinement required to comprehend and appreciate a
human being's creative impulse, for surely, Dostoyevsky's works of are more than merely a quest for
novelty.

Behaviorism is an empirically driven discipline in which theories are deduced from experimental
results and hard data. It's ironic that Baum does not apply his own methodology and academic rigor
when venturing outside his area of expertise. If he did so, he would not be conceptually trapped by
assumptions regarding human cultural and creative expression. Given that the lives of Mozart (and
other artistic luminaries) are prolifically documented, why not do a focused and robust analysis of
Mozart's familial environment, political and historical context as well as an overview of his
monumental contributions to Western classical music? Given Baum's dismissive treatment of
Western creative cultural traditions, one can only surmise the reception by readers and academics
from non-Western cultures.

Baum thinks that his type of behaviorist can stand outside the hermaneutic circle and correctly
interpret behavior for the rest of us (from the perspective of "no-where"). Science, like the arts, is a
form of cultural expression that manifest within the hermaneutic circle. It's no longer about the one
objective truth, but creatively articulating and interpreting the truth of one's relative position of where,
when and how we find ourselves within the circle of life. Read more &rsaquo;
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Understanding Behaviorism explains the basis of behavior analysis and its application to human
problems in a scholarly but accessible manner.Only book available that both explains behavior
analysis and deals with philosophical and practical problems. Makes behaviorism accessible and
explains the basis of behavior analysis and its application to human problems. Treats the ancient
concepts of purpose, knowledge, language, and thought as well as modern social problems like
freedom, responsibility, government, and culture. Offers practical approaches to improving the lives
of all humankind. Includes suggestions for further reading.
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each time a rat presses a lever in a new way the rat has engaged in a unique creative act." (pg
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reception by readers and academics from non-Western cultures.Baum thinks that his type of
behaviorist can stand outside the hermaneutic circle and correctly interpret behavior for the rest of
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