NOTES/DISCUSSION TOPICS FOR SKINNER (pp. 86-166)

Two points from last class:

(1) The notion of everything being efficient (i.e., there are no $20 bills lying on the sidewalk!).  

(2) The rationalist fallacy and the problems inherent in social planning.

1.  Do you think Walden Two places any explicit restraints on parents?  It seems strange that “parents would only come around every day or so, for at least a few minutes.”  Walden Two is trying to build up a baby’s resistance, but does that require direct intervention in the natural parent-child relationship?

2.  The aquarium where the children are kept certainly seems like more free lunch thinking.  Look at how it’s described on p. 89 and tell me how that’s more cost effective than our current child care methods.  

3.  After reading chapter 12, I was left wondering what individuals in Walden Two would want to go nurture children all the time.  Isn’t there going to be a serious free-rider problem?  

4. On p. 98, Skinner tells us that all of their ethical training is completed by age six.  This doesn’t come close to jiving with most other theories of moral development.  According to these theories, we cannot develop a cosmopolitan ethos until at least age 12 or so.  What would Skinner say in response?

5. Castle’s character is supposed to be asking the hard questions throughout this book.  Is Skinner really asking himself the hardest questions, or is Castle somewhat of a punching bag?

6.  Note how history serves absolutely no purpose for Skinner.  Walden Two cannot be compared to other historical experiments, and we cannot talk about learning from history.

7.  Skinner has his facts wrong on p. 109.  He claims that we don’t spend that much money on education.  Maybe that’s true when he was writing, but today we spend more than $5000 per student per year on education.  This seems like a far cry from  a “penny-wise” policy.

8.  On p. 117, Skinner clearly comes down on the side of nurture vs. nature.  This is an emotionally heated issue that I don’t want to spend too much time on, but the latest estimates suggest that up to 80% of all individual differences can be explained by genetic variation.

9. Skinner fails to anticipate some profound work in evolutionary psychology.  According to “selfish gene theory” (see Richard Dawkins for an very readable account), there’s no way people can forget their blood relations for the community.  Family bonds are extremely strong, and they derive primarily from our selfish genes.  Man (and women) are largely slaves of their genes, and they’d never put the community before their own family (unless it somehow benefited their genetic proliferation). 

10. Finally, Skinner (p. 140) doesn’t really specify what “social conscience” Barbara should have, but he’s bothered that she doesn’t have one.  Just keep in mind that historically, demanding social conscientiousness or social responsibility from individuals has been one of the most tragic actions of leaders—whether they be government officials, preachers, or academics.
