NOTES ON B.F. SKINNER’S WALDEN TWO (pp. 1-85)

1. Note that Professor Burris clearly seems to be Skinner.  Skinner couldn’t have made it any more obvious—the character’s last name is nearly identical to Skinner’s first name (Burrhus).

2. How does H.D. Thoreau’s Walden differ from Skinner’s Walden Two?  How are they similar?  (Another great paper topic).

3. Note the religious symbolism on page 16.  It’s pretty easy to read between the lines here: the sheep don’t question the fence; Christians don’t question their faith.

4. Skinner seems to be denying that costs and benefits of innovations exist on page 25 when he writes, “We shake the world in other ways…we encourage our people to view every habit and custom with an eye to possible improvement.  A constantly experimental attitude toward everything—that’s all we need.”  In economics, we say there are costs and benefits to all action.  There are huge tradeoffs involved in questioning every custom or innovation.  (NOTE: Introduce search theory here).

5. Does Skinner have any kind of coherent philosophy underpinning his utopia?  Maybe we can say that he has a general faith in science, but he often skirts thorny philosophical issues.  Instead of providing a defense for Walden Two, he often tells us that the success/merits of the experiment are an “accomplished fact” (pp. 48, 50).  In addition, in my reading, Skinner never engages with Professor Castle.  This will become more obvious later in the novel, but there are a few different points where he takes shots at philosophy without ever defending his alternative.  

6. Note the “Liberte!  Egalite!  Fraterinite!” slogan on page 84.  Skinner was explicitly sympathetic to socialist ideas.  While he found the Soviet experiment abhorrent, he supported the cultural revolutions in China.  

7. Start to ask yourself what is Skinner’s gripe with the modern world?  In addition, does he want to have an isolated experiment in communal living, or does he want to impose this set of values on others?

8. Is Walden Two an example of a free lunch?  At several points, I had a hard time figuring out how the efficiency of the commune added up.  I have in my margin notes, “Who’s managing all these facilities from sun-up to sun-down?  Maybe people value eating in a crowd together over more quiet eating at 8:30 pm!”  

