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The first major biography of America’s
preeminent psychologist, this book is a
riveting portrait of a controversial “social
inventor” and entrepreneur whose ideas
transformed education, child rearing, and
even community life.

Hailed as a profound thinker by his
legions of followers and vilified by others
as a cold manipulator of humanity, B. F.
Skinner left a permanent mark on the sci-
ence of psychology. This book not only
traces his life and work through all its
controversy and complexity but also
places his contribution firmly within the
American tradition of utopian and social-
political debate.

Daniel W. Bjork explores how the conflict
between Skinner’s turn-of-the-century
small-town upbringing and his avant-
garde, intellectual education shaped his
science and his ideas about its applica-
tion. Skinner acted as a lightning rod for
the American tradition, Bjork maintains.
His social writings incited enormous con-
troversy, in large part, by touching upon
the long-standing American debate about
the relationship of social responsibility to
individual freedom.

The book is filled with dramatic stories
and surprises: the man reviled for raising
his daughter in a box was actually a loving
and involved father . . . the scientist who
argued that human behavior could be
conditioned almost like that of rats was
once voted Humanist of the Year . . . the
technological innovator was strangely
naive about business and marketing.

(continued on back flap)








































PREFACE

B @ Fo Skinner’s life spanned most of the twentieth century and
has served as a lightning rod for American opinion. Some view him as a
reductive, mechanistic behavioral scientist who denied the existence of a
creative, purposeful mind or an inner person free to choose and accept
responsibility for one’s actions. He wrongly equated the behavior of rats
and pigeons with humans, they say, maintaining that despite the obvious
higher mental capacity of the latter, all organisms could be controlled or
manipulated through a psychology of behavior called positive reinforce-
ment. By belittling superior mentality and disavowing free choice, Skinner
degraded what was most human in humanity. His behavioral engineering
brainwashed individuals into enjoying being conditioned, thereby elimi-
nating not only the distinction between people and animals but personal
freedom and dignity as well. To his most fervent opponents, Skinner was
the Darth Vader of American psychology, pethaps even the Hitler of
late-twentieth-century science itself—a man whose science of condition-
ing threatened the dearest humanistic traditions, indeed, those that made
life most worth living.

For others, however, Skinner was the brilliant originator of radical
behaviorism, a science that yielded the most controllable and hence most
predictable experimental results in the history of psychology. Moreover,
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Skinner took his science out of the laboratory and into the world, where
it could help people. Far from being reductive and mechanistic, Skinner
was expansive and innovative. His science has done much more to help
people than any of the so-called humanist psychologies or philosophies.
Not only behaviorists but mental health professionals, teachers, and
businesspeople have used reinforcement techniques to improve the qual-
ity of life for the mentally retarded and the addicted, to upgrade classroom
performance, and to improve the morale and productivity of workers.
Techniques of positive reinforcement and cultural design could, if applied
over time and on a grand scale, save the world from the catastrophes of
urban decay, ecological ruin, and uncontrolled population growth. Far
from being an evil, antthumanist scientist, Skinner was the greatest hu-
manistic scientist of our time, a scientific savior whose legacy to the
human species—a practical behaviorist technology—is currently helping
thousands and has the potential to produce a better life for us all.

In writing this biography, I have tried not to take sides; I will not seek
to prove Skinner’s detractors or his supporters wrong. While attempting
to present an evenhanded appraisal of his life and work, I have kept the
central focus on the relationship between Skinner and the American
tradition. Like him or not, Skinner had something worth saying about the
possibilities and limits of American life, because he experienced America
in a common and yet, as it turned out, special way. He grew up in a small
town in the early twentieth century and shared the innocence and opti-
mism of that milieu. But he was also an alienated and cynical intellectual
in the 1920s, parting company with mainstream culture, especially its
boosterism and business orientation. Another persona, however, came to
dominate his career as a behavioral scientist. Skinner became the
American-as-inventor, a2 man fascinated with devising gadgets, an inven-
tor whose optimism and mechanical cleverness allowed him to find and
develop not only a new science but also a novel American technology of
social invention with which he hoped to design a better world.

It is time to situate Skinner among the galaxy of American intellectuals
and inventors who represent different facets of the national intellectual
and cultural tradiion—stars such as Jonathan Edwards, Benjamin Frank-
lin, Ralph Waldo Emerson, Henry David Thoreau, William James,
Thomas Edison, and John Dewey. Skinner’s star cast an unusual light.
Whether or not he offered a world of promise or fright, he was an
American original, adding a fresh twist to the American scientific, intellec-
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tual, and social heritage. As a new century approaches, it is particularly
appropriate to reassess tradition. Skinner allows a splendid biographical
opportunity to do so.

RESEARCH FOR THIS BOOK was facilitated by stipends from the
National Endowment of the Humanities and the American Philosophical
Society, by a grant from the University of Detroit Mercy, by a reduced
teaching load at St. Mary’s University, and by advances from the pub-
lisher, Basic Books.

The staffs of the Harvard Archives, Pusey Library, Harvard University;
the Schlesinger Library on the History of Women in America, Radcliffe
College; the Walters Library, University of Minnesota; the Hamilton
College Library, Clinton, New York; and the Susquehanna Free Library,
Susquehanna, Pennsylvania, were kindly, efficient, and indispensable.
Special appreciation goes to Frank Lorenz, whose knowledge of Skinner-
related materials in the Hamilton College Library greatly aided my undet-
standing of the undergraduate Fred Skinner. Skinner’s own willingness to
be interviewed and to give access to personal notes and other materials
in his basement archive was generous and invaluable. Other family mem-
bers were also cooperative and helpful. Eve Skinner’s interviews with my
wife, Rhonda Bjork, yielded a richer understanding of her husband and
the Skinner family, as did my own discussions with Julie and Ernest
Vargas, Skinner’s older daughter and her husband, and with Deborah
Buzan, the younger daughter. Conversation with Fred S. Keller, who
shared a science and friendship with Skinner for over fifty years, was
invaluable in gaining biographical information and perspective.

I am indebted to several individuals at Indiana University (Skinner
chaired the department of psychology there in the late 1940s), including
Eliot Hearst, Douglas Ellson, George Heise, and James Dinsmoor, who
in the early stages of research agreed to talk about Skinner, whom each
had known. Hearst, a historian of psychology, encouraged me to write to
Skinner a second time when my first correspondence went unanswered
because Skinner had taken a fall and was recuperating in the hospital.

Thanks to my old friend Terry Wallenbrock, who in the early 1980s
first suggested the cultural and intellectual importance of doing a biogra-
phy on B. F. Skinner. The encouragement of historians Robert Ferrell and
Paul Varg helped keep the project a first priority when career considera-
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tions might have derailed it. Conversations and/or correspondence with
Max Brill, Stephen Coleman, Richard Herrnstein, Jay Moore, Edward
Morris, Laurence D. Smith, Nils Wiklander, and William R. Woodward
helped define the intellectual context of behavioral analysis as well as offer
insights about Skinner’s personal characteristics and professional career.
Talented critics with more pleasant and profitable things to do read parts
or all of the first draft, including James A. Dinsmoor, Daniel Fallon, Fred
S. Keller, David W. Levy, Edward Morris, Clifford Scott, Laurence D.
Smith, Ernest Vargas, Julie S. Vargas, William R. Woodward, and Jacque-
line Zeff. It is a much better book for their efforts.

Two individuals had a partcularly salutary effect. The historian of
science Laurence D. Smith sent a thoughtful commentary on a 1989 essay
that attempted to place Skinner in the American intellectual tradition and
assess him as a social inventor—two major themes in this book. Without
Smith’s enthusiasm and critical comments, the biography may well have
lost focus or never been written. James A. Dinsmoor, suffering from a
back injury, read every word from a behaviorist perspective but with
sensitivity to the lay point of view, and offered especially useful and
insightful suggestions for the final revision.

Appreciation also goes to those whose technical skills, time, care, and
professional advice helped transform the manuscript into a book: to
Elizabeth Pangrazzi for transcribing Skinner interviews; to Elizabeth
Szalay for interlibrary loan assistance; to Frank Lorenz, Scott Schrader,
and Julie S. Vargas for help with photographs; to Basic Books editor
Susan Arellano for approaching me about doing a Skinner biography,
and senior editor Jo Ann Miller for expert criticism on first-draft chap-
ters; to editorial assistant Melanie Kirschner for assisting with small and
not so small details; to superb copyeditor Linda Carbone; to skilled
project editor Jane Judge and indexer Steve Csipke; and to Basic’s presi-
dent, Martin Kessler, for reading chapters and supporting the comple-
tion of the manuscript while it was between editors.

And thanks most of all, Rhonda, for persevering on the project
through the loss of a sister and a brother. Your interviewing, research,
and help with revision were more than indispensable; you were unfor-
gettably courageous and supportve. It is your book too, and better in
all ways for you.










Inventive Beginnings

Making do . . . that has always been a favorite theme of mine.
To make the most of what you have.

—B. F. Skinner, Basement Archives, 1971

D)Wﬂ a narrow basement staircase in a one-story ranch-style house
in the Larchmont area of Cambridge, Massachusetts, about two miles
from Harvard Yard, is a rectangular-shaped study. Near the study door
there are comfortable armchairs, one equipped with movable metal arms
fitted with a reading lens. Toward the far end of the study, facing each
other on opposite walls, are a long wooden writing desk and a bright
yellow sleeping cubicle, complete with stereo system, storage compart-
ment for musical tapes—especially Wagner—and a timer which, with
circadianlike rhythm, rang at five o’clock every morning for over twenty
years to bring B. F. Skinner to his writing desk, like a monk to his matins.
For two hours every morning, until the timer rang again at seven, one of
America’s most controversial intellectuals worked on the papers, articles,
and books that would define and defend a science he called the experi-
mental analysis of behavior.

Here in his study he had arranged a boxlike environment that enabled
him to manage the intellectual behavior of his own organism practically
up to his final moments. Indeed, three days before his death on August
18, 1990, Skinner was at his desk, answering correspondence and thinking
about the reactions to a speech he had just delivered to the American
Psychological Association in Boston in which he had compared the
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failure of cognitive psychologists to accept the science of behavioral
analysis to the failure of nineteenth-century creationists to accept Dar-
winian natural selection.

Skinner’s study with its sleeping cubicle was the last boxlike world he
had invented, places he had first fashioned out of cardboard to read in
as a boy. But it was as a scientist that the box motif became identified with
Skinner, beginning with the operant chamber, or “Skinner box,” in which
he could observe and record the behavior of rats, much as other scientists
watched microbes move through a microscope. He would continue to
fashion a world of boxes as social inventions to improve human living:
the “baby tender,” or “aircrib,” which allowed an infant unrestrained
freedom of movement in a thermostatically controlled space; a small
fictional community called Walden Two in which behavioral engineering
created a place where people no longer needed the open sprawl of large
cities; and the teaching machine, a mechanical device shaped like a box
that was “programmed” to use the behavioral technique of positive
reinforcement to facilitate student learning. Skinner’s life as a scientist,
social inventor, and intellectual was inexorably tied to a world of boxes—
environments that controlled or selected the behaviors of which they
were a function.

In a voice barely above a whisper, broken by coughing, Skinner insisted
days before his death that most of the major turning points of his life and
the discovery of his science had been sheer accident. He had been
exceedingly fortunate in his personal life, yet he developed a behavioral
science to change environmental contingencies to achieve self-control.
His world of boxes produced the chance to achieve remarkable control,
control of the behavior of rats, of pigeons, of people, and of himself. The
life of B. F. Skinner is a study in the juxtaposition of chance and control,
of the accidental and the determined, the story of a man who respected
and even courted chance but who sought with sustained diligence, even
obsessiveness, to shape a better world scientifically.

BurrHUs FREDERIC SKINNER was born in 1904 and spent his
first eighteen years in the small northeast Pennsylvania town of Sus-
quehanna, a few miles south of the New York State border. Susquehanna,
named after the river that meanders in great loops through eastern
Pennsylvania and southern New York, maintained a population of
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around two thousand and was overshadowed by two modest regional
centers: Binghamton, New York, fifteen miles north; and Scranton, Penn-
sylvania, thirty miles south. Because its residents lived on the abruptly
rising hills that flanked the narrow Susquehanna river valley running
parallel to the Erie Railroad tracks, Susquehanna was known as “the city
of stairs.” Several blocks from the railroad is that ubiquitous American
roadway, Main Street, lined with perhaps a dozen one- and two-story
brick and wooden businesses. Off Main Street is an elongated hill, tra-
versed by Grand Street.

Young Fred lived with his parents, William and Grace, and his younger
brother, Edward, called “Ebbie,” at 433 Grand. The square two-story
wooden house was cold in the winter, heated only by a coal furnace that
forced hot air up through a large grid in the floor between the living and
dining rooms. Fred remembered “standing with my mother and brother
on the grid as the first warm air came up in the morning—all of us
shivering.”* The living room was a social but rather formal place where
his parents sat in the evenings when he and Ebbie came to say goodnight
and where his father sat when Fred “confessed the shortage in my
accounts” after he had taken petty cash without explanation. The patlor
was more relaxed, the place where the children played, where the Christ-
mas tree was displayed, and where the piano and Victrola stood. In the
kitchen, milkshakes and fondants—thick, creamy syrup candies—were
made.? Next door was the Grand Street cemetery, where neighborhood
children played among the stone testimonials to Susquehanna’s departed.
Fred and Ebbie were cautioned by their mother never to step on a grave.
Behind the house was Billy Main’s blacksmith shop yard, where aban-
doned automobile chassis rested.?

By his own description, Fred lived in “chaotic conditions under which
children learn[ed] to explore, to organize, to select, to construct without
a plan,” a sort of anarchist out-of-doors environment where children and
animals roamed neighbors’ yards and there was no such thing as trespass-
ing:* “Our yard was a mess, the town was a mess, the surrounding
countryside was largely primeval or on its way back to that condition.”
The Skinners’ backyard was strewn with debris, the garden was over-
grown, and the

driveway, ingeniously leading #hrough the garage and back to the street on the
other edge of the lot, was never well kept. We used it for measured footraces.
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The corner back of the garage was a jumble of currant bushes and rhubarb. We
dug deep holes in the beautifully sandy soil and piled up mountains of ex-
cavated sand. We built shacks—at one time from seasoned, red-painted boards
acquired when a new fence went up alongside the cemetery. Heavy oak planks,
oil-soaked, from the floor of the railroad shops, made slides (rather splintery)
and merry-go-rounds.®

This disarray presented an enterprising, clever boy with myriad oppor-
tunities to make things. Yet it was not the disorder alone that engaged
Fred’s abilities. It was also the opportunity of “making do” with materials
at hand. In those days there were few prepackaged toys or amusements.
One did not buy adventure so much as make it. Fred read Jules Verne’s
The Mysterions Island as a novel not so much about a scientific future as
about mundane tinkering and problem solving. “Like Robinson Crusoe and
the Swiss Family Robinson,” he later wrote, “it was concerned with making
do. And that has always been a favorite theme of mine.”® Invention was
improvised in a disorderly, messy setting. During his boyhood Fred
would spend untold hours exploring, puttering, tinkering, and building;
his world not only allowed but encouraged him to “make do” in these
ways. Young Skinner seldom complained of boredom, that constant
refrain of late-twentieth-century American children.

From the beginning Fred viewed invention as he would science: a
matter of improvisation and accidental discovery rather than a premedi-
tated process of ordering the environment.” When the desk in his study
was clean, he remarked, he had difficulty discovering what he wanted
to say.

SUSQUEHANN A, incorporated as Susquehanna Depot in 1853, devel-
oped because the Erie Railroad had come to the area in the 1840s.
Railroad expansion in the eastern United States was the last phase of
Jacksonian America’s transportation revolution, the creation of a national
market economy linking canals, turnpikes, and railroads. By 1851 the Erie
was the longest railroad in the world owned by one company, extending
from New York to the Great Lakes. It was called the Lion of the Railway.®
Susquehanna grew notably during the Civil War when the Erie built a
roundhouse and locomotive turntable there. Like hundreds of American
towns, Susquehanna existed to serve the railroad. Many citizens, including
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large numbers of Irish Americans, worked in the Erie shops. The town
awoke, reported for work, and even answered fire emergencies to the
sound of the Erie whistle. The railroad and its repair shops fascinated
young Fred Skinner, who marveled at the machinery and stared in awe at
the enormous Matt Shay, the largest steam engine locomotive in the
world, once stationed in Susquehanna.

Of course, a railroad town had its disadvantages, too. Susquehanna had
its share of grime, dirt, and pollution. One of Fred’s contemporaries
wondered, “who could keep a railroad town clean? Without the cinders
there would have been no living.”® Another resident recalled that the
town’s furnaces burned soft coal, which gathered on windowsills and
“hung in the air ruining laundry hung outside.” Wooden houses and
buildings frequently caught fire, adding further pollutants to the air.!®

American railroad towns liked to be associated with the progress of
industry. The pastor of the Susquehanna Presbyterian Church noted that
“many Chambers of Commerce boast ‘the smallest big city in America.’
... It fit Susquehanna—its heavy industry, its incomparable rail connec-
tions, and its daily newspaper—all the makings of a metropolis, but by
its location doomed to the fate of Tom Thumb. . . . Susquehanna was
both cosmopolitan (the American melting pot) and provincial.”'* Al-
though retaining some of the traditional village conviviality, towns like
Susquehanna were oriented toward serving the new industrial cities. In-
deed, Susquehanna suffered some of the same dislocations that large cities
did, experiencing the national railroad strike of 1877, a boilermakers’
lockout in 1901, a general machinists’ strike in 1907, and an all-crafts
strike in 1922. Tragedy hit its citizens in the form of a smallpox epidemic,
accidental railroad deaths, and drownings. “Fear of encountering high-
waymen” was another problem. The Swusquehanna Transcript reported in
1905 that three recent holdups had made residents reluctant to walk the
streets alone at night. Stealing from local businesses, whether from need
(as when poor Italian families took coal from a railroad car) or pure
thievery, was a persistent concern. So was vice, which resulted in periodic
closing of the gambling houses and poolrooms and raids on “bawdy
houses.”'?

Among those who arrived in Susquehanna Depot after the Civil War
were Fred’s paternal and maternal grandparents. James Skinner, born in
Devonshire, England, came to America with his two half-brothers in the
eatly 1870s. After living for a time in New York City, he moved to
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Pennsylvania and settled in Starrucca, a village near Susquehanna. There
he met and married Josephine Penn, the daughter of an impoverished
farmer who barely eked out a living for himself, his wife, and his twelve
children. Josephine claimed to be a descendent of William Penn, founder
of Pennsylvania, but this grand lineage was never proved. After a sojourn
to Amesbury, Massachusetts, where James tried unsuccessfully to find
employment in that town’s shoe industry, both he and Josephine returned
to Starrucca where Fred’s father William was born. Shortly thereafter the
Skinner family moved to Susquehanna, where James found occasional
employment at odd jobs, mostly house painting. Fred’s grandfather was
a portly figure who sported a striking handlebar mustache. A man of few
words and little ambition, Fred recalled of him that, “if he lived any life
at all it was my father’s.”"*> He delighted in his son’s eventual legal career
and would attend William’s local court cases, even after deafness left him
unable to follow the proceedings.

Josephine was a small woman with a “catlike” face who limped slightly
from a childhood accident. Clearly, her grandson did not find her attrac-
tive. He described her in a memoir as a woman who had whiskers, used
too much makeup, had frizzy hair, and later wore a wig, which James
referred to as “the transformation.”'* Her personality was no compensa-
tion. Though less phlegmatic than her husband, Josephine was preten-
tious and strained to conquer her lowly origins, usually unsuccessfully.
Nervous and loquacious, she was remembered by Fred as “putting on
airs” in front of him and his father.'® She also liked to tell jokes, usually
the same ones, many of which were scatological. Her grandson recalled
her pleasure in repeatedly telling how she cleaned his toilet when he was
a child. On one occasion, she “thought my brother and I should be
‘wormed,” ” a common purgative among the rural poor. Nor was she
particularly adept in the home; her plants tended to die, and her home-
made preserves exploded in their containers. “My grandmother was a
fool,” Fred said bluntly. He was “contemptuous of my Grandmother
Skinner and scarcely less so of my Grandfather Skinner,” and he believed
his father’s insecurity and unhappiness could be traced to Josephine’s
baneful influence.'¢

But others remembered Josephine as generous and grandmotherly. A
neighbor wrote to Fred: “I adored her. She reminded me of my grand-
mother whom I only saw summers when I was sent to Kentucky. . . .
Your grandmother said I came to visit her especially when her roses were
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in bloom. She always sent me home with an arm load.”'” One incident
may have been crucial to Fred’s negative opinion about his grandmother.
When he was around ten years old, she opened her oven door and vividly
portrayed to him the searing, everlasting hellfire: the wages of sin. She
literally scared the hell out of him and he remembered having nightmares
afterward.'®

Fred was more inclined toward his maternal grandparents, Charles and
Ida Burrhus, whom he and Ebbie called Mr. and Mrs. B. Chatrles grew up
about fifty miles northeast of Susquehanna in Walton, New York. Like
thousands of young American men who heeded President Lincoln’s call
in the early days of the Civil War, Chatles enlisted in his state’s volunteer
infantry. He served several years in South Carolina and was with General
Sherman on his famous march to the sea. During the mid-1870s he came
to Susquehanna to help rebuild a washed-out bridge, and while there he
met and married Ida Potter. Charles found work as a carpenter for the
Erie Railroad and eventually became shop foreman. This mustached,
rather squat man with brown hair that never turned gray spent nearly half
a century in the Erie carpentry shop. Fred was amazed by his grandfa-
ther’s ability to produce “marvelous points on my pencils . . . done with
a pocket knife kept razor sharp—and he could peel an apple in one long
unbroken string of reversing s’s.”*?

Grandfather Burrhus had a certain flamboyance. Although he never
owned a home, he purchased several new automobiles in an age when
owning even one was exceptional. He urged his grandson to enjoy life and
occasionally to break the rules, as he himself did when he put a few
teaspoons of coffee in Fred’s milk at holiday meals—a practice highly
disapproved of by Fred’s mother, who believed coffee would stunt her
son’s growth. But, to Fred, “coffee has never tasted that good since.”°
Neither grandfather, however, was especially attractive to young Skinner,
and certainly not adult models to be revered.

The marriage of Charles Burrhus and Ida Potter joined two young
people from respectable families. Ida’s mother was one of the earliest
settlers to the Susquehanna area, having arrived in 1829 from Vermont.
Ida could trace her lineage back to a Captain Potter who had served under
George Washington in the Revolutionary War. She was an attractive
woman who wore steel-rimmed glasses and whose long skirts all but hid
her black-buttoned shoes. Active in the Susquehanna Women’s Auxiliary,
Ida was an excellent cook and skilled at needlework. She was a great
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reader of fiction, a pastime none of Fred’s other grandparents cul-
tivated.?! She was often unwell, and Fred recalled her emphasizing the
shortness of life: “If 1 should say ‘I wish it was Saturday’ or ‘1 wish
Christmas would come,” she would appear scandalized . . . and tell me
never to wish away part of my life.” An Erie Railroad metal worker by the
name of Starkweather, whose daily contact with metal was believed to
have given him a special power to heal, impressed Ida. She had small
pieces of flannel on which this man had placed his hands, which she wore
on her chest for bronchial trouble.??

After her death in 1923, a sealed letter was opened and read, as she had
requested. With family members gathered, her son-in-law, William, read
a few lines of it to himself and promptly threw it into the lighted fireplace.
Eighteen-year-old Fred wondered whether it might have revealed a sexual
indiscretion on the part of his grandfather. Later, he believed that both
his father and Grandfather Burrhus had suffered from sexual frustration
(a common early-twentieth-century complaint among the middle class),
and that by burning the letter his father had been protecting his father-in-
law “as a fellow sinner.”??

BoTH SETs OF FRED’S GRANDPARENTS were frequent visi-
tors at the Skinner house on Grand Street. Christmas Day was spent with
Mr. and Mrs. B on Myrtle Street, and other holiday gatherings took place
at Grandparents Skinners’ home on Jackson Avenue. The three genera-
tions socialized as an extended family, but the social distance between
the life-style of William and Grace Skinner and that of their parents
was greater than one might have imagined in a small community like
Susquehanna.

Born in 1875, William Arthur Skinner was positioned between two
Americas, one rapidly fading into nostalgia and the other vibrant, aggres-
sive, and still being shaped. His mother had been raised on a farm, but
his son would spend most of his adult life in a metropolis. William would
himself move to the larger community of Scranton, Pennsylvania, in his
late forties. Unlike his wife and sons, he had been raised in a socially
marginal family; neither James nor Josephine Skinner had the education,
wealth, or family connections to make them socially attractive in Sus-
quehanna. When William took his sons to family reunions, they visited a
place with no indoor plumbing and with floors that went rugless and
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unpainted. This was a heritage to which no one in the Skinner family
wished to return.

The only child of a lackluster father and a socially aspiring mother,
William became the vehicle of his mother’s dreams and ambitions. Jose-
phine had pinched her son’s nose as a baby “to make it sharper and
more distinguished looking,” but her grandson felt “she had pinched
him in other ways, not so easily identified or described, and in the long
run the other pinches were more painful and possibly not much more
successful.”?*

After graduating as salutatorian of his Susquehanna High School class,
William worked for a short period as a draftsman in the Erie Railroad
Mechanical Engineering Department. He showed little mechanical apti-
tude, however, and decided in 1895 to enroll in law school in New York,
supporting himself as a bookkeeper in his half-uncle’s decorator store on
Broadway. Having read some law while a draftsman, he was able to
complete the two-year course in one year. William received a handwritten
certificate rather than a diploma from The University of the State of New
York. His son later commented that “it was not the kind of thing to frame
and hang in an office.”?® The American middle class in the early twentieth
century was self-consciously professional. William was in step with the
times and on the road to professional standing—the era’s conduit to
social status.

William passed the bar examination in June 1896, the year of the great
political struggle between representatives of agrarian and urban-industrial
America. William McKinley’s victory over William Jennings Bryan
marked the passage of an older way of life and the gathering dominance
of a new one. Will Skinner was on the side of America’s future—so much
so that he became politically active. During the rematch of Bryan and
McKinley in 1900, the twenty-five-year-old attorney gave a highly praised
speech for the McKinley-Roosevelt Club at Montrose, the Susquehanna
County seat. Years later he would speak at political rallies throughout
World War 1. All his life, William Skinner remained a staunch Republican.

With his law degree, an office on Main Street, and recognition as
“Lawyer Skinner,” William quickly gained local prominence. His profes-
sional credentials rendered him attractive to Susquehanna’s largest corpo-
ration, which, like those across the land, was becoming ever more depen-
dent on the skills of professionally trained accountants and lawyers. In
1907 he was hired as an attorney for the Erie Railroad, the sure sign of
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a rising reputation. For social success, however, a promising young man
needed to marry a suitable girl. Here, too, William Skinner succeeded. The
Susquehanna Transcript proudly announced his marriage to Grace Madge
Burrhus in April 1902: “the Bridegroom is a popular and rising young
lawyer and the Bride one of Susquehanna’s fairest and accomplished
daughters.”?¢

Grace, born on June 4, 1878, was the oldest of four children and three
years William’s junior. Only she and one brother, Harry, survived into
adulthood. Grace’s chestnut hair and shapely figure guaranteed her many
suitors. She was also gifted with a beautiful contralto voice, which
brought her local acclaim that encouraged the prospect of a musical
career. Her first public appearance as a singer was for a Universalist
Church benefit in 1896. She sang in a local group and also performed at
Susquehanna’s Hogan Opera and in engagements in various local com-
munities. Grace saved all the newspaper accounts of her modest but
memorable musical triumphs.?’

Like her husband, Grace attended Susquehanna High School and also
graduated as salutatorian of her class. To meet her professional goals
outside music, she learned typing and shorthand and was hired as secre-
tary to the mechanical superintendent of the Erie Railroad in 1901. But
early-twentieth-century American women usually sacrificed their careers
when they married, and Grace was no exception. Even though she still
cared a great deal about her standing in the community, henceforth her
status would be associated with her husband’s professional position.

Grace was impressed by William Skinner’s rising reputation as a lawyer
and political speaker. He was not physically remarkable, nor had his
family much to recommend it. Before their marriage William had once
tried to hide his parents’ shortcomings. At a family outing to which he
had invited Grace, he also invited relatives from sophisticated New York
City.?® It is doubtful that he was able to convince her that his parents were
not social embarrassments, but he did seem to offer her a promising
professional future.

A young couple married in 1902 could look forward to raising their
children in a prosperous, stable, and progressive time. The severe eco-
nomic depression and widespread labor unrest of the 1890s had abated.
The nation had emerged from the Spanish-American War as a world
power. The new century opened with the prospect of astonishing techno-
logical progress. Electrification of utilities was making rapid strides, the
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automobile would soon begin its meteoric rise, and the Wright Brothers
were on the verge of making the first manned, sustained engine-powered
flight. Even American morality seemed to be markedly improving, as
clergymen spoke of the coming of a Christian Brotherhood when vio-
lence and disputation would be but an unpleasant memory. Grace and
William shared the ethos of this Progressive Era, which assumed that
Americans could look forward to uninterrupted economic, political, and
moral progress.? This exaggerated faith in a bettér tomorrow was a
powerful source of social and personal optimism for the American mid-
dle class in the early years of the new century. William believed whole-
heartedly in the progression of the generations, each succeeding one
bettering the last, and this may have been a fundamental courting point
with Grace. After all, her own father, though of higher social standing
than James Skinner, did not have the commanding presence of a profes-
sionally trained lawyer.

Susquehanna’s future in 1902 seemed the nation’s writ small. There
was a general mood of prosperity and well-being. The town boasted an
amusement park, a skating rink, visiting circuses, a racetrack, a county fair,
a ballroom, and an opera house. By 1909 Susquehanna had its first
automobile, which later became the town taxi, and the following year
William Skinner purchased a Ford. Grace had good reason to believe that
her husband would be successful in such a vibrant local atmosphere.

Although William ran unsuccessfully for mayor in 1903 and for district
attorney in 1904, he was elected president of the Susquehanna Board of
Trade and appointed United States commissioner for the Susquehanna
district. A few years later he became director of the Susquehanna Tele-
phone and Telegraph Company as well as director of the First National
Bank. He was also borough attorney and the leading advocate for sewage
and pavement improvements on Main and Exchange streets in Sus-
quehanna—the first modernized streets in town.*® William Skinner was
a “wide awake young lawyer” embarking upon a publicly visible career at
one of the most optimistic moments in the nation’s history.*!

When Fred was born, on March 20, 1904, the Transcript proclaimed that
“Susquehanna has a new law firm, ‘Wm. A. Skinner & Son.” ”*? William
loved to tell friends of the newspaper’s prediction. With the joy of their
first child and Will’s bright career prospects, the Skinner family seemed
poised for a wonderful future.

Fred recalled his father as a gentle parent who never physically pun-
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ished him, preferring to express disappointment or to attempt good-
natured ridicule instead. For example, he used to “slump across the room
to show me how round-shouldered I looked.”** But William’s mimicking
was not effective enough to work as a behavior modifier. Nor did he
cultivate a strong bond with his firstborn. To some degree this resulted
from their different talents. William lacked his son’s mechanical dexterity,
and even though he was a first-rate speaker, he did not have Fred’s verbal
facility or, as Fred would gradually learn, intellectual interests. The Tran-
seript’s prediction could not take into account an increasingly evident
quality about young Fred: his ingenuity and independent thinking.

There were, however, perks to be had by being the son of William
Skinner. As attorney for the Erie Railroad, William received free passes
for rail travel, and every Saturday afternoon the family would go to
Binghamton. Fred fondly recalled these outings, “shopping for clothes at
Weeds, seeing sepia-toned Thom. H. Ince movies, having supper . . . in
a white-tiled restaurant and waiting in the depot for the #26 at nine
o’clock” to return them to Susquehanna.**

There was another trait of William’s that his son criticized, perhaps
because to some degree he shared it: vanity. His father boasted of his
accomplishments to peers and underlings—neighbors said it was always
the “big I and little u” with Will Skinner—but never felt comfortable with
social superiors, not knowing how to initiate appropriate conversation.
“As he rose in the world,” Fred recounted, “he found himself ill-prepared
for each new step. Any assurance that he was successful was terribly
reinforcing. . . . He listened for it, glowed under it. He often praised
himself, obliquely or openly, and my mother was always there to pro-
test.”?* William seemed to be a man under the control of both a socially
ambitious mother, who had been unable to teach him the skills and
confidence to achieve her aims, and a wife equally unable or unwilling to
appease his powerful need for approbation. But he could be a sensitive
communicator, as a friend recalled:

I had one contact with your father. When I was around nine or ten, I was sent
to pay the telephone bill to Lawyer Skinner. I must have told his secretary that
I had to see him, and 1 must have refused to say why. . . . She finally opened
a door, and there sat a lot of men around a table, and your father at the top.
I finally divulged that I wanted to pay the telephone bill. Most men would have
wanted to kill her or me, or both of us. Your Dad never turned a hair. He said
something to her in a low tone, and I finally yielded up the money to her.*
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Personal conceit notwithstanding, William Skinner did succeed as a
local lawyer, political orator, and enthusiastic town booster. Yet Fred
portrayed him as pathetic, an object of sympathy, or simply ridiculous.
When William took up pyrography, an artistic hobby in which designs
are burned onto materials, his son was not impressed with the results.
William simply burned in the markings already designed, Fred said, and
even then the effect was shabby.?” He was contemptuous of his father’s
acceptance of “the philosophy of American business unanalyzed.”*® He
also implied that his father lacked the political sense and intellectual
talent to rise very far in his chosen profession. William often wrongly
predicted Republican victories in presidential elections, but remained
loyal to the party even after the Great Depression. His aspiration to be
elected to a judgeship would go unrealized. And Fred considered his
father’s attempts at writing stories and poetry doggerel. But they sug-
gested yet another trait Fred would share with his father: a susceptibility
to sentimental love.

Grace’s influence on and control of William, Fred believed, contrib-
uted substantially to William’s ineptness and eventual unhappiness. “She
had consented to marry my father, and there was an element of consent in
her behavior with respect to him throughout his life,” he wrote. Her
condescension toward William was apparently coupled with a lack of
sexual intimacy.*® Fred determined that his father was “intrigued by pretty
girls” but never got anywhere with it.*

Fred recalled his mother’s frequent reprimands to William, given in an
I-told-you-so tone that he almost always let go unchallenged.*’ “My
Mother,” Fred said, “was the person who set the style of the house and
the standards.”*? One of those standards was neatness. Grace, frustrated
in her attempts to get her son to hang up his pajamas, would scold him
day after day. His solution to the problem at ten years of age is a telling
forecast of his later ingenuity:

I solved it by building a little gadget. It was a hook on a string in that little
closet where I would hang the pajamas and the string passed over a nail and

. came down in the doorway and there’s a sign saying “hang up your
pajamas.” Now if the pajamas were on the hook the sign went up out of the
way, but when I took them off at night the sign came down on the door and
in the morning I got up, got dressed, I started to go out, there would be this
sign there. I'd go back, get the pajamas, hang them up and the sign would get
out of the way.**
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Grace also policed sexual behavior. Overhearing his mother and her
friends as they noticed two children in a neighboring yard exploring each
other’s bodies, Fred recalled her severe reaction: “If I caught my children
doing that, I would skin them alive!” Fred “well understood . . . the
unfortunate effect of early punishment of sexual behavior or early condi-
tioning of negative responses in preventing normal sexual behavior in the
adult.”** He admitted his fear of being discovered masturbating.

Grace continued to take pride in her own attractiveness—although she
would have been the last to call it that—right into old age. She was
conscious of diet and constantly enjoined Fred to eat slowly, to chew his
food well, and to follow her example of standing for twenty minutes after
each meal—a practice she claimed enabled her to keep her figure.**

Like thousands of other early-twentieth-century American children,
Fred and Ebbie (born in 1906) grew up in an atmosphere in which
prohibitions and habits were elevated to a code of behavior that, when
violated, was said to result in dire consequences to moral and physical
health. This was especially true of the upward-aspiring middle class, who
needed self-control to achieve and maintain social respectability.*® But in
the Skinner household that code was not always equally applied. Fred
recalled his brother once getting away with an act for which he believed
he himself would have been punished. The family was gathered in the
library before an evening fire when Ebbie rose to go to the bathroom. He
mistakenly went into the kitchen and pointed his penis down into the coal
scuttle. When he came out of “this little fugue,” he laughed hysterically
at his mistake.*” His parents ignored it.

Grace clearly passed on a powerful social code to her eldest son. “My
mother was quick to take alarm if I showed any deviation from what was
‘right,” ” he explained. “Her technique was to say “Tut-Tut’ and ask ‘what
will people think?’ ”#® Social policing instead of approval may have made
Fred unusually sensitive to praise when it did come. Later his psychology
would emphasize the crucial effect of positive reinforcement on behavior.

Grace Skinner also believed that helping others was a duty. She was
president or chair of numerous local organizations, yet Fred did not
believe his mother really enjoyed serving: “It was rather artificial, perfunc-
tory. . .. I never sensed any joy in her serving.” Fred believed instead that
her reward was the group identity she felt.*’

Community service was a common option for American women who
had not pursued a work life or had given up their jobs, as Grace had
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done, for husband and family. A powerful motive for such altruism was
also the community disapproval a woman would face for no# helping.
Grace’s appeal to others’ opinions may well have contributed to Fred’s
own fear of making social mistakes, his easy embarrassments, and his
self-denigration. Then, too, there was a crucial distinction between
doing something because you enjoyed it and doing something because
it was your duty. Skinnerian psychology would emphasize “natural” as
opposed to “contrived” reinforcers.

Generally Fred tried to disguise any ill will he felt toward his mother,
but on one occasion during his teenage years it surfaced:

She was overworked, possibly disappointed in my father, at any rate easily
upset. She and I were in the kitchen one day quarrelling. She made some critical
remark. I said something like “there are other people to whom that might
apply.” The “other people” was, I think, the unkindest part—I meant her, of
course, and it was obvious. She turned toward me, opened her speechless
mouth, raised both hands like claws in the air and came at me. I held my ground
and she stopped before she reached me. She tore off her apron and dashed out
of the room and upstairs.*

By implying that his mother did not live up to her own moral code, he
exhibited his cleverness in exposing the hypocrisy and artificiality of her
domestic policing. Maintaining her roles as wife, mother, and arbiter of
morals, as well as her civic responsibilities, must have been a taxing
burden. In this instance, her son discovered not only the double standard
but the strain.

Yet to interpret Grace Skinner’s effect on her eldest son as simply that
of a domestic controller, driven by an obsessive fear of “what people will
think,” would be mistaken. She also projected a powerful romanticism
associated with her music. His father had played the cornet as a young
man, but it was Fred’s mother’s music that had the poignant effect on
him. His memory of her singing and piano playing remained extraor-
dinarily vivid. Once while rummaging he came across a copy of “Little
Boy Blue”: “My mother owned the poem set to music. I have not seen
the music for at least forty years but I can get gooseflesh and a chill just
by thinking the tune and a few phrases—O #he years are many, the years are
long.”’s! Fred’s sentimental reaction to his mother’s music may have indi-
cated a strong need for more affection and less judgment from his
parents, especially his mother. In later years, his love for Richard Wag-
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ner’s compositions would often evoke an equally strong yet unexplained
sentimentality.

Fred was smitten by his mother’s romantic presence. Later he would
date girls who shared her physical traits, even one who shared her
name. While her music and her example of community service were
positive influences, her prudishness, condescension, criticism of his fa-
ther and himself, and deference to that abstract but powerful social
controller, “what people will think,” also left their marks. The Skin-
nerian concern with controlling an organism’s behavior in “nonaver-
sive” ways may have originated in his relationship with an aversive,
controlling mother. “We may not be free agents,” he said, “but we can
do something about our lives, if we would only rearrange the controls
that influence our behavior.”s?

Fred also learned about unfulfilled ambitions from his parents, as the
careers of judge and musician lay beyond their reach. But something other
than their personal failure may have been behind Fred’s harsh judgment
of them. As a childhood friend observed, “I think you and I had a fault
in common. We were inclined to be ashamed of our parents because they

didn’t have our knowledge (!) and tastes.”*?

PART OF THE WIDER CULTURE that embraced Susquehanna
was a Protestant culture. From it Fred acquired the desire to be kind to
others and to behave well. The latter meant essentially being liked. Al-
though Grace and William were members of the Presbyterian Church,
they were not enthusiastically religious, refusing to go to the evangelists’
revival meetings that most of their fellow Protestants eagerly attended.
Despite Grandmother Skinner’s vivid presentation of hell, by the time he
was around thirteen or fourteen, Fred entertained serious doubts about
the afterlife. At the time of the revival meetings, “an electrician who had
not attended [them] was accidentally electrocuted. He was the father of
a friend of mine and I strongly resented it when the evangelist referred
to his death as punishment for not attending the meetings. . . . I saw
suddenly the frail humanness in religion and I must have revolted, not
quickly but over a period of years.”** The cultural legacy Fred would carry
forward from this “fundamentalist mercantile culture” was belief not in
heaven or hell but in the Protestant work ethic.>®

Another important element in Fred’s early years was his brother.
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Two-and-a-half-years Fred’s junior, Ebbie was an affable child who en-
joyed raising pigeons and playing the clarinet. Later he would be a
valued member of the Susquehanna High School basketball team.
Ebbie was more outgoing than Fred, and Grace and William treated
him more leniently—and not only with regard to sexuality. Once Ebbie
found William’s revolver and accidentally shot a hole through a bureau.
His parents never criticized him for playing with the gun; they were just
overjoyed that he had not hurt himself.*¢ A fun-loving boy, Ebbie
would tease Fred by repeating everything he said, which left Fred feel-
ing powerless.>’

Ebbie had the social grace and ease that Fred lacked. He fit the
expectations of the conventional middle-class way of life, the one his
parents most appreciated. Bright but not intellectual, he preferred school
athletics to school itself, having fun with the guys to making things or
reading. In all likelihood Ebbie was an easier child to raise than his older
brother, more easily controlled, less self-centered, and less inventive. He
was clearly the favorite.

But Fred was not jealous of his brother; indeed, he liked him, and it
would be wrong to see them as taking separate paths right from the start.
They played together; they enjoyed each other’s company. They discov-
ered sexuality, or rather Fred had discovered his and wanted to impress
his brother. He remembered proudly displaying to him an erection,
discreetly camouflaged behind a shower curtain.’® But in time their inter-
ests diverged. Ebbie shielded Fred from the overweaning attention he
would have continued to receive had he remained an only child. Indeed,
after Ebbie captured his parents’ affection, Fred began more and more to
devise his own amusements, his own adventures and way of life. And
when Ebbie entered high school, proved his athletic prowess, and ex-
tended his easy popularity, Fred felt even less a part of his parents’ world.
Obviously his brother was doing the kinds of things that most people in
town, including Grace and William, expected a young man to do. Little
wonder he earnestly sought an environment as well as companions to
encourage what he enjoyed. What Fred Skinner enjoyed was making
things, succeeding academically, and enjoying perks from a special teacher
who shared with him her intellectual interests. The strictures of Sus-
quehanna’s environment did not contain Fred, although they marked him
forever. Instead, they led him toward the freedom and adventure of other
environments that would offer other experiences.
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FRED INSISTED THAT he “was not born with a character trait
called curiosity or with an inquisitive spirit or an inquiring mind.” Rather,
he gravitated toward a world that “richly reinforced looking, searching,
investigating, [and] uncovering.”®® The influence of such a childhood
would be lasting. As a childhood friend observed, “you were very sensi-
tive, naive and . . . inclined to experiment.”*°

Fred’s childhood inventions and activities were enough to turn a
mother’s head gray with worry and distress, not to mention the mess and
the complaints from neighbors. As he was to tell it later:

I was always building things. I built roller-skate scooters, steerable wagons,
sleds, and rafts to be poled about on shallow ponds. I made seesaws, merry-go-
rounds and slides. I made sling shots, bows and arrows, blow guns and water
pistols from lengths of bamboo, and from a discarded water boiler a steam
cannon with which I could shoot plugs of potato and carrot over the houses
of our neighbors. I made tops, model airplanes driven by twisted rubber bands,
box kites, and tin propellers which could be sent high into the air with a
spool-and-string spinner. I tried again and again to make a glider in which I
might fly.*!

Sometimes his inventions went awry. A friend recalled an incident at her
grandmother’s house: “It seems some of your ammunition (a carrot, I
believe) catapulted thru an upstairs attic window instead of over the roof
tops to Erie Avenue as intended. . . . You came the next day . . . and you
replaced the window.”¢?

With a friend he strung wire on backyard fences and made a workable
telegraph. He built a miniature theater and remembered “the satisfaction
of arranging strings in such a way that the curtains attached to them
parted with a single prll and closed with another.” He fashioned toys and
ornaments from papier-maché. At a summer Chautauqua—a week-long
extravaganza featuring traveling lecturers, musicians, and magicians—he
was fascinated by a magician’s ability to command balls on a track made
of parallel rods to go up to the end of the track and then return: “The
next day I made a similar device—and it worked. The balls were simply
of different weights and responded to slightly different centrifugal forces
or slopes of the track.”¢?

One summer a magician/scientist came to town in the annual Chautau-
qua. Skinner recalled three “experiments”: one involved the fusion of two
large nails; in another, a stack of wood boxes was made to collapse when
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a tuning fork was struck nearby; and the last revealed a powerful gyro-
scope riding on two wheels on a horizontal tightrope. Nothing in Fred’s
fascination with this magic led him to the conclusion that he was predis-
posed toward science.®* He was simply enthralled by these staged events
and loved the gasps of disbelief and appreciation in the audience. He was
just as delighted with the dramatic puns, parodies, and virtuosity of the
Chautauqua musicians when The Mikado and The Bohemian Girl came
to town.

One Halloween he constructed a device that made a loud buzzing
sound and deposited it on the windows of neighborhood houses, running
“like hell” while the inhabitants wondered what in the world was causing
the noise.®® For Fred Halloween was always tricks rather than treats.

He also made various musical instruments: something called a Willow-
Whistle; kazoos from combs and toilet paper; cigar-box violins; noise-
makers from spools and string; and various devices made of strings and
buttons that could be twisted and released to produce a vibrating sound.*®
With a high school friend he invented a game, similar to Ping-Pong, that
they called Teno-Ball. The balls they used did not quite have the bounce
to keep the game interesting, but the boys were optimistic, nonetheless,
going so far as to print a four-page pamphlet of rules and to copyright
the name.%’

Fred’s inventiveness ranged beyond building things, beyond even the
physical world itself. He once tried to determine whether the much-
admired religious adage “faith will move mountains” actually worked, by
practicing levitation and standing on a beam from which scales were
suspended (a Fairback beam scale) and trying to make it tilt. He also had
daydreams of being able to fly “usually in order to astonish people.”
Because many people believe that staring at someone’s head long and
hard enough will cause the person to turn around, “I tried it—with, of
course, an occasional ‘success’ to keep me trying.”®®

The countryside surrounding Susquehanna, with its uncultivated,
quasi-primeval ambience, encouraged roaming and foraging. At fifteen
Fred and four friends went on a three-hundred-mile canoe excursion to
Hatrisburg. Fred dammed a creek to make a swimming hole where the
boys could swim—along with a poisonous snake. He trapped and ate eels
from the Susquehanna River.®® He tramped the countryside and learned
to identify local flowers, fruits, nuts, and berries, returning home with
large quantities of arbutus, dogwood, honeysuckle, and skunk cabbage, as
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well as more edible delectables: apples, peas, cherries, hickory nuts, chest-
nuts, gooseberries, raspberries, and currants. These bountiful harvests
were not necessarily dumped and forgotten. A neighbor recalled Fred
“direct[ing] Grand Street kids in making apple jelly from sour green
apples.” After cooking the apples for a considerable time, Fred declared,
“ “This won’t gel but we can’t waste it—Let’s drink it!” 77

Local animals and their behaviors also interested him. He caught bees
in hollyhock blossoms, watched cows being milked, and looked on while
bulls or dogs copulated. With his best friend, Raphael Miller, the son of
the local doctor, he once tried to make pigeons drunk by giving them
alcohol-soaked corn. (Could they have been Ebbie’s poor pigeons?) He
observed in amazement while a relative killed chickens for Sunday dinner
and the animals ran a few steps after being beheaded.” Inspired by
reading about how to make money in furs, he purchased and set some
traps, but he never caught anything. On numerous occasions he returned
home with turtles, chipmunks, or other local animals that his mother
probably did not enjoy having about the house.”

Whatever the controls his parents exercised, Fred had considerable
physical freedom to explore, to observe, to tinker, and to invent. Like
Huckleberry Finn, who was cautioned by Widow Douglas and Miss
Watson but who lived an adventuresome life nonetheless, Fred countered
control in one area with a free inventiveness in another. The juxtaposition
of strong domestic controls and generous physical freedom seemed to
suit him exceptionally well.

He enjoyed intellectual as well as mechanical pursuits. On the lighter
side, he read Buster Brown, the Katzenjammer Kids, and Tom Swift. His
father, an easy mark for book salesmen, purchased volumes with ambi-
tious titles such as The World's Great Literature, Masterpieces of World History,
and Gems of Humor. William also had a series of books on applied psychol-
ogy, which impressed young Fred only by their lovely bindings and one
esoteric example of bad psychology—“an advértisement for chocolates
showing a man shoveling cocoa beans into a large roasting oven”—
instead of eating chocolate.” As a boy the only kind of psychology he
read was self-help, which in those days taught what behaviors were
required for conventional success and morality. He did not derive his
keen interest in the control of organisms from these cultural commands
and restraints, but when they were implemented by his parents they made
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a powerful impression. He escaped not only by inventing things but by
constructing an alternative intellectual world.

Fred also liked Little Books, which were then popular with young
readers. He had a tiny dictionary (only slightly larger than a postage
stamp) and dozens of other very small-sized books. Owning Little Books
gave him a special power: “One could contain vast treasures in two
cupped hands—a sort of literary miserliness was encouraged, a sense of
personal possession. Knowledge may not have been secret, but it was
easily secreted.””* By keeping and reading these books, he began to learn
there was an intellectual realm not only different from but distinctly
superior to the one his parents inhabited:

The books I had as a child belonged to two worlds. One was the world I lived
in—the books my parents read to me, about people and animals and things
others talked about. The other was a foreign world. The illustrations were
different and better. The texts were more grown up. The print was differ-
ent—even the bindings. I suppose there were only a few books in that world
but it still seems to me clearly defined.”

Coveting publications such as the Little Books gave Fred the excitement
of discovering things independently of his parents: “One book in the
other world was about a war of the animals. It developed the theme that
the lion was the king of beasts. I was convinced. No divine right could
have better established the lion’s legitimacy.””®

Moreover, he built a private place where he could read. When he was
about ten, he introduced himself to the world of boxes: “Certainly ‘a box
to hide in’ is something most of us have wanted at one time or another.
... For some reason or other this seemed to be the right place to go when
I felt like writing something.””” His initial “box to hide in” was fashioned
from a packing case into which he would crawl. On a tiny shelf he kept
a pad of paper and a pencil. Other boys in the neighborhood built small
shacks or hid in holes they had dug, but Fred’s box building seems to have
been a more sophisticated and private enterprise. He added a curtain that
could close off the opening and small shelves to hold his books, writing
materials, a candle, and the like.”® Here was a boy’s study, a place separate
from the Skinner household, where he could intellectually detach himself
from parental guidance—in a special sense, the first Skinner box. One
wonders what his parents thought or said as he sat for hours in his
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cubicle. It was another way of making do, inhabiting this small, private
space designed to facilitate his concentration on these beautiful, fascinat-
ing little books—a home within the home from which he was becoming
ever more disengaged. As an adult, Skinner always highly valued his place
for thinking and writing. And he did most of his intellectual work at home
in a private study rather than at an academic office.

Music was ALso 1MPORTANT in Fred’s boyhood, and not only
his mother’s sentimental music or the family Victrola. He took piano
lessons from “Harmy” Warner, the Presbyterian Church organist, “an old
man who sucked Sens-sens” and taught him to “spell cabbage on a [musi-
cal] staff.””” In high school he played the saxophone with a group called
the Susquehanna Erie Railroad Band, which was to tour neighboring
towns during World War I selling Liberty bonds.®® Fred never learned to
play more than a few bars on either the piano or the saxophone without
sheet music. Nonetheless, he “made do” with music as he did with his
inventions and experiments and took as much enjoyment in it as he did
in making a backyard telegraph or a carrot-shooting cannon. His friend
Ward Palmer, whose father was an auto mechanic and whose mother was
believed to have family connections with Frank Lloyd Wright, provided
further musical enjoyment. After playing tennis with Ward, Fred would
go to Ward’s house where they spent considerable time listening to
Palmer’s extensive collection of opera records, including Wagner, who
was to become Skinner’s favorite composer.®’ A friend recalled Palmer’s
generosity in allowing interested neighbors to spend many contented
hours listening to his music. Palmer also had a miniature stage on which
marionettes performed operas.?

Perhaps because of Fred’s and his mother’s love of music, William
Skinner took advantage of his free rail passes and treated the family to a
performance of Carmen in New York City when Fred was in his early
teens. The occasion, however, was marred by the embarrassment that
Fred and Ebbie felt in their new tweed suits, which marked them as
socially backward.®* The fact that his parents did not understand what a
young man should wear to a New York opera did nothing to enhance
Fred’s opinion of their social grace.

With his mechanical aptitude and love of nature, music, and reading,
one might guess that Fred found school boring. But he liked it and
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described the Susquehanna public school as “small, serious and good.”®*
Unlike many American inventors, Skinner had considerable verbal as well
as mechanical ability. Generally, this was an academic asset, but on
occasion his verbal dexterity got him into trouble. Once in an eighth-
grade science class, “We were discussing fatty acids. One of the more
buxom girls in the class was at the blackboard. I whispered in a loud tone
to another boy “There’s a fatty acid!” Miss Keefe took the matter up with
the principal.”®®

Fred’s twelve school years were spent in the same small brick building
on Laurel Street. He was one of eight graduating seniors, and he uncan-
nily repeated the performance of both of his parents by graduating
salutatorian of his class. He recalled gaining strong mathematics training
there and learning enough Latin to read “a bit” of Virgil. Even though the
school left him less well off with regard to science, he did not feel
shortchanged because of the many physical and chemical experiments he
did at home.®® He was a good student in all subjects.?”

Far and away his most important intellectual influence at school came
from a special teacher, Mary Graves. The daughter of a local stonecutter-
turned-amateur botanist whose belief in evolution branded him the town
agnostic, she maintained a high level of cultural interest that impressed
Fred.® She did her best to keep Susquehanna’s public library up-to-date;
she was one of the founders of the local women’s literary society, the
Monday Club, to which Grace Skinner belonged, and she taught Sunday
school at the Presbyterian Church near a stained-glass window that had
been contributed by a family named Frazier. Years later Skinner returned
to the church and guessed that Frazier, the protagonist of Walden Two,
was originally inspired by the many hours he spent sitting near that
window.?* Although not an agnostic like her father, Mary accepted Dar-
winian theory, and her treatment of the Old Testament was metaphoric
rather than literal. She was Fred’s art teacher in grammar school and
English teacher in high school, and her enthusiasm for both these sub-
jects infected Fred. In high school, he was invited to Miss Graves’s home,
where they discussed literature and science. She lent him books. Her
~ death from tuberculosis shortly after his graduation touched him deeply.

More than any other individual in Susquehanna, Mary Graves helped
Fred see the limits of his parents’ intellectual world. Her influence was the
strongest during his adolescence, a time when dissatisfaction with one’s
parents is often at its zenith. In many ways, Mary became the reinforcer
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while Grace remained the enforcer; the latter encouraged compliance, the
former independence. Mary recognized and praised Fred’s intellectual
abilities, abilities his mother largely ignored and on occasion found trou-
blesome. Rather than being a domestic policer, Miss Graves was an
educational catalyst who encouraged Fred’s natural curiosity and urged
him to find answers for himself from books and nature. Intellectual
independence became essential to Skinner’s behavior as a scientist, and
Mary Graves nurtured that practice in him. She kept a small notebook in
which she carefully described plants (she, like her father, was a botanist)
as well as Darwinian and religious observations.’® Skinner’s later practice
of keeping a notebook, even his reliance on a cumulative record of
behavior, may have in some exemplary way benefited from Miss Graves’s
attempts to record her thoughts and observations accurately.

A memorable example of Miss Graves’s championing of intellectual
independence, although perhaps to her own embarrassment, occurred in
Fred’s eighth-grade literature class. Fred mentioned to his father one
evening that his class was reading Shakespeare’s As You Like 1. William
told Fred that Francis Bacon was the real author of Shakespeare’s plays.
Deferring to his father’s authority, or perhaps playing devil’s advocate,
Fred triumphantly announced to his class the next day that Shakespeare
was a phony. Miss Graves challenged William Skinner’s intellectual cre-
dentials and advised Fred to find out for himself who the true author was.
Searching the Susquehanna Library, he discovered Edwin Durning-
Lawrence’s Bacon Is Shakespeare and told the class of his finding the next
day.”

His library research had an unexpected dividend. Fred became inter-
ested in Francis Bacon and began reading biographies, even attempting
to read Bacon himself, delving into Advancement of I earning as well as the
classic treatise Novum Onrganum. He did not remember becoming a
Baconian at the time, but later adopted Bacon’s dictum that to be com-
manded, nature must be obeyed. Skinner emphasized that he became a
Baconian also with respect to scientific method, education, and the “abid-
ing principle that knowledge is power.”?

As Fred neared graduation from high school, Susquehanna, despite the
salutary influence of Mary Graves, provided him with fewer and fewer
opportunities to express his expanding intellectual interests and indepen-
dence. He became more uneasy with the oppressive parental and commu-
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nity controls that Sinclair Lewis had immortalized as the tyranny of the
village in Main Street (1920). Like Lewis and other American intellectuals,
Skinner would eventually rebel against the village, but the village would
never entirely leave him.”> The ethic he inherited from this “shabby
fundamentalistic, mercantile town” dogged him all his life. Small-town life
did not necessarily smother all intellectual curiosity nor prevent imagina-
tive improvisation, but it presented obstacles that blocked or stunted the
kind of future he was seeking: “People know each other and have done
so over long periods of time. . . . They are all of a sort of common police
force, censuring, commending, keeping in line. . . . This general policing
has its price. . . . Conformity is costly.”®* Young Fred Skinner did not plan
to become a scientist—Ilet alone a behaviorist—so much as he became
ever more aware of the kind of life he did not want; and he did not want
to stay in Susquehanna with his parents.

William and Grace could approve or disapprove, but they could not
stimulate, guide, or wholly empathize. As he would describe them: “They
could not say that a person, friend, colleague, or short story was good.
They could not evaluate an experiment. And in giving them up as sources
of praise, I never found or even sought a replacement. Hence my failure
to make contact with the psychology of the time. Hence, thank God, my
chances of making contact with the psychology of the future.””® The
psychology of the time was the psychology of the Protestant work ethic,
the psychology of sexual restraint, the psychology of doing one’s duty for
fear of what others would think. It was for young Fred Skinner a code
of behavior rather than a psychology in any scientific sense. But his failure
to be reinforced by his parents, or their way of life, simply made it
possible for him to become something they were not. And as his enthusi-
asm for Ward Palmer’s music and Mary Graves’s intellectual world re-
vealed, he was beginning to be attracted to an alternative culture. One
culture would have to replace the other before the psychology of the
future could replace the psychology of the past.

Growing alienation from his parents, broadening intellectual interests,
as well as a quick, probing intelligence gained Fred a reputation for
opinionated arrogance. As one of his few intellectually inclined Sus-
quehanna friends, Annette Kane, recalled in a letter to him: “We just had
so many ideas and were so hell-bent on defending them, that when we
met, an argument sparked, and usually heated up in no time. . . . I
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remember one day you said you would like to write like Dostoievsky, and,
to torture you, I said I’d like to write like P. G. Wodehouse. You were
so disgusted, you got right up and went home.”?

Fred’s high school principal, Professor Bowles, who was also the
mathematics teacher, took a special interest in him. Bowles, a devout
Catholic, once lent him a polemic against evolution called God or Gorilla.
Just before his graduation from high school, Professor Bowles took Fred
aside and told him: “You were born to be a leader of men. I just want
to say one thing. Never forget the value of human life.” Fred was stunned,
since he knew no one saw him as a leader among his peers. His brother
showed more signs of leadership.”” Bowles’s comments may simply have
been the recognition of a bright student with a high energy level for
whom he wished these qualities directed toward a conventional, construc-
tive end. He was no doubt worried about Fred’s radical intellectual
leanings, saw his intelligence, and wanted him to come back into the fold.

But Skinner had little time to ponder what his principal may have
meant. The last two years of high school were especially busy. Apart from
school, he was working for a shoe salesman on Main Street, reporting and
writing for the Swusquehanna Transcript, plus playing the saxophone in his
band two nights a week.”® The violinist of the band recalled how they
used to accompany silent movies, by the end of which Fred’s teeth would
be loose from playing so much.”® Even having fun was hard work.

Fred also worked hard at having fun with girls, but remembered
himself as sexually inept. One romantic interest was an Irish Catholic girl
who, it seemed, did not return the interest. For a time he dated the
daughter of the local barber. She worked in the ice cream parlor after
school and Fred became a steady visitor there. He was allowed to touch
her above the knee, but no higher; she had a strict code that permitted
suitors, depending upon their rank, certain sexual privileges. Fred did not
rank very high. But the big love of his high school years was Margaret
Persons, whom he dated during his senior year: “Every Sunday after
dinner I would comb my hair, walk down Church hill to the Sugar Bowl
on Main Street, . . . buy half a pound of milk chocolates, walk out to the
far side of West Hill and knock on Margaret’s door.” On these Sunday
evenings they would either take walks or Margaret would play her mando-
lin to Fred’s piano accompaniment in the parlor. Fred recalled trying to
improve her playing: “She was the first who suffered from that.”'% The
relationship ended when the Skinners moved away from Susquehanna.
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AFTER THE GREAT WAR, Susquehanna went into a depression.
Changing railroad technology, especially the replacement of the steam
engine with the diesel motor, forced the Erie shops to close. Population
declined. Business failures and suicides grew in number, one being Fred’s
old shoe-store boss, who hanged himself when his business failed. Banks
refused loans. The local library closed. William Skinner was deeply trou-
bled by these events and tried to boost the town’s fortunes by urging the
governor of Pennsylvania to consider the gassification of coal—a techno-
logical innovation that would particularly help the Susquehanna area. But
his plan went unheeded, and his own position as attorney for the Erie
Railroad stagnated.

William had badly damaged his local reputation years eatlier by un-
popularly defending an Italian strikebreaker during the general machin-
ists’ strike in 1907. The Italian was accused of murdering a striking Irish
worker. William’s defense of him in a predominantly Irish, English, and
German town probably ruined any prospect for political office, especially
the judgeship he so wanted. And as the Erie Railroad and town declined,
it was increasingly difficult to find profitable cases if one was not as-
sociated with a large law firm. William and Grace’s faith in progress
seemed, metaphorically speaking, to have derailed.’" Indeed, the whole
nation’s progressive mood deflated. Once again, Susquehanna seemed
America writ small. A postwar economic depression, widespread strikes,
unreasoned fear of foreign radicalism, political retrenchment, reaction,
and cynicism replaced the ebullient progressive ethos of the previous
twenty years. Having come to expect a continued journey of social and
personal improvement as natural, the Skinners, like thousands of other
Americans, were bewildered when it slowed.

An unexpected opportunity arose in 1922 for William to become
junior associate for the general counsel of the Hudson Coal Company
in Scranton. The salary was considerably higher than it had been even
in the best Susquehanna years, and he had no compunction about being
a company man, especially when prospects for promotion to senior
counsel seemed excellent.!®? Grace looked forward to a new house, a
maid, a more sophisticated social scene. The popular Ebbie would
quickly adjust to a new school and a new town. Fred was also elated.
He was just finishing high school and was ready for a change. He re-
membered reading a short story by Francis Noyes Hart titled “Con-
tact!”—a word used by World War I pilots before takeoff, which de-
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picted his mood. “College and Scranton meant a new World!” he wrote
in his autobiography.'®®

It had always been assumed that he would go to college. The son of
a professional man could do nothing else; besides, Fred wanted higher
education. He aspired to a career in creative writing. Neither he nor his
parents had any particular school in mind when a family friend recom-
mended Hamilton College in Clinton, New York. Hamilton’s admittance
standards were undemanding, requiring only a certificate from an ap-
proved high school and “a satisfactory testimonial of conduct and charac-
ter.”'** Principal Bowles sent a recommendation to Hamilton, noting
Fred’s special aptitude in mathematics, English, and history and describ-
ing his study habits as diligent and thorough.'®® The testimonial was
provided by a Susquehanna alumnus of Hamilton College and sent to
Hamilton’s president, Frederick C. Ferry. Young Skinner, it related, was
a “willing worker and a conscientious student” whom “you cannot afford
to turn down.” However, the writer added,

It is only fair . . . to catalog some of his bad traits as well as the qualides in his
favor. Frederic is passionately fond of arguing with his teachers. He is quite a:
reader and although I do not think he actually supposes himself wiser than his
teachers, I have found him [to give] that impression in extemporaneous debate.
These debates are frequent for he requires a reason for everything and mere
statements with no proof never find a ready believer in him. When he is
engaged in a heated debate, Frederic is apt to resort to sharp or bitter retorts.
This has lost several friends for him in the past, friends who failed to consider
that the expression was stronger than the thought.!*

Hamilton accepted him despite the warning. On the day he left Scranton
for the three-hour train trip to Clinton, his parents were not home. He
wandered the house and finally visited a nearby grocer, who was not the
least bit interested in his going away to college. “In Susquehanna everyone
would have been interested,” he mused. Nonetheless, he was in a state of
“uneasy joy.” “I did not know what lay ahead, but I was getting away from

my parents.”®"

SKINNER CARRIED TWO CONTRADICTORY American lega-
cies with him on that train to college. One was freedom and the other
control. One was making do, invention, improvisation, and intellectual

!
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investigation; the other was conventional, polite acquiescence to social
codes. One was a heritage of disorder and messiness, the other an ordered
progress. Writing to a childhood friend years later, he said: “I loved my
life in Susquehanna in spite of the grime and disorder. . . . It had a good
culture.”'®® He believed that small-town, face-to-face culture had been
important in his life, shaping his capacity to explore. It had also taught
him about the class system, “groups of people with their own cultures,
marked off in some strange way from each other”—Catholics and Protes-
tants, Irish and Italians, mothers and fathers, parents and children, con-
ventional citizens and eccentric intellectuals.'® Social and intellectual
distinctions mattered a great deal in Susquehanna and would continue to
be crucial in his future. The prevailing social codes of “civilized morality,”
the “progressive ethos,” and the “Protestant ethic” also marked him and,
as he later judged, not always negatively: “Although I was not particularly
happy about my childhood background I now see that it drilled enough
of the Protestant Ethic in me to permit me to put up with many aversive
features of my educational background and to get from it what I really
needed to be, an independent scholar.”"'® From Susquehanna, situated in
a progressive and relatively innocent early-twentieth-century America, he
learned to want a world “to be so good everything you do is reinforced,
the things you make are nice and you’re glad you made them, the friends
you have are nice and you’re glad you have [them].”"!

But the time had come to “make do” in another environment, another
culture. He was both relieved and exhilarated to escape his parents,
though he could not yet articulate what he had escaped, and later admitted
he had not in many ways escaped Susquehanna at all.



Between Two Lives

At Hamilton College I was between two lives. 1 was prepared
to be one kind of person and turned out to be another.

—Interview with B. F. Skinner, August 13, 1990

; ;hen eighteen-year-old Fred Skinner arrived at Hamilton College,
his environment shifted from a railroad town to a college village. Clinton,
New York, was founded in 1787 as a dairy farming village but had long
been associated with higher education. Yet a curious similarity existed
between these two American towns: their proximity to mid-nineteenth-
century perfectionist movements. A few miles from Susquehanna, Joseph
Smith had written the Book of Mormon in 1819; and Clinton, New York,
was less than twenty miles from Oneida, where John Humphrey Noyes
had established a utopian community in 1848.! Skinner would later re-
mark that each of these nineteenth-century perfectionist examples
showed how “you could step in and do something about your life.”?

Hamilton College was founded in 1793 as Hamilton-Oneida Academy
and was chartered in 1812 as Hamilton College, a men’s liberal arts school
named after Alexander Hamilton, a member of the academy’s first Board
of Trustees.> Entering freshmen in 1922 paid an annual tuition rate of
$150, reflecting a recent $30.00 increase. A week’s board at the Hall of
Commons was $6.50 and included breakfast rolls, which were “tossed
from one table to another”—at times as if they were “lethal weapons.”
Here, for four years, Fred would live in a more traditional America, a




BETWEEN TWO LIVES 3

place where old wealth and family reputation counted more than the
progress of the new railroad culture.

Unlike many Hamilton students, whose fathers or brothers were
alumni, Fred was entering a world where no personal or family reputation
preceded him. Yet the young man who disembarked from a taxi in front
of the Chi Psi fraternity house that September was confident that he
would excel academically and socially in his new setting. A letter to his
parents was both reassuring and slightly condescending:

We got to Clinton . . . and . . . to the Chi Psi (pronounced Kye Sigh) Fraternity
house. . . . After having dinner at the Chi Psi’s I went for a room in a dormitory
and got one in North Hall. This is the oldest Hall here and of course not very
modern. It is, they say, the best heated and has the best showers. ... I had a
wonderful meal at the Beta Kappa House tonight. . . . The meal was great and
served with the neatness and care of a fine hotel.’

An older Hamilton student recalled that “Fred was rather reticent about
talking of his family. . . . [and] he wasn’t too sharp in the market. I sold
him my tiny roll-top desk which had cramped me for a year and at my
original purchase price.”®

Fred was one of 111 entering freshman, a radical difference from the
8 seniors who constituted his graduating class from Susquehanna High
School. President Frederick Carlos Ferry welcomed them and urged them
to attain the goal desired of every Hamiltonian graduate: “the ideal of the
well-rounded man who has been exposed to the benefits of liberal arts
learning.”” Ferry, who had assumed his office in 1917, was also trying to
raise faculty salaries, decrease the faculty-student ratio, build new faculty
housing, and expand the college’s physical equipment. He was a progres-
sive, no-nonsense president, one who, to some extent, identified more
with modern American business culture than with the traditional Hamil-
ton environment.®

To help its charges achieve the goal of a well-rounded man, Hamilton
College placed great emphasis on writing and public speaking. Through-
out their four years, students were required to spend three or four hours
a week preparing and delivering oral presentations.” The ideal Hamilton
graduate could easily become a lawyer or a clergyman. Fred’s freshman
courses included English composition, algebra, trigonometry, intermedi-
ate French, modern comedy, elementary Greek, general biology, fresh-
man declamation, and elements of public speaking.’® He “hated” biol-
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ogy'' and found oratory presentations frightening, as the novice speaker
tried “to remember not only the words but the gestures appropriate to the
issue at hand. . . . [The] initial terror [was| enhanced by pennies hurtling
down from sophomores in the balcony, if one hesitated between sen-
tences.”'? This was not the only humiliation young Skinner would face.

He discovered he was not nearly as sophisticated with language—the
college’s forte—as he had thought himself to be. Susquehanna teachers,
even Miss Graves and Professor Bowles, may have on occasion disagreed
with him, but they had not criticized local verbal customs. At Hamilton,
however, Fred’s speech teacher immediately took exception to his ending
sentences with the word #p, as in, “I cleaned up”; “I wrapped a package
up.” Fred also pronounced words ending in -dous as -jous: tremenjous,
stupendjons. And he said forhorrid for “forehead” and auck for “creek.”'?
Being caught in such slips mortified a young man who was easily embar-
rassed and craved praise in his new environment.

One mistake occurred in Professor Paul Fancher’s English composi-
tion class. A student had used the expression “very interested.” Instantly
“my hand shot up. ‘I was taught that you must say very much interested,”
Fred proclaimed. Later he noted, “It was pretentious. . . . It was a plea
in my own interest against the class.” Although no one mocked him, “I
knew then, and I smart for it still, that I had turned the class against me.”
He blamed his small-town background for the fact that he “knew nothing
of the levelling practices which keep members of a larger group in line.”**
Like the behaviorist he would become, he was acutely aware of other
people’s behavior as well as his own.

Other slips were due to simple naiveté. On a Saturday trip to nearby
Utica for a haircut, he left without tipping, to the barber’s astonishment.
He had never tipped barbers in Susquehanna and was ashamed to learn
from his roommate that it was customary. The same roommate also
mentioned that it was not necessary to grind a cigarette to pulp with one’s
heel to extinguish it. This matter-of-fact criticism of a fashionable habit
deflated the glamour of enjoying his favorite smokes, Pall Malls.

Fred’s attempts to appear sophisticated and the resulting shame when
he failed might have had less force if the Hamilton upperclassmen had
not seen freshmen as the perennial source of social ridicule. Freshmen
were marked men. Called “slimers” and required to wear green beanies
on campus at all times, they had to respect all betters and could not exit
a college building before sophomores and upperclassmen. They were fair
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game for the vicious pranks of upperclassmen, who abducted them, often
taking them into the country and abandoning them there. There was “a
general meanness displayed . . . by upper classmen” that fostered feelings
of inferiority and social ineptitude among freshmen. Hazing was common
in the fraternities that dominated the college’s social life. The bathtub gin
often provided at their house parties increased the chances for mischief
and harm. President Ferry worked to abolish vicious practices such as the
“gym show,” in which freshmen were forced to strip and slide on their
stomachs across a floor awash with a mixture of water and cornmeal until
“the floor became bloodied.”**

But Hamilton tradition dictated that freshmen pledge a fraternity and
here, too, Fred made a social mistake. He joined Beta Kappa, only a local
fraternity. Although several years later it would become a chapter of the
national, Lambda Chi Alpha, the affiliation was not prestigious; Beta
Kappa did not pledge the best athletes or boys who had social standing.*¢
The choice of a “wrong” fraternity revealed Fred’s naiveté as well as
showing that his parents were of little social help. Nor did he have a close
friend or mentor to guide him. Years later it still bothered Skinner when
a Hamilton graduate would ask him what crowd he had belonged to.
Perhaps, he acknowledged, he had taken on his mother’s social aspira-
tions."” At Hamilton, “there were ‘crowds’ I didn’t belong to. I would feel
very much an outsider entering the Dlelta] U[psilon] house even for a few
minutes.”*®

He also experienced a new physical isolation. Hamilton College sat
atop College Hill, or “the Hill,” as it was called, just above Clinton. And
although the town was approximately the same size as Susquehanna, it
was less commercial and was dominated by college administrators, fac-
ulty, and alumni. Outside the chore and routine of schoolwork, there was
little to do, made worse by the Hill’s distance from town. A fellow
freshman recalled that the isolation of the place led students to go
“stir-crazy.”!®

Fred found it more difficult to “make do” here. There was no garage
workshop or messy railroad town to encourage tinkering and inventing,
the hands-on activities he loved. Moreover, he did not make close friends
his first year. A classmate later described him as a blue-eyed young man
with “sandy hair that was usually awry. He was thin but wiry and very
quick in his movements, speech and obviously, his thoughts. . . . His
outstanding asset was a hearty laugh.” Though initially he impressed one
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fraternity brother as “outgoing, friendly and appreciative of suggestions
and advice,” he developed a reputation as an outsider and was considered
aloof, intellectual, and conceited.?’

Later in his freshman year, boarding at the Beta Kappa dormitory at
the bottom of College Hill, he would trudge up and down the steep slope
to classes and campus activities several times a day, climbs for which the
“city of stairs” had well prepared him. Once in class he discovered his
teachers were not nearly as helpful as those in Susquehanna, who, with
their small classes, had been exceptionally devoted. In high school his
intelligence had been appreciated and highlighted by the attention of the
beloved Miss Graves. Fred was certain his intellect would serve him well
in college, but at Hamilton he learned to his dismay that exhibiting
intellectual superiority was often ignored and even ridiculed. He recalled
that “a good many of the people I knew . . . really didn’t give a damn
about getting a college education. They just did it. They weren’t intellectu-
ally excited about anything at all.”?' Classmates chided and teased him
about what in high school he had considered great intellectual discoveries.

He also found less esteem toward teachers. Students deferred to pro-
fessors in class but did not necessarily respect them. Each professor,
some with affection but others with ridicule, was given a nickname:
“Stink,” “Smut,” “Swampy,” “Bugsy,” “Brownie,” and so on. Fred found
himself among typical American male college students of the 1920s—
fun-loving fellows nervous about passing their courses but more inter-
ested in the fraternity social calendar and the next football game or tennis
match than in their books.

The college also had rigid regulations. Students were required to attend
chapel daily. There were few excused absences, and professors penalized
the boys for being late to class. A bell tolled twelve times at the top of
each hour and everyone was to be seated by the twelfth ring. Across
campus could be heard shouts of “Hold that bell” as students scurried to
make the deadline. Physical education was compulsory, presenting the
less athletic, like Fred, with real dangers, as they were bumped and
battered unmercifully in soccer and hockey. These requirements coex-
isted with the honor system for examinations. Students signed an agree-
ment not to cheat on tests and papers. In return, professors allowed
breaks during exams, during which questions and problems could be
discussed so long as answers or hints were not exchanged.

Extracurricular campus life included sports, drama, and music—
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diversions that might have given young Skinner more social confidence.
But here, too, he failed to achieve a real place for himself. He found that
his tennis game, which had been passable in Susquehanna, could not
compete at Hamilton. He auditioned for the Charlatans, a drama group,
and got a part but was bumped in rehearsal. Having failed twice, he
summoned the courage to try to play saxophone for an instrumental
group and did find a niche there. Later he joined the Hamilton Glee
Club. But these musical activities did not really boost his shaken self-
confidence. Nor were his academic grades outstanding. With the excep-
tion of A’s in algebra and trigonometry, he received B’s in his courses
during that first year.?

His favorite course was Paul Fancher’s English composition. Fancher
was a superb teacher who was rumored to be homosexual. A drama
teacher as well, he read student papers in class with considerable effect.
Despite his B in the course, Fred exhibited writing talent, and two of his
poems were accepted by the Hamilton Literary Magazine. One had been
written about the death of his Grandmother Burrhus in January 1923.
The first and last stanzas of “Christmas Cactus” capture his sentimental
and self-deprecating mood:

Ob, ugly loutish, selfish thing,
She cared for you

When you were naked, flowerless,
The whole year through

She went, but you remembered all.
In her last hour

You bore to her, most gratefully
A blood-red flower.”?

Fred’s disillusionment and social isolation were best captured in a
theme paper written in the third person in which he created a characteri-
zation of himself. Fancher had asked the class to describe the changes one
year at college had wrought. In their senior year the themes would be
returned to the students, who could then judge the accuracy of the earlier
assessments. “In the Fall of 1922, a boy matriculated at Hamilton Col-
lege,” Fred began. “He was from a small town, reared in a sympathetic
home, and trained in a school of interested teachers. . . . His home and
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school he thought had shown him the necessity for certain kinds of
knowledge. . . . What a joyous task it was to be!” But, after eight months,
“college had proved a disappointment.” In fact,

It needed barely one month of the first term to show the boy he had misjudged
college. There was no majority of students who enjoyed study, who frequented
the library voluntarily. He found that he was almost alone in his pursuit of
literature, and that he was actually jeered at for spending time on a book when
other boys were supporting athletics. . . . He wrote:

“They’re making me do too many things I don’t want to do. They say these
are things I need; yet, while they may know a lot about what the average person
needs, they don’t know half as much about e as I do.”

The writer concluded that “the only broadening one year of Hamilton has
given me is the enlargement of my own self-centered microcosm; the only
agility of mind I have acquired is wasting itself in a ruinous flight toward
selfishness.”?*

The cost of pursuing intellectual life and keeping his individuality was
that “the boy . . . looked upon himself as isolated. He became critical,
almost cynical. . . . The Great Change has been wrought.” Yet it was not
the one he had expected. And Fancher’s comment on the back of his
paper probably did little to uplift him: “There are three years more in
which you may develop your individual bent. This is something encourag-
ing to remember.”?

Fancher had missed the point. Fred already had an “individual
bent”—so much so that he was able to step outside himself and view
himself as another person. His freshman year, with its social isolation
and disregard for the importance of intellect, had caused him to imag-
ine himself as another person, one who now stood apart from the
anti-intellectual environment that surrounded him, one who had gained
objectivity in the unhappiness of his social and intellectual predica-
ment. This was the Great Change. Skinner was dispassionately analyz-
ing his reaction to an unexpectedly punishing environment—not yet,
of course, as a behavioral scientist but as someone newly detached
from and cynical about himself as well as those around him. His suf-
fering during that year moved Fred toward the detachment that char-
acterizes the objective scientist.



BETWEEN TWO LIVES 37

IN THE SPRING a tragedy turned his attention to his family. Fred had
concluded a singing tour with the Hamilton Glee Club and returned to
Scranton for spring break. On April 7, while his parents were attending
Sunday morning services at the Scranton Presbyterian Church, he, Ebbie,
and a friend drove to a drugstore for sundaes and returned to the Skinner
residence where Ebbie needed to use the bathroom. After a long while
he emerged in great distress, saying he had an excruciating headache and
needed to lie down. He asked for a doctor. One was called, but before
he could arrive Ebbie fainted. Food was running freely from his mouth
without the usual constrictions of vomiting. When the doctor arrived, he
removed Ebbie’s shoe and rubbed the sole of his foot. Fred rushed to
church to get his parents, but they arrived home too late. Ebbie may have
been dead even before Fred left. An autopsy performed that night
showed he had suffered “acute indigestion,” which “had caused an infla-
tion of the heart [so] that the circulation of the blood had stopped
completely with the heart attack.”?¢ Later, however, Skinner showed a
report of the autopsy to a physician, who concluded that Ebbie had died
at sixteen of a massive cerebral hemorrhage.

At the time of the tragedy, William and Grace were well established in
an affluent section of Scranton. Their new residence, on North Washing-
ton Street in the elegant Green Ridge neighborhood, had been purchased
for $14,500, a pricey sum in 1922. Grace had hired a maid and William
had bought a Packard sedan, which then competed with Cadillac as the
most prestigious American automobile. They belonged to the Scranton
Country Club. Although they could afford the style of life required by the
Scranton upper class, they still felt like nervous newcomers, acutely aware
of their social inferiority.

Ebbie’s loss devastated the Skinners, particularly William, and their
lack of social connection in Scranton did not help to ease their pain.
Ebbie had adjusted wonderfully to Scranton’s Central High School, mak-
ing many friends in a short time and earning a reputation as a good
athlete. His proud father had recently bought him an Overland sedan,
which the boys had driven to get sundaes that fateful morning.

For William, Ebbie’s death brought a terrible disorientation: “The
world was not the orderly, predictable thing it had seemed.” The loss
“haunted” him, leaving him lost and depressed.?” He would later write a
book on workmen’s compensation law in Pennsylvania and dedicate it to
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“the Memory of My Son Edward.” “The work,” he explained, “was
undertaken to afford distraction from the effects of his untimely pass-
ing.”?® For years after Ebbie’s death, William would suddenly burst into
tears when thinking of his youngest son.?” With Ebbie’s death, he had not
only lost the apple of his eye; for Will Skinner, the American dream—the
expectation that progress would come through the achievements of one’s
children, through the progression of the generations—was shaken to its
roots.

Fred had watched his brother die with remarkable detachment. Just as
he had dispassionately viewed himself in his freshman theme paper, so,
too, he observed his brother’s death as if he were a level-headed stranger
happening upon the scene. He described the symptoms accurately and
unemotionally, a fact not lost upon the attending physician. “With the
same objectivity,” Skinner recalled, “I had watched my parents as they
reacted to the discovery that my brother was dead”—watched as his
mother embraced the still warm corpse and his father walked in a trance
exclaiming, “For heaven’s sake, for heaven’s sake.”*® Yet he was greatly
moved by his parents’ grief and the loss of his brother, remembering with
mortification having accidentally wounded him with an arrow when they
were children. Indeed, cool detachment and sentimentality were both
characteristic of B. F. Skinner: “I tend to take major things of that kind
[death] without any emotion, [yet] I think I am an emotional person.
When something happens I accept it.”?!

Fred could accept Ebbie’s death as fact, but it was harder to accept the
new conditions that the tragedy created. He was now an only child, and
this added measurably to his sense of being manipulated by others who
did not share his interests: “With my brother’s death, I was to be drawn
back into the position of a family boy. It was a position I had never
wanted, and it was to become increasingly troublesome in the years
ahead.”*? Ebbie’s death “threw my parents on me, searching for a boyish
affection which he gave them but the demand for which was for me an
embarrassment.”®* Yet he did nothing to resist being pulled back into
their orbit: “[If] annoyed me, but curiously led to no open revolt.”**
Nonetheless, becoming the “family boy” left him feeling trapped. He had
escaped to Hamilton College only to find that no one appreciated the
student as intellectual; now, this sad event tied him closer than ever to his
parents. He had wanted a new life but was in danger of lapsing into an
old one. Fred was not only between two lives; he could not find a
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satisfactory life for himself in either place. By the end of his freshman
yeat, having no close friends, male or female, his only pleasures were
taking solitary walks and writing poetry. Returning to Scranton for the
summer did nothing to help his mood: “I came back . . . a total stranger,
and my parents had not yet come to know many people through whom
I could make friends.”?*

Not surprisingly, William and Grace found life in Scranton less satisfy-
ing after Ebbie’s death. The inevitable guilt a parent feels after losing a
child was accompanied by second thoughts about having left Sus-
quehanna; if only they had not moved, they pondered, he might still be
alive. For some years Grace collected newspaper stories on the unex-
pected deaths of children, including many on the anguish of Chatles and
Anne Lindbergh over the kidnapping and death of their son, Charles.>¢
Perhaps it helped to know that others, even the famous, suffered similar
tragedy. They surely missed having old friends on hand who had known
Ebbie and would have been able to console them.

The Skinners tried, perhaps too hard, to make Fred’s first summer
home from college enjoyable. He was introduced to the Hudson Coal
Company’s physician, Dr. John Fulton, whose daughter, Nell, shared his
interest in music. The young couple often played duets, but their relation-
ship remained strictly musical. William arranged for his son to play golf
at the country club—hardly a social pleasure for Fred—and also allowed
him use of the Packard to visit friends in Susquehanna. Like his parents,
he feltill at ease in Scranton: “we were upwardly mobile but with nowhere
to go.”*” To escape their malaise as well as to ease their grief over Ebbie,
they decided a seashore vacation would be therapeutic.

Nothing better revealed, however, the impossibility of recapturing the
sense of well-being of times past. Stopping at Asbury Park, New Jersey,
they found their accommodations crowded and the service indifferent. So
they continued south to Spring Lake, and took rooms at the swank Essex
and Sussex Hotel, which served the families of East coast bankers and
brokers. Most of the guests were regulars who seemed a social notch or
two above the Skinners. The class distinctions of the place, or at least
their awareness of such, made Fred and his parents even more uncom-
fortable than in Scranton.

One incident at the Essex and Sussex well dramatizes their unease; not
surprisingly, it involved Grace Skinner’s old admonition to heed “what
people will think.” One evening they were served dinner in “a ritzy dining
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room with a snobbish head waiter with an Irish name.” Fred remembered
wearing “a buttoned sweater . . . and the head waiter said afterwards to
my father, ‘Please have the young man wear a coat in the dining room.’
I can easily recall my mother’s smothered cry of Uh-uh; we had all made
a mistake.””® What had been envisioned as a relaxing interlude became a
vacation pervaded with misgiving and social discomfort. And Fred suf-
fered the double disapproval of both the hotel employees and his mother.

The result was vacationer paralysis. Fred was unable to muster the
courage to approach unattached girls, and he remembered envying a young
man with a sports car who casually tipped the doorman. The alternative to
making new friends was being with his parents, so he took frequent solitary
walks. He had plenty of time to speculate about his future, and it did not
look promising. His prospects at Hamilton appeared to be a continuation
of isolation and disappointment; and Ebbie’s death meant he faced spend-
ing more time with his parents. “I was as miserable as I have ever been,” he
remembered. “My parents were scarcely less so.”**

He could not, however, openly confront them with his own unhappi-
ness, especially in their time of sorrow. Besides, Fred was not a young
man who could easily tell his parents they had silly class pretensions,
because to some extent he shared them. The Essex and Sussex sojourn
accentuated their common maladjustment after leaving Susquehanna,
their isolation, their inability to measure up in unfamiliar surroundings.
And although Fred’s discomfort was not quite the same as that of his
parents, he remained remarkably sensitive to social distinctions. His
mother and father wanted the social standing that accompanied affluence;
all three fervently wished to avoid the stigma of social inferiority.

But wHEN FRED returned to Hamilton in September, good social
fortune unexpectedly came his way through a close association with one
of the college’s most intellectually accomplished and artistically cultivated
families—a circle in which he soon felt entirely comfortable. Still be-
tween two lives, he began to feel the gravitational pull of an alternative
family culture. His social isolation and absence of intellectual companion-
ship ended.

Arthur Percy Saunders served as both college dean and chemistry
professor. His family’s home was a salon, drawing a continual stream of
well-known literati and artists as well as a select group of Hamilton
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students to its culturally sophisticated yet relaxed atmosphere. Ezra
Pound, Robert Frost, Alexander Woollcott, Ivor Armstrong Richards,
and James Agee knew the charming conviviality of the Saunders’s music
room. There the professor himself played the violin and held regular
concerts, mostly violin quartets and piano recitals.

Described as “a rare man in a hurly-burly world, as 2 man of science,
as a man of grace, charm and urbanity, whose hospitality was the same
at home and abroad,” Saunders was also a “man whose sense of values
has impressed and directed the lives of hundreds of students.”*® He was
an outstanding gardener who raised prize-winning hybrid peonies, be-
came president of the American Peony Society, and left records on some
seventeen thousand plants. Though not a professional writer, Saunders
loved literature. He was also an amateur astronomer who watched the
starry heavens on summer nights through a telescope set up in his garden.
A political liberal, he subscribed to radical magazines such as Broom. His
liberal leanings disposed him to look unfavorably on Hamilton’s presi-
dent. He found Ferry’s pro-business outlook, his manipulation of the
faculty, and his lack of due process in disciplinary cases with students
arbitrary and autocratic.*!

Saunders shared his house, just west of the Hamilton campus, with his
wife, Louise Shefield Brownell Saunders, and their children. One of the
first graduates of Bryn Mawr, Louise was a cultivated woman who in 1897
was appointed warden of Sage College, the women’s counterpart to
Cornell. She also lectured on English literature and met Percy while he
was teaching chemistry at Cornell. She resigned her position when the
Cornell administration refused to name her a professor. In Clinton, she
tutored Hamilton students. She and Grace Root, the wife of the art
professor at Hamilton, were known as “the most formidable and influen-
tial women of the Hill for something like three decades.”*? There were
four Saunders children: Silvia, an accomplished singer; Olivia, known as
“Via,” whom Fred took to the junior prom and who later married James
Agee; William Duncan, already a talented poet in his teens; and Percy
Blake, nicknamed “Frisk,” who loved natural history.

Tragedy had struck the Saunders family in January 1922 as it would
strike the Skinner family in April 1923, with the sudden death of eighteen-
year-old Duncan. A freshman at Hamilton, he had been tussling with
some fraternity brothers when his head violently struck a wall. Soon he
began to suffer nausea and incoherence. He died about twenty-four hours
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later, after undergoing emergency surgery in a Utica hospital to repair
brain damage. William Duncan had been a promising young man, the
family favorite, and after his death his grief-stricken parents and siblings
decided to take an extended European trip. This coincided with Fred’s
freshman year, so it was not untl his sophomore year that he made
contact with the family that would so dramatically improve his life at
Hamilton.

Fred, about the same age as Percy and Louise’s deceased son, was
chosen to tutor “Frisk,” their youngest, in mathematics. This arrangement
not only put Fred on friendly terms with Hamilton’s most intellectually
cultivated family, but through it he also came to know the Roots, for
generations the college’s most socially powerful family. The most famous
Root, Elihu, was chairman of the college’s Board of Trustees. He had
served as secretary of war for presidents William McKinley and Theodore
Roosevelt as well as secretary of state for the latter, and was often
mentioned as a potential presidential candidate himself. Indeed, it was
one of William Skinner’s oft-repeated and incorrect predictions that Root
would someday hold the nation’s highest office. An invitation to the Root
home was considered a great honor. For his part, Fred thought Grace
Root, Elihu’s daughter-in-law, regal and wise, and she took a special
interest in him.** The Root home lay adjacent to the campus and the
family owned land known as Root Woods, where Hamilton students,
faculty, and lovers often strolled.

Fred found the style of life at the Saunders household pleasantly
different from that of his parents. For one thing, they had a more relaxed
moral code, not libertine but certainly not Victorian. Percy had an eye for
the young ladies, and would eventually carry on an affair with one of his
daughter’s friends. The girl, under the care of a New York City psychia-
trist, told her doctor of the liaison, who then, unprofessionally, passed the
confidence on to the gitl’s parents. They confronted Louise, but she
refused to be shocked or embarrassed. Instead she went to New York,
met the psychiatrist, and defiantly defended her husband.** Such a disclo-
sure, let alone defense, would have been unthinkable to Grace Skinner.

The Saunders’s house was an intellectual and cultural mecca where
pursuits from astronomy to chamber music and horticulture were encour-
aged. Like Mary Graves, this family took Fred under its wing, but this
time intellectual life was combined with social stimulation. It was an
invigorating family culture, a house adorned with literature purchased
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with care from bookstores rather than bought on a whim from traveling
book salesmen. The Saunderses offered Fred a novel family culture with-
out the moral policing he had known at home. Fred had just enough
pretentiousness as well as genuine intellectual curiosity to be susceptible
to this kind of environment.

Percy Saunders encouraged the nonconventional yearnings of youth,
particularly the ambitions of a young man who was an outsider and a bit
of a rebel. As he explained it:

If the young show radical tendencies, i.c., show themselves not perfectly
satisfied with the status quo-—which gives [the older students] wealth in the
business world and power in the educational—they are thrust back and kept
under as far as possible.

But if a young man shows himself content with things as they are . . . he
gradually becomes known as a “safe” man and to him power is more and more
given, for those higher up are satisfied he will do nothing to disturb the
established order. Once in a while a radical, one who does his own thinking,
instead of putting it out as we say of the wash—comes to the top. Then he is
in trouble.*?

Saunders appreciated young men who did their “own thinking”; William
Skinner liked the “safe” men. While Fred believed that his father’s faith
“in progress may have had a stronger effect on me than I have realized,”
it was through contact with the Saunders scene that he realized “there was
a better world . . . and learn[ed] how to behave in [it].”*¢

Fred’s parents had built their world in accordance with the canons of
the Protestant ethic, complying with its codes of social mobility and
material success. Who you were and what you had was a consequence not
only of the previous generation’s status in life, but of your own efforts.
In the 1920s a vigorous boosterism epitomized by the adage “to think
success brings success” had gained enormous leverage in America as the
advertising techniques of Madison Avenue gained ascendancy.*’” Will
Skinner was active in the Scranton Kiwanis Club, and his 1928 election
as its president showed that he well represented the post—World War I
business creed. While the Saunders family certainly didn’t reject afluence
and, in fact, lived quite well, they loathed marketplace values. They were
not original in this, following the example of literati who, although willing
to be subsidized by the American market, considered themselves apart
from the business class. They echoed those enclaves of departed Ameri-



44 B. F. SKINNER

can intellectuals and artists who flowered in mid-nineteenth-century New
England and who created an American Renaissance: Emerson, Thoreau,
Hawthorne, Melville, Whitman. At the center of their shared creed was
reverence for the individual genius whose literature or art transcended the
mundane and the material and represented universal truth and beauty.*®

Finally, the Saunders household was a lively one, where interesting
people not only came and went but also lived. Percy and Louise often
boarded promising young people whose parents wanted them to be
tutored and socially prepared for college. There was, no doubt, a certain
snob appeal in catering to well-heeled families who wanted their sons and
daughters to acquire the cultivated tastes of the upper class. Nonetheless,
these protégés experienced a way of life that emphasized intellectual
excellence and aesthetic standards—an environment that enthralled Fred.
Perhaps the greatest attraction was that in the company of the Saunderses
one felt both intellectually and socially accomplished—even superior.
Cynthia Ann Miller, daughter of a Utica banker, was one such boarding
student, being groomed for Radcliffe College. Fred met her while he was
tutoring young Frisk Saunders and promptly fell passionately in love.

His high school infatuations had left him feeling ignorant, inept, or
guilty. He had tended to approach girls as either potential sexual con-
quests or idealized romances. His sophomore year crush on Cynthia Ann
Miller fell into the latter category: “My love for Cynthia Ann was deep and
painful but it was not primarily sexual. Indeed, I must have seemed
sexually backward.”*?

The Saunders scene contributed to the intensity of his new romance.
The couple had tea in the music room; they walked hand in hand in the
surrounding woods; they visited Grace Root; and they read and discussed
poetry, some composed by Cynthia Ann. All the Saunderses knew that
Fred was enamored, and when Percy and Blake learned that Cynthia Ann
was also being courted by an older student, they could not resist teasing
Fred by singing the then popular song “Somebody Stole My Gal.” It was
not just the family who knew Fred was smitten; the whole campus
seemed aware of it. The college yearbook, The Hamiltonian, reported:
“Fred claims that he is not sentimental but sophomore year he was caught
on a moonlit night leaning out of a window in South College while
inhaling the aroma of a violet-scented vanity case to the pathetic yearning
of a broad ‘Ah!’ 7%°

One day in early 1924 while he was walking through Root Woods, it
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became clear to Fred that Cynthia Ann wanted to make love: “We
partially undressed. . . . I don’t think I knew the first thing about what was
expected. Anyway, I didn’t go through with it. It wasn’t long after that
that she wrote me this long letter breaking it off.”! Fred was crushed and
“went for months in an agony of unrequited love. I watched for her
everywhere.”? Others, however, seemed to know the relationship was
doomed. Olivia Saunders recalled that it had been a one-sided romance.>?
Skinner kept in touch with Cynthia Ann after she went to Radcliffe and
after she married, but he suspected that she could have found a more
suitable husband—someone, perhaps, more like himself.>*

His unsuccessful courtship influenced Fred’s literary interests. His
sophomore year he took a course on French drama and especially liked
Edmond Rostand’s poetic rendition of Cyrano de Bergerac, not only because
of his interest in French literature but because like de Bergerac, he, too,
suffered from unrequited love. But romantic disappointment did not
drive Fred into the miserable isolation of his freshman year. Being a part
of the Saunders’s circle improved his standing—indeed, the failed court-
ship and the family teasing drew him even closer to the family. And his
new associations encouraged others. Fred became a regular customer at
Mary Ogden’s book shop in Utica, an establishment frequented by Percy
and Louise. There he befriended an attractive clerk who introduced him
to the works of Freud and talked frankly about Victorian repressions. The
bookstore was another place where he could discuss subjects that were
taboo in the Skinner home.

Fred’s sophomore year was the pivotal one in his college career, at least
in how he felt about being a student and in terms of an emerging
academic interest. Embarrassment about slips in class diminished as he
made gains socially and intellectually. He was enthusiastic about most of
his courses, which, along with French drama, included declamation, de-
bate, English composition (again with Fancher), Greek (a study of
Homer), general introduction to English literature, psychology (that is,
logic), and elementary chemistry.>® Although he did not care much for
chemistry, he loved his writing classes and still hoped to be a writer.*

He also found a best friend, one who shared his intellectual interests
and writing ambitions. John (“Hutch”) Hutchens, also a sophomore, had
arrived at Hamilton College from Montana. He had also experienced an
unhappy freshman year, nearly flunking out. But, unlike Fred, he had
pledged one of the most prestigious fraternities on campus. Hutch was
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more outgoing than Skinner, and was recognized as “the lad with the
most angelic face and diabolic mind in Hamilton College.”s’

The Hamiltonian mocked Hutchens as living “under the terrible halluci-
nation that he is the reincarnation of Shakespeare, Milton, Dante, Moliére
and company.”*® This literary reputation was enhanced by Hutch’s contri-
butions to “Carpe Diem,” a satiric column in the college newspaper,
Hanmilton 1.ife. There he poked fun at Fred’s romance with Cynthia Ann.
Writing under the pen name John Kay, he composed a Chaucerianlike
poem entitled “Sir Burrhus Goeth Forth,” which pillotied that bold
knight’s failed attempt to capture the love of “Ladie Fariana.” Sir Burrhus,
however, took up the challenge and published an equally humorous
rejoinder.

Together they pilloried conventional standards, especially the preten-
tious, materialistic values of some Hamilton professors and college ad-
ministrators. In these attitudes and activities they were similar to other
intellectually inclined American students in the 1920s who maintained a
“smart-set” persona, a cynical post—World War I disillusionment with
Victorian traditions and contemporary business-oriented values. Aside
from thawing Fred’s reserved manner by introducing him to the satiric
fun of writing for student publications, Hutch accompanied him on their
frequent Saturday-night forays into Utica for dinner, drinking, and “inves-
tigat[ing] certain educational aspects of life not specified in the college

catalogue.”?’

IN FRED’S THIRD ACADEMIC YEAR at Hamilton, he took
junior declamation, discussion, debate, elementary Spanish, English litera-
ture (seventeenth and eighteenth centuries), American literature (contem-
porary), art appreciation, American government, and anatomy and em-
bryology.*°

It was in anatomy and embryology that Fred returned to the hands-on
activity he had loved in Susquehanna. In this class—the only science
course at Hamilton that related to Skinner’s career as a behaviorist—he
recalled dissecting a cat and making slides of chick and pig embryo.
Professor Albro “Bugsy” Morrill recommended that he read the early-
twentieth-century biologist Jacques Loeb’s Physiology of the Brain and Com-
parative Psychology (1912) and The Organism as a Whole (1916), and Loeb’s
concept of tropism greatly impressed him. Tropism is movement that can
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be controlled by the way a scientist exposes a simple organism to light.
The control of the behavior of organisms would be essential to Skin-
nerian science.

Professor Calvin “Cal” Lewis taught a public-speaking course about
which Fred wrote a satiric piece entitled “The Confessions of a Puzzle
Eater,” the story of a crossword puzzle addict. Lewis, Hamilton’s great
authority on creative writing who also offered a course on the novel, was
so incredulous about the authenticity of Skinner’s essay that he accused
him of plagiarism—a gross violation of Hamilton’s honor system, which,
if confirmed, could have resulted in expulsion. But Lewis later apolo-
gized; he had not wanted to admit that a Hamilton student could write
so professionally.®' The incident boosted Fred’s emerging conviction that
he should make a career as a writer.

His literary ambition was strengthened even more during the summer
of 1925, following his junior year, when he attended the Bread Loaf
School of English in Vermont. There, deep in the Green Mountains on
a 30,000-acre property, students had the opportunity to attend a summer
school led by nationally renowned writers and dramatists. That summer
two American legends, Carl Sandburg and Robert Frost, were in attend-
ance. Frost had recently received the Pulitzer Prize in literature and was,
like Skinner, at Bread Loaf for the first time. Frost suggested that Skinner
send him samples of his writing, a gesture that must have made his spirits
soar as well as causing him considerable anxiety.

While at Bread Loaf, Fred also fell in love, this time with “Ellen” (as
he called her in his autobiography), a married woman in her late twenties
who was accompanied by her four-year-old boy. Skinner followed her like
a lovesick puppy but, although they took walks together and had an
incipient romance, she rebuffed his sexual advances. In a writing class
taught by Sidney Cox, attended also by Ellen, Fred wrote a disguised
account of the friendship in which he alluded to his love’s resemblance
to his mother.*2 Ellen understood the implication immediately and gently
kidded Fred after class about falling in love with a woman who resembled
his mother. Once again he experienced the pain of unrequited love and
blamed himself: His love was being rebuffed because he did not know
how to make love; sexual naiveté was a Susquehanna legacy that his
experience with Cynthia Ann and now with Ellen had not overcome.
Both courtships augmented his feelings of inadequacy.

There were, however, other, if less romantic, solutions to his problem.
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Hutch was more sexually experienced than Fred, having frequented houses
ofill repute in his native Montana. During their senior year the two friends,
along with Jack Chase, the Latin professor’s son, made the first of several
trips to Utica’s red-light district. Hutchens believed the escapades had a
valuable long-term effect: “I can think of a dozen men [’'ve known who
would have been saved from early, foolish marriages if they’d received
release in agood, well-run whorehouse instead of marrying the first girl they
went to bed with.”®* Fred, on the other hand, once again met disappoint-
ment and disillusionment. But, thanks to Hutchens, he was at least gaining
sexual experience, if not romantic fulfillment.

SKINNER’S FINAL YEAR at Hamilton made him more experienced
in academic ways as well. His course work further emphasized his literary
interests: senior oration and debate, advanced grammar and modern
prose, English language (Anglo-Saxon and Middle English), English com-
position, Shakespeare and Elizabethan drama, and advanced art.** Fred
became assistant editor to Hutchens’s editorship of the Roya/ Gaboon, the
most irreverent of the campus publications. Under their purview it be-
came more intellectual, merging with the Hamilton Literary Magagine. Fred
contributed book reviews and wrote an article on Ezra Pound—“A Great
Hamilton Alumnus, Unknown to Hamilton Men.” As “a romantic fig-
ure,” Fred wrote, Pound was “quite naturally . . . misunderstood by the
student body” when an undergraduate; but that misunderstanding could
now be corrected if Hamilton students were to discover the “pleasure in
acknowledging a great man to be one of them.” Fred concluded: “We,
who of all others should find a ‘kinspirit’ in Pound, ignore him.”¢®

Did Skinner identify with Pound as a “kinspirit” intellectual who, like
himself, had been ignored by his classmates but would go on to literary
greatness? There were certainly other writers, like Frost, whom he ad-
mired more at the time. But here, as a measure of his changed status, he
was writing not for himself and his professors but for the student body—
intellectually, as it were, hazing them.

Fred and Hutch often vocalized their literary association across cam-
pus, as one would shout a prolonged ROY-AL GA-BOO-N and the
other would echo it. Their literary interests took a competitive turn when
as seniors they were both up for the two-hundred-dollar William Duncan
Saunders Prize for creative writing. To ease any ill feeling should one of
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them win, they agreed that the winner would give the loser seventy-five
dollars. “I was not shaken,” Skinner recalled, when Hutchens handed
over the consolation prize. “There was no doubt that Hutch was good.”s¢
The short story Fred submitted, “Elsa,” developed a theme that would
long remain with him. Told from the fictional Elsa’s point of view, it is
the story of a marriage in which her powerful but foolishly idealistic
husband subtly forces her to bend to his will. Rather than separate, they
stay together under unhappy, though not unbearable, conditions.” Fred,
of course, did not face an aversive spouse; he faced aversive parents and
wanted to break from the control of their way of life. He later concluded,
“I had not broken on little things and therefore had not discovered how
to break.”¢®

But he had discovered how to make trouble covertly for those at
Hamilton who posed as something they were not. One episode illustrates
well this covered rebellion and smart-set cynicism. He and Hutchens took
aim at Fancher, the English composition professor, whose nickname,
“Smut,” referred more to mannerisms than to a love of cheap literature;
he had a reputation for being a notorious gossip and name dropper. He
gave the impression, for example, that he knew everyone who was anyone
in theater and film. During the fall term of their senior year, the two
friends schemed to make it appear that Fancher had arranged to bring
Chatlie Chaplin to Hamilton for a special lecture entitled “Moving Pic-
tures as a Career.” Fred arranged for a high school friend working at a
nearby newspaper to print bright orange posters advertising Chaplin’s
appearance, with a precise date and time.* In the early morning hours of
the scheduled day, Fred and Hutch tacked up posters all over Clinton.
The Utica newspaper even announced that Hamilton’s president would
make a statement about the event at chapel. Phone calls began to pour
in, but, of course, neither the president nor Professor Fancher knew
anything about the concocted lecture.

The college administrators discovered the hoax by noon and tried to
avoid public anger and disappointment by arranging for the local police
to meet incoming cars and inform visitors of the chicanery. Nonethe-
less, several hundred got through and, upon seeing students gathered
for a pep rally, assumed Chaplin was on campus. The next day the two
conspirators, still in the heat of their sarcasm, penned an editorial for
Hamilton Life arguing that “no man with the slightest regard for his alma
mater” would have perpetrated such a deceit.”® The college administra-
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tion undertook an investigation and even hired detectives to track down
the culprits.

What began as a practical joke to alleviate boredom and strike out
against pretense had turned into a real fear of being expelled. Fred
confided his complicity to Percy Saunders, who advised him to keep a low
profile. For days he fretted that, since he had used his own typewriter for
some of the print on the posters, the authorities would trace it back to
him; he filed off the corners of several keys. The police, concentrating on
Jack Chase, a known prankster, never pinned the blame on anyone.

IN JaNuary 1926 Fred began to make plans for his life after
graduation. He wrote his parents of his plan to live with them for one year
and try his hand at writing a novel. They agreed to his proposal but with
little enthusiasm and strong reservations. William wrote back to him:
“You will find that the world is not standing with outstretched arms to
greet you just because you are emerging from a college.” He reminded
Fred of something he had learned from the summer at Bread Loaf: Even
exceptionally talented writers often have financial difficulties. It was per-
fectly acceptable to try to become a writer, William wrote, but “I don’t
want you to become one of those hermits who live in a garret on a crust
of bread . .. and . .. will not condescend to get down to earth and mingle
with the common trash or be as others are.””

Will Skinner, fearing for his son’s financial future, did not share Percy
Saunders’s assumption that intellectuals are superior to businessmen.
Appreciating his son’s well-rounded education, William nonetheless re-
sented his untraditional intellectual ambition. He wanted Fred to be more
successful than he, but through the usual American avenues of upward
mobility: business and the professions.

His uneasiness notwithstanding, William mixed praise with concern.
He explained to Fred that “I believe you have the ability to study and
master about anything you care to undertake,” but also considered the
possibly negative outcome: “Suppose for instance that your dream does
not come true. Are you going to be disappointed and feel sour and enter
other lines with lack of interest and distaste? . . . [And] how are you going
to account to your friends for a year’s apparent idleness and the impres-
sion that would give them that you were lazy?””7?

William, too, was influenced by “what people will think.” After all, he
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and Grace would have to explain to friends why their son, a college
graduate, was unemployed while country club friends proudly announced
that their sons had landed respectable positions as accountants and engi-
neers or were going on to law or medical school. He urged Fred not to
dismiss his advice just “because it is made up of old-fashioned platitudes,
or because it reads like ‘Letters from a Self-mace Merchant to his Son.” ”
Fred’s long-term success was his essential concern: “if your talents enable
you to do something big and startle the world no one of course would
rejoice more than your mother and I who have our whole life centered
in you and your success.””> How Fred must have dreaded reading this
sentence. He was still very much under the parental thumb; indeed, they
seemed more involved than ever in shaping his future.

He took his father’s letter to Percy Saunders, who did not, as he
expected, wholly condemn it. Saunders was skeptical about the genuine-
ness of Fred’s goal and afraid Fred would find himself trapped by it.”*
With Saunders’s reservation and only tepid support from his parents,
Fred’s plans for a writing career appeared uncertain.

Then, less than two months before graduation, he received the con-
firmation he sought. Robert Frost had read the short stories he had
sent after leaving Bread Loaf. “I ought to say you have the touch of
art,” the poet judged: “You are worth more than anyone else I have
seen in prose this year.” This was indeed high praise, and, although
Frost could not guarantee Fred would be a successful writer, he was
certain what made one:

All that makes a writer is the ability to write strongly and directly from some
unaccountable and almost invincible personal prejudice like Stevenson’s in
favor of all being happy as kings no matter if consumptive, or Hardy’s against
God for the blunder of sex, or Sinclair Lewis’ against small American towns,
or Shakespeare’s mixed, at once against and in favor of life itself. I take it that
everybody has a prejudice and spends some time feeling for it to speak and
write from. But most people end as they begin by acting out the prejudices of
other people.”

Ecstatic, Fred took the letter to Saunders, who now agreed he should try
making a career of writing. The letter had made it much easier for Fred
to accept his parents’ weak support. That Frost’s own literary success was
hard-earned and a long time coming was irrelevant; his judgment not only
confirmed Fred’s opinion of himself but played to his conceit. By sharing



52 B. F. 8KINNER

the news with his parents and Percy Saunders, he removed objections and
further congratulated himself on knowing himself best.

WHEN WILLIAM AND GRACE SKINNER came to Hamilton to
attend their son’s graduation, the Saunders family invited them to tea.
They had often entertained the conventional parents of their live-in
protégés and made a valiant but failed effort to put the Skinners at ease.
But Grace’s voice “tightened up,” and William “tried to say the things he
supposed appropriate.”’® The most uncomfortable of all was Fred, for his
two separate worlds lay before him in the same room: “I had developed
two verbal repertoires, appropriate to very different audiences, and now
the two audiences had come together and there was little I could say that
was appropriate to both.””” (Skinner’s book Verbal Behavior [1957] would
deal with the crucial role an audience has as a controlling variable in
shaping one’s verbal behavior.) But his discomfort at the graduation tea
reached beyond different “verbal repertoires” to the uncomfortable social
position of being in the presence of two different families who had
shaped him in profoundly different and conflicting ways. What may have
made Fred the most uncomfortable of all was the realization of how
closely tied he remained to Grace and William, even though he had largely
rejected their culture.

At the graduation two student addresses were given. The valedictorian
spoke on “Plymouth Rock and Ellis Island in American Life.” Fred
Skinner, salutatorian once again, was required to give his address in Latin.
After parodying college trustees as “owners of shiny automobiles” and
President Ferry as “sweet talking but most vehement in action” (was he
alluding to Ferry’s mighty efforts to find the perpetrators of the Chapliri
hoax?) he praised the professors for the results of their four years of
labor. To his classmates, he was kind: “whether eager students or slackers,
bookworms or athletes . . . ‘we have seized the day.’” He ended by
making fun of himself: “My wit languishes, afflicted by long use.””®

Skinner had used this address to poke fun at those who represented the
conventional college culture, or those who had caused him suffering. It
showed he had learned something at Hamilton besides how to cheer the
football team and make good grades. Being an intellectual meant being
honest about those around you, even if to do so you had to use Latin
satirically. But the satire did not reflect a lack of respect for Hamilton
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College; for decades, well into his eighties, Skinner often showed up for
the class of 26 reunions.

Years later, Fred believed that he left Hamilton a different man than
he had been upon his arrival or than he expected he might be at gradua-
tion: “I think that the classical education I got at Hamilton was very
important,” he said. “I had the courses that make one an intellectual.””
In addition, his association with the Saunders family had made him a
hybrid, like one of Percy Saunders’s carefully grafted peonies. By remain-
ing attached to his family after he had experienced the intellectual and
moral freedom epitomized by the Saunders family, Fred achieved a tenu-
ous compromise, one he could not suspect would bring a year of personal
unhappiness.



A Hill of Dreams

I am reminded of Arthur Machen’s Hill of Dreams, which
I must have read nearly sixty years ago. 1 have forgotten most
of the book but I remember this. The hero is a writer who thinks
be is creating masterpieces. After his death they find hordes of
empty little blue bottles. He has been on drugs.

—B. F. Skinner, Basement Archives, 1986

:[njune 1926, Fred returned to his parents’ three-story frame house in
Scranton. The affluent Green Ridge section was a pleasant neighborhood
of tree-lined streets and imposing homes, nestled at the bottom of one
of the city’s many sizable hills. The Skinner residence was situated a block
or two from the more exclusive homes. The maid lived in a room on the
third floor. Between it and an attic storage area was a room with a sunny
southern exposure. Here Fred tried to become a writer during what he
later called his “Dark Year”—actually eighteen months.!

Fred’s first creative work in Scranton was not to scribble the opening
sentences of the great American novel or even a short story but to fashion
another box of sorts, a suitable writing place. He built himself a bookcase
and a work table. He bought a filing cabinet for the many manuscripts he
expected to produce. And he constructed a rack that could hold a book
in a convenient position across the arms of a chair, where he read the
novels of Sinclair Lewis, Fyodor Dostoevsky, Marcel Proust, and H. G.
Wells, as well as contemporaty literary journals such as the Sasurday Review
of Literature and American Mercury and little magazines such as The Dial,
New Masses, Two Worlds Monthly, and Ezra Pound’s short-lived Exz/e.? “1
have constructed for myself a study,” he wrote Percy Saunders. “Here I
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can retreat when the ghouls of conservatism become too annoying and
read the New Masses.”?

Sometime during this period Skinner recalled reading Arthur Machen’s
novel Hi// of Dreams. Skinner’s memory of the novel, quoted at the start
of the chapter, was a bit faulty. It depicted a young man’s unsuccessful
effort to write, but his suicide resulted from the agony of being a failed
writer rather than a drug-induced writer’s euphoria. Like Machen’s char-
acter, Fred shared a growing alienation from his parents and the conven-
tional life around him as he attempted to write in an atmosphere of
intellectual isolation. About his lack of success he would later conclude:
“I had failed as a writer because I had nothing important to say.”* He
might have added that the collapse of his high expectations, especially
after Frost’s encouragement, was a bitter disappointment.

During the period he devoted to writing, Fred developed a growing
curiosity about writers who embraced a behavioristic philosophy of sci-
ence. His correspondence with Percy Saunders shows how his confidence
in a writing career dissolved into another form of intellectual isolation,
one that brought him to a point of view that could be called behaviorist
even though he had done no scientific work in the field. Years later,
looking back on this period of his life, Skinner said he was both a writer
and a behavioral scientist at that time. “I did write a few fairly good
things,” he explained, “but when it came time to do nothing but write and
to make my name as a writer, I failed miserably. . . . Fortunately, I was
almost accidentally able to acquire a different repertoire which worked
much better and had happier results.””

Skinner recalled that the clinical psychologist Henry Murray once
called him “a romantic defending himself with science.”® Fred’s letters to
Saunders suggest that Murray hit upon a way of squaring Skinner’s
emotional yearnings with his objective science. During this period Fred
had what might be profitably called a romantic crisis. He was struggling
to protect himself against the implications of certain experiences he could
not satisfactorily understand by appealing to religion, philosophy, or any
traditional intellectual rationale. His crisis was romantic in the sense of
being a young man’s lonely, even heroic battle against conventional
values; in his self-conscious attempt to become a writer/intellectual; and
in his personal longing for a future he could not yet realistically envision.
The shifting moods, the hopes, disappointments, and fears of his Dark
Year—a strikingly romantic label—were accompanied by his conversion
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to behaviorism as a philosophy of science, one that denied that con-
sciousness could be studied objectively through introspecting what was in
the mind. Skinner embraced behaviorism not as a cold, unfeeling nihilist
but as a sensitive, unhappy, slightly cynical young man, who in fact was
searching—at times desperately—for something not to be cynical about.
He would remain a romantic all his life.*

“This letter isn’t important,” Fred disclaimed to Saunders, in mid-
August 1926. “Put off reading it until some evening when a cigar and fire
in the music room will seem agreeable.” Far from being enthusiastically
engaged in his writing, he was thoroughly discouraged—and he had been
back in Scranton barely two months. “The main thing about this letter is
my writing it; it’s a good dose of castor oil to me for I'm dying from a
congestion of ideas.”® The “congestion of ideas” was a blockage of his
ability to write literature he considered original, although he did attempt
some short stories.

What had gone wrong? “For one thing,” he admitted, “I have been
terribly depressed for over a month now, so depressed that I haven’t
written a word.” Obviously his depression and inability to write were
interrelated. Yet he did not say that he was depressed because he could
not write. Rather, the depression had emerged for other reasons, one of
which concerned the nature of his writing. “The only kind of writing
which fits my idea of pure literature,” he wrote to Saunders,

is objective writing. I can’t honestly or dishonestly do any other kind. But look
what one meets up with in writing objectively: 1) not one person in a hundred
understands you—not me alone but any objective writer—the populace needs
interpreters; 2) those who do understand you won'’t give you credit for doing
the thinking but take it all to themselves. . . . 3) the volume of objective writing
necessary to express a philosophy of life.®

Objective writing was exclusively descriptive writing; the writer did not
talk about the feelings of his characters or put thoughts in their heads.

*I don’t mean explicitly to associate Skinner’s romanticism with, for instance, nineteenth-century
German romanticism, or with any other European or American romantic movement. But David
A. Hollinger has recently analyzed an interesting division between “knowers” and “artificers”
among post—~World War I modernists. The former tended to be, among other things, concerned
with “demystifying,” while the latter were, among other things, more “myth-constructing”; more
broadly, this was a distinction between the scientist-knower and the artist-hero. During the Dark
Year Fred struggled as if he were the latter, but he moved toward the former with his failure to
become a writer. In this sense, Skinner saved or defended himself from romantic, or artistic, failure
by discovering behaviorism.”
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Nor was a clever plot essential to a successful story. The reader discerned
the feelings, thoughts, and story line. Skinner remembered being intrigued
when a bright girl he had known in Susquehanna quoted G. K. Chester-
ton on a character of Thackeray’s: “Thackeray didn’t know it but she
drank.” And he remarked: “A writer might portray human behavior
accurately, but he did not therefore understand it. I was to remain
interested in human behavior but the literary method had failed me.”?°

Skinner’s objective writing was similar in spirit to his “descriptive
as it was called eatly in his career. But it did not seem

b

behaviorism,’
original in the sense that the objective writing led him to new discoveries.
Skinner wanted to know ‘that what he wrote was accurately descriptive.
To fail to know the characters one created was unacceptable. When his
former professor of composition, Paul Fancher, had observed that even
Fred himself did not understand what he had written—a point virtually
the same as Chesterton’s—Skinner knew that true objective writing was
perhaps impossible. Even so, he might have discounted this difficulty if
he had found someone who could have taken the role of sensitive literary
critic. Perhaps that is what he hoped for from Saunders.

There was also the problem of producing enough literature to express
a philosophy of life. He wanted to have his writing make a statement,
announce some principle or truth that lay beyond objective writing but
at the same time encompass it. In a note to himself he criticized Anton
Chekhov’s short stories because they expressed no philosophy of life,
while praising Dostoevsky’s The Brothers Karamagov for having one—
although Dostoevsky was not an objective writer. His frustration and
depression stemmed from the incongruity that “the literature I was phi-
losophizing about in this way could scarcely have been further from the
literature I was producing.”** Skinner wanted objective writing but gradu-
ally realized that there was no such thing.

OTHER CONCERNS also weighed heavily upon him during the first
months of the Dark Year. Two experiences in particular had an enormous
influence on him, both of which he recounted in a letter to Saunders.
Shortly before Fred’s graduation, seventy-seven-year-old Grandfather
Burrhus had undergone surgery for an enlarged prostate. He seemed to
recover normally but then fluid collected into a hydrocele, necessitating
another operation from which, once again, he quickly rallied. He went
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from the hospital to the house on North Washington Street, where he
allowed no one but Fred to tend his dressings and clean the fistula
through which his urine drained.

After a few days he died of bronchial pneumonia, a death Fred ob-
served at a remove:

For a day and a half I watched him—he was apparently awake yet unconscious
save for neuralgic pains—he hiccoughed badly—until the last evening they
gave him morphia. This depressed his lungs which brought on coughing and
his right lung filled completely within an hour. Then all night long this orga-
nism—worn out, beyond repair, lay there. Certain muscles of his diaphragm
went on functioning—a little air was pulled spasmodically into the remaining
lung space. An overtaxed heart—sustained on strychnine—pumped impure
blood—and gave out under the strain. His pulse weakened—he coughed a bit
and lay still. I listened to his heart—it was still. I lifted him up—a little black
fluid ran from his lips.

He watched unemotionally as “this organism” expired, and tried to under-
stand it:

What had happened? The active idea which I had known as my grandfather was
gone simply because certain physical properties of his body had given out. Was
there anything more of him beside that, something spiritual? If so, when did
it leave him? At the last moment?—except for certain reflex muscular activities
the minute before and minute after [death] were alike.

I am very sure that my grandfather—all of him—all that I knew of him and
felt—his character, personality, emotions, skill, desires—all—everything went
as soon as the physical condition of his body became unfit for certain nervous
coordinations. Just as the dreary character of the clock I now hear will vanish
when the parts which give forth its ticking shall stop.'?

Just as he had avoided giving feelings and thoughts to his fictional
characters, Fred did not record subjective states such as how his grandfa-
ther must have felt or looked. His description consisted of observable
physical reactions. He knew, though, that his grandfather’s death meant
more than the cessation of physical functioning; there was an ontological
consequence of being nothing beyond the termination of reflex action. Fred
asked “what had happened?” without the traditional supports of religion
and metaphysics. His focus on observables and his reluctance to go
beyond them would be characteristic of his scientific approach in the
1930s. All that was real, all that could objectively be said, had been said
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in Fred’s description of the physical behavior of the death of an organism
that 2 moment before had been his grandfather. It was probably his first
written description of the behavior of a whole organism and was similar
in tone to the way he later recalled his detachment in describing Ebbie’s
death to the attending physician. Objective detachment and a gift for
terse, accurate description had forcibly impressed upon him that there
might be nothing more to an organism than its behavior.

Fred’s clinical description of his grandfather’s death did not mean that
he did not feel sorrow and emotional pain any more than it meant he had
not felt badly for Ebbie and his grief-stricken parents. Some might
conclude that Skinner’s imaginative powers had failed him; but he was
making a crucial distinction between guessing about the subjective, inner
life and making a simple description of observable phenomena. Similatly,
the behavioral science he would develop never denied that feelings ex-
isted, but it did not appeal to the unseen for its facts.

A second shaping experience that Fred underwent in those first
months out of college was arranged by Dr. John Fulton, the physician
who had operated on his grandfather. Fulton attended the same church
as William and Grace but, like Fred, only went when he was “dragged.”*?
Fred enjoyed Fulton’s dramatic recitation of poetry. Seeing Fred’s interest
in writing falter, Fulton encouraged him to consider medicine and sug-
gested that he observe some operations. Again with cool detachment,
Fred described to Saunders a surgical procedure that emphasized the thin,
fragile line between life and death:

I put on a white gown—white cap—stand beside an operating table—watch
my friend the doctor operate on a broken back. Ether—a breathing body under
a white cover—a square hole in the white showing iodine-painted skin. A long
slow cut—a rolling out of blood—vertebrae exposed, chewed off with for-
ceps—pieces of ivory-like bone crunched out—three inches of spinal cord
exposed—mangled cord. Here is an ounce of tissue—crushed—meaning a life
of complete paralysis—or, better, death. How far apart are life and death? One
uncontrolled pressure from the doctor’s forceps—and instant death. Con-
trolled pressure—and life of a sort.'*

Relating these two experiences involving “the bigger question of life
itself” to Saunders, Fred worried that his letter was “morbid,” but “I am
trying to be honest.”** What had bothered him after observing his grand-
father was the realization that the objective distinction between life and
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death was only the difference between reflex action and no reflex action.
His grandfather’s death exemplified the lawfulness of the physical world.
But Fulton’s operation had revealed the vicissitudes of random accident;
a slip of the physician’s hand could determine life or death. The world
seemed both determined and accidental; and an awareness of this incon-
gruity would remain essential to Skinner’s view of the world and its
organisms.

There was, he told Saunders, a hierarchy of honesty in the way people
recognized reality: “I could feel better about life if I'd close my eyes. But
if I completely close them—Edward Guest—while if 1 squint just a
litle—a college professor of literature—[John] Galsworthy—H. G.
Wells—or if I wear colored glasses—Catholicism—G. K. Chesterton—
Thomas Aquinas—or wide open—nothing.” To see the world with open
eyes was to see a world of physical reflex and accident, a world not
fashioned by the mind: “We go on thinking—yet do we live by think-
ing?—not by a damn sight. . . . Do you think Socrates drank hemlock so
gracefully because he thought it out and found that to be the righ# thing?
He did not—he /ked the beau geste.”'® Fred had discovered a major
paradox of behaviorism before reading the behaviorists. He had discov-
ered that “by using his mind, man reduces mind to behavior.”"’

SKINNER PROBABLY FIRST READ about John B. Watson, the
founder of American behaviorism, in the August 1926 issue of The Dial,
one of the “little magazines” he read that published original fiction and
poetry, critical articles, and reviews. Among the latter was Bertrand Rus-
sell’s review of C. K. Ogden and I. A. Richard’s The Meaning of Meaning,
in which Russell made favorable reference to Watson. In a later issue
Russell again praised Watson while reviewing E. A. Burtt’s The Metaphysi-
cal Foundations of Modern Science (1925). More than any other writer, Russell
was responsible for introducing Skinner to behaviorism as a philosophy
of science.'®

The editors of The Dial were sensitive to the role of science in the
post—World War I era, especially to philosophical and literary attitudes
toward science. Some writers during the 1920s attacked science as the
agency of dehumanization and tended to be pessimistic about the future
of a humanity dominated by science. Their disillusionment with science
was influenced by the mechanized slaughter of millions during the war.
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One well-received book criticizing science, Joseph Wood Krutch’s The
Modern Temper (1929), claimed that science was responsible for the sharp
cleft between feeling and thought in the modern mind.!* Krutch would
later write one of the first widely read critiques of Skinner’s fictional
attempt to use behavioral science to shape a culture in Walden Two.?°

On the other hand, a few writers, most notably Bertrand Russell and
the literary critic I. A. Richards, argued that if science was used with
intelligence it could benefit humanity, both materially and artistically.?*
Although Skinner would share such fashionable traits of young American
intellectuals during the 1920s as cynical criticism of conventional middle-
class values and reverence for artistic freedom, he was never anti-science.
His modernist revolt against the bourgeois culture of his parents was
never complete. Indeed, much of bourgeois culture was pro-science.??

Skinner did not remember reading Watson firsthand until the spring of
1928, after abandoning writing as a career. He emphasized that he had
come to Watson through Russell, and he did not read Russell’s sustained
analysis of Watson’s Behaviorism (1925) until early in 1928. Later Skinner
wrote in a short essay, “Books That Have Influenced Me,” that even
though he had read Watson’s Bebaviorism (but exactly when he did not
say), he was not sure whether he had ever read Watson’s Psychology from
the Standpoint of a Behaviorist (1919).% Indeed, it was the writing of his
critical review of Lewis Berman’s The Religion Called Behaviorism (1927) for
the Saturday Review of Literature in early 1928 that Fred recalled as the time
when he first defined himself as a behaviorist—admittedly without
knowing very much about the subject: “[I] attacked the book as if I knew
what I was talking about.”?* But his letters to Saunders show that his shift
to the behaviorist standpoint occurred very early in his Dark Year—in
the summer and autumn of 1926. The experiences he had undergone, as
well as his reading and failed efforts at writing, all contributed to his
adoption of behaviorism as a philosophy of science.

Fred’s keen power of observation was already like a scientist’s, though
he did not yet recognize himself as one. He isolated phenomena, ignored
irrelevant conditions or mental states, and focused on physical acts of the
human organism. The crisis he called “dying from a congestion of
ideas”—his questions about objective writing, his difficulty in finding a
philosophy of life, the question of life and death itself as determined by
natural laws and accident—was an intellectual malady eased by embrac-
ing a philosophy of science that recognized reality as determined reflex
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action. Scientific objectivity as expressed from the behaviorist standpoint
became an alternative to the sentimental and traditional interpretations of
mind, life, and death—traditions that were more comforting but less
honest than behaviorism.?®

Skinner’s objective/behaviorist perspective did not appear suddenly in
1926 as if by magic or religious conversion. He worked toward it by
recognizing that he could not be the kind of writer he admired, by closely
observing the physical actions of living things, by reading Russell on
Watson, and by using Saunders as a sounding board—by “making do.”
He judged literature and philosophy; he incorporated and discarded; he
observed and recorded; but he never followed an intellectual approach or
school. He found some important allies during the Dark Year, but they
were never more essential than his own efforts to reach an objective
interpretation of reality.

OTHER CIRCUMSTANCES made the Dark Year unpleasant, if not
miserable. His old problem, “the conceit of the insecure,” resurfaced.?
He felt implied pressure from others to secure a paying job, which made
it difficult for him to maintain self-esteem.?’” He was also socially uncom-
fortable, particularly at the dances given by the families of eligible girls:
“I was outside the groups who arrived, their dance-books already filled,
from pre-dance dinner parties.”?® The social isolation in Scranton exacted
a heavy toll: “I have a feeling that I shall not survive unbroken.”? In
addition, his parents never let go of their original skepticism, so they were
not supportive of the leisurely life-style of the would-be writer who lived
under their roof.

Out of the house, Fred occasionally accompanied Dr. Fulton and his
Scottish terrier, Pep, on treks around Lake Scranton. Though Fred con-
sidered Fulton a somewhat ridiculous character, he recorded the doctor’s
rationalizations of Pep’s behavior. They, too, reveal Skinner’s early behav-
lorist perspective:

The doctor and his dog are becoming something more than idle amusement.
... Actually the doctor has a sort of monomania. Back of it lie seventy years
of practical, emotionless living, disappointment in his family life, the death of
his only boy child, and the approach of mild senility. He is obsessed now with
this dog, . . . [who] is unattractive, timid, mentally stunted. . . . He becomes a
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fool in the eyes of everyone but me when he attempts to justify the dog, or
interpolate thought into the dog’s action. He [insults his business associates by]
breaking into their conversation with some pointless anecdote of Pep’s color-
less behavior. He takes the dog into the hospital with him and while there pays
more attention to it than to his patients.*

Fred wrote to Saunders of how the doctor would ascribe mental pro-
cesses to the dog:

[Pep] comes up to us wagging his tail—“He says ‘throw me a stick,” ” says the
doctor. . . . Lately I’'ve got the habit too. It’s quite fun to make up mental
processes to fit a dog’s every move. The conflict between mine and the doctor’s
is sometimes interesting. If we come to a parting in the path the dog will wait
for us.

“He doesn’t know which way to go,” I say.

“He’s waiting for me, aren’t you, Pep?” says the doctor with a touch of
pride.?!

Clearly, Skinner was quite aware of the distinction between inventing
mental states and the actual behavior of the dog, while Fulton was
imagining a mental reality for Pep.

Although these outings provided Fred with some lighthearted mo-
ments, he remained vulnerable to his parents’ criticism and Scranton’s
disapproval. But he did not openly rebel or immediately plan his escape.
“My family ties prevent me,” he explained, “not because I have a great
deal of devotion and respect for my father and mother, but because they
have suffered very much in the last four years and because my leaving
them would increase their present anxiety to an unbearable degree.”*?
Although he attempted “the pose of music critic,” dashing off “musical
criticism now and then for the Scranton Sun at four dollars the column,”
both pose and occupation proved unsatisfying.>®

In the autumn of 1926 his father made a proposal that superficially
seemed a solution to both his own and his parents’ unhappiness. He
offered Fred a very well paying job as manager of an employers’ insurance
bureau. But no such agency existed—it was William’s ruse to guide his
son off the writer’s path, a detail Fred failed to mention to Saunders. The
effect was to bring Fred to a career crosstoads. Certainly he could no
longer justify his plans to write, yet he hesitated to take his father’s offer
and embrace the materialistic and conventional life-style.

But no immediate career decision was made, and in early November
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1926 Fred visited Percy Saunders in Clinton. Saunders recommended that
Fred read H. G. Wells’s new novel, The World of William Clissold (1926),
which criticizes conventional social arrangements and urges that society
be rearranged along scientific lines—a general idea, though differently
stated, Skinner later applied in Walden Two.** He admitted being saved
from accepting his father’s offer and its allure of a materialistic life by
reading another book Saunders recommended to him, Sinclair Lewis’s
Arrowsmith (1925).° This story describes an idealistic medical student
who, after considerable struggle, devotes himself to pure scientific re-
search. Like Main Street and Babbitt, Arrowsmith was one of Lewis’s blister-
ing critiques of conventional America, especially conventionality in aca-
demic and university life.

Fred especially admired the character Max Gottlieb, who successfully
resists administrative demands for research with immediate practical re-
sults. Gottlieb reminded him of Hamilton’s best: “a combination of
Bugsy Morrill [Albro Morrill, his professor of biology], Bill Shep [William
Shepard, his professor of French] and you, if you will allow me,” he wrote
Saunders. Like the novel’s hero, Martin Arrowsmith, Skinner faced a
choice between his ideals and settling into comfortable mediocrity:

Hasn’t Sinclair Lewis caught pretty well the inevitable struggle to choose
between a reasonably smug conventional life and the chaotic road to being
HONEST with your self? And hasn’t he damn well represented the effect a
comparatively trivial matter may have in deciding it? A girl, an old inbred desire
to be thought well of, a love of “polite society,” or any one of a dozen small
desires takes on gigantic power to throw a decision the WRONG way.*¢

He admitted that “I think I was planning my immediate future so that I
could soon marry,” but that this had been a “pretty misty desire.” But he
also realized that his plans were vague, though desire was strong: “Not
that I have any special person in mind; the desire to love is the main thing,
...and a person can be on the verge of getting married without thinking
about any prospective bride.” Being without an object, this desire for
matrimony most likely reflected Fred’s loneliness and isolation in Scran-
ton. He recognized that he, too, could “rationalize beautifully to justify
myself just as the doctor rationalizes to explain some antic of his dog.”’

Arrowsmith also suggested a curious parallel between fiction and life.
Lewis had modeled Max Gottlieb on the German-American physiologist
Jacques Loeb, whose attempts to create primitive living organisms from
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chemicals through parthenogenesis had created a sensation, and whose
book, The Organism as a Whole (1916), Fred had read at Hamilton on the
recommendation of his biology professor. Loeb, in turn, had been a
student of Ernst Mach, the Austrian physicist/philosopher who had ar-
gued rigorously in The Science of Mechanics (1893) and Perception and Error
(1905) that science should avoid all metaphysical assumptions.® Skinner
maintained that his own intellectual genealogy could be traced from Mach
to Loeb to the Harvard physiologist William Crozier.>® Crozier had stud-
ied under Loeb and would later encourage Fred to experiment with
tropism, a specialty pioneered by Loeb.*® Skinner’s later preference for
studying the movement of an intact organism was fundamental to his
scientific approach, as was his strict avoidance of metaphysical hypothesis
in the scientific analysis of behavior.*!

Arrowsmith did not make Fred a scientist, but it touched his life at a
critical moment and, in championing a particular scientific ideal, repre-
sented a scientific, experimental tradition he would soon embrace. The
book was also a vivid reminder of his ambivalence about the future, as
it once again emphasized the old conflict he felt between his parents’ dull
conventionality and the alluring eccentricity of Percy Saunders. The ten-
sion he felt between the kind of life he wanted and the kind of life his
parents wanted him to have had still not been resolved.

IN SEPTEMBER 1925 something happened that further complicated
Fred’s Dark Year. Harris Torrey, general counsel for the Hudson Coal
Company, died unexpectedly and William Skinner assumed that he would
be promoted to Torrey’s position. But William had been in Scranton for
only three years, and his legal experience for the company had been
limited to cases involving workmen’s compensation. To his dismay, he
was not appointed general counsel.

While mulling over his future with friends, William then decided to
enter private practice. He had hired his former secretary and opened a
downtown office on New Year’s Day, 1926. But at fifty, and not especially
well known in the county—whose prosperity depended on a coal indus-
try that was declining— William “spent houts simply waiting for someone
to come in with a case.”*? He had saved enough money to avoid an
immediate financial crisis, but he gradually fell into a depression.

The move to Scranton had been a terrible mistake for William. His
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favored son had suddenly died; he had failed to be promoted; and after
nearly a year in private practice, he barely had enough business to warrant
keeping the office open. His prospects slipped further when one of his
few clients accused him of being dishonest about his fee and threatened
disbarment proceedings. To make matters worse, Fred spent his time at
home tinkering at writing and playing the piano, “with no sensible career
plans at all.”** He was especially concerned when he observed Fred sitting
completely motionless in a chair for nearly half an hour at a stretch. This
was another expression of Fred’s detachment—a defense, perhaps,
against emotional pain. He described his behavior as “a kind of existential
state. . . . Somehow I become a separate world. . . . I seem to be free of
time. The world seems merely an occasion—and one which is at the
moment not acting on me.”** He simply removed himself, mentally, from
his surroundings. This was, in effect, a psychic Skinner box. At one point
William suggested that Fred see a psychiatrist, but nothing came of it. It
was not an emotionally or psychologically healthy time for anyone in the
Skinner family, and it is no exaggeration to call 1926 the Dark Year for
William as well as for his son.

Grace Skinner was afraid her husband would take his own life, but
Fred believed his father’s faith in progress would prevent him from
committing such an act. One day William came home for lunch and went
to his bedroom and wept. Believing his father’s depression was due
largely to his own idleness, Fred promised him he would get a job and
start to earn money.** He knew his father would have loved to go back
to Susquehanna, and probably would have if it did not mean admitting
failure.*¢

Certainly his son’s inactivity troubled William. Perhaps, too, he re-
sented his days at home with Grace. Fred believed that his mother
thought her husband was jealous of her practice of massaging Fred’s scalp
as he lay reading on the sofa in the library. Even trivial affection took on
exaggerated importance, given Grace’s sexual inactivity with William.
Fred also believed his father resented his comradeship with Dr. Fulton.
He took walks with him and washed and polished the doctor’s Packard,
something he never did with his father’s car. On the contrary, Fred once
carelessly drove off in the family sedan with one of the back doors
swinging open freely. The door hit a tree and was nearly ripped off.*”
William’s reaction to this negligence was more despair than anger.

Skinner remembered only his father’s unhappiness during the Dark
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Year, never any aggressive confrontation about Fred’s idleness or threats
to renege on the promise of a free year to write. Yet, as his letters to
Saunders clearly showed, he felt and resented his father’s displeasure in
him and remained deeply ambivalent; he wanted both to please and to
ridicule his father—but he always ridiculed covertly. Later, when Skinner
was considering writing a novel about his eatly life, he referred to himself
in Scranton as “the messiah, the fake and the solid achiever.”*® He wanted
to do great things; he wanted to please his parents; but, he was, in fact,
doing very little and considered himself something of a phony.

Soon, however, the fortunes of both father and son began to improve.
In the fall of 1926 William invited to dinner the president of a small, local
coal company, and he became infatuated with the Skinners’ maid. In the
following months there were secret liaisons and phone calls when he
knew William and Grace to be away. Fred, however, was aware of the
affair from the beginning and wrote Saunders cynically about “the Tired
Business Man” and his romance.*” Though the affair led to nothing
permanent, the suitor began to send considerable legal business William’s
way. By early 1927 his decision to go into private practice looked much
better. The following year he was elected president of the Scranton
Kiwanis Club, a sure sign that he at last had arrived.

Meanwhile, Fred had begun writing a story about a woman who
becomes religiously fanatic. He called it “For a Place in the Sky” and
managed about “fifty words an hour on it”—a pace he found dis-
couraging. More important, he had found a new activity that engaged
his manual dexterity and provided him with a potentially profitable
hobby. He had fashioned a work area in the garage where he could
build model ships for possible sale. “I’'m hoping,” he explained, “that
may be a way out for me. I’ve always been more or less adept with my
hands, not exquisitely enough to be an artist, but perhaps clever enough
to be a good carpenter.”*® He was returning to the hands-on inventive
work he had found so rewarding as a child in Susquehanna—perhaps
remembering his Grandfather Burrhus’s skilled carving and finding he
shared the knack.

Skinner maintained that the shipbuilding was an “escape” from writ-
ing.®' Yet it was an escape he thoroughly enjoyed. And though no one
bought his first ship, it “was worth a thousand dollars’ worth of thrills for
me to make. I get the same thrill out of making this boat that Doug
Fairbanks must have got out of making his picture, The Black Pirate.” Long
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after his writing had succeeded and his books had brought him fame,
Skinner still tinkered and improvised, and once even sculpted a ceramic
head of his daughter Julie.

By THE WINTER OF 1927 Fred had established a working sched-
ule, a pattern he would continue all his life: “Every morning I read and
study and write. . . . there’s one interruption only: my mail is brought to
me. Except for that I see no one; just write and think and judge what
other people are thinking about.” In the afternoons “I work at the bench
... making [the ships] is great fun.” He planned to recreate the phantom
ship from Coleridge’s Ancient Mariner. When completed, it would “give
the effect of a half eaten carcass, the ribs of the boat exposed in parts, the
sails in threads and the ropes thin silky webs. Colored in greens and blues
and bronzes, all grayed as if in a mist.”**> And he had plans for other
model ships. His letters to Saunders mention no stories being planned or
written after early January 1927.

If writing failed to give him what he wanted, reflecting on his reading
increased his affinity for science. His reaction to an article by the Italian
philosopher-historian Benedetto Croce in The Dial in a letter to Saun-
ders showed his enthusiasm for an antimetaphysical scientific stand-
point: “Croce knows well enough . . . that science has displaced philos-
ophy . . ., but, true to his tradition, he finds that the PHILOSOPHER
of the future MUST BE a scientist. As if he reviewed evolution and
said ‘the ape is dead, and must now be a man.’” Fred agreed with
Croce that “philosophy must drop the metaphysical and the closed sys-
tem and turn itself to experience.” That, however, was a clever way of
trying to preserve philosophy. “But then you can’t quarrel with [him]
for wanting to perpetuate his species.”® As his hopes for becoming a
writer diminished, Fred’s interest in the philosophy of science grew. He
became interested in writers, like Croce, who abandoned metaphysics
for scientific realism. Yet he saw a difference between being a scientist
and being a philosopher who approved of science; one who still identi-
fied oneself as a philosopher could never really understand the world as
a scientist. Perhaps that is one reason why Skinner never closely identi-
fied with American pragmatism, since that persuasion, however critical
of traditional metaphysics, retained the philosopher’s standpoint.>*

Enthusiasm for the objectivity of the scientst encouraged his already
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detached, cynical view of himself: “As B. Frederic Skinner, slightly
cracked, sits back in his artistic study, calmly reviewing the world as it
passes by his window (slightly dusty) it has occurred to him that each is
right in his own light (slightly platitudinous) and that to be militant against
wrong is to spear windmills (slightly trite).”**> He posed as a spectator who
understood the relativity of values, but he would have quickly abandoned
intellectual neutrality for the right cause—one in which he felt he could
lead or at least be original. His detachment disguised his desire to be
immersed in an activity that could totally absorb him. Indeed, the
“B. Frederic” itself began an identity transformation. By the early 1930s
he would become simply “B. F. Skinner”—an identity with an objective
science finally found.®¢

He envied writers who had succeeded where he had failed. He read
Ulysses in awe and claimed he would “feel myself a complete success if I
could have written that book.” He developed a special kinship with James
Joyce, Ezra Pound, and Ford Madox Ford. Although there are great
differences in style and subject among these three writers, it is interesting
that each insisted on accurate observation—whether the stream-of-
consciousness writing of Joyce, the imagist “thing-in-itself” poetry of
Pound, or the social detail of Ford’s novels. All championed what Fred
called “pure” or “objective” literature. But his growing awareness that he
himself could not produce literature he could admire led him to admit
that it was time to “break from the family and set up a living in which I
can respect myself.”s’

The humdrum routine of Scranton life was enlivened by a weekend trip
to New York City to visit a former Hamilton classmate, Alf Evers. Evers
had been one of Edward Root’s most talented art students, and was now
drawing at the American Art Students’ League in Greenwich Village.
They enjoyed the immense cultural offerings of Manhattan, and the visit
made living in Scranton even more intolerable. Skinner later credited
Evers with helping him to decide on a scientific career by maintaining that
“science is the art of the twentieth century.”s®

In early April, a local gardener offered Fred a job as a day laborer, and
he spent the next two months out-of-doors mowing lawns and planting
shrubs. The work toned his body and lifted his spirits. In tribute to his
liberation he composed a poem for Saunders, “Hymn to Labor: Action
as the Solution to Doubt,” which showed his determination to break the
doldrums of his Dark Year:
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(This, the farewell to my discontent!)

Awake, my soul, from dull seizure

Of the sweet hasheesh of too much leisure
And of the sin of sorrow now repent!

(This, the farewell to my love of sorrow;

This, the God-be-with-you to my doubt,
Which henceforth 1 must learn to do withoutl)
Now rings the wild Alarm! 1t is Tomorrow!

He wrote Saunders that he was enjoying The Peasants, by Wladyslaw S.
Reymont, Erewhon, by Samuel Butler, and E/mer Gantry, by Sinclair
Lewis.>® These books had in common a rural ambience and characters
who were active rather than intellectual. Interestingly, physical labor
would be required of everyone in Walden Two, and Skinner himself later
did gardening and isometric exercises to stay in shape.

Despite the invigorating outdoor work, Fred had resolved nothing
about his future; indeed, a new sense of alarm appeared: “It seems that
the rate of change in me is accelerating in geometric progression. . . . Is
there any limit to the speed of mental metathesis?” Perhaps more than at
any other time in his life, he felt that he had lost control of the direction
in which his life was headed, that he was “being whirled somewhere and
I’m not even enjoying the trip.”*** A similar sense characterized many
American intellectuals in the 1920s. They saw themselves as victims of
forces that had in fact freed them to indulge in life-styles of their choice.®®
On a personal level, self-control would be important to Skinner. Periodi-
cally, throughout his life, he would “take stock,” enumerate his goals, and
evaluate his progress. Later, when he had a science to explicate and
promote, this may have been a strategy he employed to prevent direction-
less, whimsical pursuits. But in 1927 he was plagued by doubts about his
writing career and his future. He would maintain when he was older that
chance had determined many of the major outcomes of his life—the
college he attended, the woman he married, even his scientific discover-
ies. But he drew up career goals as a graduate student and planned his
future with dozens of “Stock Taking” notes.®®

*The historian Donald Meyer has commented on the sensation of being whirled toward an
unknown fate. Meyer suggested that “whirling’ . . . was the condition of illumination. But Skinner’s
sense of a loss of control over his future did not attach itself to any definite creative project, and
so was perhaps more emotionally disturbing.®!
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During the spring of 1927, he sent Saunders his literary obituary. Again
written in the third person, this tale of literary death was told by a
detached observer. The subject was a young man who had “an Idea that
no one seems to have had before.” But rather than concentrating on his
task, the young man became absorbed in the place his book would have
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