





186 The Behaviouristic Approacl,

HIS CONCEPT OF HUMAN NATURE

The way a theorist conceives human nature influences how that particular
theorist describes the general characteristics of mankind and it also influences the
way the theorist explores the innate characteristics of man. From the view of
human nature we can deduce the “why and how”” of behaviour of man.

Skinner argues that a great deal of behaviour occurs without an observer being
able to determine the stimuli that predispose it. Skinnerian systern emphasizes the
importance of operant behaviour (equivalent ol voluntary behaviour) which
makes up most of the everyday acuivity of organisms, animal and human. Skinner
sees man as a store of possible actions whose actualized profile is finaly controlled
by the history of different outcomes that followed close (contiguous) upon each of
those actions. The effects of our prior action in the view of Skinner are very
significant in our current behavioural postures. Organisms according to him are
also greatly influenced by the consequences produced by their own behaviour. The
quality of the consequence in turn influences further action. Since the consequence
arises in the outer environment, Skinner sees the environment as being very
important in most of the changes that occur in the way a person behaves. He has
emphasized that all the factors that determine behaviour lies in the environment.
He sees a parallel between hereditary and environmental bases of behaviour but has
de-emphasized the practical importance of biological variability. To sum it up, a
given actis believed to be followed by an experience that is a consequence of the act.

What the individual sees has a consequence that alters behaviour. Skinner also
sees thatenvironment is operating on a contingency basis where the individual has
the ability to associate his consequences that are experienced. Through built-in
(genetio) tendency, consequences are believed to be sorted into “'good’ or “*bad”
classes which are generally associated with survival, the “good’ classes supporting
survival and growth. He argued further that the organism’s sensitivity to
reinforcement itself has a genetic basis, having evolved because of the survival
advantages of being able to learn about important events in the environment.

Carpenter (1974) summarized the notions held by Skinner on behaviour as follows:

1. There exist a set of systematic and functional relationship between the
behaviour of an organism and the environment;

2. The discovery of these relationships is necessary before a useful science of
behaviour can be developed;

3. Psychological data should represent events about which independent
observers can agree;

1. It is necessary and even misleading o speculate on what is heppening
beneath the skin in order to explain behaviour, unless the psychologist is
equipped to make the necessary observations to test the truthfulness of his
guesses;

5. A science of behaviour ought to be developed inductively, by first
observing behaviour and then identifying the relationships between
patterns of responses and environmental conditions;

6. Organisms belonging to different species share some basic similarities,
therefore the most generic principles of behaviour apply to all species;
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Skinner’s principle is not only utilized in the Nigeria school setting, it is being
pplied in the various aspects of social change now going on in the country. Some
[ the radio Jingles such as “Do not bribe your child to go on an errand”, is a
-arning against the mis-application of reinforcement. Reinforcement follows an
ct, it does not predeed it. One should always be aware of various reinforcers that
re available both tangible and intangible.

The Skinnerian strategy in social change can be carried out as follows:-

) Identify a particular problem to be solved or a particular change which you
envisage.

) Breakdown the steps toaccomplish the change beginning with those tasks that
can easily be achieved.

) Mountan effective broadcast of the doctrine or the desired change envisaged at
each level.

) Apply reinforcement to appropriate tasks towards the goal envisaged.
) Proceed to other steps when the initial ones are accomplished.

The War Against Indiscipline being fought in Nigeria at present seems o
nploy the Skinnerian approach of social change.

Indiscipline has been recognised as the course of many problems and social vices
1 the country, hence it was identified as an issuc to be tackled. One important step in
1e Skinnerian approach is to set up priorities and to determine a chain of problems
1a proper order as to yield the greatest effect early in the application phase. Since it
i most effective to begin with a significant problem that could be handled quickly
sllowed by a second success and so on, the War Against Indiscipline has been
ivided into several phases.

hase I, was to bring order into our daily life,
‘hase II, was geared towards positive attitude to work

'hase III, was to arouse patriotic and nationalistic feelings and sentiments
among Nigerians while

'hase 1V,  which we are now operating is aimed at fighting corruption and
economic saboteurs.

After breaking down the problem into a sortof hierarchy, there must be a change
1 the way people perceive broadcast must be mounted towards the desired change.
“he various slots on our television sets suggesting to people to be orderly, to show
ositive atitude to work, to show patriotism and to avoid corruptions are efforts to
hange the perception of people.

Itis equally important that some procedures are set in motion to show that the
ew perspectives (i.e. orderliness, positive attitude to work, nationalistic feelings
voidance of corruption) support a technique that produces more rewarding
esults than the previous system. Since changes occur as a results of changed
erspectives, supported by reinforcing methods, people have been recogn‘zed and
ewarded for displaying traits such as honesty in the society.

In the Skinnerian pattern there is no room for deception and secret manipulation
hat will make people do things realized as good without their knowledge or
onsent, but rather the whole plan is brought into the open, people are persuaded
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