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Abstract
A strong connection between explaining phenomena and identifying causes is commonly observed not 
only in philosophical, but also in scientifi c and common sense discourse. Nonetheless, critical analyses 
conducted in philosophy of science, especially as of the twentieth century, questioned this tacit connec-
tion, to the effect that a scientifi c explanation does not necessarily imply identifying causes. Examples 
of this viewpoint applied to discussions of psychological phenomena can be found in various traditions, 
such as M. Merleau-Ponty’s existential-phenomenology and B. F. Skinner’s radical behaviorism. The 
present paper seeks to highlight the criticism of causal theories, discussing the fundamental contribution 
of such criticism to treating behavior as a phenomenon with its own sense, as was proposed in Merleau-
Ponty and Skinner’s approaches . Both approaches claim that explaining behavior does not signify iden-
tifying causes, but rather describing either the structure of behavior, according to Merleau-Ponty, or the 
contingencies of reinforcement, according to Skinner. Along these lines, we recommend such criticism 
as an element favoring potential closeness and dialogue between these different perspectives.
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Críticas de Skinner e Merleau-Ponty à Causalidade

Resumo
Encontra-se, tradicionalmente, uma forte identifi cação entre explicação e causa, tanto na fi losofi a, quan-
to na ciência e no senso comum. Contudo, revisões críticas instauradas no âmbito da fi losofi a da ciência, 
particularmente a partir do século XX, questionam essa identifi cação tácita, de modo que uma explica-
ção científi ca não implica necessariamente em apontar causas. Exemplos dessa compreensão aplicados a 
discussões com relação a fenômenos psicológicos podem ser encontradas em diferentes tradições, como 
a fenomenologia-existencial de M. Merleau-Ponty, e o comportamentalismo radical de B. F. Skinner. 
Este trabalho busca salientar a crítica em relação ao pensamento causal, discutindo seu papel fundamen-
tal para a abordagem do comportamento como fenômeno com sentido próprio, como pretendido nessas 
duas perspectivas. Em ambas as abordagens, explicar não é encontrar as causas, mas descrever, a estru-
tura do comportamento, para Merleau-Ponty, ou as contingências de reforçamento, para Skinner. Nesse 
sentido, indica-se essa postura crítica como elemento favorecedor de possíveis aproximações e diálogos 
entre essas diferentes perspectivas. 

Palavras-chave: Causalidade, explicação, Skinner, Merleau-Ponty.
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Las criticas de Skinner y Merleau-Ponty a la causalidad

Resumen
Observase tradicionalmente una identifi cación fuerte entre explicación y causas, tanto en la fi losofía 
cuanto en la ciencia y el sentido común. Sin embargo, revisiones críticas desde la fi losofía de la cien-
cia, sobre todo a partir del siglo XX, cuestionaron esta identifi cación tácita, por lo que una explicación 
científi ca no implica necesariamente apuntar causas. Ejemplos de esta comprensión aplicada a los 
debates sobre los fenómenos psicológicos pueden ser encontrados en diferentes tradiciones, como la 
fenomenología existencial M. Merleau-Ponty, y el conductismo radical de B.F. Skinner. En este trabajo 
se pretende dar a conocer la crítica del pensamiento causal, discutiendo su papel clave en el enfoque 
de la conducta como un fenómeno con su propio sentido, como pretendido en esas dos perspectivas. 
En ambos enfoques, explicar no es encontrar las causas, sino que describir la estructura de la conducta, 
para Merleau-Ponty, o las contingencias de reforzamiento, para Skinner. En este sentido, se indica 
esta posición crítica como elemento favorecedor de aproximaciones posibles y diálogos entre estas 
diferentes perspectivas.

Palabras clave: Causalidad, explicación, Skinner, Merleau-Ponty.

Similarities between Merleau-Ponty’s 
Phenomenology and Skinner’s 

Behaviorism

Proposing dialogues between phenomenol-
ogy and behaviorism is controversial, yet it en-
joys favorable recommendations (e.g., Abib, 
1988; Kvale & Grenness, 1967; Pérez-Alvarez 
& Sass, 2008; Wann, 1964). The book Behavior-
ism and Phenomenology: Contrasting Bases for 
Modern Psychology (Wann, 1964) is one of the 
most famous and celebrated publications con-
cerning this discussion. Organized based on a 
symposium held at Rice University in 1963, the 
book compiles texts regarding the speeches of 
phenomenological psychologists (C. Rogers and 
R. B. McLeod), radical behaviorists (B. F. Skin-
ner) and philosophers of science (N. Malcom 
and M. Scriven). Based both on such speeches 
and on the published book, at least two articles 
(Day, 1969; Giorgi, 1975) were dedicated to this 
issue in behavior analytic journals, commenting 
on the possibilities of dialogue and conciliation 
between Phenomenology and Behaviorism.

Nonetheless, on the whole, the records of 
the speeches at the symposium and the articles 
of the aforementioned commentators exhibit 
only a small number of considerations that re-
veal a pertinent comprehension, by both sides, 
of the fundamentals of each proposal. Even more 

so, to Kvale and Grenness (1967), the Ameri-
can version of existential phenomenology that 
was presented in the debate, which was mainly 
developed in a clinical environment, exhibits 
strikingly idealistic, subjective and voluntaris-
tic interpretations that are incompatible with 
the notions expressed in the phenomenological-
existential proposals of, for example, J. P. Sar-
tre and M. Merleau-Ponty. Hence, the Ameri-
can version’s opposition to radical behaviorism 
does not extend to the latter’s relationship with 
the European version of phenomenology. As 
observed by Abib (1988), “The U. S. debate on 
behaviorism and phenomenology (published in 
1964 by T. W. Wann, entitled ‘Behaviorism and 
Phenomenology’), which enjoyed Skinner’s par-
ticipation, came short of expectations” (p. 426).

Disagreeing with the considerations pre-
sented at the aforementioned symposium, Kvale 
and Grenness (1967) highlight the closeness and 
productiveness of the confrontation between 
the metapsychological proposals revealed in 
the works of Merleau-Ponty (e.g., 1945/1994, 
1942/2006) and Sartre (e.g., 1939/1948, 
1940/1972) and those of Skinner (e.g., 1957, 
1953/1965, 1974/1976). The key elements char-
acterizing the similarity between these authors’ 
stances would be the following: (a) the connec-
tion between the comprehension of the operant 
and the notion of directionality and action in 



Skinner and Merleau-Ponty’s Criticism of Causality.  127

the world; (b) the criticism of subjectivism and 
mentalism; and (c) the resulting queries and pro-
posals to surmount the dualism introduced into 
psychology by the mentalist and physicalist tra-
ditions.

The development of such metapsycholo-
gical models largely entails viewing behavior 
as an object of study for dealing with psy-
chological phenomena. Widely recognized 
in the Skinnerian behaviorist approach, such 
a perspective can also be found in Sartre and 
Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenological-existential 
approach. As pointed out by Kvale and Gren-
ness (1967), “While Husserl and older phenom-
enologists focused upon the intentionality of 
consciousness, MerleauPonty and Sartre have 
stressed the intentionality of behavior – man’s 
basic relatedness to the world” (p. 137).

Considering the point of view that sees the 
fi eld of psychology as a behavioral fi eld, Mer-
leau-Ponty (1942/2006) claimed that psycho-
logical trends along these lines would have their 
potential hindered by their commitment to prob-
lematic philosophical foundations such as real-
ism, atomism and causal thinking.

Concurrently, presenting his proposal to 
develop a behavioral science based on the ex-
perimental examination of this issue in its own 
right and domain, Skinner critically analyzed the 
traditions of refl exology and classical behavior-
ism. He claimed that, although they represent an 
important advance, these approaches have also 
produced the negative effect of discouraging a 
“descriptive attack” on behavior itself by focus-
ing discussions and studies of psychological 
phenomena on “physical dimensions” (Skinner, 
1938/1966, p. 4), given the emphasis of such ap-
proaches on a mechanical-linear causal explana-
tion, attributing a “controlling entity” role to the 
nervous system (Skinner, 1938/1966, p. 4).

In light of this situation, the present article 
aims to present and discuss the possibility that 
the criticism and overcoming of causal think-
ing be included in the list of metapsychological 
proposals that are common to the European phe-
nomenological-existential perspective and the 
radical behaviorist approach (Kvale & Grenness, 
1967). Based on both Merleau-Ponty’s work 

(1942/2006) dedicated to examining the notion 
of behavior (The Structure of Behavior) and 
Skinner’s texts (1957, 1931/1961, 1953/1965, 
1938/1966, 1981/1984) related to the issue of 
explaining behavior, we hereby present an anal-
ysis of these authors’ criticism of causal logic 
in their discussions concerning the approach to 
psychological phenomena. In order to do this, 
we present a brief analysis of the causality is-
sue in Philosophy of Science and in Psychology, 
aiming at establishing the causal-explanation 
defi nition to be employed in our assessment of 
Merleau-Ponty and Skinner’s proposals.

Explanation and Causality 
in Philosophy of Science

The connection between explanations and 
causes has been longstanding and strongly sup-
ported throughout the history of philosophy. It 
had already been sign posted by Plato (essences 
that explain appearances); established as a pos-
sibility for “scientifi c knowledge” by Aristotle; 
and presented as a prerequisite for all forms of 
knowledge by Kant (Laurenti & Lopes, 2008). 
As a general rule, this connection was rarely crit-
icized throughout the history of philosophy until 
the twentieth century. Questions were raised as 
to its conditions, types, characteristics and defi -
nitions (Laurenti & Lopes, 2008), but were in-
frequently raised with respect to its relevance, 
to the extent of discerning the possibility of its 
complete exclusion. Along these lines, in philos-
ophy and science and in terms of common sense, 
fi nding an explanation has traditionally been in-
terpreted as discovering causes.

Nonetheless, along with critical revisions 
of the philosophical and practical foundations 
of science, which were most intensely imple-
mented as of the twentieth century, there are also 
questions that threaten the consensus concerning 
the connection between scientifi c explanation 
and causality (Laurenti, 2009). For example, 
Mach (1886/1959) claimed that causal explana-
tions would be a very limited and imprecise way 
of dealing with the interdependence between 
events in nature. As an alternative, he proposed 
a functional understanding of the relationship 
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between events – a notion he believed to offer 
greater precision and fl exibility.

Another criticism of the causal model of 
scientifi c explanation was presented by Hempel 
(1965). He argued that a scientifi c explanation 
does not necessarily imply identifying causes, 
as can be observed in explanations based on 
taxonomic or statistical laws. On the other hand, 
the identifi cation of causes is not observed ex-
clusively in scientifi c explanations. Mythologi-
cal and religious explanations also frequently 
involve causal discussions. To the author, caus-
al laws would thus be one of the types of laws 
involved in scientifi c explanations, but not the 
only type.

In a similar manner, Bunge (1959/1963) 
argued that even if causal explanations are con-
sidered a paradigmatic example of scientifi c ex-
planation, they are not the only way to answer 
the “whys” of such inquiries. Commenting on 
this perspective, Laurenti and Lopes (2008) af-
fi rm that, “there are other non-causal ways of 
explaining reality (e.g., statistical, dialectical, 
teleological and functional) that express increas-
ingly complex, dynamic forms of relationships 
between processes and events” (p. 384). Accord-
ing to Bunge, from an ontological standpoint, 
discussions of causality would only apply to 
cases involving linear, unilateral and necessary 
relationships.

One could argue that such criticisms of cau-
sality are not applicable to all interpretations of 
the term. Nonetheless, through them, it can be 
perceived that one cannot assume that all re-
lationships of dependence between events, es-
tablished in scientifi c explanations, are causal 
(although of different types). On the contrary, 
the notion of a causal relationship (or depen-
dence) would be tautological and meaningless: 
“employing the term ‘causal’ only makes sense 
if we admit that non-causal dependent relation-
ships exist” (Laurenti & Lopes, 2008, p. 385).

In order to conduct a more in-depth discus-
sion of this subject, it is thus necessary a) to as-
sume that non-causal dependent relationships 
between events exist; and b) to adopt a specifi c 
defi nition of causality, as a point of reference for 
discussions and criticisms to be conducted. In 

the present study, following the example of Lau-
renti and Lopes (2008), we employ the defi nition 
of causality proposed by Bunge (1959/1963).

To Bunge (1959/1963), the following prin-
ciples are relevant to the notion of causality: 

1. Conditionality (the occurrence of the event 
depends on the occurrence of certain condi-
tions; 

2. Uniqueness of the causal link (“one-to-one” 
correspondence between cause and effect – 
an event can only be the cause of a single 
effect, and vice versa; 

3. Necessary connection between cause and 
effect (one event causes the other: whenever 
one occurs, the other invariably occurs); 

4. Unilateral dependence (the cause is an 
agent, and the effect is passive in the rela-
tionship between the events); and 

5. Genetic connection (the cause is generative, 
the effect is a product – “the origin of some-
thing is explained by referring to its cause”).

Causality and Psychological 
Science

From the perspective both of the Positivist 
tradition and of the technological advances and 
achievements of the so-called “hard sciences” 
in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, the 
challenge posed to the fi rst proposals to create a 
scientifi c form of Psychology was to discover a 
way to defi ne its fi eld of analysis and specify its 
object of study in a manner compatible with the 
canons of “scientifi city,” such as direct observ-
ability and measurement. How can one scien-
tifi cally deal with something that, ever since the 
very fi rst considerations of the possibilities of 
knowledge (which somehow culminated in or-
ganized scientifi c thought), had been separated, 
excluded or isolated as something of a distinct 
nature, but was still viewed by many as a source 
of errors and deviations, an evil to be avoided 
or circumvented? In short, how can one create 
logos concerning the psyché?

Several movements along these lines 
sought, in the psychic ocean, safe islands, phe-
nomena that could be quantifi ed and measured 
using methods and instruments that are similar to 
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those of current sciences, commonly referred to 
as “natural sciences.” Together with such meth-
ods and instruments, philosophical perspectives 
and foundations (such as atomist, mechanistic, 
and realist concepts) were adopted.

Such movements also embraced a certain 
notion as to science’s purpose: to explain the 
world by discovering the causes of phenomena. 
This was an attempt to apply to psychological 
phenomena the explanatory logic employed 
to understand objects. If objects could be un-
derstood by way of breaking them down into 
smaller elementary parts, then the same should 
apply to the processes existing in organisms’ 
relationships with the world. Based on this 
conception, scientifi c proposals in the fi eld of 
psychology defi ned psychological phenomena 
as a partes extra partes composition, seeking 
to discover which determinable laws governed 
a psychic element (determined and capable of 
independence) that triggered the operation of 
the next element, which in turn triggered the fol-
lowing element, in a chain of causes and effects 
(causal chain) that comprised the psychological 
phenomenon.

Among the various candidates for the ob-
ject of study, such as consciousness data and 
elementary sensations, the movements of organ-
isms were chosen in the wake of a long tradi-
tion of research in physiological sciences, which 
had already laid the groundwork for a theory 
of refl ex behavior (Pessotti, 1982). Heir to this 
tradition, behaviorism proposed a restructuring 
of the understanding of psychic phenomena. 
Among such phenomena, it was necessary to 
choose those that could be described in physical 
terms. Explanations would be made by break-
ing such phenomena down into relationships 
between stimuli (physical events in the world) 
and responses (behavioral events, physiological 
reactions of organisms).

In contrast with reducing psychic phenom-
ena to physical phenomena, other proposed ap-
proaches were based on the exact opposite: psy-
chic phenomena possess a distinct mental nature 
that is either inaccessible or merely indirectly 
accessible by the natural sciences. As affi rmed 

by Japiassu (1977), knowledge concerning hu-
man nature seemed to oscillate 

. . . between an organicistic, materialistic 
knowledge of man’s physical, biological 
being and a spiritualistic knowledge of the 
human soul’s psychic, intellectual and moral 
nature, linking the two forms of knowledge 
in a relatively illegitimate manner in the 
fi eld of objectivity. (p. 24)
Critically analyzing the various conceptions 

of behavior and perception, Merleau-Ponty’s 
early research (1945/1994, 1942/2006) exam-
ines precisely this context. Also faced with the 
same impasse, yet experiencing it within the 
context of the behaviorist tradition itself, B. F. 
Skinner developed the analytical-behavioral ap-
proach (e.g., 1953/1965, 1971, 1974/1976).

As mentioned by Hidalgo (2017), despite 
their distinct objectives, Skinner and Merleau-
Ponty share not only the elaboration of refl ec-
tions “on the philosophical status of the notion 
of behavior,” but also sensitivity “to similar 
theoretical questions, such as the inadequacy 
of the principles of classical refl exology to ex-
plain behavior,” likewise proposing to elaborate 
a “notion of behavior in its own territory [and 
thus incapable of being reduced to physiology]” 
(Hidalgo, 2017, p. 161). Along these lines, in 
both Merleau-Ponty and Skinner’s research, one 
fi nds the development of an understanding of 
behavior that, seeking to repel the phantasms of 
intellectualistic approaches (mentalism), criti-
cizes the insuffi ciencies and limitations of the 
early twentieth century’s theories as to refl ex-
ology and conditioned behavior. Among such 
criticisms, we highlight, in the following sec-
tions, those that are relevant to the causal ex-
planatory model.

Merleau-Ponty’s Criticism 
of the Use of Linear Causality 

to Explain Behavior

Merleau-Ponty’s philosophical perspective 
of surmounting classical metaphysics’ dichoto-
mies (subjective-objective, internal-external, 
mind-body) in order to understand the human 
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phenomenon found fertile ground in psychol-
ogy. As pointed out by Verissimo and Furlan 
(2007), in his fi rst major study (The Structure 
of Behavior), Merleau-Ponty “initiated a rigor-
ous, critical, systematic debate with the realism 
of scientifi c psychology” (p. 334). Resorting to 
interpretations and arguments in the research of 
Goldstein, Koffka and Köhler, Merleau-Ponty 
(1942/2006) emphasized the notion of form (Ge-
stalt) as a possibility of overcoming the objectiv-
istic, reductionist perspective of refl ex theories 
(e.g., Sherington, Pavlov, Watson), yet without 
abandoning the empirical fi eld in favor of ideal-
istic or rationalistic assertions.

Recognition of the failure of psychology’s 
physicalist (objective) approach would not 
represent, however, an indication of a return to 
the mentalist (idealist, subjectivist) perspectives. 
Along these lines, Merleau-Ponty (1942/2006) 
advocated the notion that the behavioral concept 
is essential for dealing with psychological 
phenomena. Directly accessible and objectively 
describable, the behavioral concept, “taken in 
itself,” would be the way to redefi ne “psychism” 
and “physiological” in order to surmount the 
traditional dichotomies commonly related to 
them (Merleau-Ponty, 1942/2006, p. 3).

To Merleau-Ponty (1942/2006), the notion 
conveyed by the refl ex tradition in psychology 
was that the organism is a “‘partes extra partes’ 
material mass” (p. 2) whose behaviors would re-
sult from pre-established connections. Phenom-
ena were seen as combinations of independent 
elements; and they were explained by describ-
ing external, mechanical relationships. Behavior 
was explained by defi ning the linear dependen-
cies between stimuli and receptors, and between 
receptors and effectors. Behavior was believed 
to consist of units that associate and disassoci-
ate themselves according to laws governing the 
physical properties of the elements involved 
(e.g., sensory modality, intensity, location, fre-
quency, duration). From this perspective, the ex-
citation resulting from the stimuli would be the 
cause of the behavior (effect), “in the empirical 
sense of a constant and unconditioned anteced-
ent” (Merleau-Ponty, 1942/2006, p. 8). Passive, 

the organism would carry out that which was 
prescribed by the excitation.

Within the context portrayed by classical 
refl ex theories, psychological phenomena are 
reduced to refl ex behaviors, taken as longitudi-
nal phenomena of certain physical or chemical 
agents’ operations on a specifi c receptor, pro-
voking a certain response. According to Mer-
leau-Ponty, one of the reasons for the diffi culties 
and inadequacy of the behavioristic approach is 
precisely its attempt to preserve the notion of 
phenomena being an association between reali-
ties (real stimulus and real movement), which 
nonetheless remained immune to this associa-
tion.

Merleau-Ponty’s (1942/2006) criticism of 
the approaches of refl exology and behaviorism 
is largely based on the arguments developed by 
Gestalt psychologists. Examining the analyses 
and discussions of authors like Koffka (1925, 
1935) and Köhler (1927, 1930), Merleau-Ponty 
emphasized that the scenario portrayed by refl ex 
theories could not withstand an examination of 
the data produced by experimental psychology 
and had to constantly resort to ad hoc postulates, 
usually outside of the behavioral fi eld, in order 
to try to construct an intelligible interpretation of 
this association.

In both research involving humans and stud-
ies concerning non-humans, the authors of the 
“Berlin School” demonstrated that the arrange-
ment of one element in relation to the others al-
ters the manner in which the organism interacts 
or relates with it. A stimulus is never understood 
without its context, in terms of its real parts, in-
dependently; instead, this always occurs within 
a context, a situation, in which nothing is gained 
(in terms of comprehending the phenomenon) 
from the description of its actual properties, 
from the description of the stimulus “in itself,” 
but rather from the description of the structure 
that conforms to the conduct: “In view of the 
fact that breaking something down into its real 
parts is an endless endeavor, the stimulus never 
becomes refl exogenic as an individual physi-
cal reality; it always becomes refl exogenic as a 
structure” (Merleau-Ponty, 1942/2006, p. 162).
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As examples, Merleau-Ponty (1942/2006) 
cited both experiments employing the Jastrow 
Illusion and research involving lighting and 
compositions with distinct colors.1 In Merleau-
Ponty’s point of view, the results of such stud-
ies would demonstrate that an exciter could not 
be conceived as a discrete, causative stimulus; 
rather, it should be conceived as a situation, a 
context or even a structure:

The true exciter of conditioned reactions is 
neither a sound nor an object considered in-
dividually, nor a combination of sounds or 
objects viewed as sets that are simultane-
ously individual and chaotic, but rather the 
distribution of sounds over time, their me-
lodic sequence, the reactions of magnitude 
of objects; as a general rule, the structure 
necessitates the situation. (Merleau-Ponty, 
1942/2006, pp. 83-84)
In spite of the advances in relation to devel-

oping a structural form of thinking that opposes 
the analytical thinking that dominated refl ex the-
ories, Merleau-Ponty (1942/2006) argued that 
Gestalt theory falls into the trap of the polarized 
thought of a “philosophy of substance,” as if it 
needed to choose between discovering its ele-
ments in a material or non-material substance. 
Again favoring the physicalist view as a defense 
and guarantee of scientifi city, Gestalt theory 
ends up treating form as substance, once more 
attempting to make the physical dimension “the 
true foundation of behavior” and of the “percep-
tual structure” (Merleau-Ponty, 1942/2006, p. 
225); in other words, it attempts to make physi-
cal structures the cause of perceived structures. 

1 Merleau-Ponty discusses various experiments 
presented by Köhler in which animals were trai-
ned to choose the smaller of two fi gures, or a cer-
tain color, or even a certain gradient of color, in 
order to obtain food after each correct response. 
When placed before two fi gures that were iden-
tical yet were positioned so that one appeared to 
be smaller than the other (or before identically 
colored disks that, due to the lighting conditions, 
appeared to exhibit different colors or color gra-
dients), the animals systematically chose the fi gu-
re that, to human perception, appeared smaller or 
appeared to exhibit the color or color gradient that 
the animal was trained to perceive.

Opposing the reifi cation of atomistic concep-
tions, Gestalt theory ends up resorting to a rei-
fi cation of forms or structures, committing itself 
to precisely the same problematic foundations 
of the refl ex theories that it criticizes (Merleau-
Ponty, 1942/2006).

As pointed out by Verissimo (2012), to 
Merleau-Ponty, what is at stake is the living 
(not the psychophysical) aspect of the concept 
of structure. Psychology can discover the mean-
ing of behavior by examining the reorganization 
of an organism’s relationship with the environ-
ment, or by examining such organization within 
the vital, human domain, not by examining an 
awkward reproduction of the physical domain’s 
organization, as conditioned-refl ex theories have 
sought to do. In light of the fact that the rela-
tionships established between an individual and 
the world are oriented in accordance with the 
signifi cant unity operated by an organism in its 
environment, and that this meaningful unity is 
only understood in the world that is perceived, 
“What is perceived would only be explainable in 
terms of what itself is perceived, and not in terms 
of physiological processes” (Merleau-Ponty, 
1942/2006, p. 145). This means radicalizing the 
conception of structure in a true “philosophy of 
form” (Merleau-Ponty, 1942/2006, p. 206), so as 
to comprehend behavior as “a dialectical, mean-
ingful connection between the organism and its 
environment, a relationship involving reciproc-
ity and interactivity” (Verissimo & Furlan, 2007, 
p. 336).

Hence, to Merleau-Ponty (1942/2006), be-
havior implies a dialectical relationship, that is, 
a relationship of reciprocity, interactivity and 
mutual adjustment, between the organism and 
its2 environment. Consequently, the method in-
volving real analysis and causal explanations 
– which is relevant to the way in which physi-

2 Here, the possessive pronoun is highlighted in 
order to explain that, from this perspective, the 
organism is not related to “any” environment (i.e. 
to a real or objective environment), but rather 
to an environment already constituted by this 
relationship (i.e. dependent on the relationship, 
dependent on the organism), which is thus its 
environment.
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calistic approaches have attempted to structure 
the relationships between the elements of ac-
tions – is unfruitful with respect to attempts to 
construct an understanding of behavior within its 
own fi eld. In a manner quite similar to Bunge’s 
description (1959/1963) of the causal concept, 
Merleau-Ponty characterizes the causal model 
implied in refl ex theory to explain behavior, as 
follows:

Regardless of whether we consider it in a 
limited sense or in a broad sense, the term 
“mechanical action” refers to an action in 
which the cause and the effect can be bro-
ken down into real elements that correspond 
to each other on a one-to-one basis [unique-
ness of the causal link]. Elementary actions 
involve one-way [unilateral] dependence, 
whereby the cause is a necessary condition 
of the effect [necessary connection] con-
sidered in terms of its existence and nature 
[genetic connection]; and, even when one 
speaks of the reciprocal action between two 
terms, such an action can be reduced to a se-
ries of one-way determinations. (Merleau-
Ponty, 1942/2006, p. 250)
As a basis for ordering the relationship be-

tween organisms and the world, the structural 
concept is incompatible with the mechanistic 
conception of behavior, thus ruling out discus-
sions of it based on the causal explanatory mod-
el. Along these lines, in a note in the introduction 
to The Structure of Behavior, Merleau-Ponty 
points out that the notion of behavior, as ini-
tially proposed by Watson, “could only receive 
its philosophical status if causal or mechanical 
thinking were abandoned in favor of dialectical 
thought” (Merleau-Ponty, 1942/2006, p. 4, note 
3). Hence, understanding behavior is possible 
inasmuch as “we relinquish both mechanistic 
and fi nalistic realism, that is, all forms of causal 
thinking [emphasis added]” (Merleau-Ponty, 
1942/2006, p. 76).

The signifi cance of behavior would thus 
be discovered via synthesis, not via analysis. 
Merleau-Ponty (1942/2006) indicated that the 
approach to behavior should be guided by think-
ing in terms of function or meaning, instead of 

thinking in terms of causes: “We have seen, for 
example, that two dissimilar stimuli are fused in 
eyesight if they serve the same function [empha-
sis added] in both colored regions, that is, the 
function of ‘a point in front of a homogeneous 
background’” (Merleau-Ponty, 1942/2006, p. 
145). Furthermore:

It is not because two retinal stimuli are em-
bedded in the same associative circuit that 
their psychic correspondents receive the 
same function in perceived space; on the 
contrary, it is this common function that 
designates them to be connected by an as-
sociative circuit. Coordination itself emerg-
es as a result: the effect of a phenomenon 
of structure or “form”. (Merleau-Ponty, 
1942/2006, p. 125)
Employing Bunge’s defi nition of causality 

(1959/1963), one can fi nd, in Merleau-Ponty’s 
critical proposal (1942/2006), the overcoming of 
each one of its characteristics:

In contrast, as we have seen, physical stim-
uli only act upon the organism by causing in 
it a global response that varies qualitatively 
when they vary quantitatively [against the 
“uniqueness of the causal link”]; in relation 
to the organism, they play the role of occa-
sions rather than causes [against the “nec-
essary connection”]; the reaction depends 
more on the vital signifi cance of the stim-
uli than on their material properties. Thus, 
among the variables upon which conduct 
and this conduct in particular actually de-
pend, there appears a meaningful relation-
ship, an intrinsic relationship [against the 
“genetic connection”]. We cannot pinpoint 
the moment in which the world acts upon 
the organism, for the very effect of such 
‘action’ expresses the organism’s inner law 
[against “unilateral dependence”]. At the 
same time that the mutual exteriority of the 
stimuli is overcome, the mutual exteriority 
of the organism and its environment is also 
overcome. Defi ned separately, these two 
terms must thus be replaced by two corre-
lated terms, “environment” and “aptitude”, 
which are like two extremities of behavior 
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that participate in the same structure. (pp. 
250-251)
The only thing remaining would be the 

character of conditionality, for which a positive 
indication can in fact be found. Nonetheless, in-
dicating certain conditions upon which an event 
would depend in no way reintroduces atomistic 
causal thinking. According to Merleau-Ponty 
(1945/2006), such an indication only refl ects the 
description of the ordering of behavior, and “it 
makes no sense if we transform it into a prob-
lem of causality” (p. 74). An explanation of the 
behavioral fi eld is not a search for the cause of 
behavior – events simply occur when the nec-
essary conditions are present (Merleau-Ponty, 
1945/2006).

Seeking to offer an understanding of 
behavior from Merleau-Ponty’s perspective, one 
could say that behavior has meaning, direction 
and intentionality – “Intentional behavior is 
directed toward the world, it acts upon the 
world and reveals this world to man” (Kvale & 
Grenness, 1967, p. 137). However, one cannot 
say that it has a cause (in the strict sense of the 
term), at least not in terms of Bunge’s defi nition 
(1959/1963). There is no external agent that 
leads or forces the body to act; there is likewise 
no need to resort to an internal agent as a driving 
force, nor is there room for such an internal 
agent to concentrate the meanings and intentions 
– they already are a part of the behavior, which 
is seen as a dialectical relationship between the 
organism and the world.

Along these lines, criticism of the concept 
of linear causality that supports classical re-
fl ex theory and its derivations in physiology 
and psychology can be seen as one of the key 
aspects for discussions of the notion of behav-
ior and for the questions Merleau-Ponty posed 
to Psychology in relation to “its methods, its 
scope and the notion of being that emerges from 
it” (Verissimo & Furlan, 2007, p. 332). From 
this standpoint, it follows that, according to 
the conception proposed by Merleau-Ponty in 
The Structure of Behavior, explaining behav-
ior does not signify identifying its causes as if 
they were unrelated to it (as in classical refl ex 
theory), but rather describing “the constitution 

of ‘forms’ or functional structures” (Merleau-
Ponty, 1942/2006, p. 139).

Skinner’s Proposal 
for an Explanation of Behavior 

and Criticism of Causality

The fact that B. F. Skinner’s name is identi-
fi ed with the classical behaviorist approach is a 
recurrent source of confusion, misunderstandings 
and biases as to this American psychologist’s 
proposal (e.g., Carrara, 2005; Chiesa, 1994). In-
fl uenced by the behaviorist tradition, in his early 
research Skinner (1931/1961, 1938/1966) stud-
ied the conditioned-refl ex approach to behavior, 
yet he already discerned distinctions between an 
organism’s types of responses, a fact that lead 
him to propose the creation of a different kind 
of behavioral concept and interpretation: the 
operant theory. Emphasizing the differences in 
relation to refl ex theories, several authors (e.g., 
Abib, 2004; Chiesa, 1994) question the appro-
priateness of Skinner’s proposed approach being 
identifi ed with the same nomenclature (implying 
the notion of belonging to the same tradition) 
as that of proposals such as those of Pavlov and 
Watson.

Among the most striking differences 
between Skinner’s radical behavioral stance and 
the traditional approaches of refl exology and 
behaviorism, the emphasis on the relationship 
between the organism’s action and the 
environment subsequent to such action stands 
out. These are the so-called consequences of the 
behavior, which have a reinforcing effect when 
followed by an increase in the rate of responses, 
and a punitive effect when followed by a 
decrease, thus characterizing the new type of 
behavior, operant; they indicate the possibility 
of a behavioral proposal focused on the “fi eld of 
purpose and intention” (Skinner, 1938/1966, p. 
xxii, 1974/1976, p. 55).

Unlike the traditional behaviorist approach, 
in Skinner’s approach the environment has the 
role of selecting actions, not causing them. 
There is no “sting” – “the refl ex concept must be 
voided of all connotations of an active ‘thrust’ 
on the part of the stimulus” (Skinner, 1938/1966, 
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p. 21). The environment acts as a context (prior 
and subsequent), interacting with the organism 
– “Human beings act upon the world, modify it 
and, in turn, are modifi ed by the consequences of 
their actions” (Skinner, 1957, p. 1).

Admittedly infl uenced by E. Mach’s work, 
Skinner (1931/1961) already affi rmed in one of 
his early works that, in his proposal of a behav-
ioral science, “the concept of causation is re-
placed by that of function” (p. 338). Along these 
lines, in terms of radical behaviorism,

A “cause” becomes a “change in the inde-
pendent variable” and an “effect” a “change 
in the dependent variable”’. The old “cause-
and-effect connection” becomes a “func-
tional relationship”. The new terms do not 
suggest how a cause causes its effect; they 
merely asserts that different events tend to 
occur together in a certain order. (Skinner, 
1953/1965, p. 23)
Another striking aspect of Skinner’s propos-

al (which can also be attributed to the infl uence 
of Mach’s work and, principally, to Darwin-
ian thought) is its selective character. Skinner 
(1981/1984) calls his explanatory system3 “a 
model of selection by consequence.” The expla-
nation of human behavior would occur at three 
levels: phylogenetic, ontogenetic and cultural. At 
all three levels, the environment does not cause a 
response; instead, it alters the probability of fu-
ture occurrences, that is, it selects and reinforces 
(in the sense of “makes more probable”) the re-
lationship between a class of stimuli and a class 
of responses, regardless of whether the class of 
responses is at the level of species survival, the 
level of the persistence of the conduct or the level 
of the maintenance of a cultural practice. In this 
sense, one may say that a response was selected 
when such a response, within a certain context, 

3  In the text cited here (Selection by Consequences), 
Skinner (1981/1984) states that the selection-
by-consequences model is the “causal model” 
of radical behaviorism. As is discussed in the 
next section, here one sees an example of the 
confusion and inconsistency of the author’s 
writing with respect to the notion of causation, 
which, in this case, seems to indicate the notion of 
an “explanatory model.”

operates on the environment, in such a manner 
that a change in the environment that follows it 
increases such a relationship’s probability of oc-
currence (prior context – response – subsequent 
context) in future opportunities.

Nonetheless, in spite of clearly affi rm-
ing his awareness of the need to abandon the 
causal explanatory model (Skinner, 1931/1961, 
1953/1965) and constructing his proposal based 
on a concept of behavior that is incompatible 
with such logic, there are moments in Skinner’s 
work in which he employs the term “cause” (and 
its variations) as an equivalent for “explanation” 
(Skinner, 1981/1984) or as a manner of express-
ing the connection between events in behavioral 
relationships (e.g., Skinner 1969,4 19855). None-
theless, the confusing presence of such expres-
sions can be minimized by his emphasis on the 
functional selectionist conception of behavior, 
the path he designated for abandoning the causal 
model. Endorsing this perspective, Laurenti and 
Lopes (2008) compared the categories Bunge 
(1959/1963) indicated as defi ning the causal 
logic with those indicated by the Skinnerian ap-
proach.

With respect to the “uniqueness of the causal 
link,” for example, one observes that Skinner’s 
explanation of behavior in terms of dependent 
and independent variables does not exhibit this 
characteristic. An independent variable can be 
associated with different events or can function 
in different manners, assuming different func-
tions. The same holds for dependent variables, 
which can be related to different events – they 
can be a function of distinct variables.

Along these lines, the “necessary connec-
tion” condition is also not observed in Skinner’s 
proposed approach, for the dependent variable 
refers to the probability of occurrence of a giv-
en response, not to the response itself. In other 
words, the independent variable’s existence does 
not imply the compulsory alteration of a certain 

4 “But the feelings are at best accompaniments of 
the behavior, not causes” (Skinner, 1969, p. 257).

5 “If we assume that what is felt are products of the 
causes of behaviour, feelings can be useful clues 
to those causes” (Skinner, 1985, p. 300).
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dependent variable; what one observes is anal-
teration in the probability that such a response 
(dependent variable) occurs. The relationship 
between the variables at issue “is fl exible and 
continuously gradual” (Skinner, 1953/1965, p. 
110).

Skinner’s proposal also does not conform 
to the “unilateral dependence” implied in the 
concept of causation. The elements that are in-
volved – organism and environment – exhibit a 
recursive, not a unilateral, relationship. They act 
upon each other, mutually infl uencing each other 
and even determining their defi nition: “defi ni-
tion: “Neither term may be defi ned as to its es-
sential properties without the other” (Skinner, 
1938/1966, p. 9). There is no emphasis on either 
of them, but rather on their relationship.

Lastly, in Skinner’s proposed approach, one 
does not observe a “genetic connection” between 
the cause (generator) and the effect (product). 
In radical behaviorism, behavior is explained 
in terms of the order in which the elements are 
regularly related, without such an order imply-
ing that the former event generates or causes the 
latter (Skinner, 1953/1965).

Concerning the element of conditionality in 
Bunge’s defi nition (1959/1963), one observes 
a positive indication in Skinner’s proposal, as 
mentioned in the case of Merleau-Ponty; and, as 
indicated for Merleau-Ponty’s proposal, the ex-
istence of such a characteristic does not imply 
a commitment to the causal perspective. Condi-
tionality is incorporated into Skinner’s proposal 
as a characterization of the relationship formed 
between an action and the environment by way 
of the process of reinforcement. Conditionality 
denotes the fact that such a relationship “did not 
exist until the operation of reinforcement had 
been performed” (Skinner, 1938/1966, p. 61). In 
this sense, Skinner points out that, to describe 
behavior, the French term conditionnel [con-
ditional] would better represent the intended 
meaning of the English term “conditioned”.

As concluded by Laurenti and Lopes (2008), 
one could argue that, in Skinner’s analytic-be-
havioral approach, there is a strong tendency 
toward overcoming causal thinking, at least as 

Bunge defi ned it (1959/1963). Along these lines, 
in Skinner, we also observe the overcoming of 
the notion that causality is a characteristic, dis-
tinctive trait of his proposed approach to ex-
plaining behavior.

Final Considerations 

Examining the notion of behavior as a fun-
damental concept in Merleau-Ponty’s fi rst book 
(1942/2006), which was dedicated to this theme, 
we observe the centrality of overcoming, and of 
criticism of, the causal explanatory method. The 
[re]arrangement of this concept based on the no-
tion of form necessarily entails abandoning the 
view that the relationship between an organism 
and the world is formed in a causal chain of dis-
crete mechanical events.

In a similar manner, one also observes that, 
differing from the refl ex tradition, Skinner’s op-
erant theory exhibits a relational understanding 
of behavior. In light of the fact that an organ-
ism’s responses and the environment’s stimuli 
are linked in a functional manner, it makes no 
sense to speak in terms of causes of behavior. 
The environment does not cause the organism’s 
behavior; instead, it selects the behavior via its 
consequences, strengthening the ties between a 
class of stimuli and a class of responses, which 
are functionally determined.

Corroborating this interpretation, we per-
ceived that, in light of Bunge’s defi nition 
(1959/1963), both Merleau-Ponty and Skinner’s 
proposals present no characteristics that defi ne 
the causal explanatory model. Based on the dis-
cussions and arguments of the analysis we per-
formed, we recommend adding another item to 
the list of metapsychological proposals that are 
common to the European phenomenological-ex-
istential perspective and the radical behaviorist 
approach (Kvale & Grenness, 1967): the criti-
cism and abandonment of linear causal notions 
for explaining behavior.

In Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenological-
existential approach and in Skinner’s radical 
behaviorism, we perceive both an indication of 
causal linearity’s inadequacy to deal with the 
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complexity and fl uidity of the behavioral phe-
nomenon and a criticism of the causal approach 
as a revelation of what is real, of some hidden 
mechanism, “non-apparent,” or “non-sensitive.” 
Accordingly, it can be affi rmed that, in both ap-
proaches, explaining behavior does not signify 
discovering the causes of behavior, but rather 
describing the structure of behavior, according 
to Merleau-Ponty (Furlan, 2000), or describing 
the contingencies of reinforcement, according to 
Skinner (Laurenti & Lopes, 2009).
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