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Functional contextualism is a philosophy of science that maintains a notable silence on issues pertaining
to philosophical ontology. Presumably, this is because ontological statements are not needed for suc-
cessful working within functional contextualist scientific activities, such as behavioral research and
practice. While this position is sound within the philosophical system of functional contextualism, it may
appear bizarre to outside practitioners and scholars, with the effect of creating barriers to inter-
disciplinary collaboration. We propose that, as pragmatists, functional contextualists can adopt ontolo-
gical language in particular contexts of interdisciplinary collaboration for the purposes of working more
successfully with others. In this paper, we briefly describe this position and discuss hypothetical and real
examples of potentially more-fruitful and less-fruitful examples of ontological speaking.

& 2015 Association for Contextual Behavioral Science. Published by Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved.
As a sub-discipline of metaphysics, philosophical ontology is
concerned with issues of being. Whether things are real or not,
and whether statements about the world correspond to such
reality are typical ontological questions addressed in many con-
temporary analytic philosophies. Such questions have a long his-
tory in philosophical discourse; however, the legitimacy of these
questions is challenged within pragmatist viewpoints (e.g., Rorty,
1991). Other authors in this series will attempt to define or cri-
tique the a-ontological stance of functional contextualism (FC) in
historical and philosophic terms and relate this to B.F. Skinner and
other pragmatic or contextualist philosophies that have chal-
lenged representationalist positions. Our aim is slightly different.

First, we intend not to provide such a traditional philosophical
discourse, but rather, to write from the standpoint of the practical
reader of contextual behavior science that may have neither the
interest nor the background to participate in philosophical system
building. Our contention is that non-technical writing, at once
accessible and precise, will serve to broaden the knowledge base
of readers who are not professional philosophers and invite them
into a useful dialogue that pertains to the philosophical founda-
tions of contextual behavior science (CBS).

Our second aim in this paper is to extend the philosophical
base articulated by earlier theorists (e.g., Biglan & Hayes, 1996;
Gifford & Hayes, 1999; James, 2008; Skinner, 1976) into areas not
ral Science. Published by Elsevier
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yet explored. Specifically, we wish to tackle the question of how
functional contextualist (FC) scientists and philosophers might
interact with other scientists or philosophers who do not share the
position that FC holds with respect to the tenability of an a-on-
tological stance within any philosophical system.

The default position in most behavioral sciences, thus the one
that contextual behavior analysts are most likely to have oppor-
tunity to work alongside in collaborative projects, is that science
advances by modeling the way cognitive variables affect human
behavior (Pepper, 1942). In most cases, the models involve hy-
pothesized internal mechanisms such as neural substrates that
work together to influence observable behavior, usually measured
in the form of reaction time or electrical brain activity. These
cognitive parts fit together to operate or at least support the whole
of a person’s observed behavior, in which case the person func-
tions as might a machine – a unit composed of fundamental parts.
When behavior is well predicted, it is said that such parts must in
fact be at work, and the model is said to be valid.

Such cognitive models have utility in predicting behavior, but
they do not target the variables of which the hypothesized me-
chanisms are a function. That is, the environmental factors that
influence neural functions are not usually built into cognitive
models. Thus, prevention and treatment of the factors that lead to
human suffering and resilience are not directly addressed. More-
over, predictors in cognitive models, such as neural substrates, are
not available for observation. However, the behavioral output of
these events can be verified by independent observation; and in
this way, the existence of the minute parts is said to be verified.
Truth is said to be a matter of correspondence between the theory
Inc. All rights reserved.
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and the observation. From this perspective, predictive tests of the
model identify essential building blocks of natural structures that
are thought to exist in an ontological sense.

Functional contextualism begins with a completely different
orientation to science and human behavior. First, both prediction
and influence are of interest to contextual behavior scientists.
Prediction is a worthwhile aim, but only in the context of produ-
cing a measurable effect upon behavior. Events are manipulated to
show precisely that which is said to influence the response, and no
other variable, is responsible for the effect. This is to say that
correlational evidence, the mainstay of cognitive modeling, is in-
sufficient to the aims of contextual behavior science.

Whereas an apt and often used metaphor describing cognitive
science is that of the machine, the most common metaphor of
contextualist sciences is that of the act situated in its historical and
immediate context (Hayes, 1993; Reese, 1993). Contextual science
approaches to behavior emphasize identification of the context of
behavioral events and then environmental variables of which be-
havior is a function (Biglan & Hayes, 1996). When such variables
are identified, they are then manipulated systematically to pro-
duce behavioral evidence of their effect. When taking this ap-
proach, there is little utility in making or evaluating statements
about whether or not these variables actually exist. Likewise, there
is little utility in worrying about which particular variables within
a given system (e.g., learning history versus current circumstance)
are more important than others. Given a different historical si-
tuation, immediate factors may play a more or less dominant role
in predicting and influencing behavior. Likewise, given a different
set of immediately occurring circumstances, the influence of his-
torical variables may shift in direction and magnitude. Thus in
contextualism, the parts are not said to be fundamental as they are
in mechanist philosophies, rather, the goal is to study the event as
a whole. If and when parts are studied individually (e.g., identi-
fying particular environmental variables in accounting for a par-
ticular behavioral challenge), it is only because doing so helps
bring about a practical outcome (e.g., producing improvement in
that behavior problem). Finally, in contextual behavior science
approaches, truth is not verified by prediction. Rather, truth is
evaluated by the extent to which an analysis leads to successful
working. The word truth, in this sense, loses much of its meaning
and might properly be replaced with “useful”

This brief introduction may need a great deal of unpacking. In
particular, the notions of ontological truth versus the a-ontological
stance of functional contextualism are best examined by way of an
extended example. To begin this discussion, we invite you to
consider the ontological status of a pencil in my hand.

I am holding a #2 lead pencil in my hand at this moment, and
authoring the paper you are reading by use of dictation software.
I’m rolling the pencil in my fingers and wiggling it between my
index and middle fingers. What is it this thing in my fingers? It
would be correct to say that the object in my hand is a pencil.
That’s what it is to you, but not to my dog. To my dog, this is a
plaything, a toy to wrest from my hand, run with, and invite me to
chase with him. This thing functions for me as a pencil in a par-
ticular context, thus I characterize it that way based on my use of
it. At the same time, others might experience it and characterize it
differently. Thus, it is the relation that we have with a thing in
context that gives it its identifiability, not any innate thingness
within it. Kantor (1933, 1958) described this as the inseperability
of stimulus and response, and Skinner (1938) was quick to build
Kantor’s observation into the rubric of radical behaviorism. In
Behavior of Organisms, Skinner wrote, “The impossibility of defin-
ing a functional stimulus without reference to a functional re-
sponse, and vice versa, has been especially emphasized by Kantor”
(Skinner, p. 35).

In CBS and behavior analysis writ proper, our fundamental unit
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of analysis – what we aim to understand, predict, and influence –

is and has always been behavior, which we say is a function of the
relationship between organism & environment. We have never
concerned ourselves simply with organism, environment, or be-
havior alone. Said differently, we are concerned with the situated
act in context – genetic, historical, and current. Change any factor
and you change the event of interest to us. Since it is the event that
we consider to be of importance, and not any particular thing in
and of itself that influences the event, we say that we have no
horse in the race regarding the independent ontological status of
those things. As Skinner noted, the behavioral event involves a
relationship between occasion, response, and consequence, and
the interrelationships between these aspects of the event “are
much more complex than those between a stimulus and a re-
sponse, and they are much more productive in both theoretical
and experimental analyses” (Skinner, 1969, pp. 7-8). Ultimately, we
have no scientific interest, no pragmatic use for taking a stand on
what things exist independently of other things. We are interested
in functional relations between things. The independent status of
these things, or the dividing line where one thing ends and the
other begins, is arbitrary (Kantor, 1953). The whole of the natural
world is divided into arbitrary categories simply for the sake of
deriving useful functional relations that allow us to take effective
action. In other words, our interest in the connection between
things and events is an interest in the relation between parts of an
undifferentiated whole, the world, that we parse into units that
suit our pragmatic and analytic purposes. And importantly, we are
unable to examine the existence of a thing outside of a relation to
ourselves. How would we go about doing that? Any experience of
other is committed by a self with respect to other. Said differently,
I can only know YOU in relation to an I, and I can only know I in
relation to YOU.

The functional contextual a-ontological stance described above
works for functional contextual researchers and practitioners but
problems can arise when it comes to collaboration with other
disciplines who adopt very different basic philosophical assump-
tions. In the context of such interdisciplinary collaborations, can
we legitimately argue the position that we have no interest in the
ontological existence of the phenomena we study? How might we
respond when scientists from other disciplines posit that FC does
have an ontology and, further, that FC, itself, is a thing that exists?
In other words, can other scientists looking at us in relation to
their own discipline experience us as having an ontological status?
We will argue yes, they can, and further, that it is legitimate for
them to do so, from their perspective. After all, doesn’t the dog
experience the pencil as a plaything? Doesn’t the writer experi-
ence the pencil as an implement with which to write? Others can
and do experience FC as a thing that exists independent of other
things and events. This brings us to a central tenet of the a-on-
tological position: You can have an experience that is, for you,
quite real, but that does not make your interpretation of that ex-
perience real. The truth is not within the interpretation, is not
exemplified by the interpretation, nor is the truth found in the
thing being examined by itself, in and of itself. The truth, written
with a lower case t, is found in the immediate and historical, dy-
namic, and fluid interplay or relation between the thing and the
context in which it is evaluated.

But this interest of ours in the relation between things and
events rather than in the status of things in and of themselves
makes us unique in the world of science. In this regard, we are not
like other natural sciences. And in particular, if we seek to engage
with other philosophers of science, we have a problem should we
care about the fact that from their perspective in evaluating FC as a
thing to be evaluated in and of itself, we are not without an on-
tology. From their perspective, our ontology is a statement about
being that involves relation with others (Stemmer, 2001). To them,
and What “Is-Not”. Journal of Contextual Behavioral Science (2015),
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our ontological statement is that there is no I without YOU, no
HERE without THERE, no NOW without THEN. It is also an onto-
logical statement from the vantage of metaphysics, the branch of
philosophy in which ontology is traditionally situated. Further, and
again from the vantage of mainstream analytic philosophy, the
ontological viewpoint of functional contextualism is that what IS
can be an IS only in the context of OTHER and that it is of no
bearing whether IS or OTHER have independent existences, in and
of themselves. This is distinct from the perspective that what IS
can be an IS only in the context of WHAT IS NOT.

The latter ontological viewpoint characterizes most of Western
philosophy, and is so embedded in our languaging about every-
thing that others find it laughable that we should exempt our-
selves from the discussion as to the existence of things in and of
themselves. The earliest example of this framework is found in
Parmenides’ poem, On Nature, in which the philosopher suggests
that an event under investigation can be real only if it exists, the
conclusion of which is that “Being is, nonbeing is not” (Cordero,
2004). In contemporary discourse, such polemics are seen fre-
quently in treatments concerned with depicting the landscape
contained within a position and are seen in such well known
works as Nightingale’s classic Notes on Nursing: What It Is and
What It Is Not (1860) and Robsertson’s, Socialism: What It Is and
What It Is Not (2001). Our point, a point we consider to be con-
sistent with FC, can be distilled to this: ontology is a word used by
people, it is not a thing in and of itself. If it can be helpful to us in
building relations with other scientists to use the language of
ontology to identify ourselves, then we might choose within that
context to do so. Just as I honor the experience of the dog with
respect to my pencil and do not wave it in front of him, just as I
honor the experience of the religious client and speak with him as
though God is in the room with us even though I myself have no
experience of this god, when I speak with philosophers of science
and scientists from other disciplines, I take pains to speak in their
language.

This should come as no surprise to behavior scientists, and the
CBS community can learn something from our experience in the
world of applied behavior analysis. When I am talking scientist to
scientist, for the sake of precision, I speak in terms of SR� and SRþ ,
SDs and MOs, plys, tracks and augmentals, Crels, Cfuncs, BIRRs and
EERs2. When I am talking to Aunt Sallie, I do not make her learn to
speak precisely about the difference between negative and posi-
tive reinforcement. She does not need to learn our technical jar-
gon. I speak with Aunt Sallie in Aunt Sallie language, to ensure that
we communicate effectively.

The CBS community values interdisciplinary collaboration. We
seek to extend our communication with other disciplines so long
as this helps us to alleviate human suffering and advance human
well being. To the extent that communicating with scientists from
other disciplines furthers these aims, talking as other scientists
talk could be useful. To communicate effectively with others, we
can speak as if from an ontological stance. And we can in doing so,
carefully explain our a-ontological position.

Our aim in speaking as if from an ontological position is to be of
maximum service to greatest number of people who might
otherwise not listen to what we have to say.
2
MOs are motivating operations. They are conditions such as hunger or thirst

that alter the value of a reinforcer and the frequency of behavior associated with
obtaining it. BIRRs are brief, immediate relational responses that occur within
seconds of contact with a stimulus event. Upon entering his dorm room for the first
time, a student will relate his new roommate’s body shape with evaluations of
social success or failure. EERRs are extended, elaborated relational responses. If the
roommate appears undesirable, the student might act in accordance with his BIRRs
or he may consider (an EERR) other behavior that coheres with his long held values
of kindness and tolerance for others. BIRRs and EERRs lie on a continuum of rela-
tional responding and may interact at times to produce complex behavior.

Please cite this article as: Szabo, T. G., & Tarbox, J. Beyond What “Is”
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.jcbs.2015.05.005i
However, speaking as if from an ontological position is likely to
be awkward and challenging. It is quite common for scientists and
philosophers of particular perspectives to want to persuade others
into seeing things in a similar way. No matter how much we value
interdisciplinary collaboration, we, of course, are human and we
may likely want to teach them and convince others. Although this
tendency is common and understandable, it is also problematic. In
fact, it can be likened to a beginner therapist trying to coach
psychological flexibility inflexibly. A more productive approach is
to invite them in without pushing them too hard. This will be
challenging, but in the end easier and more effective than trying to
convince my dog that the pencil is not a chew toy.

Let us consider examples of potentially more-fruitful and less-
fruitful collaboration of the sort described above. Suppose that a
behavior analyst wanted to know more about what happens in the
brain when a person engages in derived relational responding.
Further suppose that a neuroscientist wanted to know more about
how functional relations between behavior and environment in-
teract with brain activity. Such an occasion would be an ideal
opportunity for interdisciplinary collaboration. In the model de-
scribed above, a stubborn, defensive behavior analyst might insist
during their first conversation that neuronal activity is not think-
ing. Similarly, a stubborn, defensive neuroscientist might insist
that thinking is not behavior (not even of the covert sort). That is,
both scientists might hold tightly to their beliefs about what
thinking is, that is, their ontological assumptions regarding
thinking. Such a conversation would probably end the collabora-
tive effort. According to the model of philosophical flexibility we
have described in this paper, the two scientists might more
fruitfully acknowledge the two very different ontological as-
sumptions regarding the nature of thinking and move im-
mediately to discussing which variables they can manipulate and
measure together in order to produce data that are compelling to
both. Something along the lines of the following proposition might
be useful for both scientists to agree upon:

Thinking may consist of neuronal activity or it may be more
usefully regarded as behavior situated in a context. Regardless,
we are interested in how events that occur in the thinker’s
environment interact with his neuronal activity and his overt
responses to tasks during experiments. Further, we are inter-
ested in identifying how these events can be manipulated to
produce changes in overt behavior and brain activity that are
useful scientifically and practically.

If both scientists make a good faith effort at allowing the pro-
position above to guide their work together, little or no time
should be wasted on philosophical arguments. Furthermore, the
need for producing data that prove or disprove one particular
philosophical position is eliminated. Both basic ontological per-
spectives are respected and left alone. Instead, the role of data can
properly be to produce information that allows both scientists to
achieve their basic and applied research goals.

Let us consider an example of an a-ontologist speaking onto-
logically in a manner that may be less-fruitful. Again consider a
behavior analyst and a neuroscientist collaborating. However, this
time, the neuroscientist purports that the purpose of the research
collaboration is to produce new data on how experience with
environmental events produces new brain activity that then cau-
ses new future behavior. In the interest of being collegial and
furthering collaboration, the behavior analyst might be tempted to
vocally agree with the ontological position that brain activity
causes behavior. However, doing so would be philosophically in-
consistent with the behavior analyst’s assumptions about what
constitutes psychological subject matter and may be somewhat
more than the degree of flexibility we are proposing in this paper.
and What “Is-Not”. Journal of Contextual Behavioral Science (2015),
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It might be tempting to agree that the brain causes behavior if the
behavior analyst believes this is the only way to build a colla-
boration with a neuroscientist with whom important work could
then get done. To a large degree, that is the power of pragmatism –

if it works to talk as though the brain causes behavior, it may not
be a problem. One potential negative outcome of making an on-
tological compromise this large is that it is logically incoherent
with the entire conceptual foundation of functional contextualist
behavioral science, so such speaking is apt to cause confusion in
those who read the work produced by such a collaboration. It
would likely be more valuable to try to attain consensus amongst
collaborators that relations between brain activity, behavior, and
environment are in constant evolution, from birth to death, and
that patterns of this evolution can be abstracted for practical
purposes. Such a perspective violates neither the ontological as-
sumptions of the neuroscientist nor the a-ontological position of
the behavior analyst. Of course there is no right or wrong answer
in such cases and it may not be possible to establish agreement in
any individual case of collaboration. So in each context, the be-
havior analyst would need to weigh the likely positive outcomes of
each option and decide if the potential negative outcomes are
overcome by the positive. In other words, which way of speaking
is judged to eventually produce the greatest successful working.

The kind of interdisciplinary collaboration between neu-
roscientists and contextual behavior scientists proposed above can
yield practically useful experimental analyses of complex human
behavior. In fact, such work is currently underway. For example,
Schlund and colleagues have produced a number of inter-
disciplinary studies investigating hippocampal and amygdala in-
volvement in arbitrarily applicable derived relational responding.
In one study, Schlund, Cataldo, and Hoehn-Saric (2008) evaluated
the role of medial temporal lobe in derived relational responding.
Their text is illustrative of the kind of respect for disciplinary
boundaries and divergent ontological assumptions we describe
above. The authors note that they found evidence supporting the
role of the hippocampal complex “in maintaining relational
structure, especially across different sensory modalities.” This
statement reflects assumptions and interests of behavioral neu-
roscience, but the authors go on to note that “it seems important
to note that transfer of function occurs to stimuli that are physi-
cally dissimilar, consequently, transfer is not simply a matter of
stimulus generalization, which depends upon stimuli sharing
physical properties… This process is referred to as ‘transformation
of stimulus function’”.

In a related study, Schlund and Cataldo (2010) employed op-
erant conditioning procedures to examine differential amygdala
reactivity in humans during avoidance, escape, and reinforcement
contingencies as measured during fMRI recording. Specifically, this
investigation sought a way to reevaluate mixed findings in the
avoidance literature regarding activation of the amygdala in the
presence of aversive and appetitive cues. Subjects engaged in a
task that involved programmed positive and negative reinforce-
ment contingencies. Approach cues were correlated with re-
sponding to produce monetary gains, avoidance cues with re-
sponding to cancel a future money loss, and escape cues with
responding to pause escalating monetary loss. Of relevance to our
discussion in the present paper is that the authors demonstrated
differential amygdala involvement in both optimal and sub-opti-
mal human performance between subjects. The findings suggest
that the amygdala does not control avoidance responding. In
contrast, the authors suggest that when there is heightened in-
fluence from an early CS–US relation, amygdala involvement is
restricted and negative reinforcement, rather than a specific region
of the brain, maintains avoidance responding common to numer-
ous clinical disorders. Said differently, Schlund and Cataldo’s data
suggest that brain and environment-behavior relations are both
Please cite this article as: Szabo, T. G., & Tarbox, J. Beyond What “Is”
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implicated in daily functioning and that there are limitations to a
reductionistic perspective of the hierarchical contributions of each.

Continuing along this line of work, Dymond, Schlund, Roche,
De Houwer, and Freegard (2012) compared avoidance acquired
through (a) direct learning, (b) instruction, and (c) generalized
(derived) presentations. The author team included behavioral and
cognitive researchers whose work historically represented con-
flicting philosophical orientations. For example, whereas beha-
vioral approaches might define the results of classical conditioning
procedures in terms of environment–behavior relations, cogni-
tively oriented psychologists would likely view these effects as a
product of associations formed in memory. Dymond et al. found
that learned, instructed, and symbolically generalized avoidance
learning produced and maintained equivalent levels of avoidance
behavior. Of note, the team presented back-to-back cognitive and
behavioral explanations of their findings and concluded that these
accounts are not mutually exclusive, but are directed at different
levels of explanation. Specifically, they argue for the utility of
seeing the results from the vantage of a propositional account
(wherein avoidance is maintained by propositional beliefs about
aversive events and how they can be avoided) as well as a con-
textual behavioral perspective (in which transformation of sti-
mulus function is seen as a fundamental learning process that is
common to all three avoidance pathways).

Common to these studies is a willingness to discuss findings
from both the elemental realist and functional contextualist van-
tages of cognitive and behavioral sciences, respectively. Although
readers of this journal are apt to perceive strengths inherent in the
latter position, we invite you to consider the advantages of a more
humble approach that admits neither victory nor defeat in ex-
plaining results from both angles. We suggest that such a stance
has already led to a number of ongoing productive academic re-
lationships and that if past behavior is a good predictor of future
behavior, this level of scholarship should continue. Work that is
publishable in both behavioral and non-behavioral journals ex-
tends the reach of contextual behavior science into previously
impenetrable halls of science, a welcome outcome by any
standard.

In conclusion, the position we advance is that ontological talk
can be useful when it leads to improved communication with
scientists from other disciplines, so long as the interdisciplinary
dialogue that results will further our aim of improving the human
condition. When the scientists with whom we wish to commu-
nicate are philosophers of science who maintain that ours is in fact
an ontological stance, then provided we share an explicitly stated
interest in alleviating human suffering and improving lives, it will
benefit us to agree to this as a linguistic communication aid. So
long as we articulate that in making such a concession for the
purposes of philosophical discourse we are not unveiling an un-
derlying behavior-independent ontological reality, we are on firm
ground, philosophically.
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