How Did B. F. Skinner Solve His Identity Crises?


Erik Erikson (see Chapter 9 in the main text) believed that people go through a series of identity crises, or turning points, that leave them vulnerable to major changes in how they see themselves.  B. F. Skinner experienced at least two such crises that led to significant turns in his life's course.  His first identity crisis occurred during young adulthood, when, armed with an undergraduate degree in English, he returned to his parents' home in Scranton, Pennsylvania to carve out his identity in the world of literature.  However, after only 3 months of trying to become a creative writer, Skinner realized that the quality of his work was poor.  He blamed his parents, the city of Scranton, and literature itself for his failure to produce any worthwhile writing (Elms, 1981).  He wasted time with nonproductive activities; sitting in the family library for long periods of time, remaining "absolutely motionless in a kind of catatonic stupor" (Skinner, 1976a, p. 287).  Nevertheless, he felt obligated to continue the charade of pursuing a literary career for the one full year he and his father had agreed on.  "I found myself committed, with no hope of reprieve, to what I came to call the 'Dark Year'" (Skinner, 1976a, p. 265).  Alan Elms (1981) saw this time as Skinner's first major identity crisis.  He noted that Skinner was "unable to find in the reactions of others any clear indication that he was a worthy individual.  Separated from his boyhood and college friends, he could not fall back on the ready-made identity of a peer group" (p. 473).  In Erikson's terms, Skinner was suffering from identity confusion. 

Forced to restructure his identity, Skinner partially solved this crisis by admitting defeat and turning to psychology.  After reading some of the works of Watson and Pavlov, he became determined to be a behaviorist.  He never wavered from that decision and threw himself wholeheartedly behind radical behaviorism.  Elms (1981, 1994) contended that such total dedication to an extreme ideology is quite typical of people faced with an identity crisis.


Skinner experienced a second identity crisis during midlife, even as he was becoming a successful and well-known behaviorist.  He was slow to establish financial independence and in childlike fashion allowed his parents to pay for automobiles, vacations, his children's education in private schools, and a house for his family (Bjork, 1993; Wiener, 1996).  One significant experience occurred while Skinner was still at Minnesota.  His father offered to pay him the amount of his summer school salary if he would forego teaching during the summer of 1939 and bring his wife and daughter to Scranton for the summer months.  In his autobiography, Skinner (1979, p. 245) questioned his father's motives, saying that he merely "wanted to see more of his adored granddaughter."  Nevertheless, Skinner accepted his father's offer, went to Scranton, set up a table in the basement (as far as possible from the attic that was home base during his Dark Year), and began writing.  Once again Scranton proved to be a sterile environment, and the book he was writing remained unfinished.


However, the experience that contributed most to his midlife crisis was his disappointment and frustration with the outcome of his pigeon-guided missile.  After Germany invaded Norway and Denmark in April of 1940, almost 2 years before the United States entered the war, Skinner purchased a flock of pigeons for the purpose of training them to guide missiles.  At that time the U.S. government showed very little interest, and Skinner nearly abandoned the project.  Then, after the Japanese attacked Pearl Harbor in 1941, Skinner resumed work on the pigeon project, this time with some help from the University of Minnesota.  However, he needed major financial resources, especially after the National Defense Research Committee backed away from granting support. Undaunted, Skinner obtained an appropriation from General Mills to continue the project.  After the university granted him a leave of absence, he went to work full-time for General Mills. 

 
Unfortunately, he still lacked government support.  In an effort to secure the needed funds he prepared a film of trained pigeons pecking at the controls of a missile and guiding it toward a moving target.  After viewing the film, government officials rekindled their interest and awarded General Mills $25,000 to develop the project.  Nevertheless, frustrations lay ahead.  In 1944, Skinner dramatically demonstrated to government officials the feasibility of the project by producing a live pigeon that unerringly tracked a moving target.  Despite this spectacular demonstration, some observers laughed and most remained skeptical.  Finally, after 4 years of work, more than 2 of which were full time, Skinner was notified that the project could no longer be continued.  In the final analysis, Project Pigeon was probably scuttled not because of the unconventional proposal to use animals to fly missiles, but because it was in competition with a much more devastating weapon—the atomic bomb (Skinner, 1960, 1979).  


At this point in his life, Skinner was 40 years old, still dependent on his father for financial help, struggling unsuccessfully to write a book on verbal behavior (Skinner, 1957), and not completely detached from his Dark Year nearly 20 years earlier.  


However, his life took another turn in 1945 with his writing of Walden Two, a utopian novel he completed with great speed and emotional intensity, but with almost no planning.  Alan Elms (1981) contended that this experience provided therapy for Skinner and allowed him to make the transition from the technology of the animal laboratory to "an outspoken public advocate for a behavioristic science of human behavior" (p. 478).  But more importantly, by writing of Walden Two, Skinner finally ended his Dark Year and eradicated the demons from his first identity crisis 20 almost years earlier. 
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