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John Broadus Watson occupies a central place in the history of psychology because he helped
redefine what counted as legitimate psychological evidence. In his 1913 article “Psychology as the
Behaviorist Views It,” Watson argued that psychology should become an objective experimental
science focused on observable behavior rather than on introspective reports of private consciousness.
His proposal did not create every idea later associated with behaviorism, but it gave a powerful
programmatic identity to a movement that would dominate large parts of American psychology for
several decades.

Watson’s importance is therefore both scientific and historical. He promoted experimental control,
observable measurement, and environmental explanations of behavior at a time when psychology
was still debating its methods and subject matter. Yet several of his strongest claims about
environmental control were overstated, and his famous “Little Albert” study is now remembered as
much for its methodological and ethical problems as for its contribution to learning theory. Modern
psychology retains behaviorism’s insistence on measurable evidence while rejecting Watson’s
attempt to exclude cognition, emotion, biology, and internal mental processes from scientific
explanation.

Behaviorism and Psychology
Watson’s 1913 manifesto argued that psychology should study behavior in the same objective
manner that natural sciences study observable phenomena (Watson, 1913). He rejected introspection
as psychology’s central method because introspective reports could not be independently verified in
the same way as measurable behavior. For Watson, the scientific goals of psychology were prediction
and control: if psychologists could identify the environmental conditions associated with behavior,
they could explain and potentially modify that behavior.

This proposal was radical because it changed the discipline’s unit of analysis. Instead of asking
primarily what a person experiences internally, behaviorists asked what stimulus conditions occur,
what response follows, how often the response occurs, and how learning history changes future
behavior. Cambridge’s modern histories of psychology describe Watson’s 1913 paper as a major
turning point, while also emphasizing that behaviorism’s later success depended on researchers such
as Edward Tolman, Clark Hull, B. F. Skinner, and others who modified Watson’s original program
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rather than simply repeating it (Cambridge University Press, 2022, 2023).

Animal research played an important role in this shift. Watson believed that basic principles of
learning could be studied in controlled animal experiments and then used to generate hypotheses
about human behavior. This approach allowed researchers to manipulate environmental conditions
more precisely than was possible in many human studies. It also encouraged psychology to adopt
operational definitions and experimental procedures that could be repeated across laboratories.

Watson’s environmental emphasis challenged explanations that treated intelligence, personality, or
emotional responses as fixed expressions of inherited character. His famous rhetoric about being able
to train healthy infants for almost any profession illustrated the confidence he placed in learning and
environment. Contemporary psychology does not accept that claim literally. Development results
from interactions among genes, prenatal conditions, brain maturation, family, culture, education,
learning, and wider social environments. Watson’s historical contribution lies less in proving that
environment is everything than in forcing psychologists to investigate environmental influence
systematically.

Little Albert Experiment
Watson was strongly influenced by Ivan Pavlov’s research on conditioned reflexes. Classical
conditioning occurs when a previously neutral stimulus comes to elicit a response after being
associated with another stimulus that naturally produces that response. Watson and Rosalie Rayner
attempted to apply this framework to human emotion in their 1920 study of an infant identified as
“Albert B.” (Watson & Rayner, 1920).

In the published report, Albert initially showed little fear of a white rat. Watson and Rayner then
paired the rat with a sudden loud noise produced by striking a steel bar. After repeated pairings,
Albert showed distress when the rat appeared without the noise. The researchers also reported
responses to other furry or white objects, which they interpreted as stimulus generalization. The study
became one of psychology’s most widely cited examples of conditioned fear.

Its scientific status is much weaker than its textbook reputation sometimes suggests. The study
involved one child, lacked modern experimental controls, relied heavily on qualitative behavioral
description, and did not provide long-term follow-up. It cannot establish that all phobias or emotional
disorders develop through direct classical conditioning. Contemporary fear research recognizes
contributions from temperament, observational learning, information, avoidance, genetics, cognitive
interpretation, and direct experience.

The identity and health of Little Albert are also disputed. Fridlund, Beck, Goldie, and Irons (2012)
argued that the child was Douglas Merritte and presented medical evidence suggesting congenital
neurological impairment. A later historical reanalysis by Digdon, Powell, and Harris (2014) challenged
key parts of that conclusion and argued that Watson and Rayner’s description of the infant as healthy
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may have been more defensible than the 2012 reconstruction suggested. This disagreement
illustrates why historical psychological claims should be presented cautiously: archival evidence can
change interpretations decades after an experiment becomes famous.

The ethical problems are less ambiguous. By current research standards, deliberately conditioning
fear in an infant without clear therapeutic benefit would require extraordinary justification and would
almost certainly be unacceptable. Modern research involving children requires parental permission,
risk minimization, independent ethics review, and additional protections for vulnerable participants.
Watson and Rayner also did not document a successful deconditioning procedure before Albert left
the study. The case is therefore useful not only for learning theory but also for teaching how research
ethics developed in response to practices once considered permissible.

Influence of Behaviorism
Watson’s behaviorism influenced education, therapy, advertising, parenting advice, and later
psychological research. In education, behavioral principles encouraged clear learning objectives,
repeated practice, feedback, reinforcement, and observable measures of performance. These ideas
remain influential, although modern education also incorporates cognition, motivation, memory,
identity, social interaction, and metacognition.

Behavior therapy likewise developed from learning principles. Exposure-based treatments for anxiety
and phobias use carefully structured contact with feared situations to weaken avoidance and support
new learning. These therapies are ethically and conceptually different from intentionally creating fear
in a child, but they demonstrate how learning theory became clinically useful. Modern cognitive
behavioral therapy later combined behavioral methods with attention to beliefs, interpretations, and
thought patterns, showing how psychology reintegrated mental processes that Watson had attempted
to exclude.

Watson’s post-academic career in advertising also showed how psychological principles could be
applied commercially. Emotional association, repetition, attention, and consumer response became
practical tools for marketing. This part of his career raises another lasting question: if psychology can
predict and influence behavior, what ethical limits should govern persuasion? The issue remains
current in digital advertising, behavioral targeting, recommendation systems, and persuasive design.

Watson’s child-rearing advice is a more cautionary example. He promoted highly controlled routines
and sometimes discouraged what he considered excessive parental affection. Modern developmental
evidence does not support the idea that responsive warmth spoils children. Attachment research and
developmental science instead emphasize the importance of consistent, sensitive caregiving.
Watson’s certainty illustrates the risk of moving too quickly from laboratory findings to sweeping
prescriptions about family life.

His influence on later behaviorists was substantial but not simple. Skinner’s radical behaviorism
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differed significantly from Watson’s methodological behaviorism, particularly in its analysis of
reinforcement and operant behavior. Tolman introduced purposive and cognitive elements, while Hull
developed more formal theoretical models. Cambridge’s recent historical treatments of behaviorism
emphasize that the movement evolved through multiple intellectual stages rather than remaining a
single Watsonian doctrine.

Watson’s Legacy
Modern psychology retains several principles that Watson helped strengthen. Concepts must be
operationalized clearly. Claims should be supported by observable evidence. Experiments should be
designed so that independent researchers can evaluate and replicate procedures. Environmental
conditions matter profoundly for learning and development. Behavior itself is a legitimate and
important object of scientific study.

What modern psychology rejects is the idea that observable behavior is the only legitimate scientific
subject. Cognitive psychology studies memory, language, attention, judgment, and mental
representation using experiments, reaction time, computational models, eye tracking, neuroimaging,
and other methods. Neuroscience examines the biological systems supporting behavior. Genetics and
developmental science show that organisms are not blank slates shaped only by external
reinforcement.

The nature–nurture debate has consequently shifted from opposition to interaction. Genes influence
development, but their effects often depend on environments. Environments influence brain
development and behavior, but individuals differ biologically in how they respond. Learning remains
central without being sufficient as a total explanation of personality or psychopathology.

Behaviorism itself also remains influential in more specialized forms. Applied behavior analysis,
behavioral economics, learning theory, behavior therapy, animal learning, habit research, and
experimental analysis of behavior continue to use concepts derived from the behavioral tradition.
Contemporary histories describe behaviorism as a dispersed rather than vanished influence: its
methodological legacy is embedded in many fields even where psychologists no longer identify
themselves as strict behaviorists.

John B. Watson should therefore be understood as a major intellectual catalyst rather than the final
authority on human behavior. His 1913 manifesto helped push psychology toward objective
measurement and experimental rigor. His work on conditioned emotional responses helped establish
learning as a major subject of study, but the Little Albert experiment remains scientifically limited and
ethically problematic. His environmental claims challenged biological determinism but became too
extreme when they treated development as almost completely programmable.

Watson’s legacy is strongest when seen as a turning point in psychology’s definition of scientific
evidence. Later researchers retained his demand for measurable data while restoring cognition,
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emotion, biology, and social context to psychological explanation. Behaviorism transformed
psychology precisely because later psychologists both learned from Watson and moved beyond him.
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