Paul Chance: Most
of us have heard
about autistic chil-
dren, but many of the
things we hear are
conflicting. | wonder
if you could start off
by describing the
characteristics of autistic children.

Ivar Lovaas: Austistic children are se-
verely disturbed. People seem to be no
more than objects to them. They show no
signs of warmth toward others; they do
not appear to enjoy being held. They
don’t play with other children. Their par-
ents often think that they are deaf be-
cause they don't respond to noise or ver-
bal commands. Sometimes parents think
the child 1s visually impaired because
they walk inte objects as though they
don’t see them, and because they don't
look into youreyes. Many of these kids do
not have speech or have only a very rudi-
mentary kind of speech. Some of them
have echolalic speech; thatis, they simply
repeat what you say to them. For example,

this, but [ seriously doubt that children
who are normal for the first two years ever
become autistic.

Chance: You think then that it 1s
congenital?

Lovaas: Yes, at this point, the data
strongly favor the view thatautism 1s pres-
entat birth,

Chance: What happened to the idea
that the parents caused autism? It used to
be said that some parents were schizo-
phrenogenic, that they made their chil-
dren autistic. Do they?

Lovaas: No. In fact, ] can tell vou that
the parents that we work with are very
nice people. We get to know the parents as
people, and when you do that you find
that there is no reason to believe that they
produce autism. But a lot of parents still
think that it must be their fault somehow
They have heard that the parents of autis-
tic children do not express love ade-
quately, so they bend over backwards to
be loving. What they get for their trouble
is even more bizarre behavior—the child
smears his feces on the walls, bites his par-

way to look at the job of helping autistic
kids is to see it as a matter of constructing
a person. You have the raw materials, hut
you have to build the person.

Chance: Thatsounds like a real test for
behavior modification.

Lovaas: It 15 a test for psvchology,
What we can do with auustic children
today tells us a great deal about the status
ot psychology.

Chance: Why is what we can accom-
plish with an autistic child a measure of
the sophistication of the science?

Lovaas: Normal kids give you too
much for free. They really do. What you
can do with a normal child is no test of
psychology or of parents. It is only when
you run into an autistic child where
things don’t happen that you really find
out what you know about human behav-
ior, When language doesn’t develop, 1t
forces you to identify just what goes into
the development of language. When kids
don’t develop warmth for other human
beings, it forces you to find out just how
emotions are acquired.

““After you hit a child, you can’t just get up
and leave him; you are hooked to that kid”’

A conversation with Ivar Lovaas about self-mutilating children and how their parents make it worse.

by Pavl Chance

swer, “What's your name?”’

Chance: Many of these characteristics
would apply to retarded kids. But autistic
children are bright, aren't they?

Lovaas: That is a difficult question to
answer. In one sense autistic children are
retarded. After all, many of them don't
speak, are unable to dress themselves, and
are not toilet trained. So they are retarded
in the sense that they are far behind their
age group in the kinds of things they can
do. The reason that they are not classified
as retarded is that they are presumed to
have the potential for normal intellectual
tunctioning and something else inter-
feres. This is only guesswork though. The
point is that whatever you call them, you
have a severely disturbed child with a lot
of very bizarre behavior.

Chance: Do some children develop
normally for a while and then become
autistic?

Lovaas: | doubt it. What probably hap-
pens is that the parents do not recognize
that there is anything wrong. But when
the child reaches two years or so, the be-
havior is so bizarre, so different from
other children of that age, that you can't
fail to notice it. There are no hard data on
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ents, and has violent tantrums. The par-
ents are afraid to punish them for these
acts because they have been told that the
child behaves this way because he feels
unloved, so if you punish him you are
only making him worse. But thisisall non-
sense. And this theory has made a lot of
parents feel terribly guilty and made the
autistic child get worse instead of better.
Instead of blaming the parents, exclud-
ing them from treatment, and alienating
them from their children, we bring the
parents in on the treatment process. We
show the parents how to reward appropri-
ate behavior, how to punish inappropriate
behavior, how to shape up speech, and so
on. The parents become the principal
therapists and we become consultants to
the parents. When they have a problem
that they can't solve for themselves, we
try to work out a solution. But in a real
sense the parent becomes a child psy-
chologist. And this is great for the kids;
without the cooperation of the parents,
we could accomplish very little. You see,
you start pretty much from scratch when
vou work with an autistic child. You have
a person in the physical sense—they have
hair, a nose and a mouth—but theyv are not
people in the psychological sense. One

Chance: But that makes autistic chil-
dren the model for normal people. If you
demonstrate that the autistig child ac-
quires language in a particular way, that
doesn’t necessarily tell you how a normal
child acquires language.

Lovaas: Well, no, that's true. But if you
program language into an autistic child,
and that language looks like the language
of a normal child, then it is reasonable to
believe that other kids acquire language in
a similar way. You haven't proved it, but
the evidence is consistent with that inter
pretation. And one of the things that au-
tistic children have taught us about nor-
mal children is that a child is a reflection
of his environment. He is his environ-
ment. And since there are many different
environments, there are many different
kids within any one child, Within one
body there are many different children
crawling around. One of the things that
yvou learn from working with these kids is
that when you get the right kind of con-
trol over their environment, their behav-
ior changes markedly. It is amazing; we
change the environment a little bit and
they begin to look normal.

The kind of environment that we pro-
vide for most kids is the one that requires
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Poet With a Cattle Prod

A Sketch of Ivar Lovaas

Ivar Lovaas is a poet who keeps a paddle
in the corner of his office and shocks
small children. Yes, | said poet. His
radical treatment causes outrage. At one
dinner meeting, tired of hearing the
critical winds blow, he stood up and
raised his salad bowl. ''There are more
brains in this salad," he said, “than in
the people seated at this table.” In less
heated moments he can slip toward
softness. His voice thickens when he
recalls growing up in Norway.

“In 1939 Oslo was like a strangely
beautiful and unrealistic dream. We used
to take the train up into the mountains
into this fairyland, all white and shiny,
beautiful diamonds everywhere. Then
one morning a voice came on the radio
and said that Norway had been occupied
| remember going to school that morning
and the teachers were standing there,
crying, and they told us to go home. That
afternoon, that very afternoon, the green-
colored men in their funny helmets
crawled all over my valley. They were like
aphids in a Garden of Eden."’
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The war interrupted his education for
four years, but lvar received a high-
school diploma anyway. There was no
way for himto finance a college educa-
tionin Europe, so-he applied forand won
a scholarship to Luther College in lowa.
He slept three or four hours a night, com-
pleted his bachelor's degree in one year,
and then looked about for something else
todo. "'l was sitting down in the dorm one
night looking at a newspaper and | saw a
picture of Seattle. It looked pretty be-
cause of all the mountains around it. The
janitor came by and | asked him if he had
ever been there. He said he had and that
it was nice. The next day | borrowed
$50.00 from the school's loan office and
took a Greyhound to Seattle. | arrived
there about three in the afternoon and |
had about $1.50 left. | bought a ham-
burger and a milk shake and that took my
capital down to about 60 cents. Then |
went to a street near the university and |
just knocked on doors.”" After a few tries
he found a family willing to exchange
room and board for household chores.

graduate study in the department o1 psy-
chology at the University of Washington

After an enthusiastic start, Ivar lost pa-
tience with psychology's preoccupation
with erudite theoretical issues. Over the
years his tolerance for such academic
calisthenics diminished still further. *'l
was at a symposium recently listening to
some psychologists and suddenly | real-
ized that they were like Nero: they were
playing fiddles and the world was burn-
ing. When you see a war and how horrible
itcan be to people, you want to do some-
thing about it. You want to be relevant.
You want to do something about this
world."

Ivar is doing something about the suf-
fering he sees in children. It would be
easy to believe that he shocks them be-
cause he enjoys it, that he gets pleasure
out of inflicting pain. Nothing could be
further from the truth. He uses punish-
ment with considerable reluctance, be-
cause he genuinely loves children. He
shocks them because the alternativeis to
tie them down to a bed and let them vege-
tate. And that, he is convinced, would be
truly sadistic.

But punishment is not enough. Ivar be-
lieves that much of what is human about
you, even your awareness of your self, is
a product of the love you have received
from others. So once you have taken it
upon yourself to punish a child, you must
then make a concerted effortto "'load hirr
up with love." Perhaps children are espe-
cially important to Ivar because they give
him some of the zest for life that adults
find so difficult to hold onto. “When my
kids were little, about two years old and
one year old, | would get upin the morn-
ing and | would feel like a grump, you
know. And so | would stumble out of bed
and into their bedroom and open the door
and here is this kid with a big fat grin.
Happy as hell, you know. Like it is
morning, a beautiful day. Let's go!' "

To free an autistic child from his com-
pulsion to self-mutilate, to help him com-
municate with other people, to help him
feel love for others and from others,
amounts to giving him his humanity. It
frees him from himself and in the process
unleashes the freshness and enthusiasm
that is a child's gift to adults.

Ivar has a poet's sensitivities, a poet's
preoccupation with existential problems,
and a poet's love of humanity. But unlike
most poets, he is dedicated to having an
impact on the world around him. He is 2
poet who is not afraid to get his hands

dirty :
—Pail Chanct



the least effort and still gets the job done.
But autistic kids are different. The average
or typical environment will not work for
them. The same thing is also true of re-
tarded kids, and of children who are blind
or deaf. But we don’'t simply say that the
blind child is hopeless and give him custo-
dial care and forget about him. We change
his environment so that being blind is less
of 2 handicap. Autistic kids are like blind
kids. If a blind child is not given a special
environment, if you try to treat him in the
same way that you treat sighted children,
he will look autistic: he will rock himself a
lot, injure himself, and so on. But if you
handle things correctly, you can make a
blind or deaf child look very nearly nor-
mal. All you have to do is figure out how
to make his environment instructive.
That's what we do with autistic children.
Chance: A blackboard is not a useful
part of the environment of a blind child,
and a radio is not a useful part of the envi-
ronment of a deaf child. And autistic kids
are missing something which likewise pre-
vents them from developing in an ordi-
nary environment. Whatare they missing?
Lovaas: Right now it looks as though
they have overselective attention. Givean
autistic child more than one kind of sen-
sory input and he will pick up on only one
of them. Attention is always selective, but
with these kids it seems to be extreme. For
example, if you tell an autistic child to
open the door, he may not hear the words
at all; he may focus so intensely on the
movement of your lips that he will not
hear the sound of your voice. It is very of-
ten the case that if they see you they do
not hear you, and if they hear you they do
notsee you. It is as though they receive in-
put on only one channel at a time. We
don't know for sure if this is the defi-
ciency that is responsible for autism, but
the evidence looks very good.
Chance: Don't they also acquire cer-
tain behaviors that interfere with learning?
Lovaas: Yes. They have tantrums, and
belicve me they are monsters, little mon-
sters. And they spend a lot of time in re-
petitive behaviors that we call self-stimu-
latory behaviors. For example, they rock
themselves back and forth or they spin
around in a circle. All kids have tantrums
and engage in self-stimulatory behaviors,
but with autistic kids it is extreme; they
tando it for hours. Before you can get very
fﬂf with developing normal social behayv-
1015, you have to eliminate these aberrant
behaviors. Some of them will bite other
People or injure themselves. You can’t
teach a child to speak if he is injuring him-
self or biting his teacher. They don’t bite
their teachers very often in our clinic.

Chance: How do you get rid of behav-
iors like that—biting a teacher?

Lovaas: Spank them, and spank them
good. They bite you and you just turn
them over your knee and give them one
good whack on the rear and that pretty
well does it. This is what we do best; we
are very good at controlling these kinds of
behaviors. This is also the way we handle
self-destructive behavior. In fact, self-de-
structive behavior was the problem that
we first started on. We had these kids that
we tried to teach and they were so loaded
down with self-destructive behaviors that
we couldn't do very much with them.
Some of these kids were severely self-
mutilating.

Chance: When you say “self-mutilat--

ing,” just what do you have in mind?
Lovaas: Well, there were some kids
who would bite their fingers off. One kid
had actually bitten off a finger—I think it
was the little finger of her right hand—
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down to the second joint. She had started
to chew the little finger of her left hand
and had severe biting wounds all over her
hands. She also pulled her fingernails out
with her teeth. Another child chewed
most of his right shoulder off. He would
put his head sideways, lift his shoulder to-
ward his mouth and chew his shoulder.
He had actually chewed enough of his
shoulder away that you could see the
bones. We had other kids who broke their
noses with their knees. Others would bang
their héads against the wall or against the
edge of a metal filing cabinet. Not all autis-
tic kids engage in self-mutilative behavior
but many do. The treatment used to con-
sist of putting them in full restraints. We
saw kids who were 10 years old who had
been in restraints for six or seven years.

Chance: By “put in full restraints,”
what do you mean?

Lovaas: Bound to a bed. The child
would be bound to a bed spread-eagled so
that he could not get to himself. We dis-
covered how to handle self-destructive be-
haviorin a very accidental way. When we
first started to treat autistic kids we began
with only one child.  would pick up Beth
at her parents’ house at 9:00 in the
morning and I would drop her off at three,
so we had her for about six hours a day,
five days a week. You spend that much

time with someone and you get to know
them pretty well. In fact, | saw more of her
than I did of my own children. Well, what
happened was that she ceased to be a
patient for me—she was simply a child,
just like one of my own children.

Beth did very well in some ways; she
learned very quickly. But she was also
very self-destructive. One day I was talk-
ing with her teacher and Beth began hit-
ting her head against the edge of a steel
cabinet. She would only hit steel cabinets
and she would only hit them on the edge
because, you see, she wanted to draw
blood. Well, I think because I knew her so
well, Ijust reacted automatically, the way
I would have with one of my own chil-
dren. I just reached over and cracked her
one right on the rear. She was a big fat girl
so | had an easy target. And | remember
her reaction: She turned around and
looked at me as if to say, “"What the hell is
goingon?Is thisa psychiatric clinic orisn't
it?" And she stopped hitting herself for
about 30 seconds and then, you see, she
sized up the situation, laid out her
strategy and then she hit herself once
more. But in those 30 seconds while she
was laying out her strategy, Professor
Lovaas was laying out his. At first 1
thought, “God, what have I done,” but
then I noticed that she had stopped hit-
ting herself. 1 felt guilty, but I felt great.
Then she hit herself again and I really laid
iton her. You see, by then I knew that she
could inhibit it, and that she would in-
hibit it if she knew I would hit her. So I let
her know that there was no question in
my mind that [ was going to kill her if she
hit herself once more, and that was pretty
much it. She hit herself a few times after
that, but we had the problem licked. One
of the things that this taught me was that
if you treat these kids like patients, you
are finished. The best thing you can do is
treat them like people.

Sothen we sort of specialized in treating
self-mutilative kids. We took in some of
the worst cases that the state hospitals
could provide. We used electric shock and
spanking as punishment. The procedure
was simple—we just set up a contingent
punishment for self-mutilative behavior.

Chance: When you say “contingent
punishment” you mean that you shock
them only when they self-mutilate.

Lovaas: Right. We stay close to them
and when they hurt themselves we
scream “no” asloud as we can and we look
furious and at the same time we shock
them. What typically happens is this—we
shock the child once and he stops for
about 30 seconds and then he tries it
again.Itisas though he says, "1 have to rep-



licate this to be sure.” Like a scientist, He
tries it once more and we punish again
and that is pretty much i1t. So we can cure
self-destructive behavior—even long-
standing, self-destructive behavior—in a
matter of minutes.

We know the shocks are painful; we
have tried them on ourselves and we
know that they hurt. But it is stressful for
the person who does the shocking too.
You may have used shock successfully
with a hundred kids, but you are still ap-
prehensive aboutit; youalwaysthink that
maybe this kid will be the exception;
maybe you will hurt him and it won't do
any good. But then when you shock him
and you see the self-destructive behavior
stop, it is tremendously rewarding.

I remember a kid named John who had
been in restraints for vears. We took him
out of restraints at 9:00 a.m. He hit him-
self in the face and we shocked him. He
hit himself a few more times and each
time we shocked him; that was the end of
hisself-injury. Then he just satin a corner
until about 9:30, when he got up and
looked out the door into the hallway.
Then he darted back to his corner. About
10:00 he walked over to the door again
and then returned to his corner. About
10:15 he moved around the room again,
butthis time he didn’t run back to his cor-
ner. By 10:30 he actually stepped out into
the hallway and by 11:00 he moved about
the room freely.

Then he discovered several nice things.
He had been in restraints for so long he
had forgotten how good it feels to scratch
yourself. So he spent about half an hour
scratching himself—his stomach, his butt,
his head, his back. Sheer luxury. Then he
jumped up and down several times to
stretch his muscles. About 12:00 we de-
cided to give him a bath. You can't give
the severely self-destructive child a bath
because he will hit his head on the bath
tub and when the blood hits the water it
looks awful. So they just get sponged
down in bed. Now that John was no longer
self-destructive, he could have a real bath.
He loved it. He lay completely submerged
in the water with hiseyes open, just loving
it. After the bath we gave him food and he
fed himself; in restraints he had to be
spoon-fed. So you see, after we got rid of
the self-destructive behavior, John could
start to do things he hadn't done for years.
He had a ball. It is because of experiences
like that that I can't wait to get at self-de-
structive kids.

Chance: How do you avoid having the
child become afraid of you?

Lovaas: That is a good question. No
one punishes who isn't prepared to devote
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a major part of his life to that child. No-
body punishes a child who doesn't also

love that child. As soon as you suppress self-

mutilation you start building appropriate
behaviors. You reward the child for doing
other things instead of hurting himself.

Chance: If he is not busy banging his
head against the wall, he can be doing
other things.

Lovaas: Oh, yes. And if he doesn't, you
prompt him. But the nice thing about
punishment is that it not only gets rid of
the self-mutilative behavior, it also affects
the adults who administer the punish-
ment. Once you lay your hands on a child
it morally obligates you to work with that
child. You see, that is one of the reasons
that people stay away from the use of pun-
ishment—they don't want to commit
themselves. After you hit a kid you can't
just get up and leave him; ydu are hooked
to that kid.

“if you treat these
kids like

patients, you are
finished. The best
thing yow can do
is treat them like
people.”

Chance: What has always seemed pe-
culiar to me is that you can stop a child
from hurting himself by punishing him.
The way these kids injure themselves
vou'd expect them to enjoy being shocked.

Lovaas: [ know. | am not sure exactly
why it works, but it works. What typically
happens is that the child hits himself and
someone comes in to love him and take
care of him—and he knows this is what
happens. See, we are all made of this kind
of wool; a child in pain is a child that we
attend to and love. It just seems natural to
us and a kid soon learns that this is the
way it works. The same thing happens,
perhaps less clearly, to parents with nor-
mal children. Sometimes parents will only
pay attention to their children when they
misbehave. So, what happens is that the
child misbehaves a lot and gets lots of at-
tention. The parents don't see that what
they are doing is rewarding bad behavior.
When an autistic child injures himself
and you give him lots of attention, you are
rewarding him for injuring himself. You
are actually teaching him to self-mutilate.
What you have to do is to give him plenty
of love, but for good behaviors, not for
self-mutilation. The theory that says that
these kids hit themselves because they
feel they are unlovable dictates that you
give them lots of love, especially when
they injure themselves. The theory

sounds great, but it doesn’'t work that way.
What 1s different about our clinic 1s that
while we are treating children we are also
collecting data. We don't rely on our sub.
jective impressions of what our results
are; we record the child's behavior accu.
rately and objectively so that we know
what effect the treatment has. And what
we find is that when we love kids for self-
mutilation the rate of self-mutilation in-
creases; when we punish it, the rate de-
creases. If there is anything our work has
taught us, it is not to trust a theory. Theo.
ries are either impotent—they don't tell
you what to do about a problem—or they
tell you to do semething that may be
harmful. Trust your data; go where it
takes you. Skinner's contribution is
chiefly methodological—he asks that we
find out what effect something has and
actaccordingly, rather than assume thatit
works because a theory says it ought to,
Chance: You are saying that Skinner's
contribution is in identifying how to get
control over the behavior of the re
searcherand the therapist, not the pigeon.
Lovaas: Exactly. The researcher
should be controlled by his data, not by
what his colleagues tell him or whata the
ory tells him, I am suspicious of all theo-
retical notions; what I am attached to isa
procedure for finding out what works. |
went through the theoretical games. [ was
trained analytically and I saw all of life
through the eyes of a psychoanalyst. I had
everybody analyzed, even my own par-
ents and my sisters and brothers, even my
own dentist. N
Chance: . .. who was orally fixated.
Lovaas: Yes, of course. [ had my child’s
dentist particularly well diagnosed. He
wanted to repair some cavities and I said,
“These are her temporary teeth; why
can’t you just leave them alone?’ He said
that she was going to have those teeth for
some time and that he wanted them fixed.
And I looked at him; he had brown eyes
and black hair and I knew right away that
he was an oral sadist. You see, I was s0
overwhelmed by all the things that Freud
had said that it interfered with everything
I did. I had children and I knew all the
things that Freud had said could go wrong
and I was terribly inhibited. I could not be
angry and I could not be loving, It got to be
sort of sickening. I became like so many of
my colleagues—highly neurotic, inhib
ited, intellectualizing. And I was not
meant for that kind of life; it just drove
me crazy. Besides that, it didn't work. Fi
nally I began to pay more attention to e
sults. I think a lot of people are doing this
now, relying more on empirical evidenct
than on a theory ora great man. There art



sou can get so obsessed with

at men and the great theories that

you end up hiding in thought. You spend

so much time intellectualizing that you
don’t get anything done.

Chance: One of the characteristics ot

autistic kids is that they get preoccupied

javior like rocking ¢

anything done. You are

ting that many therapists and academi-
cians are self-stimulating. T
occupied with their theories and sand

Lovaas: that they ne et anythi
. Yes. What maintains and shapes
them is not what they do in the rnal




world but what they do in their own inter-
nal world. If you think that man’s salva-
tion comes through sitting down to reason
out problems, two things happen. First, it
isa comforting idea and it makes you feel
good. Second, you don't go anywhere.
Chance: You become a monk.
Lovaas: You become a monk. Here at
the university for example, many of the
faculty members are doing nothing but
self-stimulating. They are reading their
beads. There are behaviors that are main-
tained by changes in the real world, and
then there are behaviors that are main-
tained largely by internal consequences.
Too many of my colleagues are engaged in
behavior thatis maintained by their inter-
nal consequences. They write articles and
hooks—but they haven’t helped solve the
problems that concern society. They are
like monks who spend their lives praying

to God; that is also self-stimulatory be-
cause there is no reason to believe that
prayers produce changes in weather con-
ditions or prevent wars. And academi-
cians are like that. They hole up in their
offices, they are nice, gentle people, they
have smooth hands, they are not touched
by dirt, and they are perfectly happy be-
cause it feels good to self-stimulate. And
they will not do anything that has any im-
pact on their society unless they are made
to change. Any institution which isn't
made accountable—a church, a govern-
ment, a business—will self-stimulate.

An autisti¢ child is perfectly happy to
rock back and forth hour after hour, day
after day. They will not do anything pro
ductive unless you change the environ-
ment so that rocking is no longer reward-
ing. The same thing is true of university
professors. They will self-stimulate until

other people make changes in their envi-
ronment that discourage them from self-
stimulating. When people get fed up with
the rocking behavior of the university,
when they cut off funds and demand that
the staff become relevant, then the uni-
versity will change

Chance: This is like the case of Beth
you spoke about before. You finally get
angry and punish that kind of behavior.
So the university is in for a spanking.

Lovaas: Itisin fora spanking, and only
when it gets a spanking will it change.

Chance: But the public doesn’t have
the same degree of control over the uni-
versity that you have over the autistic
children in your laboratory.

Lovaas: That's true, but as people get
educated they get control. You can only
fool or suppress uneducated people. As
people get educated they learn how to get

Ivar Lovaas communes, upper left, with four-year old Gregory,
who is autistic. At middle left, Gregory's teacher-therapist,
Carol Zinar, works to stop his crying and gain his attention.
When he fidgets, cries, moves about, he may get a smart slap.
Lower left, Zinar ventures a simple command, ''Give me the
green block.”” When Gregory complies, he gets a bit of cookie
and voluminoys praise. The fight for an autistic child's human-
ity requires saintly patience. At right, Gregory's mother, Pamela
Monroe, fills Lovaas' prescription: ''Load them up with love."




COMEIOl OVer 0tners, ana tney demand that
others be accountable.

Chance: So psychology will give the in-
dividual more power, not less.

Lovaas: Yes. Once people understand
how their own behavior is controlled, it
gives them the tools to control the behav-
ior of others. And others in turn have the
tools to control them. It is not a matter of
one person controlling the behavior of an-
other; control is reciprocal. And as we un-
derstand more and more about behavior,
the individual will become more and
more important. He will get greater con-
trol over his own destiny, and he will not
need to rely on experts to decide things for
him. Politics as we know it will cease to
exist. Politicians are bad for you; the good
ones put you out to pasture, and the bad
ones burn you, What I think will happen
is that eventually each person will be in-
timately involved in making decisions
that are now made by governments. We
will have a true democracy.

Chance: Society will be shaped more
by its members than by its leaders?

Lovaas: Yes, but this will happen grad-
ually. Radicals want to change society
very rapidly; but it won't happen that way
and it shouldn't. Rapid change produces
too many mistakes. There is no way that
you can discover the ideal society from an
armchair, any more than you can discover
how to treat autism from an armchair.
You have to experiment and look at your
results. When something works, you stay
with it; when you try something that
doesn’t work, you drop it. This is how we
discovered how to shape the environment
of an autistic child; this is how society
will be shaped up. The important thing is
that as people understand how behavior is
controlled by the environment, they will
become more efficient at shaping society.

Chance: You are suggesting that so-
ciety is pretty healthy. But Erich Fromm
and Freud have insisted that society is
sick; and Freud even argued that it was
unlikely to get better. Society is a dying
patient with an incurable disease. You are
a physician saying that this is not the case.

Lovaas: Yes, society is well. Aren’t you
and I?

Chance: [ feel pretty well.

Lovaas: Most of the people you meet
feel pretty well. And most people tell you
that their kids are better off than they
were when they were kids.

Chance: So someone must be doing
something right.

Lovaas: Yes, and remember we did it
all ourselves. We didn't act out any social
instincts, like the animals do. And God
didn’t tell us what to do. So we did it by
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ourseives and we are here as the result ot a
giant trial-and-error experiment, and |
marvel at its rules and structures. Now
imagine how well we will be doing in the
future when we know that we are, in fact,
experimenting and we have given up the
notion that some races are bad, that man
is born sinful, and that kind of bunk. But
despite yesterday’s ignorance, we have
more than we ever had. More people can
listen to beautiful music today than ever
betore; more people can see great paint-
ings than before. I can sit in my own liv-
ing room and listen to Antonio Vivaldi
any time I want to, even at seven in the
morning when I'm taking a shower. In the
past, when Vivaldi was alive, not even the
Pope could do that. But today I can

Chance: OK, many people today can
enjoy things that were previously avail-
able only to the aristocracy, And it is the
machine that we call society that made it
possible for so many of us to have access to
‘] wouldn’t want

to live in
Walden I1. And

we won't
produce that kind

of seciety
because most of
us don’t want it.”’

the good life. But if we get really good at
controlling behavior, won't that mean
that we will shape up society along the
lines of Walden IT or 19842

Lovaas: No, because none of us wants
that. We need to ask ourselves what kind
of society we want. [ don’t want 1984; 1
don't want a brave new world. I don't
want another Hitler. Idon't want Skinner
to engineer my society. I don’t want that
kind of control; I just don’t. I wouldn't
want to live in Walden II; it would be too
damned boring. I would die in Walden IL
And we won't produce that kind of so-
ciety because most of usdon’t want it; we
could only have that kind of outcome if
we had leaders who knew how to control
behavior and people who didn’t. But the
fact is that the masses of people are learn-
ing how behavior is shaped; they are
learning how to manipulate the environ-
ment to change behavior. No leader or
group is going to be able to control ouren-
vironment sufficiently to produce a so-
ciety that most of us don't want.

Chance: There is one thing that both-
ers me about engineering a culture,
whetheritis done by the mass of people or
a single Skinnerian. There are no abso-
lutes—there is no way that anyone can es-
tablish that a behavior is right or wrong,
Granted, we can agree there are some be-

haviorsthat are desirable and undesirable
For example, almost evervone will agree
that murder and rape and burglary are un.
desirable acts. So we can outlaw those be-
haviors and then use the skills that we
have forcontrolling behavior so that these
crimes decline. We could actually make
these acts almost unknown if we were
really systematic about applying the nec
essary controls. But then suppose that we
did just that. Then other acts, that didn't
seem so bad before, compared to murde;
and rape and burglary, will become the
most serious crimes. So then we decide to
control those behaviors. And what I'm
afraid of is that our sense of what is ac
ceptable behavior will become more and
more restrictive. We will get rid of the
most offensive acts and then less offensive
acts will seem terrible to us. And we will
define acceptable behaviors in more and
MOTe NATrowW ways.

Lovaas: Will we?I don’t think so. All of
us are nonconforming in one way or an-
other, and if people try to stop vou from
behaving in some nonconformist way,
they will run the risk that you will keep
them from behaving in a different non
conformist way. I think that people will
become more varied in their behavior and
more tolerant of nonconformist behavior
in others. We will forbid only those be
haviors that are threatening or dis
agreeable to large numbers of us. I think
that now there is a tolerance for diversity
thatdidn'texist in the past. [tisdifficult to
measure, but it seems to me that there is
more diversity rather than less. The day
of the great preacher, the great statesman,
the great scientist, is gone; we are not going
to let a few individuals tell us what the rules
should be. And if we are making the rules
ourselves, then it will be hard to make rule
which restrict our behaviors unnecessari-
ly. And an interesting by-product of this
will be that we will come to appreciate
ourselves more. If we no longer rely on ex
perts to decide for us, then that makes s
more important. [t makes each of usan ex
pert. We will be our own leaders.

Chance: What you are suggesting i
that recognizing our own limitations a
humgn beings, recognizing that we art
controlled, that our behavior i1s deter
mined, is liberating. Once you recognize
that you are not autonomous, you havt
greater autonomy; oOnce you recogniz
that you are controlled, you have greate!
control; once you grant that you are nol
free, you have greater freedom. It is an in
teresting paradox.

For a taped discussion with Laura Schreibmaf
Lovaas' colleague, about autism, see page 103



