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Analogous to Darwinian evolutionary theory, Skinner explains behavioral change by appealing to variation and selection. This presentation examines Skinner’s explanation of the origin and nature of variation. I draw parallels between different conceptual frameworks (physicalism, vitalism, and Darwinism) used to explain variation in the history of biology and similar analyses in the history of psychology (namely mechanicism, mentalism, and the selection by consequences mode). The historical review highlights, on the one hand, the difficulties that Darwin faced regarding variation, and how it was an important impediment to a general acceptance of the theory of evolution by natural selection. On the other hand, the issue of variation gave biology the opportunity to achieve its scientific autonomy. In the same way, the selection by consequences mode seems to help behavior analysis achieve its scientific autonomy. To analyze Skinner’s ‘selection by consequences’ mode, I will examine some aspects which can be considered sufficient to define this explanatory mode. The development of Skinner’s use of “selection” will be traced through his unpublished and published work. 

