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Letters

Blame the victim?

The implicit message of “Breast cancer rise:
Due to dietary fat?” (SN: 4/21/90, p.245) has a
curious “blame the victim” quality. If there is a
causal relationship between dietary fat and
breast cancer, where is the evidence that
women today choose to eat significantly more
fat than their mothers, whose breast cancer
rates were significantly lower?

Why are we so quick to attribute responsibil-
ity -to individual women and so reluctant to
investigate the relationship between in-
creased rates of breast cancer and larger
economic issues? Breast cancer rate may be
increasing because of dietary fat, but that may
be because of additives used in the last 25
years to make food production more efficient
and profitable.

Joan B. Stone

Professor of Mathematics
Rochester Institute of Technology
Webster, N.Y

JUNE 16, 1990

Prescribed punishment

In concluding his article on the use of
disulfiram to reduce drinking alcoholic bever-
ages, Ron Cowen mentions a report that
“stresses the need for more research on . . .
drugs that use negative reinforcement. . . .”
(“Alcoholism treatment under scrutiny,” SN:

—4/21/90, p.254). But treatment with disulfiram
is more analogous to punishment than to
negative reinforcement.

Reinforcement and punishment are contin-
gencies involving behaviors and environmen-
tal events (stimuli). In disulfiram treatment,
one gets nauseated for drinking alcohol. Nau-
sea is not a stimulus, though it seems to
function like shock, noise or other aversive
stimuli (i.e., perceptible environmental
events). Regardless, when one gets a negative
reinforcer (nausea) for a behavior, the behav-
ior decreases, and that is punishment.

In negative reinforcement, one gets a reduc-
tion in the negative reinforcer because of the
behavior. If people taking disulfiram became
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nauseated (an analog of a negative reinforcer)
and if consuming alcohol reduced the nausea,
their drinking would be negatively reinforced
(strengthened). In disulfiram treatment, how-
ever, people get nauseated because they drink.
They get a negative reinforcer (nausea) for
drinking. That weakens the behavior, and that
is punishment, not negative reinforcement.
Typically, this error occurs when authors
equate reinforcers and reinforcement. The
error is critical because different contingen-
cies use negative reinforcers (i.e., punishment,
negative reinforcement and avoidance) but
have remarkably different effects on behavior.
Punishment weakens behavior because the
behavior gets a negative reinforcer as a conse-
quence. Negative reinforcement strengthens
behavior because it reduces a negative rein-
forcer. Avoidance strengthens behavior be-
cause it prevents the negative reinforcer.
Floyd O’Brien
Psychologist
Stockton, Calif.
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