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THE STRUCTURE OF PSYCHOLOGY AS A
SCIENTIFIC DISCIPLINE

Charies A. Asbury*

Psychology is an empirical science concerned with the behavior of

conscious, living organisms. The subject matter of psychology is behaviour:

its causes, its manifestations, and its consequences. In its strictest sense the

behavior of focal concern is that which can be observed, although

inferences may often be made concerning processes which may not be

directly observable in the physical sense.

The assumptions made by psychology are by and large empirical ones.

That is, they are assumptions about facts. These are statements about

observable events which can be verified or contradicted by suitable

observations (Cronbach, 1963).

As stated above, the subject matter of psychology is behavior. To the

psychologist behavior is always relevant, purposeful, and caused. Thus, a

prime goal of psychology is the valid determination of what the causes are

and the interrelationship among causes. Another necessary assumption is

that behavior is regular and lawful. Thus, psychology seeks to discover the

laws of events, based on the assumptions that behavior can be studied

through careful observation and interpretation (Combs and Snygg, 1959).

Observations about behavior have been organized in a multitude of

ways, depending upon the problems the psychologists were trying to

understand. These attempts at understanding range from two broad

general approaches, called frames of reference, to a great number of

smaller theories developed for dealing with more limited aspects of

behavior.

The two broad frames of reference are the "external" or "objective"

approach and the "perceptual" or "phenomenological" approach (Combs
and Snygg, 1959). In the former view the behavior is examined from an

outside observer's point of view. This has been called S-r psychology

because it attempts to explain behavior, or the response (r) of the subject,

in terms of the stimulus (s) to which he appears to be reacting. The latter

approach seeks to understand the behavior of the individual from his

ownpoint of view. In this view people behave as a consequence of how
they perceive and interpret stimuli rather than solely because of external

forces acting upon them. The two general frames of reference approach

problems using apparently different sets of basic postulates. To the

perceptual psychologist all behavior, without exception, is completely

determined by, and pertinent to, the perceptual field of the behaving

organism (Combs and Syngg, 1959). To the S-r psychologists, all forms of

complex behavior may be reduced to more discrete elemental units

consisting of associations and connections occurring in the nervous system
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between stimuli and responses. The goals of both frames of reference are

the same; that is, they seek to understand and explain behavior. They

differ, however, in their tenninology, and especially their explanation of

the operation and function of basic processes.

Psychologists are interested in discovering what variables are related to

behavior. This idea may be summarized by saying that behavior is the

dependent variable in psychology. The dependent variable in scientific

work is the event the scientist seeks to understand. This is also referred to

as the response variable (Kendler, 1963). The factors responsible for the

occurence of responses are called independent variables. Independent

variables are investigated to discover their effect on the dependent

variable. The independent variables in psychology can be divided

conveniently into three groups: (1) stimulus variables, (2) organismic

variables, and (3) response variables (Kendler, 1963). A stimulus is any

property of the environment. Organismic variables denote characteristics

of the subject. That is, the differences among the subjects themselves may
become the focal point of the experimenter's attention. Organismic

variables may be further subdivided into those which are characteristic of

the species and individual. Such characteristics are important to the

psychologist because they may be related to behavior. The response variable

may also be an independent variable in the sense that one set of responses

may be related to another set of responses (Kendler, 1963). Essentially, this

is a matter of predicting future behavior from knowledge of present

behavior.

Independent variables are related to behavior either historically or

concurrently. A historical relationship exists when an organism's response

can be traced to a past event. A concurrent relationship exists when the

response can be traced to an event occurring at the same time (Kendler,

1963). A response can be a function of a stimulus, organismic, or response

variable which occurs coincidentally with the dependent response variable

itself (concurrent relationship), or a response can be a function of a

stimulus, organismic, or response variable which precedes the occurrence

of the dependent response variable (historical relationship). These

constitute the possible relationships between the basic variables in

psychology.

Analysis of the stucture of psychology must also include some

consideration of the development of theories as an adjunct to analyzing

relationships. Theories aid in understanding facts already discovered and in

the prediction of new facts. The basis of this formulation is the theoretical

construct. Theoretical constructs are abstract terms representing

relationships between directly observable variables, such as a stimulus

situation and a response. For example, the concept of habit is one of a

large number of contructs used by psychologists (Kendler, 1963). It is

inferred from observable events.

Theoretical constructs can be summarily applied to an immense
variety of situations and behaviors, and thus, assist in establishing

uniformity among very different psychological phenomena. By and large

the theoretical constucts are stated as concepts which are quite numerous
and refer to wide ranges of behavior. There are some problems cormected



with this. In the first place the same notion or idea as a construct may be

called by different names by different psychologists. Also, different

constructs may be called by the same name. Further, different

psychologists with different frames of reference are likely to disagree

concerning the existence of a construct or its usefulness as an explanation.

These are formidable problems which are inherent in the nature of theory

construction and which reflect in no small way, the relative immaturity of

the science. Nontheless, an attempt will now be made to discuss some of

the more generic and mutually agreed upon concepts which are either

stated or implied in a review of the literature.

The major processes affecting behavior may be summarized under six

basic concepts. These are: (1) perception, (2) motivation, (3) learning, (4)

cognition, (5) emotion, and (6) intelligence. Other terms, and lesser

concepts may be subsumed under these basic ones. Further, when
considered collectively, they serve as the basic content of areas in

psychology such as personality. That is, the interplay of relations which

these concepts represent, is (or at least, should be) the fulcrum for the

study of personality in total and behavior in general. Although this list

could be extended and/or modified, it is felt that the above mentioned

represents inclusions sufficiently basic and comprehensive for focusing on

the concerns of psychology as a discipline. Their content as entities and

their use as labels for relationships between variables are viewed as targets

for study in the attempt to theorize and understand most, if not all

behavior. Each concept will now briefly be discussed as it fits into the

foregoing rationale and relates to the variables discussed earlier.

Perception as awareness and interpretation, is the essential ingredient

of experience. Motivation includes the nonstimulus and internal variables

affecting behavior (English, 1958). Learning is viewed as the inferred

construct stating the relationship between the situation and response which

results in a change in said behavior. Cognition is a generic term for any

process whereby an organism becomes aware or obtains knowledge

(English, 1958). Although related to motivation, emotion is included as a

complex feeling state accompanied by motor and glandular activities.

Intelligence is included as a construct representing the complex
constellation of all types of abilities of the organism to perform at varying

levels of appropriateness. As stated earlier, the subject matter of

psychology is behavior. The foregoing concepts constitute the basic

substantive structure which must be considered in attempts to understand

and explain it.

THE NATURE OF PSYCHOLOGICAL INQUIRY
Broadly defined, psychological inquiry is about something that can be

repeatedly observed ~ a concept and a relationship among concepts

(Hyman, 1964). Thus, like all scientific inquiry, it is about concepts and

their relationships. Conceptual systems serve as guides to inquiry within

the context of the discipline as a whole, indicating a reciprocal relationship

between content and method. At its present stage of maturity, however.



the methods have been more enduring than the conceptual systems.

Fortunately, the methods used by psychologists have been sufficiently

stalwart to make the necessary transitions.

Consisting of a set of interrelated concepts, the discipline explores and

tests its concepts by (1) the accumulation of data through observation,

and (2) the organization of data into frames of reference, theories, or

systems which make understanding useful and meaningful. The standard

for psychological knowledge is that it must be empirical. This means that

repeated observations by different observers must be in agreement. This

further means that psychological inquiry must be undertaken in such

manner as to eliminate or substantially reduce the errors of observation

which contaminate statements of empirical facts. The psychologist's quest

for knowledge is a continuing effort to achieve accuracy and reduce error

in propositions setting forth the facts (Ray, 1964).

The psychologist's observations of people and the ways in which they

behave, have been made with every degree of control, ranging from

informal observations of a group of children in a playground to precise

measurements of the conditioned eye blink. The major portion of such

behavioral data is of normative or objective character. That is, observations

are made from the point of view of an outsider: someone other than the

behaver himself (Combs and Snygg, 1959).

Underwood (1966) includes three types of research approaches as

follows: (1) maturalistic observation, (2) the correlational or psychometric

approach, and (3) the experimental method. The application of each

results in somewhat different levels of understanding of behavior.

Naturalistic observation involves the recording of behavior as it occurs in a

more or less natural setting with no attempt to intervene. Correlational

research is most closely identified with use of standardized tests.

Essestially, it involves studying relationships between variables directly.

The experimental method is by far the most sophisticated and allows for

control of irrelevant variables which may contaminate the one whose
effect we are interested in studying. An essential set of tools used to

analyze data resulting from either method is found in statistics.

SUMMARY

There is now a sufficient body of related knowledge to begin the

rudiments of a more comprehensive conceptual system in psychology. This

conceptual system, if possible to achieve, would serve as a frame of

reference for future research and the generating of fruitful hypothesis.

Psychologists from different schools of thought are not nearly as far apart

as they were a few generations ago. In fact, they agree on more points than

they differ. All in all, psychology as a discipline is still relatively immature

in comparison with some other fields, but it's nature and scope are rigidly

defined by it's logic and method. Along with loftiness of goals it also has

high standards for truth in common with more mature sciences. These

would seem to indicate a healthy and optimistic projection for the future

of psychology as a scientific discipline.
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