Adapted from Engler, Barbara (2009)  Personality Theories, 8th edition. Houghton Mifflin Harcourt Publishing Co., Boston. USA

WHAT IS A THEORY?
A theory is a set of abstract concepts developed about a group of facts or events in order to explain them.  A theory of personality, therefore, is an organized system of beliefs that helps us to understand human nature.

A theory is something that we create in the process of viewing and thinking about our world. Theories are not given or necessitated by nature; rather, they are constructed by people in their efforts to understand the world.  The same data or experiences can be accounted for in many different ways and people of all cultures have engaged in the scholarly effort to understand themselves, constructing a wide variety of explanations.  
Philosophical Assumptions

No psychologist or personality theorist can avoid being a philosopher of sorts.  All sciences, but particularly the “hypercomplex” social sciences are influenced by philosophy.  The very act of theorizing, or thinking about what w see, entails making certain assumptions about the world and human nature.  All people – not only personality theorists – hold basic philosophical assumptions as they reflect on the world and their own existence.  These basic philosophical assumptions profoundly influence the way in which we perceive the world and theorize about it....

Recognizing Philosophical Assumptions

To introduce the nature and character of philosophical assumptions would take us far afield and belongs more properly in philosophy textbooks.  However, it is important to recognize that personality theories do entail philosophical assumptions and to identify them when they occur

The discourses of philosophy frequently posit a distinction between what is and what ought to be.  People do not always think logically, nor do they behave in ideal ways.  Philosophical statements suggest that things are not necessarily what they appear to be.  What is is not necessarily what should be.  For instance, the fact that many people are aggressive does not necessarily mean that aggression is right or that aggression represents what it means to be human.  

Philosophical knowledge is ultimately in the form of an epiphany (from the Greek epiphaneia, which means “appearance” or “manifestation”, or a sudden perception of essential meaning.  The “seeing” of philosophy is a special act of knowing, an extraordinary intuition that transcends everyday experience.  Philosophical assumptions, therefore, differ from, empirical statements which are based on ordinary observation.  The statement “All people seek what is good,” for example, does not refer to something that can be seen in everyday observation.  This statement refers to some kind of ultimate reality that is perceived in a different way.
Scientific statements also often refer to things that we cannot see in ordinary observation.  Many important constructs in science involve imaginary concepts that cannot be seen.  However, statements in science are ultimately, even if indirectly, based on empirical observation and their means of testing are different from those of philosophy.

Philosophical assumptions may be explicit or implicit.  It is often difficult to identify a person’s assumptions when they are not stated clearly.  Nevertheless, almost everyone takes a stand on certain fundamental philosophical assumptions that deeply influence one’s way of perceiving and understanding the world.  

Identifying Basic Philosophical Assumptions

Many of the differences among personality theories can be attributed to fundamental differences in philosophical assumptions.  Some of the issues on which personality theories commonly disagree are described below.  Each issue is presented here as a bipolar dimension.  Some theorists may be seen as agreeing with one or the other extreme.  Others are neutral toward the issue or seek a synthesis. 

Freedom versus determinism.  Theorists vary as to whether they believe that people basically have control over their behaviours and understand the motives behind them or whether they believe that the behaviour of people is basically determined by internal or external forces over which they have little, if any, control.

Hereditary versus environmental.  Theorists differ over whether inherited and inborn characteristics or factors in the environment have the more important influence on a person’s behaviour.

Uniqueness versus universality.  Some theorists believe that each individual is unique and cannot be compared with others.  Others contend that people are basically very similar in nature

Proactive versus reactive.  Proactive theories view human beings as acting on their initiative rather than simply reacting.  The sources of behaviour are perceived as lying within the individual, who does more than just react to stimuli from the outside world.

Optimistic versus pessimistic.  Do significant changes in personality and behaviour occur throughout the course of a lifetime?  If an individual is motivated, can genuine changes be effected in personality?  Can we help others to change by restructuring their environment?  Some personality theories are decidedly more optimistic and hopeful than others concerning these possibilities.  

Evaluating Philosophical Assumptions

Inevitably, personality theories represent philosophical points of view as well as scientific investigations.  Some of the theories are explicitly philosophical.  In others, the philosophical assumptions are not clearly stated, but they are nevertheless present.  Care Rogers openly acknowledge that his view of the self was philosophical and that his primary differences with other theorists, such as B.F. Skinner, were philosophical ones.  Sigmund Freud initially conceived of his work as lacking any philosophy but finally admitted that many of his assumptions functioned philosophically.  Because personality theories and our own thoughts involve philosophical assumptions, it is important that we recognize and evaluate them as such.  

In empirical science, as we shall see, statements are proven false by the process of perceptual observation.  Philosophical assumptions have criteria that are suitable to the epiphanic vision that underlies them.  In evaluating a person’s assumptions, we cannot set up a crucial test or experiment that will determine whether or not the hypothesis is justified.  Philosophical assumptions have their own criteria or tests.

We are going to suggest three criteria for evaluating the philosophical assumptions that underlie personality theories.  These three criteria add up to a fourth and final criterion: compellingness.
The first criterion is coherence.  Are the philosophical assumptions of a personality theory clear, logical, and consistent, or are they riddled with contradictions and inconsistencies?  A philosophical system may have apparent inconsistencies, perplexing metaphors, or paradoxes and still be coherent, provided that the contradictions are ironed out within the philosophical stance itself so that the final position represents a clear, coherent whole.  A person’s philosophical system may also be unfinished, that is, open to further growth, but to be coherent it must have a clearly recognizable, consistent thrust.

The second criterion is relevance.  To be meaningful, a philosophical assumption must have some bearing on our view of reality.  If we do not share the same view of reality we will have considerable difficulty judging the assumption.  In our postmodern world, the criterion of relevance further implies the need to be compatible with empirical reality as best we can ascertain it; thus, philosophies are invariably reshaped by scientific discoveries.  

The third criterion is comprehensiveness.  Is the philosophical assumption “deep” enough?  In part, this question refers to scope.  Does it cover what it intends to cover?  Further, the criterion of comprehensiveness asks whether the treatment of the subject is profound or superficial.  A philosophical assumption is superficial if it leaves too many questions unanswered or if it refuses to address them.

These three criteria lead to the fourth criterion, compellingness.  The final and most important question is “Does the assumption and its underlying philosophy convince you?”  A philosophical assumption convinces you if it grabs you in such a way that you find the belief inescapable.  It is as if you have to believe in it.  Actually, it is perfectly possible that a philosophical assumption may strike you as being coherent, relevant and comprehensive, but in spite of those features does not compel you to believe it.  In such a case, the belief does not move you and you cannot “buy” it.  The language used here deliberately describes you as passive; “The philosophical assumption grabs you.”  “You are compelled.”  This language underscores that fact that philosophical assumptions are not merely subjective opinions that a person has about the world.  Rather, philosophical assumptions emerge out of a person’s encounter with the world.  They entail an active meeting of the person and the world that leads to a position about reality that the person finds inescapable.
The way in which philosophers create their views of the world is similar to, although more formal than, the manner in which each one of us comes up with our own view.  We may not have thought as much or written about it, but each one of us, upon reflection, can probably think of a significant incident or period in our lives when we experienced something that led us to think about ourselves and our world in a different way.  For example, after an illness or accident an individual often perceives life as having a new mission or purpose that was not present there before.  Such experiences constitute the formative insights that shape our lives.

During the second half of the twentieth century, we moved from a modern view of the world to a post-modern one in which no one has a monopoly on The Truth; rather, knowledge is a matter of perspective.  This is not to say that there is no truth or that all perspectives are equally valuable.  Our reconstructions of the past reveal an ethnocentric Western view of personhood that cannot be seen as innocent.  Postmodernism raises a special challenge as we move to develop more globally relevant, multi-culturally sensitive explanations appropriate for the twenty-first century.

The Philosophical Basis of Science

Science has its origins in philosophy, and as such, it retains elements of its forebears.  Thomas Kuhn (1970, a physicist who has studied the history of science, points this out when he reminds us that the observation on which scientific activity is based is not fixed once and for all by the nature of the world and our sensory apparatus but depends on a prior paradigm.  A paradigm is a model or concept of the world that is shared by the members of a community and that governs their activities.  Everyday observation and perception are shaped through education and subject to change over time.  Your view of the world, for example, is very different from that of a person in ancient Greece or a member of an isolated primitive tribe.  Indeed, without some sort of paradigm, we could not draw any conclusions from our observations at all.

Scientific statements, therefore are statements about the world based on empirical observations arising from currently accepted paradigms.  The paradigms are not derived from scientific activity but exist prior to it.  The scientific viewpoint that one should base conclusions on perceptions that can be shared by others rather than on private, intrinsically unique, perceptions is a value statement that is not mandated by our observations but chosen by the community of scientists as more useful.... 

The scientist also uses definitions, statements that are true because of the way in which we have agreed to use words.  Some words are easy to define clearly and precisely.  Other words are harder to define and subject to more disagreement.  To resolve this problem, the social scientist frequently tries to develop operational definitions.  An operational definition specifies which behaviours are included in the concept.  “Stress” might be operationally defined in terms of the rate of one’s heartbeat and extent of one’s perspiration as measured by polygraph apparatuses, which translate such bodily changes into a printed record.  It frequently is difficult to reach agreement on suitable operational definitions, and at times an operational definition distorts or even misses the concept it is trying to describe.  For example, “Stress” can also be defined as a subjective feeling of intense anxiety.  

The most important statements in science are based on scientific constructs.  A scientist uses scientific constructs, which are imaginary or hypothetical and cannot be seen with the naked eye or even with sophisticated optical equipment, in order to explain what we observe.  The building blocks of nature, protons, neutrons, and electrons remain visibly elusive by direct observation, but are indirectly confirmed by their necessary existence in the construct.  Today’s atomic models require further inference to even smaller unseen particles such as quarks, leptons and hadrons.  The difficulty of not being directly observable does not imply nonexistence; rather it has provided for continual progress toward an understanding of what may be real.  Another familiar hypothetical construct is that of IQ or intelligence quotient.  The concept of IQ is an imaginary construct that is used to explain certain behaviours, namely, one’s likelihood for academic success. Many of our concepts in science, in fact almost all of the important ones, cannot be directly seen; we can only know them through their effects.

Some Basic Scientific Constructs

Constructs such as trait, reinforcement, and self have been created in efforts to understand personality scientifically.  The concept of trait refers to a determining tendency or predisposition to respond in a certain way.  Examples of trait are emotional stability and introversion versus extroversion.  Allport, Cattell, Eysenck and the Big Five theorists make extensive use of trait constructs in their theories.  The self is another useful construct for understanding personality that is present in many contemporary theories.  In Carl Roger’s theory the self refers to those psychological processes that govern an individual’s behaviour.  In Albert Bandura’s theory the self is conceived more narrowly in terms of cognitive structures.  

PSYCHOTHERAPY
Psychotherapy is the effort to apply the findings of personality theory in ways that will assist individuals and meet human goals.  The word therapy comes from the Greek therapeia, which means “attending” and “healing”; however, psychotherapists are not interested only in healing sick people.  They are also interested in understanding “normal” people, learning how they function, and helping them to function more creatively. Although in many respects psychotherapy is the flowering of personality theory, it is also the seed of it, because the desire to help people has fostered and nourished the development of personality theories.  The two have gone hand in hand.  Many theories of personality cannot be adequately understood without understanding the theory of psychotherapy that led to them.

Goals of Psychotherapy

Joseph Rychlak (1968) points out that psychotherapy has three major motives or goals; the scholarly, the ethical, and the curative.

The scholarly motive considers therapy as a means of understanding the self and human nature. Psychoanalysis, for example, was seen by Freud as a tool for discovering truths about human nature.  His goals was to help the individual acquire self-understanding and to develop a comprehensive theory of human nature.  He developed psychoanalysis as a method of research aimed at these ends.

The ethical motive considers therapy a means of helping the individual to change, improve, grow, and better the quality of life.  Carl Roger’s work is an example of the ethical motive.  His emphasis is on a climate created by the therapist that permits change to occur within the client rather than on cognitive understanding or the manipulation of behaviour

The curative motive aims directly at eliminating troublesome symptoms and substituting more suitable behaviour.  Most behaviour therapists, for example, consider that they have been hired to do a job and seek to do it as effectively and quickly as possible.  From this point of view, the therapist is responsible for creating changes, removing symptoms, and controlling behaviour.
Most people enter therapy with the expectation that they will be cured or helped to improve.  In this respect, the curative motive is most consistent with the popular view of psychotherapy.  Because of this expectation, many people have difficulty, particularly at the beginning, in undergoing psychoanalysis or other forms of “insight” therapy.  If they stay with it, however, their reasons for being in therapy change, and they begin to appreciate the value of the other motives.  Obviously, the reasons for entering, continuingin, and practicing psychotherapy are many and mixed.  

EXAMINING YOUR OWN PHILOSOPHICAL ASSUMPTIONS

By looking at your own philosophical assumption, you can better prepare yourself to recognize them in the theories of others.  Each basic issue is presented here as a bipolar dimension along which a person’s view can be placed according to the degree of agreement with one or the other extreme.  You can rate your own views on a scale from 1 to 5.  If you only moderately agree with either statement, a number 2 or 4 would best reflect your view.  If you are neutral toward the issue or believe that the best position is a synthesis of the two extremes, rate the issue with a number 3.

The first time you go through the items, rate each issue according to your beliefs.  The second time, consider each issue in terms of your actions, the way in which you generally behave.

When you have determined where you stand on each of these major issues, a comparison of your positions can help you assess the importance of these issues to your own understanding of personality.  Those assumptions that you feel very strongly about and mark with a 1 or a 5 probably play a very important role in your personal philosophic.  If you are not strongly committed to any particular issue, that issue is probably not as important in your thinking about personality and psychotherapy.

You should note that even experts differ in their responses to the statements below.  The different personality theorists that we shall discuss vary markedly in their position on each of these issues.  Each adopts the position that appears most commendable or compelling. 
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All the above is adapted from Engler, Barbara (2009)  Personality Theories, 8th edition. Houghton Mifflin Harcourt Publishing Co., Boston. USA
Adapted from:  Theories of Counseling and Therapy.  An Experiential Approach.  Kottler, J.A., Montgomery, M.J.  (2011) Sage.
THEORY IN CONTEXT
WHAT A THEORY WILL DO FOR YOU

A theory is an organized series of propositions that help you explain phenomena, predict behaviour, and inform your decisions.  Rather than a stable conception, it constantly undergoes revisions in light of new experiences.  What all this means is that you have a hundred theories that you operate from every day of your life.  You have a theory about why you do not always get what you want.  You have a theory about why there are lousy drivers on the road.  You have theories about the way the world works, the way business gets done, and how people should behave.  You even have a theory about the best way to get people to do what you want.  The main difference between your theories and those you will read about in the text is that you have not spent the time to research systematically your ideas, to organize and field test them, and then to record them for others to use.  If you are serious about becoming a skilled practitioner, that is going to change. 


Theory serves a number of different functions for pratictioners of most professions, whether that involves architectural plans, legal cases, or therapeutic relationships.  Theory is helpful in that it:

1.  Organizes and synthesizes information in such a way to make it more readily accessible.

2. Provides a blueprint for action, plotting choices available based on what is believed to be good for people

3. Helps us to stay on track, assessing outcomes in light of stated goals

4. Directs attention to selective data that are deemed most useful (Guides which information to attend to and which to put in the background)
5. Guides the development of new ideas and interventions that are consistent with standard practices.

6. Encourages continued research to test hypotheses and formulate new questions for investigation.
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