
William Stephenson (1902-1989)

Internationally known ror his work in JIS}Chometric:s 8Dd
the development orQ technique and raetor analysis, Wil­
liam Stephenson WIS at various points in his career a
member of unioenity racuJties in London, Oxford, Cbi­
caao, WashiJlllOll, Berkeley, MisIouri, and Iowa. His
l:\'aItrullif'e ended on June 14, 1989,I'rom complicatioas
rotlowiD8 a stroke.

80m May 14, 1902, in Northumber\aDd, EqIaDd,
Stephenson WIS orisinaJly trained in physk:s (PhD I'rom
Durbam Unioenity in 1926) at a titne when the impli­
catioas of quutum theory were beiD8 hotly debated. It
WIS at Durham that he became penoaaIly acquainted
with Kun Ko8ka, one of the rouDden or Gestalt PlY­
choIotY; both quutum 8Dd Gestalt principles subse­
quently round their way into his lJIYCboIoIicaI theorirs
and procedures. He \eft Durbam to study with CharIc:s
Spearman at University CoIJeIe, London, where he reo
ceiwd his PhD in psycholotY in 1929 and WIS later an
usistant to Spearman's _ Sir Cyril Bun. It was
duriD8 his London clays that he was nominated by Ernest
Jones ror JIS)ChoanaIysis with Melanie Klein. This was a
time or visorous intdlec:tual activity in lJSYC\Io\oIy, and
Stephenson was in the thick or il. His tirst book was on
educational psychology (Teslin, School Children. 1949);
earlier he wrote with David Katz 011 phenomenolotY 8Dd
with William Brown 011 test theory, 8Dd he helped round
the British Rorschach Society. NothiD8 JlS)'ChoIosical was
romp to him.

In 1935, Stephenson became aaistant director (later
di_) or Oxford's Inslitute of Experimental PsychoI­
lIlY. It was durina this period that he tint introduced (in
a letter to Nalure. 1935) what has become known as Q
metbodoIoIY and bepn contributi.. to the more than
120 publications on this subject (with other toPics directed
at another 30 publications). He was an early editorial
baud member ofChardcterand~it}I(_'JourrttIl
ofPrrsona/ily) and PSJlClJometri/cQ. in which his roundina
pepen 011 Q were published.

After World War II, Stephenson emipllted with his
ramily to the United States, and in 1948 he joined the
~ filculty at the University of Chicaao, where
he wrote his best-known work, The Sllldy ofBehavior:
Q-teochniqw and Its MelhDdolOlIJl (1953). He departed
auc.eo in 1955 and, after1PIndi..three yean ascIirectnr
of achertisi.. meardt ror Nowland 8Dd Company, be­
came distiD8uished proressor of ad-usina research at
the University of Missouri'. School of Jouma\ism. AI­
thouIh it is nreIy cited by~ his book 11w

Play Theory of Mass Com"'wtieation (1967) has been
compared in its prorundity with the works or Man\wt
McLuhan, Herbert Mamue, and Jacques EUuJ. Upon
his rorma1 retirement in 1972, Stephenson was honored
with a volume ofessays entilled Science. Psycho/~ and
Com"'wtiCalion.

Stephenson's ideas were slow to pin accepWICe, and
they did so primarily outside psycbo\oIy. A smaU journal,
Opmlll/ Subj«livit)l. dmJted to punui.. his ideas, bepD
publication in 1977. In 1985, the Unioenity orMissouri
estabIisbed the Stephenson Center ror Communication
~ and bepn hostiD8 annual Q Coal'erences, at­
tended by psychoI<JIists and other scientists from the
United States, Europe, Canada, Latin America. and ADs­
tn\ia. In April 1989, Stephenson was invited t.ck to
EIIIIand ror the first time in 40 yean to address the lirst
British Q Conf'erence. hosted by the Department ofPsy­
chology at the Univenity or Reading. There he learned
that the ideas he had introduced more tbaD a half century
earlier had been rediscovend by a new lICDlfttiOll ofPlY­
choIocists and were the subject of sewnI c\issenations.
theses, and books. In October 1989, Missouri's annual
Qconferences were institutionalized as the International
Society ror the Scientific Study or Subjectivity.

After his retirement, Stephenson wrote volumi­
nously 011 the connections betweCn the two strands ofhis
inteUectual development, physk:s and psychoIosy. His ar­
ticles on Newton'. Fifth Rule 8Dd a series or articles 011

quutum theory and Q methodoIoIY portray this most
vividly. Stephenson's concern was with establishilll the
conditions ror a science ofsubjectivity, and it was alilil\ona
disappointment that British 8Dd American psychoIosy
were _ able to see put the technicalities orQ sortina
and ractor analysis to broader methodoloBical and con·
ceptual matters.

In many respects, William Stephenson remaiDed u
rar ahead of his time at the end orhis lire as he did when
his career bepn;~, in his tinal days it pleased him
peatly to a1impse a new pneration of socia1 scientists
readins his books and anicIes ror the lint time and­
unencumbered by ... ror byaone critic:s-belinnins to
sruP what he was tryiD8 to accomplish. Few innovators
have enjoyed suc:lI aood timina. and r_ still have de­
sened it quite as much.

StevenR.Brown
[Hpart_ ofPtJIilictJl Scimer. Kertl Slale Uni'MTSilY

From American PSychologIst. Man:h 1991. vol. 4&, no. 3, p. 244. Copyright 1991 by
the American Psychological Association. Reprinted by permission 01 the publisher.


	OPERANT SUBJECTIVITY.pdf
	BACK TO MAIN MENU


