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1 3 The Goal of Theory in Experimental
" Psychology

(GEORGE SPERLING

Aesthetics and Utility in Science

When we evaluate a scientific theory in terms of its utility for a particular task,
there is little problem in deciding whether a theory is good or bad. The ques-
tion becomes simply: Is the theory useful or not? For example, when electro-
magnetic theory is used to design a generator for producing electricity, or a
psychological testing theory is used to design a better test for predicting an
individual’s success in a particular training program, the theories are evaluated
according to how well they meet their goals. There also are secondary practical
goals for theories, such as serving as mnemonic aids to facilitate the recall of
experimental facts. We do not consider these separately.

Much of science is not directly practical. It serves, rather, to satisfy our
curiosity about ourselves and our universe. For example, while it is fascinating
to have learned that the present universe originated in a big bang 17 or so
billion years ago, such knowledge does not have any immediate practical
applications. This is an example of the purely aesthetic pursuit of science. Of
course, somne of such knowledge may ultimately prove useful, so we can regard
the aesthetic pursuit of science as being merely one extreme on the continuum
that runs from immediate to infinitely deferred utility. .

For brevity, I will designate as aesthetic the pursuit of problems where
there is no immediate practical application by which to evaluate a theory.
While it is difficult to estimate precisely what fraction of research in exper-
imental psychology has been aesthetically motivated, I suspect that it is large—

This article is an elaboration of Sperling, G. (1978). The goal of theory in experimental
psychology. Bell Laboratories Technical Memorandum TM-78-1221-12, July 26, 1978.
Murray Hill, NJ: AT&T Bell Labs.






