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This paper summarizes the longstanding debate over psychology’s fragmentation by
illustrating two principal impediments to the fostering of consensus and unity. The
paper then discusses the important benefits of past dialogue concerning these issues,
suggesting that some progress has been made in dealing with problems of disunity and
fragmentation, particularly at the metatheoretical and philosophical levels. This gen-
eral discussion then forms the backdrop for the following articles, which together form
a single argument in favor of a hermeneutic approach to the problem of fragmentation.

Since at least the medieval period, part of the job of any scientist has been
to reduce uncertainty. Whether it is the uncertainty of everyday life or the
uncertainty of previous scientific work, one of the ultimate goals of science
has been to formulate principles that reduce the seeming ambiguity, dishar-
mony, and complexity of our existence. The logical outcome of such uncer-
tainty reduction is assumed to be some set of covering laws, such as those
seen in classical physics, that unify and simplify our understanding of an
entire domain. The absence of a coherent body of unifying laws leaves a dis-
cipline open to the charge that it is fragmented and pre-scientific (Robinson,
1986; Staats, 1983).

While the development of psychology has been marked with growth and
vitality in the past one hundred years, the discipline has shown clear signs of
disunity and fragmentation, suggesting that it may yet be pre-scientific in
nature (e.g., Gardner, 1992; Observer, 1982; Robinson, 1986, p. 397). Critics
have commonly remarked that the discipline is plagued by a dizzying array of
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irreconcilable theories, models, methods, and even philosophies regarding
topics as varied as learning, memory, motivation, consciousness, intelligence,
personality, and psychotherapy (e.g., Staats, 1983; Yanchar and Slife, 1997).
Can all these rival positions, staked out on all these diverse topics, be equally
true? Sorting all this out has never been considered an easy task. However,
the task has recently been made more difficult by a growing skepticism about
the neutrality and objectivity of science. That is, the scientific method is
itself under fire as just another set of rival assumptions ~— a means of sorting
things out that is itself based on a specific world view (Slife and Williams,
1997).

Increasing concern over the fragmented state of psychology has prompted
many to call for more deliberate efforts to effect disciplinary coherence and
organization. These individuals are prone to call for sweeping changes that
would organize and unify the vast theoretical and experimental literature of
psychology. To this end, rigid cross-disciplinary frameworks have been con-
structed (e.g., Staats, 1996), methodological requirements have been pro-
posed (e.g., Fishman, 1990; Hoshmand and Martin, 1994; Minke, 1987;
Yanchar, 1997a), and calls for the practical implementation of unified
knowledge have been voiced (e.g., Cahill, 1994; Franks, 1988).

Despite many years of discussion and debate, and despite the enormous lit-
erature that has accumulated on this vexing issue, little progress toward unity
and harmony has actually occurred. One recent review, in fact, suggested
that disciplinary fragmentation is showing signs of becoming even more
widespread (Yanchar and Slife, 1997). Adding to the complexity are those
who dispute the need for tight disciplinary organization or unification. Some
psychologists, for example, call for various forms of theoretical or method-
ological pluralism, and argue that such diversity is essential to scientific
advancement (e.g., Polkinghorne, 1983; Rychlak, 1988, 1993; Toulmin,
1987; Viney, 1996). Others argue that the discipline of psychology should be
dissolved outright, with the residue being compiled into independent schol-
arly disciplines such as humanistic psychology and behavioristic science (e.g.,
Fraley and Vargas, 1986; Kendler, 1987). A third proposal suggests that psy-
chology should be abandoned in favor of cognitive science, an interdisci-
plinary field that may, according to some, provide the unity and coherence
that is required to profitably study human action and abilities (Baars, 1985,
1986; Gardner, 1992).

The consequence is that psychology is not only fragmented as a discipline
but also fragmented in its attempt to address its fragmentation {Yanchar and
Slife, 1997). Is there a way out of this disciplinary morass? Why has there
been so little advancement toward a solution? Why has unification been so
elusive?
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Reasons for Disciplinary Disunity

One answer to these questions comes from the overwhelming diversity of
unrelated (or weakly-related) topic areas traditionally studied by psycholo-
gists. No doubt, the literature illustrates many potentially interesting relation-
ships among these topics, such as the relationship between stress and
cognitive functioning or the relationship between biology and personality for-
mation. However, these relationships are tentative at best and are often
vaguely understood by researchers and theorists. For example, the particular
way in which genetic material (a physical substance) can cause or contribute
to personality formation (a non-physical substance) is as much a mystery as
other ultimate questions that lie beyond the purview of scientific inquiry
(Williams, 1990). For this reason, a discipline as broad and pluralistic as psy-
chology is bound to exhibit a certain amount of compartmentalization, and
perhaps fragmentation, within its theoretical boundaries. It is not surprising,
from this perspective, that unity and harmony have eluded psychology.

A second reason that progress toward unity has been so elusive involves
the massive collection of psychological theories. In fact, there appears to be
so much theoretical diversity that some have called into question the very
possibility of a unifying theoretical framework (Gardner, 1992; Koch, 1981;
Krech, 1970; Leahey, 1992, pp. xix; Messer, 1988). Other psychologists have
contended that theoretical diversity is a result of organizational structure.
They have argued that the discipline rewards innovation and the develop-
ment of new theoretical avenues at the expense of integration and the exten-
sion of traditional frameworks (e.g., Maher, 1985; Staats, 1983). Paralleling
this widespread, perhaps chaotic, theoretical fragmentation are various pro-
posals aimed at fostering increased coherence in the discipline (see Yanchar
and Slife, 1997). In other words, wide ranging conceptual diversity occurs
not only in the theories of psychology but also in the approaches to unifica-
tion. This multi-level diversity has obviated the development of a common
platform for discussing the strengths and weaknesses of various unification
strategies.

Benefits of Prior Discussion

The lack of such a platform does not mean that the many discussions of
fragmentation have been profitless. At least four benefits have resulted from
the fragmentation literature. First, many articles and commentaries have
helped sensitize psychologists to what is at stake in the debate. As many
authors have noted, there is no guarantee that institutional psychology will
survive sustained disorganization and incoherence. If psychology continues
to fractionate, we must be prepared to face the real possibility of disciplinary
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dissolution (Spence, 1987). Second, dialogue concerning fragmentation has
raised key theoretical and philosophical issues that must be addressed as we
consider the viability of institutional psychology (Hyland, 1985; Manicas
and Secord, 1983; Slife, in press; Slife and Williams, 1997; Staats, 1983;
Yanchar, 1997a). These issues — particularly ones regarding epistemology,
ontology, and axiology — cannot be resolved through empirical research,
because an empiricistic approach is only one perspective (and thus only one
epistemology, ontology, and axiology) among many under consideration for
the unification of psychology.

Third, dialogue about this issue has shown that fragmentation takes place
at many levels — including theoretical, methodological, practical, and lin-
guistic — and that no single, across-the-board solution is likely to be suitable
for reversing trends toward fragmentation at all these levels. Fourth, and per-
haps most importantly, the literature on fragmentation demonstrates that the
evaluation of theories, methods, proposals, and so forth, cannot be ignored as
we strive to make psychology more coherent. There must be some rationality,
criteria, or standard that enables the evaluation of theories, models, and
knowledge claims. Indeed, it is at this level that psychology provides its most
powerfully binding form of unification or rationality (Hoshmand and Martin,
1994; Osbeck, 1993; Yanchar, 1997b). Of course, the exact nature of this
evaluative standard is still open to question, and need not take the form of a
hierarchical system of positivist-inspired rules. Possibilities formulaced by
thinkers from a variety of perspectives {(e.g., Hoshmand and Martin, 1994;
James, 1907/1978; Manicas and Secord, 1983; Rychlak, 1993; Staats, 1983;
Viney, 1998) need to be closely examined as we ponder the crucial issue of
evaluation.

As helpful as the benefits of this literature may be, they present us only
with the key issues — issues that require serious consideration and resolution
before unification may be possible. The work of examining and resolving
these issues likely requires that we secure some common standpoint or plat-
form from which to consider psychology’s future, the important philosophical
questions it faces, and the possibility of a meaningful evaluative standard. Is
there some common standpoint for addressing these concerns, or are we, as
some have hypothesized, lost in a relativistic morass of self-contained and
incomparable theoretical alternatives? Does the search for a metalevel frame-
work lead unavoidably to an infinite regress of criteria selection and specula-
tive metaphysics? Will psychology dissolve inexorably into insular and
incommensurable discourse communities that utterly resist any form of unifi-
cation — including even pluralistic and flexible organization?
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Querview of the Articles

The following articles are expanded and refined (in some cases substan-
tially changed) versions of a set of papers originally presented at the 1997
meeting of the American Psychological Association, in the symposium “The
Problematic of Fragmentation: A Hermeneutic Solution.” As these articles
will illustrate, philosophical hermeneutics provides a unique perspective on
the question of unity and evaluation that is well suited to facilitating further
dialogue among psychologists on these key issues. These papers do not pro-
vide concrete solutions to the problem of fragmentation, but they do illus-
trate a suitable starting point for constructive dialogue over the most
important issues facing a disunified science, and do so in a way that precludes
no unification strategy at the outset.

Stephen Yanchar’s paper opens the discussion, provides a brief introduc-
tion to psychology’s fragmentation, and examines the idea of rigid scientific
unity. Yanchar traces such rigid unity to positivist criteria for scientific
progress, and questions whether these criteria are appropriate or helpful to
contemporary psychology. Yanchar recommends a flexible and pluralistic dis-
cipline, yet acknowledges that important questions regarding relativism and
incommensurability (i.e., the inability to compare, contrast, and evaluate
rival paradigms) arise under this more liberal philosophy of science. In
response, Yanchar frames three questions that must be answered before the
issue of fragmentation can be productively discussed: (1) Are the philosophi-
cal commitments that inform diverse discourse communities within the disci-
pline truly incommensurable? (2) If these philosophical commitments are
not incommensurable, then on what grounds are meaningful comparisons
and evaluations possible? Ontological grounds? Epistemological grounds?
Moral grounds? Some other grounds? (3) Given that such comparisons and
evaluations are possible, how can they be carried out in psychology?

Brent Slife answers the first of these questions by drawing a distinction
between incompatible, incommensurable, and incomparable in the philosophy of
science literature. Using Kuhn (1970) as an illustration, and extending the
work of Richard Bernstein (1983), Slife shows that the incommensurability
of paradigms means neither incomparability (an inability to make compar-
isons and evaluations) nor incompatibility (mere logical contradiction).
Rather, incommensurability signifies the absence of a universal and atempo-
ral standard (such as traditional science or rationalistic logic) with which to
make comparisons and evaluations. However, the absence of this type of
standard does not mean the absence of any standard. Indeed, how could the
various discourse communities have any reasonable knowledge of one
another if there were no basis for comparison? In this sense, Slife argues that
there must, of necessity, be a standard for evaluation and comparison —
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across discourse communities — that is contextual and yet not absolutely rel-
ativistic. What, then, is the basis of this comparison?

Kristensen, Slife, and Yanchar answer this question by showing that evalu-
ations must occur on fundamentally moral grounds. These authors first show
how moral systems are not only implicit in any disciplinary criteria of evalua-
tion, including the natural sciences, but also a necessary core of any disci-
plinary strategy for unification. Consequently, a common moral system,
however implicit or unrecognized it may be, is the root of what little coher-
ence psychology may currently enjoy. An implicit morality is also what
allows the various incommensurable discourse communities to recognize one
another as incommensurable communities. Therefore, the first task of unifi-
cation, for these authors, is a disciplinary conversation that makes the
implicit morality of psychology explicit, and examines and modifies this
moral system for deliberate unification efforts. To aid in these efforts,
Kristensen, Slife, and Yanchar outline four characteristics of a productive dis-
ciplinary conversation.

However, a third question arises in this regard: How does one use this
moral discourse as a common standard of evaluation in psychology? Frank
Richardson answers this question by suggesting that philosophical hermeneu-
tics recognizes this inherently moral dimension of evaluation. He shows how
it promotes a dialogic understanding through which crucial issues such as
ontology and epistemology (and their implications) can be profitably dis-
cussed. Richardson stresses that this discussion need not devolve into a
power grab by social constructionists or a lobby for the traditional modernist
perspective. Rather, this hermeneutic dialogue can provide a context in
which “self-interpreting” beings may collectively evaluate the moral differ-
ences made by competing notions of morality, ontology, and so on. This eval-
uation is accomplished, in part, through greater openness of the many
knowledge communities of psychology. Such openness demands that the
claims of psychology be submitted to critical dialogue, where they are philo-
sophically and historically situated, and clarified regarding their implications
for human experience and the discipline.

Jack Mattin follows Richardson with an important discussant commentary
of this related set of papers. Martin begins by focusing on the work of
hermeneutic philosopher Hans-Georg Gadamer, clarifying the contribution
that Gadamer’s work has historically made to this discussion over the issues
of unity, relativism, and evaluation. While Martin essentially lauds the pro-
posed strategy of dealing with these issues, he also questions the ability and
desire of mainstream psychology to undertake an endeavor whose goal it is to
pursue greater openness, theoretical clarity, and moral evaluation.
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