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Abstract
The purpose of the article is twofold: 1) promote careful considarat a new
subdiscipline called theoretical psychology, and 2) invite psychology's evalo&itsn
own scholarly and intellectual status. Increased signs of disciplirsgmentation as
well as threats to mainstream psychology's philosophy of science haestpdes
challenges that call for thoughtful disciplinary discussion. We propes@®tmal
recognition of a subdiscipline whose role is to facilitate thisudision--theoretical
psychology. At the local level, theoretical psychologists should fdleas consultants
to their organization or department, similar to that of stastecand methodologists.
Those doing research and practice would consult with the theoreticiantiaddypes of
explanations and methods they are employing to see if these approaduweasat,
hold hidden problems, and are appropriate to the assumptions being Meue.
psychologists already perform these roles, using a variety of supportinglgur
organizations, and institutions. These supports are briefly reviahedy with
anticipated objections to this role and possible considerations foinggahese

professionals.
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Toward a Theoretical Psychology:

Should a Subdiscipline Be Formally Recognized?

This article responds affirmatively to the question posed in tlee #lthough we
attempt to present the main arguments for and against the foaoghrgon of this
subdiscipline, our view is that the arguments in favor far outweigarthenents against.
In short, we feel that this is an idea whose time has comeeter, we are not naive
enough to think that our proposal will not generate considerable controvengje O
contrary, the question of a theoretical subdiscipline raises &l soissues that go to the
core of the discipline as a whole. Consequently, the question wdganportant to
consider not only for the obvious reasons regarding the need for a new suibigoipl
the need for subdisciplines at all), but also for the inevitablgtiisary self-evaluation
this question engenders. From our perspective, this evaluation isepyechy a
subdiscipline of theoretical psychology is needed.

We begin by attempting to situate the question historically. A hisdlogquestion
related to the title question is: Why has there not been a fgrneathgnized
subdiscipline of theoretical psychology to this point? As we will slpsywchology's
stake in being recognized as a science, as well as its parfptullosophy of science, are
important parts of the answer to this question. Another issueppeais to be
embedded in the title question is: Why propose a subdiscipline of ticabpstychology
at this point? We will attempt to demonstrate that the philosophkgi@fce long
embraced by the discipline, and perhaps even our disciplinary identhanging. Part
of the purpose of theoretical psychology is to understand this change and to provide
informed and formal discourse about what psychology may be changing to

Furthermore, issues that psychology must confront in the current ituallec
climate argue for a formal subdiscipline. Fragmentation in thogptiise, trends toward

the biologizing of psychology, and postmodern challenges to mainstream methods al
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require thoughtful discussion. As we will describe, a crucialfol¢he theoretical

psychologist is to facilitate this disciplinary discussion. Atltlwal level, theoreticians
should fill a role as consultants to their organization or departsiamtar to that of
statisticians and methodologists. This paper will briefly revlevcurrent status of
theoretical psychology in filling these roles, and the final sectiotiseopaper will
explore objections to this role as well as possible consideratiotraiiting professionals
in this proposed subdiscipline.

Situating the Question

Perhaps the first thing we should note is that there has always lieeoretical
psychology of sorts. Theory has always seemed to be an important {hedadcipline,
from the presumably more rigorous learning and cognitive theories to the edlydess
rigorous explanations offered by personality theorists. The acknowledged ®ohder
psychology were, of course, all highly theoretical. Wilhelm Wundtavalsilosopher
before his foray into psychology. Although he clearly supported and engaged in
experimental research, his interest in and pursuit of theoriziagneans of advancing
the discipline never flagged. William James, another philosopherjmget much to
our repertoire of theoretical ideas. John Watson, by many accoufsitizer of
modern behaviorism, launched his "behavioral revolution” by means of aniagsent
theoretical paper (Watson, 1913). And, of course, Sigmund Freud, like ddtmodern
psychotherapy, was one of the grander theorists in an era of grand tiggorizi

Many theorists have since followed in the footsteps of these disciplina
forebears. There are so many that any listing would be incomletetically speaking,
however, the notoriety of theorists, such as Edelman (1987), Gergen (K89ai
(1971; 1984), Kazdin (1980), Meichenbaum (1977), Neisser (1995), and Sternberg
(1990), is for the most part confined to their own subdiscipline. Tlegtine is now so

large and diffuse that few psychologists would know the general, let @étaiked,
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contributions of all these luminaries. In this sense, there was heen a lack of

theoretical activity in psychology. However, this activity is fragted, because it
addresses increasingly isolated subspecialties and fails totakeccount the theoretical
themes and problems that motivate the enterprise of psychology as a whole

The works of only a few theorists, such as Piaget or Skinnerpas&ered
broad and penetrating enough to be important to all or many subdisciplines.
Interestingly, however, few psychologists in the more recent erableaveafforded
similar status. With the possible exception of Albert Bandurag thee few living
psychologists recognized for their theoretical impact across subdtissiplit is as if the
discipline is content to believe that all the possible, or at &kihe necessary,
overarching perspectives from which human behavior can be understood have been
discovered; there is no further need to question our understandings or to push the
frontiers of our understandings in search of new ones. Consequentlyis tlesise
allegiance to and less direct engagement in overarching theories.

As a result, there has been a general disaffection with thepsyamology. The
discipline has moved away from grand, subsuming theories in the tradgenssd and
moved toward models, techniques, and micro theories in the more moasen $4ost
experimentally oriented psychologists, for example, focus on models (Heaiye &
Olson, 1992; Sahakian, 1970). Models are typically delimited explan#tiansvolve
only a circumscribed field of endeavor, such as visual memory or negwitters.
These models are rarely expanded to full-blown theories. And y&tipas elsewhere
(Slife & Williams, 1995), such models rest on a host of broaderéhieal assumptions
that are often never recognized and almost never examined.

In the more applied fields, such as education and psychotherapy, techniques
constitute another form of micro theory. Techniques are the pilampigbcations of the

various theories of the subdiscipline--what the therapist or educdt@dlg does with
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the client or student. However, once techniques become establishedften have a

life of their own, as though they exist apart from or are more irapbtthan the theories
that spawn them. The recent trend toward eclecticism in @lipgychology is evidence
of this disaffection with theory. Many eclectics presume that ¢the use various
treatment techniques without extensive knowledge of the theories and phigssthztti
lie behind the techniques (Bergin & Garfield, 1994; Held, 1995). Of epthe
dependence of techniques on their originating theories is itself atibabgeiestion, one
deserving careful theoretical work. Nevertheless, the main goih&i most eclectics--
consisting now of a majority of psychotherapists (Jensen, Bergin, &€s£1990)--
rarely examine the theoretical assumptions that generate ttlaligaes.

Most psychologists do not appear to be concerned by this lack of examination.
Theorizing_shoulde of secondary significance, they seem to argue, especially if
psychology is advancing as a science. Following a particular reading philosopher
August Comte (Lenzer, 1975), theorizing is considered only a stage tedszlgarough
in the advance toward scientific knowledge. From this perspedtieerizing in the
broader and more philosophical sense is the mark of a primitivecipreic discipline.
Formulating theories may have been necessary historically--to get psyichol
knowledge and practice off the ground--but the science of psychology should be
replacing such grand, conceptual schemes with scientifically dennkdadidated
explanations.

In this sense, experimentalists and other researchers should llaat ess and
less with broad theories and more and more with specific modeisyaancover the
principles of memory, learning, neuroscience, etc. Likewise, pdyetagists and other
mental health practitioners should be involved less in theorizing aboohpétg and
abnormality and occupied more with discovering how to match techniques ardkedssor

That is, research should be ferreting out which therapy techniquéearmst effective
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for which disorders. In this sense, theory is viewed as an edwspsgedation--the first

phase of the scientific process--that is eventually replaced éytisicially precise
knowledge.

This understanding of science, then, is perhaps the main answer to iqur que
above: Why is there not a subdiscipline of theoretical psychology? tafigetite
answer of many in the discipline is that none should be needed. Havingrbaed for
over a hundred years, psychology should be replacing the speculations (ergudodid
Rogers) with empirically grounded findings. Formulating a theoretigahotogy at
this point would be tantamount to admitting that disciplinary advancemenbhéasken
place. In this sense, a subdiscipline of theoretical psychology wouald be
embarrassment. And trends in psychology--toward models and techniquasitsee
anything, to be in a direction opposite to that of greater emphasis oy.theor

Similarly, psychologists have recently tended to stress the mergically
rigorous side of the discipline. The emphasis on biological foundationa¥ibe in
basic subdisciplines, such as experimental and cognitive (e.g., Cimarch®86;
Edelman, 1987), and the greater reliance on outcome research in éhappled
subdisciplines, such as psychotherapy (Bergin & Garfield, 1994, pp. 821-822), ar
evidence of this emphasis. Acknowledging the need and value of a subagsoipli
theoretical psychology would appear only to hinder these movements. Theafmomul
of such a subdiscipline might be read as a regression to an &dmtean" stage of
disciplinary development. According to this reading, psychology would undoubtedly
lose status and power. As a result, few psychologists could be expedie
sympathetic with this proposal. Any change of status and power coulddemgpenucial

political and funding initiatives.
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Positivist Methodolatry

These attitudes toward theoretical psychology betray a set of assasngibiout
science that, in our view, require examination. The thinking of Augustt€here
seems particularly germane, because he is credited with foundingipwsiind thus
social science as science (Leahey, 1992). Psychology has often heetecizad as
essentially positivist in its scientific outlook (Gergen, 1982; Gjd§v0; Koch, 1992;
Polkinghorne, 1983; Robinson, 1985, 1995; Rychlak, 1988; Slife & Williams, 1995;
Williams, 1990; Valentine, 1982). Although others have supported thiscobazation
more thoroughly than we can here (e.g, Polkinghorne, 1983), it is importanthedsss
to review the main ideas underlying positivism to reveal why those vdowues this
philosophy of science might oppose a new field of theoretical psychology.

We should first recognize that positivism is a term that has t¢orne used quite
loosely. It has come to describe an intellectual position widelgused and strongly
defended, yet seldom articulated and almost never carefully exdlicatelineated.
Where once it meant studying only what can be known positively or through sensory
experiences, it has now come to encompass an amalgam of positiattengbting to
embrace the spirit of Comte's positivism, but doing so in an es$entiaritical manner.

The heart of positivism, as it has come to exist in the discjpBribat a method, a logic,

is the pathway to truthThat is, if someone wants to find out about something

accurately--the truth of it--then he or she must turn to a pantipub@ess or means,
called scientific method, for doing so.

Sigmund Koch (1959), in his influential history of the development of
psychology, observed that psychology settled on its way of answering quesgons--it
methods--before it developed its questions. The natural sciencespl/éteir
methods as a specific response to particular theoretical probfaeisiems and

guestions came first and method came second (cf. Polkinghorne, 1983; Ronan, 1982)
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Psychology, however, was born of a determination to apply the methods ofigtositi

science to human beings. Only those questions that could be cast iameneable to
scientific study were taken up by the discipline. Because of ahisnitment to
positivistic methods, theories have been evaluated in terms of wiietlyegenerate
empirically testable hypotheses, or whether they are themselsane sense, testable.
There is certainly no logical reason why theories should generatecaitpitestable
hypotheses. The only reason is a privileging of method in general and positivi
method in particular.

Further evidence that psychology has become a method-driven discipline is
readily available in textbooks and curricula. Textbooks in nearly all stiptines
routinely have chapters devoted to methodological considerations, often including
definitions of psychology ascience and setting it apart from other disciplines. In
addition, courses in research methods and statistics are corescioupsth graduate and
undergraduate departments of psychology. No courses, except perhaps thetamjroduc
course, are more common. All of this bears testimony that psychal@ggiscipline
defined and driven principally by a commitment to method. Theorizingandary to
the supposedly more precise, experimental pursuit of knowledge. Fortgersrtheses
and dissertations were judged not be their theoretical coherence, whether specific
hypotheses were posed in relation to exact procedures, methodologicalsc@miol
guantitative analyses.

Theorizing, in this sense, is relevant only if it is part of tle¢hod. Theorizing
may begin the methodological process, as one speculates about the phenomenon of
interest, or theorizing may ensue from careful observations as damayisally
assembles the observations into a coherent whole. In eithethemgzing is merely
part of the procedure that one follows; it serves the method, anc#ists,only as

prescribed and delimited by the method. In this positivistic philosophyieice, a
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subdiscipline of theoretical psychology could serve only a very minor rodée é0 be

subsequently subsumed by the established positivist method for ascertagning of
the matter. This role is presumably one that any scientist (wdefbytion follows the
method of science) can surely fill without the need of a subdisciplispecialists.

However, psychologists enamored of positivistic approaches frequently floeget
simple fact that scientific method itself is essentialphdosophical argument (Slife &
Williams, 1995, Ch. 6). This is clear when we remember tledhod cannot
scientifically validate itself. Method has what some philosoptetsa "boot strap”
problem. Just as those who wear old-fashioned boots cannot raiselvlesrrde the air
by pulling on the straps of their boots, so scientific method cannotsusert methods to
validate the methods it is using. Some people argue that the maegssgcof science
demonstrate its validity. Nevertheless, this argument stiltheasame bootstrap
problem within it. Citing success merely begs the philosophical questiwhat one
considers success and how one verifies it as success.

The conflation of validity with success is usually grounded in a panticedaling
of pragmatism, which is itself a philosophy rather than a sciefdiét. As most serious
pragmatists recognize, designating a criterion of "successiitdelga theoretical issue
fraught with all sorts of hidden complexities and assumptions. Sucmedmve a
multiplicity of definitions, and there exist multiple criteria fwhat might constitute
adequate measures of success. There is thus no indisputable colisepteds” that
can serve as the validational grounding for scientific psychology. Eventbesses of
science today might be limited by problems in theoretical understandirogtr inability
to establish a sustained, controlled nuclear fusion simply a tecissaal or does it have
to do with our conception of the strong (e.g., gravity) and weak (e.g. anufdeces of
matter? Similarly, could the current frustrations in developing sopducting materials

be resolved by conceptual innovations that could lead to new experimentsiureH,
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analogous questions arise in psychology. It might be asked, for examplleemdherent

success rates in psychotherapy or educational strategies mightdasatcthrough a
theoretical reconceptualization of the human being.

Even if we grant that the natural sciences have been succegsfiusiring an
essentially positivist agenda, this does not imply that the sanmdsetvill prove
successful in the social sciences. Positivism's success imosyy is, at the very least,
a matter of considerable debate (cf. Faulconer & Williams, 1886gen, 1983; Giorgi,
1970; Koch, 1992; Leahey, 1992). Certainly, there are few establaskedd point to,
and the technology spawned by current scientific findings, such as educstiategies
and therapy techniques, have debatable merit, especially when comphréggew
technology spawned by the natural sciences. The upshot is that thiedseatess of
scientific method is a more complex and highly debatable issue timaghit appear at
first glance. At the very least, the question of the successelavdnce of scientific
methods for psychology is a theoretical issue, because no method cate et
method is always dependent on a set of theoretical assumptions andrasgume

If this is true, then method itself is a theory--a philosophy. bike other theory
or philosophy, it makes assumptions about the world, and important ingrisatise
from those assumptions. This truism is what is conveyed by the ptphgesophy of
science;" scientific method is a philosophy with all the commitsnant consequences
of any other philosophy. In the case of traditional positivistic methegget
commitments and assumptions are widely acknowledged to encompasstgpdaiof
determinism, reductionism, and epistemology (Heiman, 1995; Hoshmandt& Mar
1994; Polkinghorne, 1983; Robinson, 1994; Slife, 1993; Slife & Williams, 1995;
Valentine, 1982). As a philosophy, science iscwhmitted to, and in some cases rules
out, certain other philosophical and theoretical ideas. Theseadeast ruled out

because they are "unsupported by the data;" they are ruled out becaumsddhgyo a
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different, but not necessarily fallacious, philosophical position (Béeed, 1988;

Lakatos & Musgrave, 1970). In effect, some psychological ideasil@eaut in a very
unscientific manner--by philosophical fiat in the guise of "scientifethod."

Science, then, is not a neutral tool of inquiry, but a particularyh@onong
other theories--about how one evaluates theories. In a sense, nsaethoétatheory It
is one means of judging the suitability of other theories as weligasizing them
according to specific criteria of suitability (e.g., predictéyjli Method provides no
foundation for arguing that psychology has any other than an essentially ttaoretic
nature. The same is true in all sciences. Method will resatve the fundamental
theoretical issues of a discipline, unless, of course, all nrsnolb¢he discipline agree to
a particular set of assumptions, including a meth@dthough such agreement has not
been universal in psychology so far, it is not beyond the realm of pogsilbildwever,
such agreement should only be reached in the light of rigorous and carefdécattn
of assumptions, implications, and consequences, as well as in tbetadrda full
knowledge of alternative positions.

The crucial point, then, is that a discussion about whether to adogicalpa set
of assumptions would necessarily be a theoretisalussion. We would need people
who are generally familiar with theoretical assumptions and ¢besequences to
facilitate this discussion. Although many philosophers have this aityland can offer
much to psychology in this vein, we would argue that psychology is a unique degipli
context with distinct requirements and traditions. This meansithécially trained set
of people, with an expertise in both theory and the unique requirements bblogyG is
necessary. In other words, we need theoretical psychologists.

Current Need for Theoretical Psychology

The need for trained theoretical psychologists seems especiailg st this

juncture in psychology's history. There is a widespread weakening of agreaipout
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methodological assumptions in the mainstream of the disciplinepstjvism) as well

as a long standinigck of consensus, at least an explicit consensus, about any disgiplinar
paradigm. Essentially, a subdiscipline of theoretical psychology woudévmeed to
increased understanding of such consensus and disagreements. Histtrexalétical
psychologists--mostly those now known as personality theorists--have besadot
making psychology obscure and complex through the multiplication of theoretical
schools. This stereotypical view of theorizing is, in our minds, lmatbcurate and

unfair. Still, we wish to be clear that the thrust of theoagpsychology would not be

the needless multiplication of theories. Instead, its main uspeould be the

clarification of issues that are fundamental to the disciplméhat the people engaged in
the discipline can themselves decide how the discipline should be conducted.

We do not attempt here to predict the outcome of this discussiorcaiidet
even say that disciplinary unity would be this subdiscipline's ultimate lpeehuse that
would foreclose on an important disciplinary discussion. Indeed, itssesuisite in a
scholarly discipline that such discussion be both ongoing and integrated intoehe
practices that constitute the discipline. The essence of thesdisn would be a careful
clarification of the issues involved, along with an evaluation of outcames
consequences--pragmatic as well as rational and moral.

That such a clarification is needed in the discipline is evidemiaimy ways. The
past several decades have brought a number of changes to psychology, chahges that
had clear and lasting impact on the field, both as a scholarly ardagplied pursuit.
However, there is only occasional acknowledgment of these changes eobeaass no
theoretical subdiscipline to monitor and expose them for discussionmé&stramong
the recent changes is the fragmentation of the discipline (Si88%). Biological
psychologists are finding homes in centers for neuroscience, cognitive [pgystsare

moving into departments of cognitive science or artificial intelligeand
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psychotherapists are shifting into professional schools, to name onlydistffected

subdisciplines.

Fragmentation is also evident in the differing loyalties of the mangidns
within the founding scholarly society for psychology, the American Psychological
Association (APA). These differences have led to many conilitten APA, and
ultimately to the founding of an alternative society, the Americgotesogical Society.
These differences have also resulted in some psychologists dropping iblogof e
organization, affiliating instead with smaller, narrower orgaromnatrather than with
larger, umbrella organizations. Psychology curricula have also bencreasingly
fragmented. Employment positions are often advertised and filledwms t& very
narrow specializations, and graduate training reflects the gaenmbkzation as it
prepares psychologists to fill narrowly defined positions.

It might seem contradictory to propose a new subdiscipline as part of a
recommended response to disciplinary fragmentation. However, thabpsychology
would consider the fragmentation itself as part of its subjedemab that it might be
discussed, and alternatives to such fragmentation might be explordg e whole
of the discipline as its subject matter, theoretical psychology wwokldde a home for
the generalist, and a sophisticated response to deffagtoentation and specialization.

Next among these forces for chang¢he growing influence of various
"postmodern” perspectives. Although many psychologists have attempted totigrsare
perspectives, they exist and thrive in the broader intellectual dggcotifeminism,
social constructionism, structuralism, phenomenology, existentiadisthhermeneutics,
among others. The effect of these perspectives on the intellelitoale of our culture
has been dramatic and far-reaching, particularly in the appliesl, awezh as education
and psychotherapy. In one sense, the integration of these perspeabiysyatiology is

afait accomplj as the existence of new journals and societies, and the publichtion
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increasing numbers of books and articles in the "literature of dig§&etgen &

Morawski, 1980) can adequately attest.

In another sense, however, psychology has not known whetirverorporate
postmodernism into its discourse or, perhaps, twintegrate it productively.
Positivism--itself a bulwark of "modernism"--has prevented thoughtfdudision of
these issues. (See Polkinghorne, 1990 for a lucid explication of modemmism
postmodernism.) In effect, parallel disciplines have emergedeiobeacing
postmodern thought and the other eschewing it--an odd state of affars/fbeld that
aspires to the status of either a science or a professionbdéssipline of theoretical
psychology could facilitate informed discussion of what is at stak@drconfrontation
between these influential, intellectual movements. Theorgtsyahologists could serve
an educative as well as critical function. Even the most adaraos of
"postmodernism" should welcome a subdiscipline that might meet tlusiyed
intellectual insurgency on it own grounds.

These changes are by no means the only evidences of the need foracateful
thoughtful clarification of theoretical issues in psychology. As ouwudson has
already shown, recent decades have witnessed developments in the philosupérycef
that have tremendous import for psychological study and practice (BohmanKi®®l,;
1970; Lakatos, 1970). This work has lead, in turn, to the development dfaf hos
alternative, largely qualitative, methods for doing science, in botle™@und "applied”
settings (Denzin & Lincoln, 1994).

These new methods cannot be simply ignored or dismissed out of hand. They
currently enjoy an already wide and growing acceptance not only in psychologgdut al
in other social scientific disciplines (Crabtree & Miller, 19&ilgun, Daly, & Handel,
1992; Goetz & LeCompte, 1984). Many in these disciplines view qinaitatethods as

a means of addressing complex phenomena that do not fit a natural science
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engineering/technology framework. One of the roles we foresee foetizabr

psychology is the doing of methodolo@ye., the study of method as opposed to the
application of method), and thus evaluating various methods, as wadirbaps,
teaching and training in method itself.

Finally, focus and clarification are also required to understanchtogges
brought about by rapid globalization. American psychology, grounded in positivism and
infused with often unacknowledged values, is a significant intelleatuwhtultural
export to other cultures and traditions, both as scholarship and asgradbbgaddham
(1987) has argued that "first world psychology" is a threat to dissohaugdisecond"”
and "third world" psychologies. The consequences of this cultural expartati
particularly in the form of an unexamined devotion to any tradition, aex\deg of
clarification and critical evaluation. As indigenous psychology (Kim, 1990;
Mogaddham, 1990) emerges as a discipline, theoretical psychology could make a
substantial contribution to a careful examination of the issuegsddiathe globalization
of psychology.

At this juncture, we have shown that psychology, as all sciendesdamentally
a theoretical enterprise. Even the attempt to derive a drsmiplidentity from scientific
method cannot alter the discipline's fundamentally theoretical nadeehave also
argued that the rules (and theories) for conducting psychology are changimg.isThe
considerable evidence that traditional methods--the core of whneasdike
psychology is believed to be about--are being questioned. A subdisciplineaitited
psychology would oversee the discussion of theoretical issues such asTthese
meaning, purpose, and future of the discipline must be the responsibthiysefin the
discipline, not just those with theoretical psychology credentialsefiesless, while it

would not be theoretical psychology's task to prescribe psychology's coursdiewe be
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skilled specialists are needed to focus and clarify these disnassid to make certain

that they find their way into the disciplinary discourse.

Objections to a Subdiscipline of Theoretical Psychology

Potential objections to this proposal are many and varied. We attenepto
give voice to the main ones we anticipate. Some of the expecteti@itgeare based on
analyses and issues dealt with above. However, we feel thanjportant to proffer a
fairly comprehensive list of objections for the sake of future dedvatediscussion of our
proposal. These objections also afford the opportunity for clarifying the nve
foresee theoretical psychologists occupying in the discipline.

Objection 1: We already have too many theories as.it is

This objection, of course, assumes that a theoretical psychology splialesci
would merely perform the same perceived role as that of persa@dsists of old--
creating and formulating new schools of thought. As we conceptualibesitple would
not be the major thrust of the new field. Its major thrust wouldhéelarification and
critical evaluation of psychology's ideas and practices. This, ofesaara function that
no method can perform, because methods are themselves part of shendi@aactices
being evaluated. We would also not want to rule out the formulation ofhemsies.
Clearly, as the discipline moves and turns in new directions, nakirigiand theorizing
will be needed. However, with theoretical psychologists asariwaluators and
clarifiers, focused on the process of theorizing itself, it ig&alyl that these new turns
would result in needless multiplicity or inevitable disunity.

Objection 2: A subdiscipline of theoretical psychology would have no content.
Developmental psychology studies development, cognitive psychology s$tedresd,
but what does theoretical psychology study?

A theoretical psychologist's content and focus would not be directed ssrttee

conceptual level as those of other subdisciplines. Theoretical psychabodyy be, in a
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sense, a metadiscipline--studying the studiers as well as trentohthe discipline. Of

course, theoretical psychologists could and perhaps should specializeculgrar
subdisciplines, but they would necessarily be called to a broader andjeneral
perspective than is addressed in any other subdiscipline. In an im@enaet the
content of theoretical psychology would be the whole of the disciplinecparty its
conceptual and methodological grounding, as well as those often overlookexhselat
among subdisciplines and between psychology and other disciplines.

The subject domain of theoretical psychology is theory--in all its mstaifions
within the discipline, including formal theories, models, techniqueshoas, and
assumptions, both explicit and implicit. In other words, it is teeipline as a whole, for
there is nothing done in the discipline that does not employ or involve theitsymost
general sense. Theoretical psychologists would concern themseleébenitnplications
and grounding assumptions of these theories. They would mark out conceptual blind
alleys and help psychological scholars become aware of and avoid conpepiblerins
that have befallen previous intellectual endeavors. Theoretical psgatslwould also
anticipate the conceptual ends toward which various theories and gsdetid and help
scholars evaluate these ends. In short, the subject mattersoibitiscipline is the
theoretical whole of the discipline itself.

Objection 3: Psychology is doing fine without broader or deeper theorizing.
Scientists should be about the business of developing models and techniques and leave
the business of philosophy to the philosophers.

This type of objection likely has its roots in the positivistic vievs@énce
sketched above. This objection clearly has roots in sgnesophy about how science
and/or psychology should be conducted. In this sense, the objection iartsekr
philosophy, which begs the question of whether it is the best philosophy or whethe

philosophy itself is important. The need to respond to this type of quespart of the
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rationale for theoretical psychology. Most psychologists, as sp&cialihin a

subdiscipline, are not in a position to address such questions. Thoyitargghtly
working on various models and techniques, rather than continually evaluatirgewhet
such models and techniques are the best way to go about their study. siplibdiof
theoretical psychology would ensure that these issues were constamg\yekamined.
This is not to foreclose on the use or importance of models and techniuesretical
discussion of current methods, both formal and informal, might reveahthaare the
best for the job, but pending sustained and considered discussion, we cannot know.

Theoretical psychology is also not the same thing as philosophy. Proféssiona
philosophers concern themselves with many issues and questions thati®ear the
theory or practice of psychology. There is a tendency to think of anythinig tatt
science as "philosophy.”" However, a subdiscipline of theoretical psgshalould be
more like "applied philosophy," a field that takes from philosophy (akaseither
sources) intellectual tools, ideas, and concepts, and brings thear tonbthe discipline
of psychology in a way that is relevant to psychology's questions and purposes.

Objection 4. Programs and research in theoretical psychology cannot be
funded. There are no "theoretical research” grants or moneys available fioigpay
theoretical consultants.

This objection ignores the many granting agencies that do grant funds for
theoretical projects. If the ideas are good, if the proposal dnapartant relations
between conceptual or empirical realms, or if the project sotvesrtant problems, then
there will always be money available to fund such projects. Howtaembjection also
ignores a prominent means-end issue in psychology. Should fund availabibty dict
psychological research, or should the ideas and initiatives of reeemmontribute to the
prioritizing of funds? Surely, most psychological researchers wouldeartse latter

guestion affirmatively. Of course, the benefits and priority of #tezal psychologists
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are yet to be determined. Still, the recognition of theoretigahatogy (and the

availability of funds) should be decided on the basis of its merit, niiteodefactoway
in which funds are currently designated. If theoretical psychology protupestant
scholarly and scientific fruit, funding should follow.

Objection 5: Other sciences seem to be doing just fine without a formally
designated theoretical subdiscipline.

This objection, of course, ignores formally designated theorists ualhrtevery
scientific discipline (e.g., Ellis & Tang, 1990; Lawrie, 1990; Ni893; Waddington,
1968; ). Theoretical physicists are perhaps the best known.elévant to note that
other sciences--from biology to chemistry to economics--have legéihtae role of the
theoretician. However, we should be clear that we do not cakd¢ognition of the role
of theoretician in psychology because other sciences, such as physigsjze the role
too. We advocate a theoretical subdiscipline because we fedlithgénuinely needed
in psychology

Even if the other sciences did not perceive a need for spedialibeoretical
scholarship, this would not necessarily indicate anything about what psychbtogdg s
be doing. As we described above, it is not entirely clear that pggshisidoing fine.
Many within the discipline (e.g., Cushman, 1990, 1993; Gergen, 1991; Koch, 1992;
Koch & Leary, 1985; Robinson, 1992; Rychlak, 1988; Slife, 1993; Slife lamis,
1995) and outside the discipline (e.g., Faulconer & Williams, 1990; F&kf&, 1995;
Harre, 1993; Kockelmans, 1990; Roth, 1995; Schrag, 1992; Yankelovich, 1981) have
guestioned psychology's health and progress in terms of political and ecossumneg |
and in terms of scientific and academic integrity. This ismefay that theoretical
psychologists would always be critical of the discipline in this negagnse. However,
critique--both positive and negative--is an important part of everyptliseithat seeks to

be scholarly.



Theoretical Psychology

21
It seems essential that any scholarly discipline and any applieglidis¢hat

intervenes in the lives of human beings should be vitally concerned aboarhits
conduct, and engaged in constant and careful self-examination. At ptheemseems
to be little official recognition of this need. Trends in profesdionaduct are
monitored and ethical standards are derived, but trends in intelleohedptions and
their implications for research and practice are not systeaigticacked and evaluated.
Certainly, there is little ongoing monitoring of these intellectteaids in our governing
bodies or our training programs.

Objection 6: Empirical results, particularly those results issuing from the
neurosciences, will eventually obviate any need for theorizing or tkeoris

This type of reductionism--itself a theory--was sketched briefly above
Positivistic views of science often espouse the displacementarf/thg some type of
"objective" data, particularly data emanating from biology. As notedher works
(e.g., Robinson, 1985; Slife & Williams, 1995), such reductionism shouldenfatctobe
considered legitimate in psychology. In addition, there is good reasoneecbiblat
issues surrounding such displacement--theory displaced by empirical findings,
psychology displaced by biology--will never be settled by scientific metket it
(Fisher, 1996; Robinson, 1992, 1995; Slife & Williams, 1995). Howeverubeca
current views (theories) of science favor reductionism, it isagirising that scientists
espousing this view would contend that reductionism will resolve thealrpticblems.

Of course, once this view is seenaagiew, its privileged status--as thvay in
which psychology progresses--is immediately undermined. Alternatives aethe
relation between the psychological and the biological abound (e.g., HiSBér, Leder,
1990; Merleau-Ponty, 1962, 1983), and these alternatives can be "sclegitifier in the
traditional sense or within an alternative understanding of sciélffee point is that the

"results" of neuroscientific research, however much they may acatenulill never
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displace the need for theory and theorists. Data always needetaéipr. All scientific

work reflects theoretical bias in the formulation of questionschiogce of topics, the
application of methods, the development of instruments, and the intéqretbresults.
At least since the publication of Kuhn's work (1970), philosophers have ackiyadle
the paradigmatic nature of science, the social groundedness of tkeeseiantific
enterprise (Crease, 1993; Lakatos & Musgrave, 1970; Shotter, 199 rialilstic
reductionism is merely one of these socially grounded conceptions vying for
paradigmatic status.

Objection 7. Why have a separate subdiscipline? Wouldn't it be better for each
subdiscipline to do its own theorizing?

First, as we conceive of theoretical psychology, it should never par&e"
from the discipline generally, or from established subdisciplinesfgadly. The extent
to which it is separated would be the extent to which it failssinole as we have
conceived it here. Second, there is nothing about theoretical psycholggygpased
here, that would prevent or discourage psychologists within the various $pilbtesc
from doing their own theorizing. On the contrary, this should be encouraged and
facilitated by theoretical psychologists.

We envision theoretical psychologists functioning, at least in paggsentially
the same role as methodologists and statisticians--as constdtatter scholars in
research and practice. Conceivably, these latter would condulthgitheoretician
about the types of theories, explanations, and methods they are emplogadftthese
approaches are coherent, hold hidden problems, or are appropriate suthptess
being made. Our proposal to establish a "separate" subdisciphvearg to focus on
and emphasize the particular expertise and concern necessarkdoredital

psychologist.
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Thus, as we said, we see the role of the theoretical psychasgisty much

analogous to that of a statistical or design consultant. Thesalsis@pply particular
skills and expertise over a wide range of subdisciplines and subjget.mBhey not
only consult with colleagues on proper design and analysis, they also ¢eastsan
these topics at both the graduate and undergraduate levels--thus trnatmiagtholars
and specialists. Just as every psychology department profits from oreespecialists
in experimental design and statistics, each department could poafitohe or more
theoreticians.

Objection 8: Theory alone cannot advance science. Therefore, a new
subdiscipline of theoretical psychology cannot advance the discipline.

We would first dispute the logical consequent--the "therefore"--sfdhjection.
Even if we were to grant that theory alar@not advance science, it does not follow that
a new subdiscipline which focuses on theory could not aid in advancing sckemrce.
example, no focus or emphasis on theoretical psychology would precludefiscienti
experimentation and consideration of data. This objection, again, élnood particular
view of theory that we believe to be untenable--that theory is mgrelyndless
speculation. Theory, as we see it, can never be separated fregiemiific or personal
experiences. Theorizing, of necessity, must take into account pregsaasch of all
kinds, previous experiences, and history. In this sense, then, thditda@®/chologist
should never be ignorant of nor oblivious to research data or another et of t
discipline. A focus on theory would mean just that, a focus. Thisfaould
presumably aid others who require theoretical expertise but have oth@adbmterests
and concerns.

Of course, it should also be noted that the history of the sciencksling
psychology, includes many instances of individuals contributing to and advancing their

disciplines through essentially theoretical means (Feyerabend, 1988)eiiEs



Theoretical Psychology

24
contribution, through his gedankerperiments, exemplifies this. We should certainly

not overlook the contribution made to the biological sciences by evolutionarjetheor
formulated for the most part rationally, based only minimally on enogbidata (Darwin,
1888; Valentine, 1982). Again, this is not to say that Einstein or &aeysotheorized in

a vacuum, without the benefit of earlier work, both empirical and ¢tieat. It is to say,
instead, that a focusn theory and thought experiments has a long and illustrious history
of bearing fruit--even scientific fruit.

Indeed, it can be argued that all knowledge advancement is essehéaligtical
in nature. That is, knowledge is only possible through understandings thatomaet
with other ideas, arising from a context of assumptions and implisatiln other words,
theory and knowledge may be indistinguishable. If this is true, then meatidodiata are
in the service of theory, rather than theory being in the serviceafddtmethod. Once
again, it is not our purpose to advocate this perspective on knowledge detwate this
particular point. Our purpose is to note that such a debate goedeathef
psychology and that the debate has a theoretical core. The delbtegtses for a
subdiscipline within whose domain of interest the debate might fintefartellectual
ground.

The Current Status of Theoretical Psychology

Whatever position one may take regarding the objections we have anticibateretical
psychology is already a vibrant and growing enterprise in many importans sétse recent

interchange between Smith (1994) and Gergen (1994) in American Psychslggjests that

there is already substantial interest in the theoretical statkairs of the discipline. In this light,
a proposal to formally recognize a theoretical subdiscipline is gienpall to recognize what is

already a fait accompliFormal recognition, however, could do much to advance theoretical
work. It could lead to a greater acknowledgment among training instisutinat theoretical and

critical skills should be formally incorporated into curriculacdtld also lead to accreditation
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bodies' investigating how theoretical and critical skills are taug§bth recognition could be

expected to increase the potential contribution to the larger discipahéeoretical
psychologists might make.

The past two and a half decades have witnessed a remarkable airsbdustrease in
the careful theoretical work that we foresee as the province addgtrof the subdiscipline we
envision. Much of this work has been critical of the mainstreamevart the critical work has
been constructive, laying out alternative approaches and methods. Amadgs GL970)
analysis of the phenomenological approach in contrast to empirical psycheoigyoseph
Rychlak’s (1968) analysis of the philosophical and scientific statusredmpality theories were
two of the important and influential early works produced from within pspgyolOther
scholars also contributed to the foundations of theoretical psychologyydhosfi the
perspective of humanistic and existential psychology (e.g., Harre&&el972; Misiak &
Sexton, 1973; van Kaam, 1966).

Since these early books, scholars from a number of fields have puldrgiead works
at an accelerating rate. Any list of examples would be incompetesuch a list does afford an
appreciation of the breadth and variety of perspectives that curneiaityni theoretical
psychology. Important critiques and alternative formulations have beeadtig scholars who
might be thought of as classicists, such as Daniel Robinson (1985; 199&hraritde
perspective of Joseph Rychlak’s Logical Learning Theory (1988; 1994). iSndiof the
traditional scientific methodology as applied in psychology are now widelylated (e.g.,
Bevan, 1991; Danziger, 1990; Howard, 1986; Morawski, 1988; Polkinghorne, 1983; and
Rosnow, 1981). The social constructionist perspective has producedaadichpressive
literature relevant to a wide range of psychological topics (eegged, 1982; 1985; 1991;
Harre, 1986). Scholars within the phenomenological/existential pexspbaive been among
the most active in bringing alternative theories and methods to beae distipline (e.g.,

Kruger, 1988; Polkinghorne, 1988; Valle & Halling, 1989). Feminist (e.erg€h, 1988;
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Merecek, 1995; Morawski, 1994), lesbian (e.g., Kitzinger & Perkins, 1998)other scholars

(e.g., Cushman, 1995; Prilleltensky, 1994) have challenged the traditssoah@tions as well as
the political implications of traditional social science. Saledited volumes, aimed at broadly
articulating alternative theoretical perspectives, have appeatbd literature over the past few
years (e.g., Faulconer & Williams, 1990; Messer, Sass, & MkplL988; Miller, 1992; Packer
& Addison, 1989).

Many theoretical explications and calls for alternative concepaiais have focused
on particular subdisciplines or topics in the discipline. We takadhbe a sign of the maturity
of the theoretical psychology enterprise. Examples of areas thab&enearefully studied
include social psychology (Harre, 1979; Parker & Shotter, 1990), the caidbptself
(Gergen, 1991; Harre, 1984), cognitive psychology and artificial intelligdhemns, 1993;
Gillespie, 1992; Rychlak, 1991; Winograd & Flores, 1987), the concept ofrtip®ychological
explanation (Slife, 1993; 1995), schizophrenia (Sass, 1992; 1994), the theoractiok f
psychoanalysis (Barratt, 1993), the psychology of minority groups (Jenkins, 1896gttre
and role of narrative in human life (Polkinghorne, 1988; Sarbin, 1986), and hgeracya
(Howard & Conway, 1986; Rychlak, 1979; Westcott, 1988; and Williams, 1992).

Another measure of the viability of a scholarly enterprise is\hgadility of publication
outlets. The past twenty years have witnessed a dramaticsacnetne number of journals
devoted entirely, or in part, to theoretical work and alternativeopetises. We offer here a

partial list as illustration;_Journal of Theoretical and Philosml®sychologyTheory and

Psychology New Ideas in Psychologyournal of Humanistic Psycholgggumanistic

Psychology Family ProcessStudies in Linguistics and Philosophlyonsciousness and

Cognition Theoretical Issues in Cognitive ScienBehavior and Philosophymerican

Psychologistinternational Journal of Personal Construct PsycholAgpals of Theoretical

Psychology Psychological InquiryDeath and DyingJournal of Mind and Behavioand

Philosophical PsychologyOf course, this list does not acknowledge the many more empiricall
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oriented journals that welcome theoretical contributions. Severfdgsional organizations of

theoretical psychologists exist to provide forums for scholarly discugsidshication outlets,
and the elusive “scholarly critical mass.” Examples includ®ikision of Theoretical and
Philosophical Psychology (24) and the Division of Humanistic Psychology (32) Af thE
International Society for Theoretical Psychology, the Section of Histiod Philosophy of
Psychology (25) of the Canadian Psychological Society, the Section on HistbBhilosophy
of Psychology of the British Psychological Society, and the InternatiamalaH Science
conference, and the Society for Philosophy and Psychology.

Further evidence of the vibrance and viability of theoretical psychologgeis in the
number of academic programs or sites where theoretical psycholatheisdaéficially or
historically recognized. Duquesne University, the University of Bafieattle University, and
West Georgia have long had strong theoretical programs with a humacescieentation. In
Canada, the University of Calgary and the University of Alberta hame teeognized as
institutions where emphasis in theoretical psychology and alternatisqeegéives could be
pursued. York University in Toronto has had a program in the history of psycivoibgs
strong theoretical/philosophical emphasis for a number of years. rstmestly, Brigham Young
University has established a theory/philosophy emphasis in their Ph.Damrcgnd the
University of Notre Dame and Georgetown University have establishedapnegn theory and
philosophy as well.

By all accounts, theoretical psychology is alive, well, and growinghis light, the call
for formal recognition of a subdiscipline is, as we stated abogglyea call to recognize what
is already happening. However, such recognition on the part of the dgsggtine would also
provide needed impetus to the work. It would do much to overcome the miaeginal of
theoretical work, and thus, its rather insular status. More @iy, it would allow the

discipline as a whole to profit from ongoing work. This would, we beliefase the discipline
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with a new intellectual vitality and bring it more fully and actyeito the broader intellectual

discourse of our times.

The Role and Training of a Theoretical Psychologist

To facilitate this recognition, clarification of the role oth&dretical psychologist
is needed. We have noted that such a person would be interested in amdezbabout
the discipline as a whole. The "metadisciplinary" nature ofstiisliscipline would not
consist in merely fanciful flights into abstractions, having no bearimgseever on what
is happening in the discipline, either in terms of current researctrrent interests and
issues. A theoretical psychologist must always be thoroughly groundeddisdipine
of psychology. As mentioned also, specialization within theoreticahpgygy would
be permitted and even encouraged, but special attention would alwaysd be thei
discipline as a whole.

A theoretical psychologist must be broadly educated and knowledgeablesn area
outside the discipline of psychology. If this were not the case, spetsan would be of
little use to the discipline. Overlooked relations among the varmmganents of the
discipline--data, method, theory, various subdisciplines--would be particul
emphasized by theoretical psychologists. Relations between psychology and othe
disciplines, particularly other natural and social sciences, wdgddoa within the
intellectual domain of the subdiscipline. Training in theoretical lpspgy would
require a perspective that would ordinarily be considered philosophibal. is[ the
philosophy of psychology would be a primary area of study for theoretical psychology.

Courses in the philosophy of social science, intellectual history ohpmgy,
psychological epistemology, ontology, metaphysics, and ethics would be impotiaat
training of theoretical psychologists. Courses in these contentvaoeiss enhance the
scholarly discourse within psychology. The establishment of a subdisadpline

theoretical psychology would thus require the establishment of a thabretidculum at



Theoretical Psychology

29
both the graduate and undergraduate levels. The establishment ofribidwuris an

integral part of our call for a theoretical subdiscipfine.

Training in theoretical psychology might also include what has been tétheed
psychology of science" (Gholson & Houts, 1989; Gorman & Carlson, 1989). sTdis i
field that looks at the ways in which people do science. It imast cases, a scientific
study of the ways in which scientists go about studying their topics oéstiteAs such,
it has relied primarily upon positivistic approaches, though some givaitaethods
have also been employed. This, of course, illustrates how thebpstychologists could
themselves be positivistic, in a sense. They would simply have to kapthat
positivism is itself a theory, b) that alternate theories of kadgé and method exist, and
c) that each of these theories may have its own conceptual advardgéisadvantages.
In this manner, theoretical psychologists could successfully engage antuterto the
psychology of science. The "meta" disciplinary aspects of thisgemgefield of the
psychology of science could be a natural adjunct to the metadisciplipagtasf
theoretical psychology.

We should emphasize that it is not the task of the theoretical pegdtaherely
to clarify what the discipline is currentoing. This is a necessary part of their concern,
but it is not sufficient as eison d'étrefor theoretical psychology. Theoretical
psychologists should also be attempting to discern what the future oftiy@ide might
be. That is, their concern is not just with the past and presém discipline, but with
its future as well. People in this new subdiscipline should benptiteg to understand
where psychology is headed. Given its history and current state, wilietdikely lead
us? Coursework might therefore include training in the evaluation anatwadf
disciplinary trends and movements.

This evaluation and prediction would not exhaust the theoretical psychologist's

concern with the future. It is not enough to show the intellectualdatjns and thus
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the future course of the discipline. It is also necessary to peotietsiate and discussion

about where the discipline sholdd going. That is, theoretical psychology also has an
agenda that calls for ethical and moral discernment. As manynbé@, no discipline,
including the sciences, can ignore the moral grounding and consequenceswbtkeir
(e.g., Cushman, 1993; Fuller, 1990; Hodges & Baron, 1992; James, 19a8Bpske
essays in Robinson, 1992) Part of the task of theoretical psychologyasifip and
submit for discussion the moral grounding and consequences of current trends and
practices.

Obviously, responses to such issues are complex and difficult. pSyidhology
cannot avoid the issues. They are the heart and soul of the dis@plhiey require
professionals whose interests and expertise lie in illuminatinglantying them as
much as possible. It bears repeating that the task of such pyo#dsss not to decide
these issues for the whole of the discipline. However, it wouttdietask to keep such
issues in the forefront of disciplinary discourse and make psychologwste af the
history and implications of their theories and practices. This wdtildately permit
psychologists to act deliberately, rather than ignore the issuesobre¢hem by default
or by decibels.

Conclusion

The need for a new subdiscipline of theoretical psychology is thusadfir
Psychology's recent history, particularly mainstream psychology's commiionent
positivist view of science, has not lead psychologists to consider ticabpsychology
to be very significant. However, developments both within and outsidesttiploie
have brought greater attention to the theory-ladenness of virtuallypatitaf
psychology, including what was previously presumed to be a neutral tool of laquiry
scientific method itself. Within the discipline, increasingyfreentation, deep conflicts,

and differing agendas, both methodological and theoretical, threatengtisiitte of the
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discipline. Outside the discipline, developments in the philosophy ofcecand the

increasing influence of postmodern accounts have called into question manis ax
psychology's current commitment to its paradigms and its methods. AltHoaigh t
specifics of this questioning remain controversial, the theory-ladenhaesy method is
now nearly universally affirmed.

A serious call for the formal recognition of theoretical psychologgbigously
controversial. However, the establishment of such a subdiscipimpastant, if only
because of the issues it raises for the discipline. An ongoingltsey discussion of
the theories, methods, and direction of the discipline as a whatalis We see too little
of this discussion currently. It is, of course, quite debatablenehéte need for such
discussion calls for specifically trained professionals to hdlthid need. We obviously
believe that it does. Our experience in a theoretical psychology progliams that not
everyone is inclined toward this task, nor do all psychologists have tessaeg desire
and interest in these issues. Moreover, we have found that spreegifing and a special
curriculum, such as that outlined above, is necessary for anyone taddgjitately. We
therefore submit for disciplinary discussion this proposal for forew@gnition. We
realize that many aspects of this subdiscipline's role are asnggecified, but we feel
that there is sufficient justification for the subdisciplines dtecise parameters and
purview will evolve in the course of time--as all disciplines anatssciplines evolve.
Our purpose here is to begin the discourse and affirm the callcfmgniéion of a

subdiscipline of theoretical psychology.
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Endnotes
Iwe are indebted to Danziger (1990) for this term.
2This is not to rule out other proposals, such as methodological pluralism (e.g., Polkinghorne, 1983;
1991). However, even "pluralism" requires some metatheory--some notion of truth--to bring coherence
to its methods and to justify their use.

3A recent book (Slife & Williams, 1995) is an example of a primer in these topics.
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Iwe are indebted to Danziger (1990) for this term.

*This is not to rule out other proposals, such as methodological pluralism (e.g., Polkinghorne, 1983;
1991). However, even "pluralism" requires some metatheory--some notion of truth--to bring coherence
to its methods and to justify their use.

®A recent book (Slife & Williams, 1995) is an example of a primer in these topics.



