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This article begins by discussing the origins of the methodological crisis in psychology. In
the literature the idea of a permanent methodological crisis in psychology, lasting since
the 1890s, dominates. We contest this view and argue that the contemporary method-
ological problems in psychology should be considered within the context of the novel
and larger crisis challenging all socio-humanitarian knowledge in the face of the trans-
formations in social reality in recent decades. The nature of these transformations and
their implications for the theory and methodology of the socio-humanitarian sciences
are analyzed by drawing on the sociological literature, which is more sensitive to changes
in social life than is psychology.

Prominent sociologists argue that the “old” theories and interpretations of the “so-
cial” are no longer relevant in the new, highly complex, and globally unstable reality; this
new reality has largely transformed the dimensions of human beings’ existence. Mean-
while psychology still tends to comprehend the universal nature of the human. This posi-
tion undermines the relevance of both psychology’s theoretical models and the practical
implications derived from these methodological assumptions.

We argue for revision of the perennial psychological problem of the biology-culture
interaction in human nature. To resolve the contemporary methodological crisis in psy-
chology, a shift is needed from theories of universal and immutable human nature to the
idea of the human as an infinitely changing creature. Because culture is, primarily, the
ability to change, wherein the speed and extent of changes are unique for humans, distin-
guishing them from other living beings.

Keywords: methodological crisis, general crisis of socio-humanitarian sciences, crisis in
sociology, social reality, social transformations, biosocial problem, human nature

Introduction
Increasing dissatisfaction since the turn of the century with the methods and the

corresponding theoretical thinking in psychology can be observed in international
science (for example, Adair & Vohra, 2003; Essex & Smythe, 1999; Goertzen, 2008;
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Grace, 2001; Koltsova, 2007; Mazilov, 2006; Michell, 2003; Mironenko, 2007, 2008;
Schwarz, 2009; Toomela, 2007; Valsiner, 2010; Yurevich, 1999, 2005; Zhdan, 2007;
Zittoun, Gillespie, & Cornish, 2009).

Common complaints about mainstream methodology are: fragments rather
than wholes and relationships are analyzed; simple trait differences rather than
complex psychological types are studied; data are not systematically related to com-
plex theory; there is more concern with the accumulation of facts than with general
theory (Toomela, 2007).

Indeed, quantitative calculations of separate parameters without necessary in-
terpretations, on the one hand, and blurred qualitative descriptions of particulars
without generalizations, on the other hand, both of which are dominant in modern
mainstream research, contribute to imbuing psychological science with a growing
inventory of scattered facts that do not lead to genuine understanding of human
personality and essential qualities of humans. As a result we find a decrease in
the prestige of psychological science, which manifests itself in methodological self-
assessment of its status as a crisis as well as in a general decline in its value in public
consciousness.

Understanding the origins of the current situation and identifying the causes
of the crisis in contemporary psychology are necessary for finding a way out, just
as treatment is impossible without a diagnosis and a remedy must address not only
the symptoms but the causes of a disease.

Is it still the same old crisis?

What are the origins of the actual crisis in psychology? In the literature the idea of a
permanent methodological crisis in psychology, lasting since the 1890s, dominates.
As has been noted many times (Veresov 2010; Yurevich 1999, 2005; and others),
assessments of methodological crises in psychology given by William James, Karl
Biihler, Lev Vygotsky, and others, do not differ much from modern assessments.

Should we accept this view? Should we consider that, in psychological science
for more than a century of its development, there were no changes radical enough
to revise its general condition? New schools appeared; the norms and ideals of sci-
ence changed in the course of the transformation of classical science into nonclas-
sical and post-non-classical science; psychology became a mass profession, which
significantly changed the ratio of academic to applied research and the structure of
the professional community. Can it still be the same crisis in psychology? It hardly
seems possible.

Moreover, the discourse of the renowned crisis of the late 19th century to the
first third of the 20th century was and still is focused on the problem of the dis-
unity of psychological science, on the lack of mutual understanding and construc-
tive cooperation by theoretical schools (Hyman & Sturm, 2008; Koltsova, 2007;
Mazilov, 2006; Yurevich, 1999, 2005, 2009; Zhdan, 2007). The key idea of the “old
crisis” discourse was that various schools and traditions in psychology lack cohe-
sion and integrative efforts. As a result there is hardly any concept or theory that is
accepted and understood in the same way by everybody in the scientific commu-
nity. Psychological academia is scattered and disunited, and this condition stops it
from progressing further. Epistemological problems, although discussed, were and
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are considered by most authors in the context of this disunity and are understood
explicitly or implicitly as spawned by it.

However, we believe that there is every reason to assume that disunity is no
longer a problem for mainstream scientific psychology and that the crisis of com-
peting theories has largely been overcome (Mandler, 2011). We assume that this
development was a natural consequence of the fact that in the second half of the
20th century in developed countries psychology became a mass profession in a
globalizing world that required the development of common standards for profes-
sional practice and education (Mironenko, 2008). The contemporary discourse of
the crisis includes discussion of epistemological problems as well as did discourse
about the old crisis, and these problems are largely the same, but the factor caus-
ing the aggravation of these problems is no longer the disunity of great schools in
psychology.

From time to time, a discourse on a crisis arises in the literature that gives
grounds for the idea of a permanent, on-going crisis. However, we believe that re-
garding periods of that discourse arousal as different crises is more meaningful and
constructive than the idea of one, continuing crisis. This change allows us to pass
on from discussing perennial, intractable ontological problems of psychology to
finding ways to overcome contemporary problems.

The temporal and spatial scope of the crisis

We fully agree with the assessment of the current state of psychological science as
a crisis, but we think that the current crisis (a) does not cover the entire period of
the 20th century and (b) at present is not limited to psychology; its roots should be
sought in an area not limited to the history of psychological science.

We assert that it was not until the late 1980s that the first signs of the contempo-
rary crisis appeared and that complaints about the mainstream methodology start-
ed to be constantly discussed in the literature. The word crisis along with psychology
has appeared fifty times in the titles of publications on psychology listed in Scopus
since 1966. Of these, 21 are not about the methodological crisis in psychology (they
refer to crisis and trauma psychology, for example). The resulting 29 publications,
which dwell on the methodological crisis in psychology, are distributed evenly, 1
or 2 each year beginning in 1987. However, from 1966 to 1987 there is not a single
article on this crisis. Since 1987 papers on the methodological crisis in psychology
have appeared regularly. We consider the main manifestation of this crisis to be the
fact that this discourse has formed in the literature. Thus, we’ll proceed below to
discover the causes of the contemporary crisis. We start with the assumption that
the crisis occurred in the last decades of the 20th century.

Another important issue is that we assume that currently we are witnessing a
general crisis in human and social sciences, including psychology. Therefore we
believe that the analysis of the causes and manifestations of the current crisis in
psychology can benefit if it is not limited to the history of methodological thinking
in psychology and psychological studies in the 20th century.

The general crisis in the social sciences has been clearly discussed in the litera-
ture since the late 1980s (Auerbach, 2006; Batygin, 2004; Oak, 2007). However, this
discourse has not yet received sufficient attention from psychologists.
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We believe that considering the actual crisis of psychology as part of a general
crisis of social sciences and humanities will allow us to reveal the nature of the
crisis and to separate the factors generating the crisis from the perennial prob-
lems and contradictions in psychology (between applied and academic science, for
example).

In the social and humanitarian disciplines, perhaps the most striking manifes-
tations of the crisis we encounter today are in sociological science. Like psychology,
in the last decades sociology has been experiencing complaints about its conditions,
which have often been characterized as critical. Through the 1990s and across the
millennium years, repeated concerns were expressed about the discipline’s decline
(Cole, 2001; Turner & Turner, 1990). The discourse of crisis in sociology has sig-
nificantly intensified since 2007 as a result of the works of Back (2012), Crompton
(2008), Gane (2011), McKie & Ryan (2012), Savage & Burrows (2007), Webber
(2009), and others. Between January 2007 and November 2013 the word “crisis”
along with “sociology” appeared 27 times in the titles of publications on social sci-
ences listed in Scopus.

The causes and determinants of the contemporary
crisis in sociological discourse

In general, the frame of crisis discourse in sociology has much in common with
debates in psychology. Both sciences are full of complaints about empirical, theo-
retical, and practical issues, and in recent decades the tension of the debates has
increased significantly.

Is it just a coincidence that two sciences whose subject domains overlap are
experiencing separate crises at the same time? That seems highly unlikely. We argue
that contemporary crises in the two sciences not only proceed in a similar manner
but have common origins and common causes. Let us consider the analysis of the
crisis in sociology; perhaps we will find ideas that help us to see anew the crisis in
our own science and to discover its causes.

The causes and determinants of the current crisis constitute a major part of
the crisis discussions in the sociological literature. There are several approaches to
explaining the contemporary crisis in sociology:

1) The “traditional” explanation in terms of “old diseases”

2) The “institutional” explanation in terms of current bureaucratic organiza-
tion and the institutional arrangement of sociological science

3) The “historical” explanation in terms of radical changes in social life that
challenge sociological research with new realities

Although the first two explanations are to a large extent similar to explanations
for the crisis in psychology, the third one seems not to be so common and deserves
our close attention.

The historical explanation focuses on changes in social, economic, political,
and cultural realities that produce new structures and institutions and therefore
constitute a major challenge to sociology to cope with these transformations with
adequate methodological tools. Changes in theory arise from the clash between the
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changing structures of scientists’ reality and preexisting theories. The discourse on
radical social changes constitutes a significant part of contemporary sociological
debates on global social change and the related methodological challenge, which
contemporary sociology still fails to meet.

According to the theories of Beck (2000), Giddens (2007), Lash (2009), Urry
(2000), and others, we are living in a world that is dramatically different from the
one assessed in earlier sociological theories, which are now unsuitable for the anal-
ysis of the new social reality. It is suggested that contemporary sociology is con-
fronted with “a newly coordinated reality, one that is open, processual, non-linear
and constantly on the move” (Adkins and Lury, 2009, p. 16). Lash argues that in the
21st century we are facing a “social reality of global flows, mobilities, and uncertain-
ties” (2009, p. 185). In these conditions the classical approach of social theory —
centering on the question “How is society possible?” — becomes irrelevant because
it presupposes a conception of society as a real social phenomenon. For Lash, “It
is no longer a question of finding the conditions of security of the social but being
attentive to and describing this uncertainty” (p. 185).

Beck calls for a new type of sociological imagination that is needed for un-
derstanding the contemporary shape of global society. For Beck (2000), a “second
modernity” emerged in the late 20th century. This phenomenon necessitates the
embrace of otherness and a cosmopolitan vision for sociology. He argues that so-
ciological analysis must move beyond the notion of a territorially bounded society
because of the impact of mobility, globalization, and interdependence on social
formations. It seems that it is no longer a question of finding the stable characteris-
tics of the “social” but rather being attentive to the uncertainty that undermines the
usual modes of thinking about society.

As for the challenge of the applied value of sociology, should we be surprised
that academic science, which has failed to grasp reality because of the lack of ad-
equate tools, is less useful for practice than applied research, which is less theo-
retically coherent but more responsive? It is plausible to suggest that if sociologists
could enter the public discourse with a convincing and consistent vision of the
social world and have a proper methodological toolbox to offer, they would become
an essential part of society’s development.

As we have seen, in sociology the idea that the cause of the crisis is a radical
change of the very subject of science is discussed. The fact that in psychology such
ideas are hardly conceived of may be the result of psychology’s still being oriented
mainly to comprehending the universal nature of the human. Meanwhile the time
has come to realize that it is no longer a question of finding the stable characteris-
tics of “the human” but rather being attentive to the uncertainty that undermines
the usual modes of thinking about “the human.

Comprehension of culture in psychology

the contemporary crisis

The contemporary crisis in psychology is due to changes in social reality, the scale
and speed of which the old concepts cannot comprehend. As has repeatedly been
noted in the literature (Castro & Lafuente, 2007; Marsella, 2012; Moghaddam, 1987;
Rose, 2008), 20th-century mainstream psychology developed on the basis, first, of
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assessments of the personality of a human belonging to contemporary Western cul-
ture and, second, psychological practices of culturing traits sought after in Western
culture — These psychological characteristics acquired the status of universality in
mainstream psychology, as exemplified by the concept of “universal human values.”
Because it took a Western native for a human in general, mainstream psychology
is dominated by an implicit tendency to blur boundaries between human culture
and human nature and to perceive both as basically static. Culture is regarded here
as a kind of superstructure on the foundation of biology, and the unity of nature
and culture in humans is considered as somewhat indivisible and forever given and
specified. Within the context of this mythology, addressing the issue of the biologi-
cal bases of psychological features is perceived as reductionism, and defining differ-
ences between animal and human, as a plea for cruelty to animals.

Such a metaphysical approach does not fit the reality of the contemporary,
transforming multicultural world. The unity of nature and culture in humans is
based not only on affinities but also on contradictions, and these contradictions
account for the dialectics of change and development, both cultural and biological.
Rose (2013) rightly notes that human sciences today have to rethink their rela-
tion to biology, as the successful development of biology in the 21st century has
opened the possibility to consider it not as a limitation and fatal predetermination
but rather as an opportunity and potential for development. Still more necessary
for human sciences today is to rethink their relation to culture. A shift is needed
from fixation on static concepts and implicit theories of immutable human nature
to the idea of humans as infinitely changing creatures because culture is, primar-
ily, the ability to change, the speed and extent of changes being unique for humans
among other living beings.

Definitely, humans are animals. However, they are different from other animals
because they have culture and the ability to adapt socioculturally. Such adaptations
are the most rapid and radical in nature; they include not only adaptation to the
environment but also the possibility of changing the environment and oneself. Con-
temporary cultural psychology attaches great importance to language acquisition
and practices and pays a great deal of attention to the early stages of human language
and conscience development and to mechanisms that provide entrance into the cul-
ture for an infant. However, (its not a result, it's a paradox. VckaxeH cmbici. He B
pesy/brare, a BOIPeKM BbIllle CKadaHHOMY ok) we can find hardly any attempts to
answer the question What is the difference between the communication processes in
which the human baby and the animal cub are involved with their mothers? More-
over, in oral discussions, this question is usually perceived as irrelevant and inap-
propriate and as one for which there can be no clear, intelligible answer.

Meanwhile, some answers have been suggested (Mironenko, 2009). The signals
that animals use in communication are comprehensible to all representatives of
the species, while human languages are different (Leontiev, 1965/1981; Porshnev,
1974). Human language is fit for one task in addition to message transmission:
withholding information from outsiders. In places of the compact residence of dif-
ferent cultures, such as the Caucasus, many languages exist in a small area. As a
result, cultures do not mix; they retain their individual identity. Signals of human
language are conditional and culturally specified; their connection to reality is me-
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diated by culture. This is an essential feature of human language that distinguishes
it from the “language” of animals from the first moments of life.

Another basic difference is that the signals animals use in communication are
always directly related to vital needs and emotions, while human language provides
not only orientation in the environment but also social interaction and survival of
the individual and the group. Here we find conventional signs, and the relation-
ship of the object and the sign is no longer a direct and inseparable one (Leontiey,
1965/1981; Vygotsky, 1997). Here the link between the object and the subject’s at-
titude toward it is also not syncretic. Such a link provides an opportunity for re-
flection the possibility of developing consciousness and self-awareness. Through
language, a new type of reality emerges, one composed of conventional signs and
conventional rules of operating on them, and, with the ability to operate and create
plans in this new sign reality, active transformation of the material environment
becomes possible.

In the mainstream discourse, the fact is virtually neglected that common-
ly quoted Vygotsky counterposed drastically higher mental functions, which he
called cultural and believed to be specific only to humans, to the “natural” func-
tions, which both humans and animals have. Vygotsky is popular mainly among
specialists in the “linguistic turn” in cultural psychology' but perhaps the most
striking example of the development of his ideas is found in neuropsychology, in
Vygotsky’s colleague A. R. Luria’s theory of the dynamic brain localization of higher
mental functions (Luria, 1962, 1963). Luria proved that unlike “natural” functions,
which are linked to specific brain structures, higher mental functions are organized
as chains of conditional reflexes that are receptive to dynamic transformations and
substitutions of brain units.

The implicit idea of cultural differences as being somewhat superficial, not af-
fecting the basics of the human psyche, does not allow psychological science to
reflect social reality adequately and to be useful to society in an age of tremendous
speed and scale in cultural transformations. This type of psychology does not fit the
reality of the contemporary multicultural world either for theoretical assessment
or, even more important, for practice. A most important cause of the crisis in main-
stream psychology is the confusion of ideals and values we are witnessing in the
contemporary multicultural world ; in this world, people have to understand each
other and interact in situations of uncertainty and in a mix of civilizations with a
multiplicity of values. Of special importance for understanding the problem is the
moral conflict that arises in the course of interactions among people who belong to
cultures embodying incompatible values and reference points (Mironenko, 2013).
This kind of situation is not new or previously unknown in human history. Today,
however, it is becoming:

« ubiquitous, whereas previously relatively constant contacts among commu-
nities with different cultural-moral orientations were confined to certain
areas where cultural communities lived in close proximity

Though interpretations of Vygotsky’s ideas in the international literature are multiple and versa-
tile (Dafermos, 2015).
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o relatively constant, whereas previously it was intermittent, because even in
those places where various cultural communities lived in close proximity
“intercultural” communication was confined strictly to specific kinds of in-
teraction

« universal, whereas previously such contacts were confined and entrusted to
specially trained people, and in each culture there were rules and norms for
communication with strangers and such contacts were monitored by the
community and generally known

Today intercultural communication takes place everywhere and all the time;
everyone is drawn into it, and rules are absent. In this kind of situation it may be
expected that the more certain people are of the absoluteness of the moral values
to which they adhere, the more frequently intercultural conflicts will occur and the
graver their consequences will be. The greatest danger in a multicultural world is
a slide from dialogue to confrontation and conflict. And this is precisely the result
when one of the parties has unshakable confidence in its own knowledge of moral
truths and in its right to judge those who do not share these “truths.”

The problem of values and moral reference points is indeed a problem of vital
urgency for contemporary society. It therefore seems not only useless but extreme-
ly dangerous to adopt a prejudiced approach to the study of this problem and to
replace scientific investigation by faith in the infallibility of one’s own ideals and
objective analysis by missionary appeals and a search for justifications and accusa-
tions — a matter regarding which contemporary mainstream psychology is often
at fault.

The problem of the biology-culture relation in human nature is a perennial
problem of psychology; it permeates the entire history of our science. The develop-
ment of psychology has always been quite dramatic, replete with methodological
discussions, if only because of the position of psychology at the intersection of
natural sciences and humanities, which are different in their methods. The dis-
course of the “understanding” (humanitarian, teleological) psychology versus the
“explaining” psychology (clinging to natural sciences, causal) entails endless debate
over the criteria for obtaining and verifying knowledge and over the adequacy of
that knowledge.

A characteristic feature of the current development of this discourse is that
there are fewer appeals for the destruction of the opponent, as in the discourse of
the “old” crisis (Vygotsky, 1997), than for peaceful disengagement. The question of
whether psychology should split into several distinct sciences is much discussed
in the literature (Driver-Linn, 2003; Hunt, 2005; Mironenko, 2008; Walsh-Bowers,
2010; Zittoun et al., 2009). Fairly strong arguments can be provided in support
of each solution. On the one hand, the previous few decades have witnessed the
intensive development of psychological research at the intersection with other sci-
ences, especially biological sciences, which were developing particularly rapidly at
the turn of the millennium. The development of new concepts and new research
methods mutually suitable for the natural sciences and for psychology and the ac-
cumulation of a large amount of new empirical data naturally entail a tendency to
healthy differentiation (Bower, 1993; McNally, 1992; Mironenko, 2008); this pro-
cess follows the general tendency to differentiation in the course of the historical
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development of science.! On the other hand, strong arguments are presented in
favor of psychology’s maintaining the status of an integrated science at the inter-
section of natural sciences and humanities: “Defining tensions make psychology a
dynamic pluralism whose strands must collide and interact, generating both novel
scientific discovery and emergent perspectival shifts in theory and areas of major
interest. Because psychology is a single discipline, emerging out of these interde-
pendent tensions” (Hunt, 2005, p. 372).

Is psychology able to sustain that dynamic pluralism? Whatever the boundaries
of psychology may be, to overcome the contemporary crisis it has to break down
the stereotype of the essential stability of human nature and of the pure unity of
human biology and culture.
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