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system of beliefs. Further, relativism is often thought to follow from
any general commitment to the causal determination of beliefs, a
commitment implicit in Marx’s concept of ideology. We reject this
argument about determinism and relativism, and defend the legiti-
macy of the sociological explanation of beliefs, including scientific
ones.

It should be clear that there are important analogies between
several of these arguments against objectivity in the social sciences,
and those used by the conventionalist writers we discussed in chapter
3: the denial of universal standards of rationality; the emphasis
upon the part played by values in choosing between theories; the
rejection of the idea of a real world existing independently of beliefs
and theories ‘about it’, and so on. In other words, many anti-naturalist
arguments rest upon the assumption of a non-conventionalist view
of the natural sciences. We have already noted the possibility of
adopting a non-positivist, realist naturalism. We can now see a
further possibility, conventionalist naturalism.

But in our discussion of conventionalist writers we argued that
most of their claims should either be rejected, or modified in a way
that does not involve the abandonment of a realist position. In
particular, we developed an account of the relations between
theoretical beliefs, and the description of observations, which
allows the objective assessment of competing theories, without
commitment to the positivists® observational language (see chapter 3,
section 2). We make use of this account in part 3, especially in our
defence of the causal explanation of human actions (chapter 7,
section 2), and in giving a realist analysis of Marx’s distinction
between ‘essence’ and ‘appearance’ (chapter 8, section 1).

A central figure in many of the disputes about the methodological
unity of the natural and social sciences is Max Weber. This is particu-
larly so with respect to the two main problems we examine in part 3:
the explanation and understanding of human action, and the
objectivity of social science. On both of these problems, Weber tried
to develop a position that mediated between the more extreme forms
of naturalism and anti-naturalism.? It is partly for this reason that his
writings have been interpreted in many different ways, and that his
claims have been attacked and defended on a variety of different
grounds. An understanding of his complex views is an essential
starting-point for most of the discussion which follows. Thus we
begin both chapters 7 and 9 with an account of the relevant features
of his methodology.
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7 The explanation and _
understanding of social action

1 Weber and interpretive sociology
Max Weber (1947, p. 88) defines sociology as

a science which attempts the interpretive understanding of
social action in order thereby to arrive at a causal explanation
of its course and effects. . . . Action is social in so far as, by
virtue of the subjective meaning attached to it by the acting
individual (or individuals), it takes account of the behaviour
of others, and is thereby oriented in its course.

In this definition, Weber indicates his belief in the need to integrate
two apparently competing conceptions qf the social sciences: the
naturalist insistence upon causal explanation, and t}le a:ntl-natur.ahst
demand for the interpretive understanding of subjective meanings.
Weber wishes to establish a sociology that combines both of these
elements, and much of his writing, substantive and methpdologwal,
is directed towards this aim. We will begin by considering how he
tries to do this, and go on, in later sections, to examine a number of
issues that are raised by his attempt.! -

What does Weber mean by ‘interpretive understanding’? One
important component in his complex account of this isa distinction
between ‘observational’, or ‘direct’ understanding (aktue{les
Verstehen), and ‘explanatory’ or ‘motivational’ understanding
(erklirendes Verstehen). The nature of this distinction is problematic,
but Weber's examples of the two give some idea of it. He says,that
when someone states or writes down the proposition ‘2 X 2 = 4’, we
have direct understanding of its meaning. Similarly, we directly
understand someone’s outbreak of anger, manifested in various
bodily expressions; the action of a woodcutter chopping wood; or a
person’s aiming a gun at an animal. But explanatory understanding
involves knowledge of the ‘motives’ because of which these directly
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understood actions are performed. Weber defines a ‘motive’ as ‘a
complex of subjective meaning which seems to the actor himself or
to the observer an adequate ground for the conduct in question’
(1947, p. 98). Possible motives in the examples above would be:
balancing a ledger; jealousy; getting a supply of fuel; and obeying
a command.

Weber makes it clear that, in ascribing these motives to the agents,
we should be seen as attempting to give causal explanations of their
actions. Thus he says that when we have explanatory understanding
of someone writing or stating ‘2 x 2 =4, ‘we understand what
makes him do this at precisely this moment and in the circumstances’
(1947, p. 95). Motivational explanations must be empirically tested in
the same way as any other types of causal hypothesis. For, he argues,
there are often motivational hypotheses that seem quite plausible, but
which may nonetheless turn out to be incorrect. He notes several
reasons why this may happen. First, the apparent conscious motives
may conceal, from both the agent and the observer, the ‘real driving
force’ of the action. Second, the agent may be subject to different,
and conflicting motives, so that it is difficult to ascertain their relative
strength or importance. Third, the agent and observer may perceive
the agent's situation differently, so that what seems a plausible motive
to the observer may be based on a mistaken identification of how
that situation appears to the agent. Weber accepts, however, that
fully satisfactory empirical testing of motivational hypotheses is rarely
possible. Controlled experiments are typically not available. The
most that can normally be done is to use comparative methods, trying
to find cases that differ from the one we are examining only in the
absence of the particular motive or factor that has been postulated
as a cause. But often, we have to resort to the highly uncertain
procedure of the ‘imaginary experiment’. In this we try to work out
what would have happened in the absence of the hypothetical cause,
on the basis of generalizations for whose truth or falsity we may have
little evidence.®

To the extent that these empirical tests are satisfied, a motivational
explanatory hypothesis is ‘causally adequate’. But Weber insists that

it must also be ‘adequate on the level of meaning’. What precisely i8
meant by this requirement is unclear. In general terms, Weber claims
that the components of a motivational explanation must, according
to our habitual modes of thought and feeling, constitute a ‘typical’
complex of meaning. More specifically, he maintains that the
requirement is most fully met when we can show that the motivational
pattern is a ‘rational’ one. Weber considers two central cases of
rational action. First, where someone is correctly carrying out a
logical or mathematical argument, and where we can thus see that the
conclusion follows deductively from the premisses. Second, where a
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person’s action involves the choice of the most effective means for
the attainment of some particular end or objective. In both cases, we
can be said to have ‘rational understanding’, and this is one way in
which the criterion of adequacy on the level of meaning can be met.
Allen_lalive]y, we may have varying degrees of ‘empathic under-
standing’. Here Weber refers to the similarities that may exist
between the emotions ascribed to agents and those which observers
have themselves experienced.

Let us examine in more detail these concepts of rational and
empathic understanding, and their relation to the previous distinction
between direct and explanatory understanding. Consider first a
situation where someone performs a particular action, and where we
can show that, given a set of assumptions about a desired objective
and the different likelihoods of various courses of action leading to
its realization, this action is the most efficient means to that objective.
We can regard the relationship between these assumptions and the
actfon in a purely formal or logical manner, and assess the actionasa
rational one. For Weber, ‘rational understanding’ refers to the grasp
that we have of these formal relationships when we recognize their
rationality or validity. Indeed, he sometimes claims that rational
understanding is more ‘cerfain’ than any other kind, and it seems
likely that he is pointing to the different, a priori status, of our
knowledge of logical relationships, in contrast to our empiri~al
knowledge.

Howeyer, _Weber does not regard rational understanding as
uecqssarlly linked to explanatory understanding. In the situation
outlined above, we would only have explanatory understanding if we
knew that it was because the agent had that objective, and regarded
the action as the best means of achieving it, that the action was
performed. To know this would involve the empirical testing, for its
causal adequacy, of the motivational hypothesis concerned. If such
tests were successful, we would have both explanatory and rational
understanding of the action. But Weber insists that this kind of case
Is quite rare. More frequently, explanatory understanding will
n;lvolve the ascription of various non-rational, affective motives to
t ;d agent. In these cases, we may have varying degrees of empathic
understanding, depending upon the extent to which we have ourselves
experienced the kinds of affective states that are ascribed in the
?Sﬁ;ﬁﬁﬁ eltlypothesis. Further, partly because of the possible
agent, it ma ween the experiences of the social scientist and the
hypot’heses tg zom&t;mes be helpful, in arriving at motivational
el agent’s,situa:i?) Bpsychologwal dcv!ce of imagining oneself in
nowsecary or helpf ;l. l(.;t Weber emphasizes that this is not always
e . ﬁ ul, an tha'ltz anyway, the hypotheses formulated in

y must then be empirically tested. Finally, he notes that we
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can often only achieve an ‘intellectual’ grasp of the agent’s motives,
including the ends or objectives of rational actions. Empathic
understanding is necessarily limited by the experiplential biographies
of social scientists, and their cultural and historical distance from the
agent.?

We will leave consideration of the relationship between direct and
explanatory understanding until the next section. Let us now examine
the way in which the methodological position we have outlined
operates in Weber’s well-known account of various elements involved
in the historical genesis of Western European capitalism. For Weber,
capitalism is characterized not only by the relations between its
constitative social classes, but also by the systematic embodiment of
the principles of rational organization in its form of economic
activity. The emergence of capitalism in sixteenth- and seventeenth-
century Europe required, in addition to various *material’ conditions,
the adoption of a specific set of values and attitudes, the ‘spirit of
capitalism’ (8. of C)). The S. of C. involved the idea of a worldly
calling or duty to engage in economic acquisition as an end in itself,
rather than as a means to hedonistic satisfactions; the justification
of virtues such as honesty, industry, punctuality and frugality by
reference to their usefulness in promoting economic acquisition;
and the insistence upon a systematic use of one’s time in pursuit of
this end. Weber contrasts the values and attitudes of the S. of C. with
those of ‘traditionalism’. He illustrates the contrast by comparing
the ways in which traditional, and non-traditional workers respond
to an increase in piece-rates. The former may often decrease the
amount of work they do, since their aim is to carn the wage they
earned before, and thus to continue living in their accustomed
manner. The latter respond by increasing their output, earning more,
and thus potentially changing their pattern of life.

Weber argues that the S. of C. was not a later product of capitalism,
but a necessary pre-condition of its initial development. The 8. of C.
requires independent explanation, and, for Weber, some indication
of the nature of such an explanation is provided by nineteenth-
century occupational statistics. These show a marked tendency for
Protestants, rather than Catholics, to be business leaders and owners
of capital, and to study scientific-technical subjects in higher
education.

The first stage in Weber’s account of the genesis of the S, of C,,
and thus of capitalism itself, involves the demonstration of a ‘con-
gruence at the level of meaning’ between the S. of C. and the ethical
doctrines of ascetic forms of Protestantism, especially Calvinism;
together with a lack of meaning-congruence between the S. of C. and
the ethics of Catholicism. Catholics regarded monastic life as the
apex of a hierarchy of activities; and their organic, traditionalist
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conception of society involved a strongly non-individualist ideal of
social relations. Lutherans, while rejecting the privileged status of
monastic life, maintained a similarly traditionalist view of society,
and insisted that salvation was achieved by faith, not works. In
contrast to both Catholicism and Lutheranism, the ethics of Cal-
vinism demanded methodical, systematic, this-worldly activity. This
Protestant Ethic (P.E.) took a highly individualistic form, and also
involved the rejection of hedonistic pleasures. Such an ethic, though
not explicitly requiring that worldly activity should be economic,
specified a form of life whose nature was very similar to that de-
manded by the values and attitudes of the S. of C. Traditionalism
is rejected; work is to be rationally ordered; and capital must be
accumulated, not dissipated in hedonistic consumption.

Thus, for Weber, there is a meaning-congruence between the P.E.
and the S. of C., and he argues that the adoption of the former led to
its application in economic activity as the S. of C. But Weber is also
concerned to explain how it was that the P.E. was itself generated
from the specifically theological doctrines of Calvinism. For, unlike
the relation between the P.E. and the S. of C., there is no obvious
congruence between Calvinist theology and the P.E. Three elements
in this theology are particularly important. First, the belief in the
predestination of all human souls to eternal salvation or damnation.
God, who has determined this predestination, is incomprehensible to
humans, and not even priests can aid them to salvation. Second, the
belief that God has created the world, and placed men in it so that
they may increase His glory by labouring to establish His Kingdom
upon Earth. Third, the belief that nature and the flesh mean sin and
death, unless men escape from this by divine grace.

Weber argues that the implications of the first element were too
terrible for the human psyche to tolerate. An acute sense of isolation
and inner loneliness were generated, and led to the adoption of an
ethic that was logically incompatible with the doctrines of pre-
destination and God’s incomprehensibility to men. The form taken
by this ethic was determined by the other two elements in Calvinist
theology. Thus Weber constructs a complex motivational explanation
of the P.E,, by reference to the psychological tensions resulting from
theplogical doctrines, For Calvinists, the question of whether or not
their souls were predestined to salvation was of the utmost signifi-
cance. Yet there was no way of knowing their fate, nor could anything
they did in this world bring about their salvation. Faced with this
situation, they inevitably came to adopt attitudes inconsistent with
their theological beliefs. They could not resist the temptation of
trying to discover external signs of salvation, and then of practising
the self-deception of trying to lead the kind of life that wouid provide
such signs. What kind of life would be appropriate? A passive,
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mystical, other-worldly existence was ruled out by the second element
of their theology, the duty to labour on Earth for God’s glory. The
third element prohibited any indulgence in the pleasures of the flesh.
Instead, the appropriate kind of life was seen to be the systematic,
individualistic, worldly activity of the P.E.

Thus, having already shown the meaning-congruence between the
P.E. and the S. of C., and the latter’s necessity for the initial develop-
ment of capitalism, Weber is able to claim that Calvinism was one of
the determinants of the successful emergence of that economic
system. And in other writings on non-Christian religions, he finds
further support for this claim. In particular, Weber argues that the
ethics of Indian or Chinese religions could not perform the same
function as the P.E. did for capitalism in Europe, though they were
not such as to prevent capitalism’s taking root when introduced from
outside.

We will conclude this discussion of Weber by noting some of the
connections between his historical claims about Western: capitalism,
and his methodological position outlined earlier. First, we can see
his account of the relationship between Calvinist theology and the
P.E. as an attempted motivational explanation which, even if correct,
would not provide us with rational understanding, since the relation-
ship is not a logically valid one. Whether or not it provides empathic
understanding depends upon the similarity of our own experiences
with those of Calvinists. Second, it is possible that Weber may have
arrived at his motivational hypothesis partly through imaginative
re-enactment of the Calvinist’s plight: but for the validation of the
hypothesis, Weber tries to find evidence, from various writings, of the
changes in beliefs and attitudes suggested by it. Third, his studies of
Indian and Chinese religion can, to some extent, be considered as
applications of the comparative method for testing causal hypotheses.
But, as Weber was aware, neither India nor China corresponded
exactly to Europe with respect to other factors, such as the special
characteristics of the Western city, that were also relevant to the
emergence of capitalism in Europe.* Finally, what is the significance
of the meaning-congruence between the P.E. and the S. of C.7 We
will suggest later, in the last section, that Weber’s analysis of this
indicates an important sense of ‘understanding’ that is not adequately
represented in his methodological writings. For the moment, how-
ever, we should note that he regards the connection between the two
sets of values and attitudes as existing not only at the level of
meaning, but also at that of causality. It was the adoption of the P.E.
that led to the adoption of the S. of C., and thus contributed causally
to the emergence of European capitalism.

Weber’s methodological position, and the substantive studies
based upon it, depend crucially on his view that motivational
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explanations are a type of causal explanation. In the following two
sections, we will examine two different, and opposing, rejections of
this view. On the one hand, it is argued that Weber was correct in
seeing motivational explanations as central to our understanding of
human action, but wrong in identifying these as a form of causal
explanation. What is needed, instead, is an approach to the study of
humans in society that departs radically from the causal and pre-
dictive objectives of the natural sciences. On the other hand, it is
argued that Weber was right in his insistence upon causal explanation
in the social sciences, but mistaken in thinking that the kinds of
items typically referred to in motivational explanations — such as
intentions, purposes, emotions, values and beliefs — can meet the
requirements for empirically testable scientific explanations. We will
argue that both these positions are erroneous. But in the final section,
we will give some support to the view that there is a form of under-
standing that is distinctive of our knowledge of human action and
social reality.

2 Reasons, causes and action

The motivational explanations whose importance Weber maintained
are not, of course, the invention or special technique of the social
scientist. Whatever refinements the social scientist may add, their
general characteristics are located in the ways in which human beings
explain and justify their actions in the course of everyday life. Thus
we will here be mainly concerned with the logical status of these
explanations in such everyday contexts. Weber, in his definition of
‘motive’, refers to the idea of an agent regarding something as an
‘adequate ground’ for the action in question. This indicates a signifi-
cant element in many everyday explanations: the giving of reasons, or
grounds, for what someone does. For example, ‘my reason for walk-
ing to work is that I think walking improves blood-circulation’, or
‘my reason for giving her a present was to express my gratitude’.
The general form of these explanations is: ‘my reason for doing Y
was R’; and even where actual explanations do not use the ‘reason
for’ locution, they can often be restated in this form without signifi-
cant changes in meaning.

What is it about such explanations that might lead us to regard
them as non-causal ?® One important feature is that we often respond
to them, not by arguing that this was not really why the agents acted
as they did, but instead by evaluating the reasons and actions con-
cerned. Thus we may consider the agent’s reasons good or bad,
sufficient or insufficient, coherent or confused, and so on. And the
actions may be evaluated as appropriate or inappropriate, rational or
irrational, correct or incorrect. For example, it might be objected
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that walking is an ineffective means of improving blood-circulation,
or that giving presents is an inappropriate way of expressing gratitude.
Clearly, arguments of this kind are different from those involved in
the assessment of causal explanations, and cannot intelligibly arise in
the study of natural phenomena. Admittedly, we sometimes use an
apparently similar verbal form in explaining such phenomena, as in
‘the reason for the plank’s breaking was that a 100-pound weight was
dropped on it’, But it would be wrong to say that this was the plank’s
reason for breaking. Planks have no reason for breaking, despite
there being reasons why they break.

Thus reason-explanations of human action have a distinctive
quality. They are open to ‘evaluative assessment’. (Hcre the concept
of evaluation is a broad one, not restricted to morg! evaluation.)
But the question remains of whether they also have the characteristics
of causal explanations. A ciear indication that they do is given by
considering a different type of response that might typically be made
to the explanations in our two examples. It might be claimed that
the woman walking to work never did anything else to improve her
health, and that her ‘real reason’ was to save money. Or someone
might note that the man never gave presents to anyone else, and that
it was in his interests that the woman he gave the present to should
have a favourable attitude towards him. Such responses presuppose
that the reasons proferred by the agent are being assessed as potential
causal explanations. They rely upon the kinds of claims that are
relevant to the testing of causal hypotheses. Further, the acceptance
or rejection of the proferred reasons, in this causal assessment, is
independent of the conclusions arrived at in the evaluative assess-
ment. For example, we might accept the man’s explanation of why
he gave the present, despite rejecting this kind of action as an
appropriate or proper way of expressing gratitude.

Here we can see an important similarity to one feature of Weber’s
account of the relation between Calvinism and the P.E. Weber did
not regard Calvinist theology as providing logically adequate reasons
for adopting the P.E.: the connection between the two, although not
rational, was nonetheless causal.® Further, we can use this general
difference between causal and evaluative assessment of reason-
explanations to distinguish two ways in which the citing of rules may
be relevant to accounts of human actions. To show that an action
conforms to some rule, norm, or convention may serve cither an
evaluative or an explanatory function. But the conditions that must
be met in the two cases are different. An action may conform to a
rule, in that it is of a kind specified as required or allowed in that rule.
To show such conformity may therefore justify the action, though we
may also wish to assess evaluatively the rule itself. But conformity to
a rule is not an adequate proof that the person’s action is causally
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explicable by reference to that rule. For this, we would need to show
that the agent was following the rule. Indeed, it may sometimes
happen that, although the agent is ‘following a rule’, the action does
not conform to it, since various ‘mistakes’ may be made by the agent
in applying it.”

Let us now examine in more detail the way in which an agent’s
reasons can function as possible causes of action. We will adopt
a slightly modified version of the general account of reason-
explanations given by Donald Davidson. In giving reasons for their
actions, agents are referring, explicitly or implicitly, to sets of beliefs
and desires which they regard both as causally explaining, and as
providing grounds for, those actions. The term °‘desire’ is used here
in a very wide sense, to indicate the presenf of any kind of favourable
attitude towards something. It thus includes °. . . wantings, urges,
promptings, and a great variety of moral views, aesthetic principles,
economic prejudices, social conventions, and public and private
goals and values . .." (Davidson, 1963, pp. 221-2). Sometimes, the
explanatory context may require the agent to make explicit reference
to both beliefs and desires, but more often it is necessary to refer only
to one of these. Thus, in our two examples, the reason cited is in one
case a belief, that walking improves blood-circulation, and in the
other a desire, to express gratitude. In the first, there is an implicit
desire, to aid health, and in the second an implicit belief, that giving a
present is an appropriate expression of gratitude.

This general account of reason-explanations provides a framework
within which we can locate many of the concepts typically used in
everyday explanations of human actions: purposes and intentions,
rules and motives. When agents state their purposes or intentions,
they can be seen as specifying the objects of their desires. For example,
we might say that the woman walked to work with the intention, or
purpose, of aiding her health. When agents refer to rules in explaining
their actions, these rules often provide the basis for either their beliefs
or desires. For example, the man’s desire to express his gratitude
might reflect his acceptance of a moral norm or rule requiring such
expressions: and his belief that present-giving is an appropriate
means of expression might be based upon a social convention or
rule to this effect. With motives, the situation is more complex. Terms
such as ‘jealousy’, ‘greed’, or ‘revenge’ should not be interpreted as
referring directly to specific desires or beliefs. They seem rather to
refer to typical clusters of emotions, objectives and beliefs, that are
commonly related to a variety of different kinds of actions and
circumstances. The more we know about the nature of these actions
and circumstances, the mote informative is the citing of a particular
motive, since it indicates the sorts of beliefs and desires that were
causally relevant in this particular context. Thus, as Davidson notes,
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to say that an agent poisoned someone through jealousy is to suggest,
amongst other things, that ‘. . . the poisoner believes his action will
harm his rival, remove the cause of his agony, or redress an injustice,
and these are the sorts of things a jealous man will want to do’
(Davidson, 1963, pp. 225-6).8

However, we must now consider some objections to the general
account of reason-explanation we have adopted, which are designed
to show that it cannot be regarded as a type of causal explanation.
Though differing in some respects, these objections all involve the
claim that there is some kind of conceprual or logical connection
between actions, and desires and beliefs. And it is argued that the
nature of this connection is such that a necessary condition for any
relation to be a causal one cannot be satisfied: for causal relations
must be contingent, not logically necessary. One of these objections
can be introduced by considering the following example. Suppose
someone is asked why she made a right-turn signal while driving,
and she answers ‘because 1 wanted to signal that I was turning right’.
Here there is a close conceptual connection between the description
of the action, ‘making a right-turn signal’, and that of the desire,
‘wanting to signal turning right’. The object of the desire, ‘signalling
turning right’ is given roughly the same description as the action.
But, it is argued, if this is so, the desire cannot be a cause of the action,
since the relation between them is logical, not contingent.®

Two replies can be made to this objection. First, the conceptual
connection between the descriptions of the action and the object of
the desire does not entail that the occurrence of the action can be
logically deduced from the presence of the desire. Yet only if this
were deducible would the relation between desire and action be a
logical, and thus non-causal, one. That the deduction cannot be
made can be seen by noting that, although the woman wanted to
make this signal, there are many reasons why she might have failed
to do so. Second, the example itself is somewhat peculiar. Given the
initial question, more typical answers would be, ‘because I wanted to
turn right’ {not signal right, as in the original answer), or, ‘because I
wanted to take the quickest route to Lancaster’. In these answers,
the close conceptual connection between the action and the object of
desire is absent. Normally, to describe the action as ‘signalling right’,
as is done in the initial question, is to assume that the person wanted
to signal right. The question is dirccted at discovering why the agent
wanted to signal, and the two alternative answers presented above
would provide this information, unlike the original answer. However,
there are circumstances in which the assumption made in the initial
question may prove to be incorrect. For example, the driver might
have been stabbed in the side, her hand hitting the indicator-stick
unintentionally. In this case, no straightforward answer could be
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given to the question ‘why did you signal a right-turn?, since the
action-description involved here would itself have to be rejected for
any reply to be made. For example: ‘I wasn’t signalling right — 1 was
stabbed.’

We will now present a critical response to these replies, which
involves a more serious challenge to the view that beliefs and desires
can constitute causes of human actions. Consider the explanation of
signalling right in terms of wanting to turn right. It is argued that,
although the occurrence of the action cannot be logically derived
from the presence of this desire alone, the action’s occurrence can be
derived if we include two further assumptions. First, that the woman
believed signalling right to be a required preliminary to turning right;
and second, that there were no other conditions present that w_ould
prevent the desired action being performed. More generally: if an
agent A desires X, and believes Y to be the appropriate means towards
X, then, in the absence of preventing conditions, it follows logically
that A will do Y. But if this is so, beliefs and desires cannot be causes
of actions, for there is a logically necessary connection between the
presence of these beliefs and desires and, in the absence of preventing
conditions, the occurrence of the appropriate action. )

The apparent force of this objection can be seen from the way in
which we typically regard the failure by agents to perform the
actions appropriate to their professed beliefs and desires, as demon-
strating that they do not ‘really’ belicve or desire what they claim to.
If someone professes to want X, and to believe that Y is the best
means of getting X, but then fails to do Y, despite not being prevented
from doing so, we will naturally come to doubt these professions.
Thus: ‘if you really believe Y is the best way of achieving X, but you
don’t do it, you cannot really want 10 achicve X.” According to the
objection we are now considering, what is presupposed by a remark
of this kind is that, if the person really does want X, it follows
necessarily that Y will be done. In other words, the ‘cannot’ in this re-
mark is a matter of logical impossibility, and its use refiects the fact that
the connection between beliefs, desires and actions is a logical one.

The issues raised by this objection are complex, and we confine
ourselves to two criticisms. First, the fact that we use failure to act to
cast doubt upon an agent’s professions of beliefs and desires can
perhaps be accounted for without assuming the existence of a loglcgl
connection as is claimed in this objection. Instead, it may be that this
use of action-failure is explained by our belief that, if the agents
genuinely believe and desire what they profess to, this will typically
cause them to act in the appropriate manner. We can give some sup-
port to this alternative dccount by considering an example involving
the causal explanation of natural phenomena. Suppose we belicve
that striking matches causes them to light. If, on some particular
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occasion, a match fails to light after being struck, we will be inclined
to suspect, amongst other things, that the match is itself defective. We
are justified in suspecting this by our general confidence in the
causal refation concerned. Here, it seems, there is an analogy with
our being led to suspect the agent’s professions, when the kind of
action that we believe to be caused by the professed beliefs and
desires fails to occur. In neither of these analogous cases need we
assume that logical, rather than causal, relations obtain,

However, the extent of this suggested analogy is problematic. If the
match fails to light, we must, in principle, be prepared to abandon
our general causal belief, if no svitable defects can be discovered;
although, as we noted in sectioﬂl,z' of chapter 3, it is difficult to state
at precisely which point we should abandon such beliefs. But the
question is: are we, cven in principle, prepared to abandon our
beliefs about the relation between desires, beliefs, and human actions ?
What is perhaps involved here is a deeply-rooted conception of what
constitutes a rational agent. A person who persistently fails, in the
absence of preventing conditions, to act in the manner appropriate
to his or her beliefs and desires may come to be regarded as funda-
mentally irrational. In other words, it is part of our concept of
rational agents that their beliefs and desires typically cause them to
act in the appropriate manner. Systematic failure to act in this manner
will lead us to withdraw the application of this concept of rationality
to them. But this does not mean that, where the concept is applicable,
the relations between beliefs, desires and actions is non-causal.

Our second criticism concerns that nature of the clause asserting
‘the absence of preventing conditions’, which is an essential part of
the characterization of the logical connection said to exist in the
objection we are considering. If no advance specification is given
of what are to count as preventing conditions, then the claim that
actions follow necessarily from desires and beliefs, in the absence of
such conditions, is in danger of becoming vacuous. For any apparent
counter-example can be easily ‘explained away’ by citing some
previously unspecified preventing conditions. If, on the other hand,
an attempt is made to state these conditions in advance, the claim
that there is a logically necessary relation becomes implausible. For,
given any finite number of specified preventing conditions, it always
seems possible to conceive of cases where an agent fails to act
appropriately, but where, despite the absence of preventions, there is
no need to doubt the agent’s professions of belief and desire.

Underlying many of the arguments against regarding reason-
explanations as causal is a recognition of the close connections
between the ways human actions are described, and the reasons for
which they are performed. We conclude this section by showing that
these connections are perfectly compatible with a causal analysis of
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reason-explanations, We can see this by noting how our descriptions
of natural phenomena are typically causal descriptions. In some cases,
these descriptions involve assuming the truth of a positive claim
about the causcs of the phenomenon. In others, what is assumed is
only the falsity of various possible causes of the phenomenon, with no
positive specification of the actual causes. Thus, to describe a particu-
lar noise as thunder is to make implicit reference to its cause, and to
rule out alternative explanations, such as the firing of a gun; to
describe a hole in the ground as a crater is at least to deny that it was
brought about by human digging. Similarly, when Priest]§ described
what we now call ‘oxygen’ as ‘dephlogisticated air’, he was adopting
a particular theoretical explanation of the properties of this gas, in
terms of the absence of phlogiston. To reject the explanation, as a
consequence of denying the existence of this entity, is necessarily to
reject the description ‘dephlogisticated air’.

We have already suggested, in our discussion of the right-turn
signal, that this description of the action would be rejected if the
‘signal’ were caused by a stab in the side. We can now provide a clear
rationale for this. The initial description has to be rejected, since it
assumes the falsity of several possible explanations of the phenom-
enon, one of which is now discovered to be true. Likewise with
another of our examples, the man who ‘gives a present’ to express his
gratitude. To describe the action in this way is to rule out various
causal explanations of his handing over an object to the other person.
This item of behaviour might have been caused by a desire to bribe,
or to get rid of an unwanted article, or to show how much the object
weighed; or by the belief that the recipient would regard it as an
insult. If any of these were the reason for which the action was
performed, the description ‘giving a present” would be mistaken.

If these remarks are correct, we should be sceptical of attempts by
anti-naturalists to distinguish radically the ways in which we con-
ceptualize natural and social phenomena. Peter Winch, in defending
such a distinction, compares the concept of thunder with that of an
act of obedience. Whilst acknowledging the kind of point we have
made about thunder, he insists (1958, p. 123) that:

An event’s character as an act of obedience, is intrinsic to it in
a way which is not true of an event’s character as a clap of
thunder; and this is in general true of human acts as opposed to
natural events. . .. An act of obedience contains, as an essential
element, a recognition of what wenl before as an order. But it
would of course be senseless to suppose that a clap of thunder
contained any recognition of what went before as an electrical
storm; it is our recognition of the sound, rather than the sound
itself, which contains that recognition of what went before.
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We can agree with Winch about the senselessness of ascribing
‘recognition’ to the clap of thunder. But there is an important
similarity between the two cases which Winch ignores. To describe
an event as an act of obedience is to assume that it was brought about
by the agent’s recognition of ‘what went before’ as a command. In
other words, just as with ‘thunder’, the description can be secn as a
causal one, since the agent’s recognition is a causal reason for the
action.

Winch, though, opposes the interpretation of reason-explanations
as causal. If he were right about this, and we were wrong, then there
would indeed be an important difference between the concepts of
thunder and obedience. But what must be emphasized is that the
conceptual connection between action-descriptions and reason-
descriptions does not by itself constitute an objection to the causal
interpretation of reason-explanations. The connection is perfectly
compatible with that interpretation, and can be illuminatingly
accounted for by it, provided that we also have an adequate analysis
of the general relations between descriptions and causal explanations.

Further, on the basis of that analysis, we can now sec¢ a deficiency
in Weber’s distinction between direct and explanatory understanding.
He contrasts, for example, our direct understanding of the fact that
someone is angry, or is aiming a gun at an animal, with our explana-
tory understanding that the anger is caused by jealousy, or that the
gun is aimed because of a command to do so. It is tempting to see this
distinction as holding between the description and explanation of
actions; the former being arrived at immediately, by direct ob-
servation, and the latter by a process of explanatory hypotheses and
empirical testing. But this would be incorrect, as can be seen by noting
that we might often be mistaken about these ‘descriptions’, and that
our mistakes would typically be explanatory ones. Thus, what seems
to be an expression of anger might instead be that of some other
emotion; and the person described as ‘aiming a gun at an animal’
might instead be checking the sights of the gun, whilst it happened
that an animal was in line with the gun-barrel. In both cases, the
mistaken description would be due to mistaken explanatory assump-
tions, just as we earlier suggested about the description ‘giving a
present’. If this is so, then Weber’s category of ‘direct understanding’
is not separable from that of ‘explanatory understanding’; though,
as we have now argued, he is correct in regarding the latter as involv-
ing causal explanations of human actions.!

Finally, let us consider some implications of the position we have
defended for the significance of a distinction frequently used by anti-
paturalist writers, between ‘action’ and ‘behaviour’. They often
maintain that a ‘scientific’ treatment of humans in society would
require the causal explanation of (observable) behaviour, whereas
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what is needed instead is the non-causal explanation of human
action. And it is claimed both that the same item of behaviour can be
seen as the performance of several different actions, and that the
same action can be manifested in different items of behaviour. But
this anti-naturalist view rests upon a misconception of what is
involved in a ‘scientific’ approach, upon the acceptance of a positiv-
istic conception of the natural sciences. More specifically, it assumes
that scientific descriptions of the world must be given in terms of
some pure, theory-neutral observational language, and that this
would mean, in the social sciences, purely behavioural descriptions.
In chapter32; we accepted some elements of the conventionalist
arguments against the existence of such a language, and we have used
these in our comments about description and explanation in this
section. Further, we should note that it is possible to challenge the
explanatory assumptions embodied in action-descriptions, without
resorting to a ‘purely behavioural’ description of the action in
question, just as we argucd in the analogous cases in the natural
sciences. So, for us, it is legitimate to describe human actions in terms
that do not belong to a privileged observational Janguage, whilst
accepting that these descriptions are themselves open to theoretical,
explanatory criticisms.**

3 Positivism, realism, and the agent’s viewpoimt

We argued in the last section that anti-naturalists are wrong to deny
the causal nature of reason-explanations, and suggested that their
position is partly due to their positivist conception of natural science.
We will now argue that the tendency of many naturalist social
scientists to reject, or devalue, the importance of reason-explanations
is also due to positivistic assumptions about science, and that a realist
view of science enables us to avoid this mistaken tendency. The main
features of positivism relevant here are the commitment to an
ontologically and epistemologically privileged observational langu-
age, and the related treatment of theoretical terms.

We can begin to see the consequences of a positivistic naturalism
for social theory by noting some of its manifestations in psychological
theory, where the adoption of positivism has led to a variety of
methodological positions that can loosely be termed ‘behaviourist’.
What is common to these is a rejection of the explanatory value of
terms referring to ‘subjective states’, such as purposes, intentions,
feelings, emotions, values, beliefs, and so on. Such states are regarded
by behaviourists with considerable suspicion, primarily because of
their apparently unobservable character. Sometimes, this has
resulted in trying to eliminate from psychological theories terms that
pelong to the vocabulary of subjective states. But more often,
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attempts have been made to deal with these terms by the techniques
developed by positivist philosophers of science in their treatment of
theoretical terms in the natural sciences. As we noted in section 3 of
chapter 1, one important technique is the use of correspondence rules,
to provide definitions of theoretical terms in the observational
language.

One type of correspondence rule is that involved in ‘operational
definitions’. As an example of such a definition, let us consider the
well-known attempt by E. C. Tolman to define “the rat expects food
at location L’ (quoted in C. Taylor, 1964, p. 79):

When we assert that a rat expects food at location L, what we
assert is that if (1) he is deprived of food, (2) he has been
trained on path P, (3} he is now put on path P, (4) path P is
now blocked, and (5) there are other paths which lead away
from path P, one of which points directly to location L, then he
will run down the path which points directly to location L.

When we assert that he does nor expect food at location L,
what we assert is that, under the same conditions, he will not
run down the path which points directly to location L.

This is an attempt to translate a statement using a term apparently
denoting the unobservable state of ‘expectation’, into a set of state-
ments in the privileged observational, behavioural language. As
Charles Taylor has argued, this translation, and any like it, are open
to serious objections. Suppose, for example, that a cat were placed
on the path leading to L: we would not then regard the rat’s failure
to run down this path as indicating its lack of expectation of food
at L. Conversely, if this path were a different colour from the others,
we would not regard the rat running down it as necessarily indicating
the presence of this expectation. Although these particular difficulties
could be avoided by adding further conditions to the definition, there
will always be an indefinite number of additional circumstances in
which the definition does not hold. E urthermore, such definitions are
subject to the problems deriving from the logical form of hypothetical
statements: for example, the rat must be said to be expecting food
at L whenever it is nof placed in the specified test-conditions.

A somewhat different manoeuvre favoured by some positivist
psychologists is to define the general concept of purposive action
in terms of statements about behaviour, and then to define particular
purposes by specifying the content of different patterns of behaviour.
Often, this manceuvre is based upon analogies from cybernetics.
For example, it is sometimes claimed that purposive action is that
which tends to result in some definite state of affairs, despite the
presence of events or circumstances that might otherwise be expected
to prevent this state from being realized. This claim, if correct,
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would then enable psychologists to use the concept of purposi;
without any reference to the beliefs and desires of the human agent.
For the realist, the necessity and legitimacy of these various forms
of behaviourism is undermined by the general deficiencies of the
positivist view of theories and theoretical terms upon \yhich ‘they are
based. As we saw in section 3 of chapter 2, the realist rejects the
positivist’s attempt to remove the ontological commitments of
theoretical terms by defining them in the obseryatlonal language. Ari
item’s unobservability is not regarded as ruling out its existentia

“status, and observations are seen as providing evidence for the nature

or presence of such items, not the meanings of the terms referring to
them. For the realist, then, there can be no presumption that the
theoretical terms of psychological theories do not refer to existent
items, including subjective states, that stand in causal relations to
observable behaviour. _ 4 oositivist

Thus, in psychology, the differences between realist and positivist
naturalism can be clearly articulated and illustrated, and we can sef;
how realist arguments can be used to defend the legitimate plaff F
subjective states in the causal explanatmn of human act_lonr.11 n
sociology, however, the situation is more complex. Occasiona g, a
strong form of behaviourism is advocated. Thus, Lundberg, w oze
positivist conception of science we noted in section 4 of chapter 4,
makes the following claims (1964, p. 17):

Today, however, [c. 1939], a considerable r}umber of students
of societal phenomena are still firmly convinced that the
phenomena with which they have to deal cannot be adequately
described or explained without, for example, a category _ca}led
‘mind’, which carries with it a whole vocabulary of subsidiary
terms (thought, experience, feeling, judgement, c_howe, will,
value, emotion etc. etc.) . . . These are the phlogiston of the
social sciences. Argument or demonstration that the behaviour
represented by these words is accor.ded’ full recognition within
the present framework of the “physical’ sciences are tcl) some
apparently as futile as were the arguments against ph oglst?nh
to Priestley . . . I have no doubt that a lcnnSIderable part of the
present content of the social sciences will turn out to be pure
phlogiston. That fact will be discovered as soon as somﬁone
attempts operational definitions of the vocabulary which at
present confounds these sciences.

Quite apart from the positivistic behaviourism of this passage, it is
interesting to see how Lundberg uses one of the standard items in
positivist folklore, the ‘non-scientificity’ of the concept of phloglstoni‘
in rejecting the place of subjective states in a scientific tl‘;eory o
society. As we argued in section 4 of chapter 2, there is no good reason
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to regard the concept in this way. The change from Priestley’s theory
of combustion to Lavoisier’s did not involve the replacement of non-
science by science, but the denial of the existence of an entity which
had been mistakenly, but not unscientifically, held to exist.

However, such outright rejections of the legitimacy of explaining
social phenomena by reference to subjective states are rare amongst
positivist sociologists. More often, both their methodological claims
and their actual practice have displayed a considerable degree of
ambiguity or inconsistency on this issue. The consequence has been a
strong tendency to ignore or undervalue the significance of such
states, and a failure to analyse adequately the theoretically mysterious
realm of the subjective. We noted earlier several examples of this: in
the explanation of revolutions (chapter 6, section 4), in the positiv-
ization of the concept of role (chapter 4, section 4), and in Durkheim’s
Suicide (chapter 4, section 3). Let us now examine this last example,
since it raises a number of important points.

Durkheim (1952, p. 44) defines suicide as follows:

the term suicide is applied 10 all cases of death resulting directly
or indirectly from a positive or negative act of the victim himself,
which he knows will produce this result. An attempt is an act
thus defined but falling short of actual death.

In arguing for this definition, Durkheim considers whether reference
should be made to the agent’s intending his death, as distinct from
knowing that this will happen. He rejects this, partly on the grounds
that intentions are not easily observable. This reason is closely
related to Durkheim’s emphasis upon the ‘externality’ of social
facts, one aspect of which is that they should be detectable by
perception. Yet Durkheim’s own definition of suicide does not
entirely eliminate the unperceivable, since it makes use of the concept
of knowledge: this necessarily involves the concept of belief, and a
belief is, in principle, no more external and prfperceivable than is a
purpose or intention. It may sometimes, of course, be easier to
discover what people believe than what they intend. But if this is
Durkheim’s reason for including knowledge and excluding intention,
his definition is inconsistent with the strict requirements of his
methodological principal of externality. Indeed, as we noted in our
earlier discussion of Durkheim, there is also a considerable tension
between different elements in his methodological position. For
example, he adopts a criterion of ‘coercive power’ for social facts,
which involves, in some cases, reference to internalized social
pressures: and these can hardly be described as perceivable.
Durkheim is opposed not only to definitions, but also to explana-
tions, which make reference to the subjective states of individual
agents. We can see some of his reasons for this by examining his
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response to the view that the relative constancy of suicide-rates could
be explained by supposing that ‘various incidents of private life . . .
regularly recur annually in the same proportions’. On this view, all
we need assume is that humans, faced with such incidents as unhappy
marriages, bankruptcies, disappointed ambitions, or poverty, ‘reason
generally in the same way’, and thus respond to them by committing
suicide (Durkheim, 1952, p. 305). But Durkheim rejects this view
(1952, p. 306 — our italics):

we know that these individual events, though preceding suicides
with fair regularity, are not their rea/ causes. To repeat, no
unhappiness in life necessarily causes a man to kill himself
unless he is otherwise so inchned. The regularity of possible
recurrence of these various circumstances thus cannot explain
the regularity of suicide. Whatever influence is ascribed to them,
moreover, such a solution would at best change the problem,
without solving it. Tor it remains to be understood why these
desperate situations are identically repeated annually, pursuant
to a law peculiar to each country. How does it happen that a
given, supposedly stable society always has the same number of
disunited families, of economic catastrophes etc?

Thus, for Durkheim, the main defect of this view is that it is seriously
incomplete: it fails to account for the regularity of the incidents that
are postulated as the causes of suicide. We can endorse this criticism,
while noting that there is a tendency on Durkheim’s part to deny all
explanatory power to such incidents, on the grounds that they too
must be explained. But this is mistaken, since it would mean that only
an ultimate explanation — that is, one for which there is no further
explanation - can have any explanatory value.

However, there are other important criticisms of the account of
suicide rejected by Durkheim which, though sometimes implicit in
his work, are never fully developed. Many people find themselves in
‘desperate situations’, but only some of them commit suicide. Any
adequate analysis of suicide must explain why, for some i_ndivnduais,
a particular set of circumstances or incidents are perceived as re-
quiring or justifying the response of suicide. To do this, we would
need to examine the subjective states of the people involved, their
beliefs, values, purposes, emotions, and so on. In other words, we
would have to analyse those circumstances ‘from the agent’s view-
point’, since it is the way they are interpreted that partly determines
the agent’s action. Furthermore, we can expect to find characteristic
differences between the ways in which the members of different
societies or social groups interpret these circumstances. What is
regarded as a situation sufficiently desperate to make suicide appear
an appropriate response, may differ from one such group to another.
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It is important to discover these differences, and also to explain them.
Thus it is not only the occurrence of desperate situations that requires
analysis, but also the ways in which people experience them, and the
differences between these experiences.

We suggest that Durkheim’s failure to explore the kinds of issues
raised by these comments is due partly to his positivism, and partly to
his attempts to defend the autonomy of sociology from individualist,
psychologistic approaches. We agree with him that such approaches
are inadequate and incomplete. But we reject his tendency to deny
any value to the analysis of subjective states. By doing so, he excludes
an important range of sociological questions, such as why what is
regarded as a sufficient reason for suicide in one social group is not
so regarded in another. We can only pose such questions when we
have first understood social phenomena from the agent’s vicwpoint.*?

Durkheim’s general opposition to a sociology that is sympathetic
to the concepts and explanations used by agents, is clearly indicated
in the following passage (1897: quoted by Winch, 1958, p. 23):

I consider extremely fruitful this idea that social life should be
explained, not by the notions of those who participate in it, but
by more profound causes which are unperceived by
consciousness, and I think also that these causes are to be sought
mainly in the manner according to which the associated
individuals are grouped. Only in this way, it seems, can history
become a science, and sociology itself exist.

In marked contrast to this view, several anti-naturalist writers have
argued that the central aim of sociology should be the reconstruction
of the ways in which agents themselves explain their actions: and
that the theoretical concepts used by sociologists must not depart
radically from those of the agents. For example, Alfred Schutz
claims that ‘the actor and he alone knows what he does, why he does
it, and when and where his action starts and ends’ (Schutz, 1954,
p. 243). And, discussing the sociologist’s usc of abstract models of
typical agents and actions, he insists (1954, p. 247) that:

each term in such a scientific model of human action must be
constructed in such a way that a human act performed within
the real world by an individual actor as indicated by the typical
construct would be understandable to the actor himself as well
as to his fellow-men in terms of common-sense interpretations
of everyday life.

Winch, whose position is similar to Schutz’s, says (1958, p. 89):

liquidity preference is a technical concept of economics: it is not
generally used by business men in the conduct of their affairs
but by the economist who wishes to explain the nature and
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consequences of certain kinds of business behaviour. But it is
logically tied to concepts which do enter into business activity,
for its use by the economist presupposes his understanding of
what it is to conduct a business, which in turn involves an
understanding of such business concepts as money, profit, cost,
risk etc. It is only the relation between his account and these
concepts which makes it an account of economic activity as
opposed, say, to a piece of theology.

Let us now consider the nature and rationale of these attempts to
limit the theoretical concepts of the social scientist. We can note that
the proposed connection between agent’s and sociologist’s concepts
is not necessarily a very close one. Thus, Schutz’s criterion, that the
sociologist’s concepts should be ‘understandablc’ to agents in terms
of their everyday interpretations of the social world, could in practice
allow a wide range of technical or theoretical concepts. The actual
extent of this would depend upon people’s ability to grasp the
meaning of such concepts in relation to those of their everyday life.
Indeed, we must remember how concepts, at one time belonging
exclusively to the vocabulary of the professional social scientist,
come to be widely used in everyday discourse — though often not in
precisely the same senses. Similarly, Winch’s requirement that the
social scientist’s concepts be ‘logically tied to’ the agent’s, need not be
very restrictive, depending on how we interpret this phrase. Consider
Marx’s concept of surplus-value: unless ‘logically tied to’ is taken
to mean ‘completely definable in terms of”, it is not obvious that this
concept is incompatible with Winch’s requirement.

Why, anyway, should Winch and Schutz be concerned to place
restrictions on the theoretical concepts of social science? Their
position derives, we believe, from an important feature of those
explanations in which we ascribed subjective states to the agents. It is
often held that, in making such ascriptions, the agent’s professions
must be regarded as having some special authority or priority. One
plausible interpretation of this claim is that there is something
objectionable or improper in characterizing people’s subjective states
in terms of concepts that are unavailable or unintelligible to them. If
we ascribe beliefs or intentions to someone, we must recognize that
these are, in some way, constituted by the person’s concepts: what
one believes or intends is essentially related to the conceptual frame-
work within which one operates. Thus, for example, it would be
absurd to explain the actions of a medieval surgeon as intended to
prevent the spreading of ‘virus infections’ since this concept was
unavailable at that time. Similarly, it would be erroneous to ascribe
to medieval merchants, beliefs specified by means of concepts that
are peculiar to those engaged in monopoly capitalist enterprises.
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It is difficult to state precisely the conceptual limits of the ascrip-
tions that can intelligibly be made in such cases. However, we will not
pursue this problem here. For what must be emphasized is that any
general proposal to limit theoretical concepts to those ‘available to
the agent’, can only be justified by restricting social science to the
type of explanation in which a limitation of this kind has some
reasonable basis. This type of explanation is reason-explanation. As
we argued in the previous section, such explanations typically refer
to the beliefs and desires of the agent; and, as we have now suggested,
there are good grounds for some form of restriction on the concepts
used to describe such items. Thus, if one limits sociological theories
to a reconstruction of the agent’s reasons for action, it makes sense to
restrict the sociologist’s concepts in this way. But, although we accept
the importance, and causal status, of such explanations, we see no
reason to limit sociology to this level of analysis, as our earlier
comments on Durkheim have indicated. In other words, advocacy of
conceptual restrictions depends on advocacy of explanatory re-
strictions, and the latter is unacceptable. Conceptual restrictions of
the kind we have been discussing must themselves be restricted to a
particular level of explanatory analysis.'®

We conclude this section by considering the relevance of our
argument for a common interpretation of Marx’s concepts of ideology
and false consciousness. It is often thought that Marx’s use of these
concepts involves him in a systematic devaluation of the explanations
given by agents for their own actions. It is held that, for Marx, such
explanations typically display false consciousness, in that they do
not provide the ‘real causes’ of human action, which instead are to be
focated in, for example, class interests. The following passage from
Engels (Marxand Engels, 1962b, p.497)could beinterpreted in thisway:

Ideology is a process accomplished by the so-called thinker
consciously, it is true, but with a false consciousness. The real
motive forces impelling him remain unknown to him; otherwise
it simply would not be an ideological process. Hence he imagines
false or seerning motive forces.

In other words, to say that an agent’s explanation is ideological is to
claim that it is a ‘rationalization’, that it conceals the real reasons
for the action, and gives reasons that appear to justify it, but in fact
do not.

But this is a mistaken interpretation of Marx’s concept of ideology,
and of its implications for agent’s reason-explanations. For Marx,
the primary reference of this concept is to systems of belief. To
describe them as ideological is both to criticize them on the grounds
of distortion, and to suggest a relationship between them and the
interests and structural features of a particular class. We will explore
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these ideas in the following chapters. For the moment, though, we
should note that it in no way follows from the fact that agents’
beliefs are ideological, that they do not form part of the causal
explanation of their actions. We may be interested in evaluating these
beliefs, and also in explaining why they are so widely accepted
amongst the members of a particular social class or society. But to do
this does not involve any systematic rejection, as mere rational-
izations, of the agent’s professed reasons, which include their beliefs.
We can, of course, challenge the agent’s reasons in this way: for
reason-explanations are open to causal assessment. But in judging an
agent’s beliefs to be ideological, we are not making this kind of
challenge. Rather, we are evaluating those beliefs negatively, and
indicating the way in which their acceptance by the agent should
itself be explained. Bath these types of analysis are legitimate and
significant, but they do not entail a total rejection of the agent’s
viewpoint.*

4 Meaning and understanding

So far in this chapter, we have been primarily concerned with
analysing the nature of reason-explanations, and their relation to
other levels of explanation in sociological theory. We have claimed,
against both anti-naturalists and positivist naturalists, that subjective
states can properly be regarded as causes of human action. And we
have argued that explanations of this kind are not made redundant or
irrelevant by the sociologist’s legitimate emphasis upon further
modes or levels of causal explanation. In this section, we will examine
a different, though related, set of issues, which are centred around the
general claim that, unlike the natural sciences, the social sciences are
typically involved in the process of understanding meanings. Thus we
will consider whether or not there is a form of understanding or
verstehen, that is peculiar to our knowledge of social reality.

Let us begin by noting that there is an important sense of ‘under-
standing’ in which we can be said to understand anything for which
we know the causal explanation. In this sense, understanding is an
aim of both the social and natural sciences. We can call this ‘explana-
tory understanding’, and it includes, as one type, the understanding
that we gain from explaining human actions by reference to the
agents’ subjective states. Whether or not additional forms of under-
standing are also involved in such explanations is a separate question.
Often, these additional forms are characterized by saying that they
have ‘meanings’ as their objects. But we must recognize that there
are several senses of this term in which the understanding of meanings
is not significantly different from explanatory understanding. We will
now consider briefly two such senses.
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First, there is the sense in which ‘meaning’ can be used more or
less interchangeably with the concepts of purpose and intention.
Most of the examples we used in discussing the pature of reason-
explanations, in section 2, could be re-formulated by using this sense
of ‘meaning’. Thus, in place of “why did you give the present?’, and
‘my reason was to express gratitude’, we could have ‘what did you
mean by giving the present?, and ‘T meant (or intended) to express
my gratitude’. When we ask what people meant by doing something,
we are often asking for their reasons, intentions or purposes. If, as
we have argued, it is correct to analyse these reasons as possible
causes, then understanding the meaning of an action is, in this sense,
a case of cxplanatory understanding. Second, there is the sense of
‘meaning’ involved in examples such as these: ‘his getting drunk
means that he’ll be in an unsympathetic mood tonight’, or ‘the drop
in the barometer means bad weather”. Here, the meaning-relations
are based upon knowledge of empirical regularities, and to under-
stand the meaning is to be able Lo make predictions on this basis.
We can regard this form of understanding as a general category of
which explanatory understanding is a special type, where the
empirical relations are causal. Clearly, there is nothing peculiar
to the social sciences about these senses of ‘meaning’ and
‘understanding’.1®

We turn now to the way in which positivist philosophers of the
social sciences have treated the claim that there is a form of under-
standing distinctive of our knowledge of social reality. Perhaps the
most dismissive response to this claim is Rudolf Carnap’s: ‘Empathy,
understanding, and the like may help the researcher, but it enters
into the system of statements of science as little as does a good cup of
coffee, which helped the researcher to do his work’ (quoted in Apel,
1972, p. 15).5

Cmanﬂy, Hempel (1942@&@5
the method of empathic understanding: The historian, we are told,
imagines himself in the place of the persons involved in the
events which he wants to explain; he tries to realize as
completely as possible the circumstances under which they acted
and the motives which influenced their actions; and by this
imaginary self-identification with his heroes, he arrives at an
understanding and thus at an adequate explanation of the events
with which he is concerned.

This method of empathy . . . is essentially a heuristic device;
its function is to suggest psychological hypotheses which might
serve as explanatory principles . . . but it does not guarantee the
soundness of the historical explanation to which it leads.

For positivists, ‘understanding’ is merely a psychological device by
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which we postulate the nature of other people’s subjective states. The
use of this device in no way establishes the validity of its results, and
therefore it does not belong to ‘the logic of science’. To think other-
wise would be to claim a special, intuitive form of non-empirical
knowledge, and this the positivist rejects. There is thus no form of
understanding that is both peculiar to social science and relevant to
its epistemological character.'®

We will examine the most important grounds for rejecting this
positivist view of understanding further on. But first we will introduce
a sense of ‘understanding’ that is certainly peculiar to social science,
whatever the epistemological implications it may be thought to have.
This can best be seen as an extension of Weber’s concept of empathic
understanding, and we will call it ‘experiential understanding’. For
Weber, we have empathic understanding when we know what other
people’s emotions are, and have also experienced similar emotions
ourselves. The same is true for experiential understanding, except
that all subjective states, not merely affective ones, are included. It is
clear that we often have, in varying degrees, experiential understand-
standing of others, and that that this cannot cxist in our knowledge of
natural pbenomena, since subjective states are not amongst their
characteristics. Thus, we can give some positive answer to the
rhetorical question put by Ernest Nagel: ‘Do we really understand
more fully and with greater warranted certainty why an insult tends
to produce anger, th#h why a rainbow is produced when the sun’s
rays strike raindrops at a certain angle? (Nagel, 1961, p. 483). For,
without claiming any greater cerfainty, we can reasonably say that a
‘fuller’ understanding is possible, in that people may often have
experiential understanding of the subjective processes involved in
angry responses to insults,

Further, we suggest that humans also have the capacity to extend
the range of their own experiences as a result, for example, of the
perceptive and sensitive presentation to them of other people’s
experiences. It is this which often occurs in reading novels, poetry
and drama. We can, then, distinguish a sense of *‘understanding’ that
is closely related to experiential understanding, and can be called
*vicarious experiential understanding’. In this, we not only know
other people’s subjective states, but are somehow able to understand
them in the sort of way that we would if we had previously had similar
experiences ourselves. We gain a kind of experiential understanding,
but not subject to its limitations to earlier experience. It is arguable
that the capacity for vicarious experiential understanding is an
important one for social scientists to possess, in that it may be
associated with a general sensitivity and perceptiveness of consider-
able value in arriving at explanatory understanding of human actions.
We are not, however, claiming that these capacities are directly
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relevant to the justification or substantiation of causal explanations.
Instead, as we will now argue, the view that there is a form of
understanding which is epistemologically distinctive of social science
should be defended in a very different way, with no reference to the
concepts of experiential or explanatory understanding.

We noted, in section 1, that one important element in Weber’s
account of the emergence of capitalism in Western Europe was his
attempt to establish ‘meaning-congruence’ between the values and
attitudes endorsed by the Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capital-
ism. As a provisional statement of the position we will defend, we can
say that, involved in this attempt, is a form of understanding that
has no direct analogue in our knowledge of the physical world: we
will call it *interpretive understanding’. We begin by considering the
way in which Weber arrives at his characterization of the S. of C. He
first examines a number of passages from the writings of Benjamin
Franklin, including these (quoted in Weber, 1930, pp. 48-50):

Remember, that time is money. He that can earn ten shillings a
day by his labour, and goes abroad, or sits idle, for one half of
that day, though he spends but sixpence during his diversion or
idleness, ought not to reckon that the only expence; he has really
spent, or rather thrown away, five shillings besides . . .

The most trifling actions that affect a man’s credit are to be
regarded. The sound of your hammer at five or six in the
morning, or eight at night, heard by a creditor, makes him easy
six months longer; but if he sees you at a billiard-table, or
hears your voice at a tavern, when you should be at work, he
sends for his money the next day; demands it, before he can
receive it, ina lump . ..

Beware of thinking all your own that you possess, and of
living accordingly. It is a mistake that many people who have
credit fall into. To prevent this, keep an exact account for some
time both of your expenses and your income. If you take the
pains at first to mention particulars, it will have this good
effect: you will discover how wonderfully small, trifling expenses
mount up to large sums, and will discern what might have been,
and may for the future be saved, without occasioning any great
inconvenience.

Weber proceeds to interpret these and other remarks in a particular
way. He ascribes to Franklin the views that ‘honesty is useful, because
it assures credit; so are punctuality, industry, frogality, and that is the
reason they are virtues’; that the summum bonum consists in ‘the
carning of more and more money, combined with the strict avoidance
of all spontaneous enjoyment of life’; and that everyone has a duty,
or calling, to pursue this end (Weber, 1930, pp. 51-4). Weber claims

170

THE EXPLANATION AND UNDERSTANDING OF SOCIAL ACTION

that these views are both typical of, and peculiar to modern capital-
ism, and goes on to argue that they are ‘congruent’ with the P.E. We
are not concerned with these last two parts of his argument. Rather,
we want to examine what exactly is involved in Weber’s interpretation
of Franklin’'s writings, and thus the general nature of interpretive
understanding.

The first point to note is that this interpretation depends upon
Weber’s ability to understand the words and sentences in the
passages we quoted. Thus, although the interpretation clearly involves
more than this, it presupposes the understanding of linguistic mean-
ing. Though this may seem a trivial point, we will argue that it is in
fact significant. For the understanding of language cannot be assimi-
lated to any of the forms of understanding that we have so far
discussed, and it involves a concept of meaning that is similarly
distinctive. We can see this by considering, and rejecting, the possi-
bility that what is involved is explanatory understanding, where the
causal cxplanation is in terms of the reasons for which the agent
performs the action of writing or uttering linguistic items. In particu-
lar, we should reject the view that the meaning of an utterance is
given by the intention with which the speaker makes this uiterance.
If this ‘intentionalist’ view were correct, we could analyse the under-
standing of linguistic meaning as a case of explanatory understanding,
with the speaker’s intention as the cause of the action.

Consider, for example, the statement ‘the ice over there is thin!’,
shouted at someone walking across a frozen lake. An ‘intentionalist’
might claim that to understand its meaning is basically to know the
intention with which the utterance was made: here, this would
probably be to warn the person against walking on a particular area
of ice. But this account of meaning is, at best, seriously incomplete.
For it ignores the fact that, in order that someone can use the state-
ment to carry out the intention of warning the person, the statement
must already have a meaning. It is only by virtue of this pre-existing
meaning, which is independent of the speaker’s intentions or purposes,
that the speaker can ‘mean’ to warn someone by uttering the state-
ment. It follows that the understanding of tanguage cannot be
analysed as the explanatory understanding of actions caused by the
agent’s intentions.*

If the understanding of linguistic meaning differs from explanatory,
or experiential understanding, this has important consequences for
an analysis of our kmowledge of social reality. First, lingnistic
utterances are a species of social action, and we must therefore be
able to account for our knowledge of their meanings. Second, the
connection between language and social action is much closer than
this first point suggests. For, as we argued in the previous two
sections, many social actions which are not themselves linguistic
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utterances are nonetheless essentially related to language, in that they
are characterized by their agents in terms of the conceptual frame-
work within which they operate. Actions are typically described by
reference to their agents’ beliefs and desires, and these are partly
constituted by the set of linguistic concepts available to them. Thus
to understand the nature of such actions is dependent upon an
understanding of the agents’ language. Third, the understanding of
linguistic utterances is a necessary means to knowledge of the systems
of belief, values and attitudes that are important objects of socio-
logical enquiry.

This last point was indicated in our account of Weber’s interpre-
tation of Franklin’s writings., Let us now return to this, and consider
what eise is involved, in addition to linguistic understanding. The
ethical views which Weber ascribes to Franklin are not simply a
summary of Franklin’s explicit comments. Rather, the latter are
used as ‘evidence’ for the former, and the correctness of Weber's
interpretation depends upon the plausibility of the argument that
these explicit comments in some way rest upon, or derive their sense
from, the ethical views. One feature of such an argument would be
the claim that the ethical views are logically presupposed by these
comments: that the former provide the assumptions from which the
latter derive their rationale. Clearly, this feature of the interpretation
bears a strong resemblance to certain forms of philosophical analysis,
in which one attempts to discover the assumptions behind particelar
beliefs or doctrines, in order to make a critical evaluation of them.
But, in interpretative understanding in the social sciences, there are
greater restrictions on the assumptions and presuppositions that can
reasonably be postulated: we must be partly guided, in this, by our
knowledge of the kinds of beliefs and concepts that were present in
the society concerned.

Linguistic understanding, and the kind of philosophicai-logical
analysis just outlined, are not the only elements involved in interpre-
tive understanding. We cannot give a full account of these other
elements, but we suggest that the most illuminating source for these
Is to be found in the types of analysis used in literary interpretation
and criticism. Consider, for example, some of the questions often
posed about Shakespeare’s Hamler: is it ‘a study in the passion of

grief, ... a dramatization of the conflict between optimism and
pessimism as these doctrines were understood in the Elizabethan
age, . .. a symbolization of the theme of life versus death’ (Weitz,

1964, p. 210)? An account of the nature of questions like these,
particularly of their epistemological status, is important for social
theory for at least two reasons. First, in many studies of social reality,
the social scientist has to use evidence such as Humlet to characterize
the beliefs, attitudes and values that are present in a specific society or
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social group. Second, by examining the problems faced by literary
theorists in assessing the truth or falsity of literary interpretations,
We can gain some insight into the epistemological issues raised by
interpretative understanding in general, We will now discuss one of
these problems, commonly termed the “hermeneutic circle’.

Consider the second of the three questions about Hamlet noted
above. It assumes, amongst other things, that we already know there
was a ‘conflict between optimism and pessimism’ in the Elizabethan
age, and how these doctrines were at that time understood. Yet, in
discovering these facts, we might well use literary products such as
Hamlet as part of the evidence. In other words, it seems necessary
to understand the social context in which this play was written in
order to interpret it, whilst at the same time we have to interpret
Hamler in order to understand that context. Similar points could be
made about Weber’s interpretation of Franklin’s writings. The same
difficulty arises in the interpretation of a single text: to understand
each part we require a prior grasp of the meaning of the whole, yet to
understand the whole we need an understanding of each of its parts.
Indeed, it is in terms of this problematic relation between whole and
part that the general concept of the hermeneutic circle is often
formulated.

This concept is relevant to many types of enquiry. We will briefly
note two of these, in anthropology, and in ethnomethodological
investigation of conversationa! practice (see chapter 6, section 4).
Consider the following problem posed by Martin Hollis (1967, p. 221
— our italics):

Certain primitive Yoruba carry about with them boxes covered
with cowrie shells, which they treat with special regard, When
asked what they are doing, they apparently reply that the boxes
are their heads or souls and that they are protecting them
against witcheraft, Is that an interesting fact or a bad translation ?

Why is this an interesting and difficult question? To know what the
Yoruba belicve, we must be able to translate their language. But one
of our tests for correct translations is that the translated statement in
some way ‘makes sense’. To make this assessment, we have to
examine the logical relations between the statement concerned and
others. But to do this, we must already understand these other
statements — a necessary condition of which is the intelligibility, or
sense, of their translations. We are thus involved in the hermeneutic
circle.

By contrast, although interpretive difficulties often arise, it scems
that our understanding of each other in everyday conversation is
normally unproblematic. One thing that makes everyday under-
standing possible, in practice, is the existence of a large variety of
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shared background assumptions and conventions between the
communicants. It is the relative absence of these that makes the
hermeneutic circle a particularly difficult practical problem for
the anthropologist. Nonetheless, the more abstract or philosophical
problem of how conversational understanding is possible is of
considerable importance. Thus, we can suggest that one way of
regarding ethnomethodological studies of conversational practice is
as attempts to formulate the contextual requirements and interpretive
procedures involved in the practical solution of the hermeneutic
circle in everyday life. If this is correct, we should be wary of
criticizing ethnomethodology on the grounds that its subject-matter
is essentially mundane or insignificant.??

Finally, let us consider the relevance of what we have said about
interpretive understanding to the question of the methodological
unity of social and natural science. An important issue here is the
relation between the criteria of validity for interpretive understanding,
and those (or explanatory understanding. It is sometimes held that
the claims of, for example, literary interpretation to the title of
‘knowledge’ or ‘science’ are dubious, because there are no objective
criteria for correct interpretations. But this view is mistaken, and
with it, the implied contrast between the objectivity of the natural
sciences, whose aim is explanatory understanding, and the subjectivity
of those studies of social reality that involve interpretive under-
standing. There are three main reasons why this is mistaken. First, it
assumes that explanatory understanding is the only legitimate form
of knowledge, and that anything else must be judged by the criteria of
validity appropriate to it. It thus ignores the possibility that different
forms of understanding may have their own criteria of validity, which
should not be seen as non-existent, or non-objective, merely because
they differ from those of explanatory understanding. Second, this
view is based upon an over-simple characterization of the criteria of
validity for causal explanations in the natural sciences. In chapter
we noted various difficulties in stating such criteria. One of these,
concerning the theory-loaded nature of observational-statements,
has clear analogies with the problem of the hermeneutic circle. In
both cases, we could say that every interpretation (or theory) is
judged by reference to facts that are themselves loaded with theories
(or interpretations). Third, as we will now conclude by arguing, any
adequate account of the natural sciences, and of the way in which
explanatory understanding is achieved in them, must include an
analysis of interpretative understanding, and thus of its criteria of
validity.

This argument rests upon the essentially social nature of any
knowledge-seeking enterprise, whether this aims at knowledge of
physical or social reality. As Kuhn and others have emphasized, to
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analyse this enterprise we must cxamine the nature of the scientific
community. One fundamental feature of such communitics is the
presence of linguistic communication between its members. Without
this, scientific activity would be impossible. But what is involved in
this communicative interaction is the interpretive understanding of
each scientist by others. Thus, to account for the possibility of
explanatory understanding, we must provide a philosophical analysis
of the nature and status of the interpretive processes, the shared
linguistic and contextual meanings, upon which this is based.
Nonetheless, we must also recognize an important asymmetry
between the place of interpretive understanding in our conceptions of
the natural and social sciences. In the latter, it is one of the forms of
understanding that the practitioners of social sciences are aiming to
achieve. Tn the natural sciences, interpretive understanding is pre-
supposed by the attempt of its practitioners to gain explanatory
understanding. But this asymmetry does not justify a straightforward
defence of anti-naturalism. For the social nature of all human
knowledge requires an analysis of interpretive understanding in both
social and natural sciences. Finally, although interpretive under-
standing is peculiar to our knowledge of social reality, it does not
replace or eliminate explanatory understanding in the social
sciences. 23
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5 See, for example, Evans-Pritchard (1951), Firth (1961), Malinowski
(1944), Nadel (1957), Radcliffe-Brown (1952), as wel as standard
textbook definitions of social structure. For a more unorthodox
conception, see Leach (1954). For a general discussion and critique, see
Goddard (1972), and Glucksmann, M. (1974). Also see section 3 of
chapter 9 for discussion of Evans-Pritchard’s positivist conception of
science.

6 See the ‘Introduction to part 1°, n. 3, where we point out a similar
feature of Duhem’s position. Duhem rejects an explanatory function for
scientific theories, although, as a matter of fact, the kinds of theories he
does advocate would provide ‘explanation” as defined by the positivist.

7 For general methodological discussions of ‘structuralism’ see the various
articles in Ehrmann (1970), Lane (1970) and Robey (1973). Note our
use of ‘scarequotes’ when referring to writers or positions associated
with this movement.

8 This is most clearly found in the work of Lévi-Strauss; see (1968), part
I. Also this is helpfully discussed in Leach (1970, chs 2 and 6), and
Ardener (1971). There is good critical discussion in Scheffler, H. (1970,
especially pp. 62-5).

9 For a general introduction to Chomsky, see Lyons (1970). For his
methodological views, see Chomsky (1965, 1969 plus following articles,
and 1972). Also see the exchange, Chomsky (1967) and Putnam (1967).

10 It should be noted that linguistic competence refers, for Chomsky, to
grammatical ability. This ignores other systems of linguistic com-
petence 3 semantic competence and conversational competence. On
both of these, see Coulter (1973); on the latter Hymes (1971).

For an argument that the latter can be studied in a ‘structuralist’
manner, see Cicourel (1973).

11 The rationalist conception of science was an important element in, for
example, Galileo and Descartes: see Koyré (1968), and Burtt (1932),
chs 3 and 4. Sabra (1967), however, ch, 1,emphasizes the empiricist
element in Descartes’s actual scientific work. Raticnalism in science
derives partly from the Platonic view that ‘the world is written in
numbers’: on this, see Wartofsky (1968), ch. 4, and Losee (1972). See
Chomsky (1966), on the Cartesian tradition in linguistics.

12 See for a general account of Lévi-Strauss, Leach (1970). Also see many
of the papers in Ehrmann (1970}, especially Schefiler, H. (1970), and in
Lane (1970). Also see Ardener (1971). Many of Lévi-Strauss’s methodo-
logical views are to be found expressed in the convenient collection,
Lévi-Strauss {1968).

13 See Douglas, M. (1970) for an attempt to construct a total system of
classification which would account for the prohibitions and exclusions
practised by any given society.

14 We are mainiy going to consider Althusser’s arguments as set out in
Althusser (1969 and 1970). We will not refer to his later mainly un-
iranslaled work, except for Althusser (1971). Two interesting critical
articles are Geras (1972) and Glucksmann (1972). A more obviously
‘structuralist’ Marxist writer is Godelier (1967) who more Qrlegs~
directly equates Marx’s method with that of Lévi-Strauss.
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See our discussions of phlogiston and oxygen thecries in the last sections
of chapters 1, 2 and 3.

This discussion of Althusser’s analysis of classes and the social relations
of production is partly based on Mepham’s very interesting article on
who, for Marx and Althusser, ‘makes history” (see Mepham, 1973}’
This is of course a much discussed issue, especially in the history of
Marxism. For a convenient and interesting summary, see Marek (1969).
For an attempt to repair a structural theory of revolution with the
analysis of subjective meanings, see Urry (1973a).

For a collection of ‘structuralist’ and related writings which point to
the socially constructed character of social reality, see Douglas (1973).
An infiuential book which emphasizes the dialectical interaction
between man and society is Berger and Luckmann (1967). In chapter 8
we will discuss Berger and Puilberg’s formulation of the notion of
reification.

The term ‘ethnomethodology’ was coined by Harold Garfinkel. See his
essays (Garfinkel, 1967) and the important article (Garfinkel and Sacks,
1967). There is a useful introduction to his work, Filmer (1972). There
are three helpful collections of ethnomethodological writings, Douglas
(1971), Sudnow (1972) and Turner (1974). For a writer influenced by
both ethnomethodological and Chomskyan linguistic perspectives, see
Cicourel {1973). We wili briefly return to certain issues connected with
ethnomethodology in the last section of chapter 7.

Introduction to part 3

1

On the problem of uniqueness in history, cf. Dray (1957) with Joynt
and Rescher (1961). Popper (1960) is a classic attack on the possibility
of long-term predictions in the social sciences: Gibson (1968) is a useful
critical review of the main issues about prediction. Nagel (1961), pp.
447-59, discusses some of the problems about experiments and their
relevance to social science.

2 Roughly, these two questions separate the main interests of Anglo-

American, and Continental philosophers, in their discussions of the
nature of human action. For an interesting account of the relations
between the two philosophical traditions, and their increasingly comple-
mentary positions vis-d-vis the social sciences, see Apel (1967).

3 For a brief account of the intellectual context of Weber’s methodo-

logical writings, and his attempt to mediate between several extreme
dichotomies, see Runciman (1972), sec. 1.

7 The explanation and understanding of social action
1 For Weber’s views about understanding and explanation, see Weber

(1947), pp. 88-115. Useful critical accounts include: Parsons (1968),
chs 13 and 16; Giddens (1971) ch. 10; Runciman (1972), sections 3, 5,
and 6; Schutz (1972), ch. 1.

2 Weber’s ideas about the nature and testing of causal explanation,

especially in history, are developed in ‘The fogic of the Cultural
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Sciences’, in Weber (1949), This essay is also important for his views
about interpretive understanding. His ideas about causation are similar
to J. 5. Mill’s, but are developed in a different intellectual context,
Continental jurisprudence, which is outlined in Hart and Honoré
(1959), chs 16 and 17. o

3 Weber also argues that, by working out the deviations of any actual
course of action from those that would occur if it were ‘rational’, we
can assess the causal significance of non-rational factors determining
the action: see Weber (1947), pp. 92-3. On the gap between ratzon?l
and explanatory understanding, cf. our criticisms of the D-N model in
chapter 2, section 1: the deductive argument gives us only rational
understanding, and not necessarily causal explanation. '

4 Cf. Parsons (1968), ch. 15, with Giddens (1971), ch. 12, for dlﬁ'ergnt
views of the methodological significance of Weber's comparative
studies. Weber’s account of the emergence of European capitalism is in
Weber (1930): Green (ed.) (1959) contains a useful collection of critical
discussions of ‘The Weber Thesis’: see also Sprinza:k_ (1972). Glcl'de.ns
{1970) is an interesting discussion of Weber’s opposition to materialist
accounts of capitalism, inchiding Marx’s. ) )

5 The literature on reasons, causes, and the status of action-exptanations
is @narmous. A useful summary of the issues, with bibliographical
references, is in Bernstein (1972), pp. 260-80. On the nature of rational
explanation in history, cf. Hempel (1965b), pp. 463-87, with Dray
(1963). Gur own position owes much to White, M. (1965}, ch. 5;
Maclntyre (1967); and Toulmin (1970).

6 Thus we disagree with MacIntyre (1962), pp. 54-6, who argues both that
the connection was a rational-logical one, and that Weber was wrong
to think that empirical testing was relevant. Cf., also, our r'emarl:zs
about the relations between formal-logical, and causal, relations in
Lévi-Strauss and Chomsky, in chapter 6, section 2.

7 For an interesting discussion of what is involved in following a rule,
with reference to Chomsky’s theories, see Fisher (1971). We do not
attempt to discuss the many difficult issues about the concept of a rule,
which is central to, for example, Winch (1958); see Ryan (1970§ chs
6 and 7, for a useful account of Winch’s position ; and Schwayder (1 6_5),
part 3, for a classification of differeni types of rules and rule-following
behaviour.

& Our account of the relations between the concepts of reasan, purpose,
intention, motive, and so on, is highly schematic. For a useful discus-
sion of some of the differences between these concepts, sce White, A.
{1967), ch. 6. On motives, see especially Kenny (1963}, (_:h. 4. Notice
that this concept, in ordinary English usage, is a more limited one than
Weber’s technical definition of ‘motive’, given in section 1 above.

9 For the purposes of the discussion that follows, we assume a Humean
view causation, especially that causal relations are not logically neces-
sary. Cf. our discussion of Hume in chapter 2, sections 1 and 4.

10 On the problems of specifying preventing conditions, see Block (1971).
This issue is central to the philosophical problem of ‘weakness of will*:
a useful collection on this is Mortimore {(ed.) (1971). The claim that
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actions follow logically from beliefs and desires is defended in Maclntyre
(1962), and, in a different form, by von Wright (1971), ch. 3. A further
argument against desires and beliefs as causes, that no relevant general-
izations relating them to actions can be found, is supported in Lessnoff
(1974), ch. 4. For a general defence of the causal status of such explana-
tions, see Fodor (1968), chs 1 and 2.

11 Cf. Schutz (1972), pp. 25-31, who notes that Weber’s examples of direct
understanding can aiso be scen to involve motivational understanding.
He aiso argues that Weber’s definition of ‘motive’ is seriously ambigu-
ous, between what seems an adequate ground to the ggent, or to the
observer.

12 See Schutz (1954), as an example of those who assume that naturalism
involves a social science based on purely behavioural action descrip-
tions. OQur views about the causal assumptions of descriptions are

based on our position about theory-neutral observations, developed in

chapter 3,Ain discussing Marx’s distinction between ‘appearance’ and
‘reality’,

13 The c)l(assical attempt to define purposeful action wsing cybernetic
concepts ifsRosenblueth er al. (1943): Taylor, R. (1950) i3 an equally
classical criticism. A good general discussion of such attempts is
Scheffler, 1. (1364), section 9. On behaviourism in psychology, see the
interesting collection in Wann (ed.) (1964). On the use of operational
definitions, an important symposium is in the Psychological Review,
vol. 52, 1945. For a critical discussion of B. F. Skinner’s form of ‘radical
behaviourism’, see Keat (1972). In the rest of this section, we will use
the phrase ‘subjective states’ to refer to items such as beliefs, desires,

¢motions, and so on.

14 See Fodor (1968), chs 2 and 3, and Bloor (1970), for similar contrasts
between realism and positivism in relation to behaviourism, though
their main concern is with specifically philosophical behaviourism.
Fodor, unlike Bloor, regards realism as entailing some form of material-
ism, in which mental states are identified with physical ones. But his
argument for this, on pp. 97-9, is, we believe, mistaken, Harré and
Secord (1972), use a realist view of science to attack behaviourist
psychology, but they seem to regard reason-cxplanations as non-
causal.

15 Maclntyre (lQﬂ) argues that Durkheim’s definition of suicide rules out,
i principle, feference to the agent’s intentions in explaining acts of
suicide. Douglas, by contrast, argues that Durkheim does in fact make
reference to the social meanings of suicide, but in a unsystematic and
arbitrary way: see Douglas, J. (1967). On Durkheim’s anti-individual-
ismn, see chapter 4, section 3, and for more detailed discussion, chapter
8, section 4. On “ultimate explanations’, see chapter 2, section 4.

16 For Schutz’s views on the relation between scientific and everyday
concepts, see especially Schutz (1953). On the way in which concepts
change from “technical’ (o ‘everyday’ status, cf. chapter_I, section 3.
The problem of describing people’s subjective states, using concepts
unavailable to them, is particularly important in Freud’s theories. We
should also note, though, that many everyday explanations do not
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involve reference to purposes and beliefs, but to ‘external’ determinants,
such as physiological, sociat, or more ‘theoretical’ items.

17 Maclntyre (1967} argues that Winch’s position excludes the possibility
of using the concepts of ideology and false-consciousness: we believe
this argument rests partly on the conception of ideology we reject here,
But Winch certainly rejects the legitimacy of any systematic chal lenging
of the agent’s professed reasons - see, e.g. Winch (1958), p. 46. Both
Durkheim and Pareto rely partly, in their rejection of agent’s reasons,
on the denial of the possible plurality of causes, i.e. of alternative
reasons or causes for the same action. See n. 3 to chapter 2 on this issue.

18 For a useful classification of differcnt senses of ‘meaning’ and “under-
standing’ see Brodbeck (1963). On the general relation between explana-
tion and understanding, see Gruner (1967b) and {1969). We are not
trying, in this section, to give a complete catalogue of different senses
of ‘understanding’: cf. our discussion of Weber’s concept of ‘rationat
understanding’, in section 1 of this chapter. In the present section, we
use ‘explanatory understanding’ in a wider sense than Weber gives it:
see section 1 above.

19 An influential statement of the positivist view of verstehen is Abzl
(1948): see also Magel (1961), pp. 480-5. It is clear from Weber’s
discussion of imaginitive re-enactment that he did not regard this as
cenlral to verstehen: see section I above, Another positivist response
to verstehen is to claim that it involves a ‘reproductive fallacy’: for an
appropriately sceptical discussion of this claim, see Gruner (1969).
Recently, verstehen has been interpreted as a special type of judgment
made by the professional expert: on this, see Cohen, H. (1973). Positivist
views of verstehen are similar to their views of models and analogies in
the natural sciences: see chapter 1, section 4, and chapter 2, section 2.

20 The example we use here is discussed in Skinner, Q. (1972), though in
a somewhat differcnt context, For a similar rejection of intentionalist
accounts of meaning, see Margolis (1973). A useful survey of such
accounts is Facione (1973). Our comments on linguistic meaning are
very brief and selective ~ for example, there are several behaviourist
theories of meaning. An introduction to many of the issues is Alston
(1964), chs 1 and 2.

21 On hermeneutics see Habermas (1971), chs 7-11; Taylor, C. (1971);
and Radnitzky (1972), vol. 2, chs 3-5. Hirsch (1967) is a stimulating
discussion of literary interpretation, especially of the place of authors’
intentions in analysing the meaning of their works. On the relations
between context and intention in the methodology of the history of
ideas, see Skinner, Q. (1969).

22 On problems of interpretation in anthropology, see Gellner (1962), and
Hollis (1967a), (1967b), Schutz (1954) emphasizes the idea that verstehen
is what goes on in our everyday interpretive understanding of each
other, though he includes a number of very different types of knowledge
in this. Cf. also our discussion of Lévi-Strauss, in chapter 6, section 2:
in his work, further types of interpretation are apparently used.

23 Our position on the place of interpretive understanding in the natural
sciences owes much to Apel (1972); the idea of different criteria of
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validity for interpretive and explanatory understanding is explored
further in our discussion of Habermas, in chapter 9, section 4,

8 Reification and realism

1 For an interesting discussion of the historical development of the
concept of ideology, see Lichtheim (1967). For a rather different general
discussion, see Plamenatz {1970); aiso see Harris (1968). Marx’s own
views are stated most systematically in The German Ideology (Marx and
Engels, 1965); but also see Mepham (1972) on the concept of ideology
in the later writings. The non-Marxist foumdations are famously found
in Daniel Bell’s The End of Ideology (1962). These are contrasted with
Marxist formulations in Miller (1972).

2 We will discuss aspects of Weber’s analysis of values in sections 1, 2
and 8{pf chapter 9. See Parsons (1951) for an example of this main-
stream interpretation of the notion of ideology,

3 Marx gives as examples of ‘roles’, those of ‘hunter’ or ‘fisher’, and
characterizes them as ‘fixations of human activity . . . consolidations of
our own products inlo an objective power above us, growing out of our
control, thwarting our expectations, and nullifying our calculations’
(Easton and Guddat, 1967, p. 425). Also see the last two papers in
Berger (1969).

4 This is discussed by Althusser, who argues that Hegel’s thought is
dominated by the notion of ‘expressive causality’; that is: ‘that the
whole in question be reducible to an inner essence, of which the elements
of the whole are then no more than the phenomenal forms of expres-
sion, the inner principle of the essence being present at each point in the
whole . . . a ‘spiritual’ whole in which each element was expressive of the
entire totality’ (1970, pp. 186-7).

5 We will oniy consider Lukécs’s History and Class Consciousness (1971).
Note the Preface in which he presents many criticisms of the work.
There are useful collections of relevant papers in Parkinson {1970) and
Mészaros (1971). Other useful discussions are Revai (1971), Stedman-
Jones (1971), and in Hamilton (1974 chapter 3).

6 Lukics says, for example, that the knowledge that produces dereifica-
tion: ‘brings about an objective structural change in the object of
knowledge’ (Lukics, 1971, p. 169).

7 See Berger and Pullberg (1966); also see the related more general
phenomenological sociology of knowledge, Berger and Luckmann
{1967). On the former see Brewster (1966) and Walton and Gamble
(1973). Note the distinction between objectifying and objectivating
processes and how the latter corresponds to our term ‘objectifying’ at
the end of the previous section,

8 See, for explicit examples, Berger (1966), Dahrendorf (1968), Coulsen
and Riddell (1970), Urry (1970) and Coulson (1972). The claim is
implicit in Wrong (1964) and Atkinson (1971).

9 The debates between methodological individualists and holists have
given rise to an enormous literature. A very clear discussion of the
main issues is in Dray (1967); and see Lukes (1968) who also argues
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