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Preface

This book is intended to change how we think about and carry out
the scientific study of social life. We try to establish an appropriate
philosophical and theoretical basis for such a study. Some important
books in this area, for instance Alan Ryan’s Philosophy of the Social
Sciences, are primarily philosophical, with relatively limited treatment
of substantive social science. Others, such as Robert Friedrichs’s
A Sociology of Seciology, tend to minimize philosophical analysis,
and thus reduce discussion to a description of various types of
sociological practice. We aim, by contrast, to combine the philo-
sophical evaluation of different conceptions of the nature of social
theory with an examination of important sociological theorists and
frameworks. In doing so, we try to relate a variety of themes,
arguments and controversies that have developed within very different
intellectual traditions. The issues we cover are diverse, complex, and
difficult, but we have attempted to keep our discussion as clear and
simple as is possible. We hope that the book will be relevant to
second and third year students taking theoretical, methodological or
philosophical courses in the social sciences, and to postgraduates
working in these areas. But it is also intended as a general contribution
to the problems and issues that we discuss. There are, however,
several important topics about which we say little or nothing: the
place of mathematics in science; the nature of rules and rule-guided
action; functionalism and the logic of functional explanations; and
the question of methodological holism versus individualism.

This book has arisen from the many, lengthy discussions we have
had together in the last three years while employed at the University of
Lancaster. Many of these derived from certain themes in an article by
one of us, Russell Keat’s ‘Positivism, Naturalism and Anti-Natural-
ism in the Social Sciences’. The discussions also took place in the
context of a period of considerable political conflict inside this
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PREFACE

University, during which we were both involved, with many other
friends, in attempts to combat certain repressive results of the existing
power structure. The shared political sympathies engendered by
these conflicts have been important to us, and we attach political, as
well as intellectual significance to this book. For coherent political
thought and activity depend partly on adequate analysis of the social
structures within which these take place, an analysis which in turn
rests upon a proper conception of the nature of social theory.

The book is, therefore, very much the joint product of personal,
intellectual and political cooperation. However, each of us has been
principally responsible for individual chapters: Russell Keat for
part 1, and chapters 7 and 9 in part 3; John Urry for part 2, and
chapter 8 in part 3. A number of stylistic differences remain between
these two groups of chapters, which we thought it unnecessary to
eliminate. We would not have been able to write this book without
the friendship, help and advice of many people. We are grateful to
our former teachers; and we hope that those who have taken our
courses here will recognize the important contributions they have
made to our thinking. We are especially grateful to our friends living
in and around Lancaster. In particular, we would like to thank the
following for reading and commenting on one Or more chapters:
Nick Abercrombie, Steve Ackroyd, Ken Baublys, Michael Ham-
mond, Suzette Heald, Mike Howard, John King, David Miller,
Linda Nicholson, and Geoff Smith. And we are grateful to the people
who have typed the drafts of various chapters: Carole Corless, Carol
Fell, Wendy Graham, Margaret Gudgin, Barbara Hayes, Julie
Huddleston, Margaret Nolan, Wilga Urry, and Brenda Wright.

Russell Keat would like to thank the academic and assistant staff
in the Department of Philosophy at Lancaster for their help, and for
enabling him to spend the 1973/4 academic year on leave to write the
book.

John Urry is grateful for being an early member of the Department
of Sociology at Lancaster, and for the successful demonstration of
the possibilities of democratizing university departments.

Introduction

The central debate within the philosophy of the social sciences has
concerned the methodological unity of natural and social science.
However, the way in which this debate has been conducted is funda-
mentally misconceived. This is because it has been viewed primarily
in terms of the relevance of one particular conception of science, that
of positivism, to the study of social phenomena. But we will show
that there are a number of different conceptions of science and that
it is erroneous to discuss the methodological unity issue simply in
terms of one particular characterization of the natural sciences. We
will further argue that a neglected position in the philosophy of
natural science, theoretical realism, or realism, should be explored as
an appropriate framework for the social sciences.

Thus we will attempt to redraw the standard framework of cate-
gories and distinctions in terms of which the methodological unity
debate is conducted. Normally it is based upon two related dicho-
tomies, naturalism versus anti-naturalism, and positivism versus
idealism. Further, these two dichotomies are typically assimilated so
that we are presented with exclusive and exhaustive alternatives:
naturalism and positivism; or anti-naturalism and idealism. Indeed
positivism has often been taken as synonymous with naturalism, or
at least including naturalism as an essential part of its meaning.

Historically, the reason why these two dichotomies have been
assimilated, is because of the dominance of the positivist conception
of science in the period during which the methodological unity
debate has been conducted. Also positivism, as a distinct position in
the philosophy of science, has been part of a more general intellectual
and methodological tradition, which has involved naturalism as one
of its central elements. The doctrine of naturalism has been mainly
supported by those who have adopted a positivist view of science.
As a result, it has been diflicult to conceive of a naturalist position
which is not also positivist. It seems that in the study of social life
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INTRODUCTION

we have to choose either a positivist (and naturalist) position, or an
idealist (and anti-naturalist) position. This is, however, incorrect.
We will criticize how positivists have succeeded in dictating the way
in which the methodological unity issue has been debated. In discuss-
ing three different conceptions of the natural sciences, positivism,
realism, and conventionalism, we will attack the normal assimilation
of the two dichotomies, and particularly that of the positivist and
naturalist positions. We will examine the issues involved in a
naturalism based on a non-positivist, realist view of science.

Let us now outline the three parts of this book. In part I we analyse
and contrast positivist, realist and conventionalist conceptions of the
natural sciences. In each case we characterize their basic claims,
outline the justifications provided for these, and indicate the main
difficulties and criticisms that can be made of them. Our own commit-
ment is to a realist position, modified by certain conclusions which
have led others to adopt a non-realist, conventionalist view of science.

In part 2 we use this classification of alternative conceptions of
science, and especially the distinction between positivism and
realism, to analyse different writers and schools within the social
sciences. We consider those who, although adopting a naturalist
position, differ in the view of science that they hold. Initially we look
at various positivist sociologists and schools of sociology in the
nineteenth and twentieth centuries. We then analyse a clear example
of realism in the social sciences, namely, Karl Marx and his attempt
to found a science of historical materialism. Finally, we consider the
concept of structure, which is central to any realist science. We note,
however, that there are other forms of structural or structuralist
analysis in the social sciences; some of these can be seen as either
positivist or as a form of conventionalism.

In the last part, we examine the two central problems in any
science of social life; the nature of human action, and the possibly
value-distorted, subjective, or ideclogical character of the social
scientific enterprise. We will see that some of the anti-naturalist
arguments involved here are analogues of conventionalist claims in
the philosophy of the natural sciences. We will consider the plausi-
bility of an anti-naturalist position by reference, not to a positivist,
but a realist, naturalist position. First, then, we consider how sub-
jective meanings can be analysed as causes of human action, We will
then consider whether there is a distinctive form of interpretative
understanding in the social sciences. Second, we examine different
conceptions of ideology; we analyse in detail one form of ideological
distortion, that of reification; we confront various issues involved in
the concept of value-free sociology, especially the relationship
between concepts and reality; and we defend a non-relativistic
sociology of science and knowledge.

2
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In the following three chapters, we will present a critical analysis of
three widely differing conceptions of the natural sciences — positivism,
realism, and conventionalism. The analysis will be conducted
primarily by reference to Anglo-American philosophers of science
who have developed and defended these positions in the twentieth
century. These positions have important connections with earlier
views in the history and philosophy of science, and also with more
general philosophical and intellectual movements. But, first, let us
provide a brief outline of the three positions.

For the positivist, science is an attempt to gain predictive and
explanatory knowledge of the external world. To do this, one must
construct theories, which consist of highly general statements,
expressing the regular relationships that are found to exist in that
world. These general statements, or laws, enable us both to predict
and explain the phenomena that we discover by means of systematic
observation and experiment. To explain something is to show that it
is an instance of these regularities; and we can make predictions only
on the same basis. Statements expressing these regularities, if true,
are only contingently so; their truth is not a matter of logical
necessity, and cannot be known by a priori means. Instead, such
statements must be objectively tested by means of experiment and
observation, which are the only source of sure and certain empirical
knowledge. It is not the purpose of science to get ‘behind’ or ‘beyond’
the phenomena revealed to us by sensory experience, to give us
knowledge of unobservable natures, essences or mechanisms that
somehow necessitate these phenomena. For the positivist, there are
no necessary connections in nature; there are only regularities,
successions of phenomena which can be systematically represented in
the universal laws of scientific theory. Any attempt to go beyond this
representation plunges science into the unverifiable claims of meta-
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physics and religion, which are at best unscientific, and at worst
meaningless.

The realist shares with the positivist a conception of science as an
empirically-based, rational and objective enterprise, the purpose of
which is to provide us with true explanatory and predictive knowledge
of nature. But for the realist, unlike the positivist, there is an im-
portant difference between explanation and prediction. And it is
explanation which must be pursued as the primary objective of
science. To cxplain phenomena is not merely to show they are
instances of well-established regularities. Instead, we must discover
the necessary connections between phenomena, by acquiring know-
ledge of the underlying structures and mechanisms at work. Often,
this will mean postulating the existence of types of unobservable
entities and processes that arc unfamiliar to us: but it is only by doing
this that we get beyond the ‘mere appearances’ of things, to their
natures and essences. Thus, for the realist, a scientific theory isa
description of structures and mechanisms which causally gencrate
the observable phenomena, a description which enables us to explain
them.

We have noted already that, despite their differences, positivists and
realists share a certain gencral conception of science and its objectives.
What is common to those philosophers of science we call ‘con-
ventionalists’ is their rejection of these shared attitudes. But their
reasons for doing so are varied. It may be argued that observations
cannot by themselves determine the truth or falsity of theories, and
that no useful distinction between theory and observation can be
maintained. Or, that therc are no universal criteria for choosing
rationally between different theoretical frameworks, and that moral,
aesthetic, or instrumental values play an essential partin such choices.
More radically, the idea of an external reality which exists indepen-
dently of our theoretical beliefs and concepts may be rejected.
Associated with these different claims are different positive concep-
tions of science. In all of them, there is a sense in which the adoption
of theories is a matter of convention. But ‘conventionalism’, as we
use this term, does not denote a homogeneous set of views about
science, which can be simply contrasted with positivism and realism.
What unites conventionalists is their opposition to the view of science
as providing true descriptions and explanations of an external reality,
through theories which can be objectively tested and compared by
observation and experiment.

So far, these accounts of positivism, realism and conventionalism
have been couched, as far as possible, in terms that are not specific to
the way in which they have been developed in twentieth-century
philosophy of science. For we wish to emphasize that each of these
views has a long history in science and philosophy. The realist
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position, with its emphasis on causal explanations through the
discovery of essences, was systematically articulated by Aristotle,
developed by various medieval philosophers, and continued through
the seventeenth-century scientific revolution and after; for example,
in the writings of Locke, who developed an epistemology based on
the corpuscularian realism of the science of his time. Positivist
philosophy of science was significantly developed in the early
eighteenth century, through the work of Hume and Berkeley, with
the denial of causal necessity in nature, the defence of a regularity
view of causation and explanation, and the rejection of any scientific
concepts which went beyond the realm of the observable. Elements of
positivism were already present in the writings of medieval philoso-
phers, such as Ockham; and the positivist tradition continued through
the nineteenth and twentieth centuries when, until quite recently, its
dominance seemed assured. Likewise, several of the ideas involved in
conventionalist philosophies of science have a long history, particu-
larly in astronomy. From very early on, there developed the view that
all that mattered for an astronomical theory was that it should ‘save
the appearances’, that it should be a computational device which
enables us to make correct and useful predictions about the observed
movements of the heavenly bodies. Such theories should not be seen
as describing any physical reality, or making claims to truth: their
value was primarily instrumental. If more than one theory adequately
‘saved the appearances’ the choice between them should be made on
the basis of partly aesthetic criteria, such as mathematical elegance.

These different conceptions of science have also been related to
more general philosophical positions and movements. In the
twentieth century, these relationships are particularly interesting.
Until about twenty years ago, the dominance of positivist philosophy
of science was closely associated with the dominance of the logical
positivist movement, itself a complex blending of the Humean
empiricist tradition with the late nincteenth-century development of
mathematical logic. The recent attacks on positivist philosophy of
science, which have taken both realist and conventionalist forms,
have themselves been linked with some of the philosophical move-
ments that emerged in opposition to logical positivism. Thus, several
conventionalist philosophers of science have been influenced by the
later writings of Wittgenstein, and realist philosophy of science has
partly been developed from the standpoint of ‘scientific realism’, a
position which is opposed both to logical positivism, and also to the
movement of analytical philosophy inspired by Wittgenstein, Ryle
and Austin.?

It should already be clear that our own use of the term ‘positivism’
is a more restricted one than is usual, particular in debates about the
methodological unity of the natural and social sciences. First, the
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term is frequently used in such a way that the positions which we
distinguish as positivist and realist are conflated under the terms
‘positivist’, or ‘empiricist’. Although positivism and realism have
common features, and have both been developed within a broadly
empiricist philosophical tradition, the failure to distinguish the two
positions is misleading. Indeed, the differences between these positions
itself reflects important divergences within the empiricist tradition,
several of which are manifested in the differences between Hume and
Locke. Second, “positivism’ is sometimes used as if synonymous with
‘naturalism’, a use which we have already criticized. Third, the term
is also applied to a more general intellectual tradition which, although
partly constituted by what we have called positivist philosophy of
science, also involves other, more sweeping claims. In particular,
positivists in this wider sense not only adopt a certain view of the
natural sciences, but insist that science, conceived in this way, is the
only legitimate form of human knowledge. Other intellectual en-
quiries must either conform to this model of knowledge, or be dis-
missed as providing no real knowledge at all. Questions of values,
theology and metaphysics are to be rejected in this manner, and the
embryonic social sciences must, to deserve the name of ‘science’, be
developed on the lines of the natural sciences.

But positivism purely as a philosophy of science may be main-
tained without these additional claims. Thus some philosophers have
adopted this view of science, without thereby rejecting other forms of
knowledge as meaningless or unintelligible. Instead, they may merely
wish to distinguish science from, for example, theology, sometimes
even to protect theology from the claims of science, rather than using
science as a weapon against theology. Similarly, though positivist
philosophers of science deny the refevance of values to the conduct of
science and the validity of its results, this denial need not be based
upon the rejection of value claims in toto: they may simply be regarded
as having no legitimate part in science.?

Our procedure in these three chapters will be as follows. In chapter
1, we examine the positivist view of science, beginning with its analysis
of explanation. We then consider its general view of scientific theories,
and their relation to observations. An important aspect of this view is
its use of a distinction between theoretical and observational terms;
this we examine separately. And in the final section, some further
characteristics of positivist philosophy of science as a whole are
considered, especially those associated with its concept of ‘the logic
of science’.

Throughout chapter 1, although we emphasize the difficulties and
problems that are raised by various positivist doctrines, we do not
attempt any systematic criticism of the position. But in chapter 2,
we present the realist view of science both as an alternative to
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positivism, and in terms of its critical diagnosis of the problems facing
positivism. Thus in the first three sections, we partly parallel the
corresponding sections of chapter 1, by discussing the realist accounts
of explanation, theories, and the distinction between theoretical and
observational terms. We conclude by pointing to some of the prob-
lems for a realist philosophy of science, and drawing out some of the
characteristics common to both positivism and realism.

The organization of chapter 3 is rather different from that of the
first two chapters. Only in the final section do we consider con-
ventionalism as a general position in the philosophy of science, and
even here we emphasize the diversity of positions that may be grouped
under this single category. In the earlier sections of the chapter, we
confine ourselves to a critical analysis of several writers and argu-
ments which stand in opposition to both positivism and realism.

Finally, the accounts we provide of both positivism and realism
are composite constructions, and although there may be philosophers
of science who subscribe to every element of one of these, this is not
assumed by the procedure we have adopted. Thus, we do not claim
that any writer who supports, say, the positivist view of explanation,
will necessarily support all the other doctrines we describe as
positivist — though support for at least some of them is likely. The
various elements of the realist and positivist positions do fit together
into coherent, alternative conceptions of science, most fully developed
in the twentieth century, but present at many earlier stages in the
history of science and philosophy.*

1 Positivist philosophy of science

1 The positivist view of explanation

That the explanation of an event consists basically in showing that
it is an instance of a well-supported regularity has long been main-
tained by positivist philosophers of science. By examining the detailed
development of this view by twentieth-century positivists, we will also
gain insight into the main difference between these more recent
writers, and their predecessors. This consists in the considerable
reliance of the former upon the techniques and concepts of modern
formal logic. These have been used both to express characteristically
positivist views of science with a far greater degree of rigour and
precision than was previously possible, and to provide a basic frame-
work in which to analyse the nature of scientific theories.! There can
be little doubt that the attendant rigour and precision have often
been highly beneficial to the philosophy of science — though not
always to the positivists, since the careful and systematic statement
of their views has frequently revealed serious problems and difficulties
which may be unresolvable within the positivist framework.

We will examine the positivist view of explanation in the form in
which it has been presented and defended by Carl Hempel, since his
account is, in several senses, exemplary.? Let us begin with the
following passage (19,48,/ p. 246), in which he describes a typical case
of scientific explanation, and presents an analysis of it which indicates
his general conception of such explanations:

A mercury thermometer is rapidly immersed in hot water; there
occurs a temporary drop of the mercury column, which is then
followed by a swift rise. How is this phenomenon to be
explained ? The increase in temperature affects at first only the
glass tube of the thermometer; it expands and thus provides a
larger space for the mercury inside, whose surface therefore
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Conceptions of science
in social theory



In part,12’we have identified and analysed several different conceptions
of the natural sciences. It follows that the advocacy of a naturalist or
an anti-naturalist position requires the specification of the particular
conception of the natural sciences which has been adopted. Most of
the writers that we will consider in part 2 have explicitly taken a
naturalist position. We will thus use our classification of alternative
methodologies, and especially the distinction between positivism and
realism, to identify the different conceptions of science on which
various naturalist claims are based. In particular, we will show that
being a naturalist does not commit one to a positivist conception of
science. We should note that in our identification of the methodo-
logical bases of different social theories we will not be concerned with
providing criticisms of their substantive content. Also we will not
make any methodological criticisms since these follow from the
arguments developed in part 1. We will discuss some important
problems for a naturalist science of social life in part 3.

In chapter 4 we analyse certain positivist writers, schools, and
tendencies. We begin with the Comtean positivists, and conclude
with twentieth century American social science and its positivisation
of the concepts of role and class. The writers and schools discussed in
this chapter are both historically important and represent diverse
sociological positions within the positivist framework. Just as the
dominant tradition in the philosophy of science has been positivistic,
s0 too is the predominant orientation in the historical development
of social science. Thus there is relatively little social science based on
a realist conception of science. In chapter 5, in our analysis of realism
we consider the methodological bases of the political economy of
Karl Marx. He is one of the main writers who clearly and systematic-
ally embodies such an approach. One result of taking Marx to be 2
realist is that we do mot have to choose between viewing him as
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either humanistic and philosophical, or positivist and scientific.! We
argue that Marx’s method is scientific, but non-positivist.

A central concept in our interpretation of Marx is that of structure.
In chapter 6, we analyse certain aspects of this concept and various
types of structural analysis. We show that one can fruitfully distin-
guish between positivist, realist, and instrumentalist concepts of
structure. In particular we discuss the ‘structuralist’ analyses of
Chomsky and Lévi-Strauss, noting the degree and manner of their
realist approach to structure. We also consider features of Louis
Althusser’s interpretation of Marx, and conclude the chapter by
noting some of the criticisms made of the concept of structure and of
the nature of structural analysis.

The transference of conceptions of science from the natural to the
social sciences is not simple and direct. This is partly for general
reasons. First, we have presented the three methodologies in terms
of positions that are not necessarily identified with any given writer.
As a result even philosophers of the natural sciences will not fit
unequivocably into any single position; and a given writer may
embody different conceptions of science in different works, or in
different parts of the same work. Further, some writers may adhere to
one position in their methodological writings yet carry out substan-
tive analyses governed by a different conception of science. Also, as
we noted, some positions do in fact tend to merge into each other at
the margins; for example, positivism and instrumentalism. Occasion-
ally we do find a natural or social scientist, who explicitly adopts and
adheres to a single distinctive conception of science. However, this is
unusual and normally scientific methodology can only be identified
more indirectly.? Turning specifically to the social sciences, the
relating of methodological positions to given writers will be more
problematic than in the case of natural science. We can illustrate this
by considering the positivist attempt to base theories on the ob-
servable, that is, on the sensory or the perceptible. But positivists in
social science have rarely adhered to such a fully-fledged behaviourist
programme. First, their work is normalily based upon the sui generis
character of the social, or of society, although on a strict positivist
programme, references to the social level of reality ought to be ruled
out on grounds of non-observability. Second, few positivists in
sociology have been able to avoid referring in some way or other
to the subjective states of individuals, that is, again to essentially
unobservable structures and processes.

Finally, we do not provide any historical explanation of the changes
in the conceptions of science held by different social theorists. How-
ever, it is intcresting to note that these different conceptions them-
selves influence how we conceive of this historical development. This
can be seen in two respects. First, for some positivists, sociology is a
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cumulative science, whose development only lags behind because of
its later beginnings and intrinsically more complex subject-matter.
By contrast, someone who applied the Kuhnian model to the history
of sociology, would see that history as the replacement of one out-
dated and incommensurate paradigm with another, with no clear
unilineal development or progress. Second, the different methodo-
logical positions will influence how we characterize the social sciences.
For the positivist, there is a tendency to identify each science as
different, holding that within each there are sets of given and
potentially discoverable general laws. A realist may be more likely to
emphasize the artificial character of these disciplinary distinctions,
and to argue that we must analyse the causal interrelations between
the different orders of reality. Consider also the origins of sociology.
. For positivists, it is usual to say that sociology began at the beginning
of the nineteenth century, with Henri de Saint-Simon and Auguste
Comte. Realists, by contrast, might argue that the subject of socio-
logy, conceived of more broadly than in the positivist f ormulation, lies
in the eighteenth-century Scottish Enlightenment and especially in
the work of Adam Ferguson and John Millar. These latter writers
provided alternative explanations, based upon the distribution of
property as the crucial structural mechanism, of certain phenomena
analysed positivistically; the nature of industrial society, the effects
of the modern division of labour, and the consequences of hierarchy
and social conflict. Nineteenth-century sociology, or social science,
it has been suggested by Alan Swingewood, was poised between two
paradigm-competitors, the positivism of Saint-Simon, Comte, Mili,
Spencer, and Durkheim; and the realism of Millar, Ferguson, Marx
and some later Marxists.®
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4 Sociology and positivism

1 Comteam positivism

Saint-Simon, Comte, and the Positivist Movement in general
advocated the development of a new positive outlook, or Positive
Philosophy, founded upon the certaintics of science.! The old
traditions and values no longer moved people, society was in a state
of chaos and anarchy, and the eighteenth century Enlightenment
had not stemmed but had contributed to the decline. What therefore
was needed was a new basis of intellectual, moral and social life. This
would be provided by the methods, findings and instrumental utility
of science; sociology would be the crowning pinnacle in this new
order. The problems of the emergent industrial society (of com-
petition, social conflict, ideas of free enterprise) were seen as scientific-
ally calculable. Social and political beliefs could be matched to the
scientifically possible. The discovery of the laws of social physics
would ensure that people accept the inevitable and would only
change that which could be changed. Order and progress were seen
as reconcilable, the working class in particular would believe in the
social ethic of science and industry, and the realm of the social or
Society would be omnipotent. Let us consider Comte’s argument in
detail, beginning with his view of science.

He sees the natural sciences positivistically; and his naturalist
characterization of sociology is also positivist. His arguments here
rest on two central and quite distinctive theses. First, there is
historically a progression from theological, to metaphysical, to
positive modes of thought and related types of social organization.
Second, there is a hierarchy of the sciences with mathematics at the
bottom and sociology at the top, and each of them passes in turn
through the three stages, theological, metaphysical and positive.
Let us describe what these stages consist of and specifically how the
positive stage is distinguished from the other two. We will then
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activities. Ethnomethodologists concern themselves with the identi-
fication of how such activities exhibit the properties of uniformity,
reproducibility, repetitiveness, standardization, typicality and so on.
Furthermore, these properties are seen as independent of the
specific members who produce and recognize such structures.
Ethnomethodologists thuy are irreducibly involved in trying to
provide a correct account ‘of the organized or structural features of
everyday activities, and especially of the general properties of
conversations. As a consequence it is difficult to know whether
ethnomethodology does constitute an in principle criticism of much
orthodox structural analysis. Our suggestion is that ethnomethod-
ology provides a further set of repairs, especially in taking the
everyday world and members’ methods for treating this world, as a
topic in its own right and not as a resource in providing orthodox
sociology with its data.
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part three

Meaning and ideology




In part 2 we examined a number of major social theorists who have
regarded their work as attcmpts to gain a genuinely scientific under-
standing of social phenomena. We showed how, despite their sharing
this naturalist standpoint, the content and method of their enquiries
displayed differing views of what it is to be scientific. We were able to
identify these differences by using the distinctions drawn in part 1,
between realist, positivist and conventionalist conceptions of the
natural sciences. In the following part we will examine what we see
as the central problems in the defence of a realist naturalism in the
social sciences.

The arguments of those who reject naturalism have been diverse. It
is claimed, for example, that each person, or each social phenomenon,
is unique, and that therefore no general laws relating to them can be
discovered; that it is impossible, for various reasons, to conduct
controlled experiments on human subjects; and that no accurate
predictions can be made about phenomena dependent upon human
activity. The apparent force of these claims, if correct, often pre-
supposes a positivist view of the natural sciences: the discovery of
high-level generalizations, the use of experiments to directly confirm
or falsify theories, and a predictivist account of explanation. Though
important issues are occasionally raised by these claims, we will not
discuss them here.?

The two most significant problems, for us, concern the nature of
human action, and the possibility of objective theories of social
reality. Each involves a number of partly separable elements. The
former, human action, requires answers to two main questions.
First, is the type of explanation appropriate for human actions
causal or non-causal? Second, is there a distinctive kind of know-
ledge involved in the understanding of belicfs, values, intentions,
and so on: a form of knowledge that has no parallel in the natural
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sciences 7 We try to answer these questions in chapter 7. In response
to the first, we defend the view that a typical mode of explaining
actions, in terms of the agent’s reasons, should be analysed as
causal; and we reject the way in which positivist social scientists
systematically devalue the importance of such explanations. In
answering the second, we distinguish various senses of ‘under-
standing’, or verstehen; and argue that one of these, ‘interpretive
understanding’, is peculiar to knowledge of social reality. But we
further maintain that an adequate philosophical account of the
natural sciences must also include this concept of understanding.
Thus no straightforward advocacy of anti-naturalism can be justified
by reference Lo the nature of human sction.

Our discussion of the second main problem, objectivity, is
organized in a more complex way. We begin chapter 8 by noting how
a contrast is frequently drawn between ‘objective’ and ‘ideological’
social science. We argue that there are two distinct concepts of
ideology. Both involve the idea of distortion, but the specific kinds of
distortion differ considerably. In one, the Marxist concept, reification
is regarded as a central defect of ideological beliefs. The rest of
chapter 8 is concerned with an analysis of this notion of reification,
especially its articulation and development in the writings of Lukacs,
and Berger and Pullberg; in the last section, we consider, and reject,
the view that a realist social theory must involve reification. In the
second concept of ideology, it is the intrusion of values that is seen as
the primary source of distortion. Thus ideological social science is
contrasted with ‘value-fre¢’ social science. In the first section of
chapter 9, we distinguish different elements in the ideal of value-
freedom, and show, by examining a number of objections to this
ideal, that these elements are partly independent of each other. We
argue that the most important question, whether the truth or falsity
of social theories depends upon the acceptance or rejection of
particular values, requires for its solution an examination of the
rela_tions between the knower and the known, the ‘subject’ and
‘object’ of knowledge. The nature of these relations is one of the
main concerns of ‘critical theorists’, and in the final section, we
examine some of their ¢laims, especially in the work of Habermas.

Closely connected with the subject-object problem, is that of the
relations between concepts and reality. We discuss this in the context
of the well-known dispute in anthropology, how io interpret Zande
witcheraft. One contender in this dispute, Winch, supports the view
that criteria of reality, and of rationality, are specific to different
forms of social life. We note the similarities between his position,
and Kubn’s claims about scientific revolutions. Both apparently
adopt a form of relativism, in maintaining that there are no universal
standards of truth and reason that can be used to evaluate every
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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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