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What Kind of Science
is Social Science?
Classical Responses

[There] is a controversy which for more than half a century hns split not “only
logicians and methodologists but also social scientists into two schools of thought.
One of these holds that the methods of the natural sciences which have brought
about such magnificent results are the only ones and that they alone, therefore,
have to be applied in their entirety 10 the study of human affairs ... The other
school of thought feels that there is a basic difference in the structure of the social
world and the world of nature. This feeling has led to the other extreme, namely
the conclusion that the methods of the social sciences are rote coelo different from
those of the natural sclences . . . It has been maintained that the social sciences are
ideographic, characterized by individealizing conceptualization and seeking singu-
lar asse¢rtory propositions, whereas the natural sciences are nomothetic, character-
ized by generalizing conceptualization and seeking general apodictic propositions,
The latter have to deal with constant relations of magnitude which can be meas-
ured and can perform experiments, whereas neither measurément nor expenment
is practicable in the social sciences. In general, il is held that the natural sciences
have to deal with material objects and processes, the social sciences, however, with
paychological and intellectual ones and that, therefore, the method of the former
consist in explaining, and that of the latter in understanding.

A. Schinz, ‘Concept and Theory Formation in the Social Sciences’

Introduction

The controversy which Schiitz identified in this quotation has raged for at
least a hundred years, While some progress has been made in achieving a
better understanding of the nature of the different views, and some pro-
posals for alternative positions to bridge the differences have been offered,
the issue of the extent to which social life can be studied in the same way
as nature continues to be the central one in the philosophy of social sci-
ence (Keat and Urry 1975; Bhaskar 1979; Held and Thompson 1989).

In order to answer the question 'Cin the methods of the natural sciences

be i 7', another question must also be answered:
‘What are the methods of the natural sciences?’ For the past fifty years
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there has been as much if not more controversy over this question than
there has been over the first one. Many philosophies of scilfice have been
proposed and debated centring on issues such as the nature and importance
of observation, when observation should aceur in the process of developing
scientific knowledge, the appropriate form of logic to be used in constructing
theories, the role of theories themselves in this process, the structure of
theories, and the extent to which scientists work with open minds or are
consirained by the beliefs, values and orthodox practices of the commun-
ity of scientists to which they belong. To answer the first question it will
be necessary to deal with the second as well.

It is important to note that the reference to ‘methods’ in these questions
does not rafer to the actual rechnigues of observation, data gathering or
data analysis, but rather to the logic or strategy of enquiry, 1o the processes
by which knowledge is generated and justified. The techniques of data
gathering and analysis used in“the various disciplines are related to the
particular nature of their subject matters. While some techniques may be
used in more than one discipline, e.g. the use of particular statistical tests,
the study of chemical structures is o very different activity from the study
of social structures.

It is not possible to answer the first question with a simple ‘Yes' or ‘No'.
First, more than one method has been claimed to be appropriate in the
natural sciences and, secondly, both ‘Yes' and ‘No' answers have been
qualified in various ways. Eleven different answers to the question will be
explored, six classical positions in this chapter and five contemporary
positions in the next chapter. The first of the classical positions, and the
one against which all other positions are reactions, is known as Positivism
- the only straight ‘Yes’ answer; it advocates that all sciences, whether
natural or social, should use the same method. The second answer is that
of Negativism - a straight-out *No'; it claims that a science of the social is
impossible. The third answer is ‘Yes and No’, referred to here as Historicism;
it advocates a modified form of the method of the natural sciences pro-
posed by Positivism as being appropriate for the social sciences, one in
which prediction based on past trends is the primary concern. The fourth
answer, another “Yes and No', is known as Critical Rationalism; it also argues
for the use of the same methods, but rejects the view of science associated
with Positivism in favour of a different method for natural science. The
fifth answer, from Classical Hermeneutics, is *‘No'; it claims that the natural
science aim of explanation is not relevant to the social sciences and it is
concerned with interpretation, particularly of texts. The sixth, another ‘No’
answer, 18 Interpretivism; it rejects the methods of the natural sciences as
appropriate for the social sciences arguing that, because of the qualitative
differences in their subject matters, a different kind of scientific method is
required.

This brief overview of the classical positions makes it clear that it is not
possible to give a simple answer to the question. A vast and complex array
of philosophical positions and arguments will be encountered in the review
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This thesis of Naturalism is a central claim of Positivissn, a philosophy
of the natural sciences which, in its various forms, has been both the domin-
ant doctrine and the object of extensive criticism, In the nineteenth cen-
tury, Positivism was not merely a philosophy of science; it expressed a
more general worldview which lauded the achievements of science. While
the term was invented by Comte (1830), one of the founding fathers of
sociology, he did not formulate the doctrine,

MNumerous attempts have since been made to identify the central tenets
ol Positivism (see, for example, Abbagano 1967; von Wright 1971;
Kolakowski 1972; Giedymin 1975, Hacking 1983; Stockman 1983). In

addition tg the thesis of the ‘unity of method! the following.rules or
belie arE'-Egenern v accepted as characterizing Positivism.

PgFﬂ' E;anaiimf This rule asserts the uniqueness of experience as the
only reliable basis for scientific knowledge."We are entitled to record only
that which is actually manifested in experience’ (Kolakowski 1972: 11).
That which is to count as knowledge must be based on experience, on
what an observer ¢an perceive by his or her senses. ‘The positive tradition
gets its character from an insistence on the epistemic primacy of direct
observation. The senses give us our sole direct acquaintance with the world,
our only source of unvarnished news’ (Hollis 1977: 44). This perception
must be achieved without the subjective activity of the cognitive process;
it must be ‘pure experience’ with an empty consciousness. Hence, it is a
passive model of knowledge. ‘An episode of scientific discovery begins
with the plain and unembroidered evidence of the senses — with innocent,
unprejudiced observation” (Medewar 1969b: 147).

Nominalism The rule of nominalism asserts that any abstract concepts
that are used in scientific explanations must also be derived from experi-
ence; metaphysical notions about which it is not possible to make any
observations, have no legitimate existence except as names or words. As
Hindess (1977: 16) has stated it, ‘[pJositivism asserts the claims of expenence
as the ultimate foundation of human knowledge and denies the possibility
of meaningful discourse concerning supersensible objects.” For example,
the concept of ‘God’ cannot be regarded as scientific as it is not possible
to observe God, and statements such as ‘God exists’ or 'God does not
exist' are meaningless because no observational evidence can have any
bearing on them. A development of this rule is the belief that the language
used to describg pbservations must be uncontaminated by any theoretical
notions and that the statements in this language can be readily established
as true or false by reference to ‘reality’. It is a theoretically neutral obser-
vation language in which the descriptive terms correspond to real objects.
Hence, descriptive terms which do not belong to this privileged language,
i.e, theoretical terms which are unobservable, must either be able to be
translated into observables or they will be regarded as meaningless.
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fact dichotomy and tendency 1o histonicst confidence in the inevitably of
scientifically medialed progress. (Bhaskar 1986: 226)

The various brands of Positivism, while differing in some detail, have a
particular view of the methods of the natural sciences, Other responses Lo
the question of whether the methods of the natural sciences can be used
in the social sciences have not accepted this view, It is therefore useful o
distinguish between Natralism, as a positive response to the question, and
the specific features that have come to be identified with Positivism as a
philosophy of science, thus making it possible to adopt a naturalism based
on a non-positivist view ol science (Keat and Urry 1975: 2).

It was through the work of Comte (1970) and Durkheim (1964) that
Positivism was introduced into sociology., Forms of Positivism have
dominated sociology, particularly in the decades immediately following
the Second World War, and continue to do so today in disciplines such as
psychology and economics, In the past fifteen years, Positivism has been
the subject of much discussion within sociology (see, for example, Giddens

1974, Fay 1975, Keat and Urry 1975; Adorno et al. 1976, Benton 1977,
Hindess 1977, Hallpenny 1982; Bryant 1985). Some examples of how
Durkheim advocated the application of the methods of the natural sci-
ences in sociology will be discussed in chapter 5,

Negativism

The proponents of this answer may accept a Positivist view of the natural
sciences but argue that the methods of the natural sciences cannot be
ap slied to the social sciences, The arguments for this assertion come in
various forms and have been usefully summarized by Popper (1961: 5-
M):
1 While the so-called ‘laws of nature™ are assumed to apply through-
out space and time, the regularities in social life are time and space
specific. Social uniformities cannot be generalized because they change
from one historical period to another and across cultures. The reason for
this, it is claimed, is that social uniformities are the result of human activity
- they are socially constructed — and can therefore be changed by human
activity. ‘For social uniformities are not laws of nature, but man-made
[sic]; and although they may be said to depend on human nature, they do
80 because human nature has the power to alter and, perhaps, to control
them’ (Popper 1961: 7-8).

2 The use of the experimental method is based on the assumption that
similar things will happen in similar circumstances, By artificially isolating

! For similar reviews see Magel (1% 1) and Rwimun R
!"These arguments, like much of the popular disfussion of the nature of science, assume that
the “laws of nature” are real, that they have an existence independent of the scientist. Popper,

however, regarded such laws as the scientist’s inventions which are designed to provide an
understanding of the natural world.



