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and controlling the conditions, the influence of one factagon another can
be demonstrated with a high level of confidence. Social life, however, is
much more complex than natural phenomena and cannot be usefully iso-
lated artificially, In social situations, similar conditions occur only within
very limited time periods; history never really repeats itself. Therefore,
social conditions can never be precisely repeated and, in any case, in large-
scale social experiments, the experimental procedures may artificially
eliminate the most important factors and may very well change what is
being studied,

3 In the physical sciences (e.g. physics), nothing really new can
happen; mewness is merely a rearrangement of the elements. In the biolo-
gical scinces, it is possible for organisms to lose the sense of novelty in
experimental situations. Repeating experimental procedures on the same
organisms can lead to habitual behaviour; the first application of the pro-

cedure changes the possible influence of later applications such that bio-:

logical newness or novel behaviour can emerge. In other words, organisms
learn by experience. However, it is possible to dispose of organisms whose
behaviour has been changed by experimental procedures. If socicties or
social groups are regarded as being like organisms, they too can learn by
experience and achieve social newness, but they cannot be disposed of in
the same way. This learning becomes part of the group's histery,

4 The subject matter of the natural sciences, particularly physics, is
much less complicated than the subject matter of the social sciences. Social
life presupposes the existence of highly intelligent creatures which have
both the capacity and the need for culture, Because they cannot rely on
instinets to regulate their activities they have to construct a social world to
inhabit, a world of ideas, knowledge, beliefs, values and norms.* Therefore,
the social sciences face a dual complexity: the impossibility of artificial
isolation, and a subject matter that transcends the subject-matters of the
natural sciences. Even if social uniformities exist, these complexities may
make it impossible to discover them.

5 The theories of the natural sciences are intended to make prediction
possible. The form of this prediction (as shall be seen in chapter 5) is that,
if certain natural laws apply in a particular circumstance, and certain con-
ditions are met, certain outcomes will follow. However, in the social sci-
ences, a prediction may have an influence on the predicted event. The
knowledge of the outcome can change the way people behave, thus pro-
ducing the possibility of either a self-fulfilling prophesy (Thomas 1928;
Merton 1957) or a failed prediction.

6 It follows from the difficulties of making predictions in the social
sciences, that there is a complex interaction between the observer and the

! Popper's development of this point relied on the more limited notion of human psychology
and ignored the socially constructed character of social life. For expositions of this latter
view, see Berger (1963), Berger and Luckmann (1966), Luckmann (1967), Schutz (1976) and
Schutz and Luckmann (1973).
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enquiry adopted. In varying ways, the approaches to *social enquiry
attempt to resolve those which are considered to be significant. In so far
as Nepativists are prepared to accept that some form of social research is
possible they will limit it to purely descriptive research; explanation and
prediction as advocated by Positivism would be considered to be impos-
sible. In this view, social research can produce descriptions of specific
events in language that may have specific meanings, using singular state-
ments that assert nothing beyond that event,

It can be argued that the problem of generalizing explanations through-

out time and space is not confined to the social sciences, Comparisons
which are fnade with positional astronomy, for example, neglect the fact
that this area of the natural sciences is the exception rather than the rule.
Predictions made in the natural sciences, even by means of well-known
physical laws, occur only within certain artificial and idealized conditions,
such as in a perfeet vacuum, ‘With the less exact sciences, such as mete-
orology, prediction is notoriously hazardous, while with living systems (not
to say sub-atomic physics) we are seldom dealing with anything better
than probabilities’ (Richards 1983 86-87), Whether these sciences will be
able to improve their predictive capacity in the future is an open question.
However, the influence of culture and history is regarded by the advocates
of some approaches as making impossible the kind of predictions claimed
by Positivism. But this does not rule out the possibility ol social science, it
just makes for a different kind of science.

On the problem of using experiments in the social sciences, Popper
(1961: 93-97) has contended that the argument rests on a lack of under-
standing of the experimental method used in physics. Of course, without
knowing a great deal about a particular phenomenon, it is difficult to
describe what would constitute similar conditions, and what kind and degree
of similarity is relevant, Similarly, it may be difficult to establish what
degree and type of experimental controls are necessary. These problems
are present in both the natural and social sciences and, according to Pop-
per, can only be resolved by experimentation. While the physicist may be
in a better position than the social scientist to cope with these problems,
either because social phenomena are more complex than natural phe-
nomena, or because physics has a longer history, according to Popper,
there is nothing fundamentally different between the two fields in their
potential to conduct experiments.

It is worth noting, however, that many areas of the natural sciences, for
example, astronomy, have developed without being able to use expen-
mental manipubition, and in some areas of modern science, such as geol-
ogy and evolutionary biology, there is little scope for it.

Hence those areas of human social enquiry in which opportunities for con-
trolled experiments are rare, cannet be disqualified from the ranky of science
on this account alone. In any event there are some areas, notably social
psychology, where experimenis indistinguishable in design from those of the
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It is the success of fields such as positional astronomy, with its capacity
to predict astronomical phenomena such as eclipses and the paths of com-
ets, that has encouraged Historicism Lo argue that social science can predict
future events such as revolutions. It is acknowledged that social predic-
tions may lack the detail and precision of natural science predictions but
their vagueness is compensated for by their scope and significance. His-
toricism is interested in large-scale forecasts, not short-term predictions
(Popper 1961: 36-T).

Historicism aims at developing laws of historical development, laws that
link up the successive historical periods, laws of process and change rather
than unif¢dmities. The experimental method is not appropriate for testing
such laws./The observation of future events is the only way to establish the
validity of such historical laws; the testing must be left to history. Historic-
ism therefore claims that the discipline of sociology is theoretical history.

‘Sociology thus becomes, to the historicist, an attempt to solve the old |

problem of foretelling the future; not so much the future of the individual
as that of groups, and of the human race’ (Popper 1961: 42). Thus, while
Historicism rejects the capacity of the social sciences to develop universal
laws through the use of methods such as the experiment, it claims that
through the establishment of laws ol historical development it is possible
to predict the future course of history.

Popper (1961} has attacked four of the arguments on which Historicism
is based: the holistic approach to social theories and social change; the
character of historical laws; the variability of experimental conditions; and,
the relativity of generalizations. As the last two have been dealt with in the
preceding section, only the first two will be discussed here.

As an alternative to Historicism’s holistic approach to social theories
and social change, Popper adopted what he called ‘piecemeal engineering’
or a 'piecemeal tinkering’ approach to scientific investigation (1961: 67).
This is a step by step process used to understand any phenomenon and to
avoid unwanted consequences; it involves monitoring what has been
achieved against what was expected. It is necessary to avoid conducting
experiments or proposing social change of such complexity and scope
that it is impossible to understand the processes which are occurring; it
may develop in unmanageable or undesirable directions. For this reason,
Popper objected to ‘utopian engineering’ which attempts a complete
reconstruction of a society in terms of a set of ideals. He preferred the
process of learning by trial and error under conditions in which the errors
are manageahle,

Popper (19612 97-104) has argued that while it is possible that a particu-
lar theory will be found to be time and place specific, even in the natural
sciences, it is an important postulate of the scientific method to search for
theories which are general. For,

[i}f we were 10 admit laws that are themselves subject to change, change
could never be explained by laws. It would be the admission that change is
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