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Preface

Alfred North Whitehead once remarked that ‘A science which hesitates to
forget its founders is lost.” Daniel J.Boorstin tells us that ‘An ample account
of the rise of the social sciences would be nothing less than a survey of
modern European history.” If I shared these views without reserve, this book
would not have been written, for, according to Boorstin, it would be well
beyond my capacities and, according to Whitehead, it would constitute
academic malpractice.

But perhaps Whitehead may be interpreted as meaning to say that ‘a science
which worships its founders is lost’. With this I can wholly agree. A large part of
the history of social science (and, for that matter, natural science as well) is a
record of theories and inferences that we now believe to be wrong. To admire
John Locke and Adam Smith, or Aristotle and Newton, for what they succeeded
in doing in their time is warranted; to worship them uncritically as promulgators
of eternal truths is not. This book has been written with the conviction that
something of contemporary value can be gained from a study of the efforts of
our forefathers to understand the nature of social life, even when they failed;
and, indeed, we can learn more from their successes if we are aware of the
weaknesses and limitations of theories that we regard, for the nonce, as true.

Daniel Boorstin’s remark is more difficult for me to cope with, for this
book does not even approach being ‘a survey of modern European history’.
Though I emphasize the strong orientation of social scientists to the
economic, social, and political problems of their own times and places, I do
not devote more space than is minimally necessary to considering the
historical context of their work. Nor do I discuss the empirical work of social
scientists, despite its prominence in the modern practice of these disciplines.
My principal objective has been to maintain a strong focus on the flow of
theoretical ideas in the history of social science, and to connect that history
with issues in the philosophy of science. This book, long as it is, is only meant
to be an introduction to a very large subject on which there are already many
books and articles, and room for more.

Some readers who accept the pragmatic necessity of concentrating on
theoretical ideas may nevertheless be surprised to find some things missing

viii



Preface ix

that they would consider important. For example, there is no extended
discussion here of the ideas of Jean-Jacques Rousseau, or Vilfredo Pareto, or
Thorstein Veblen, all of whom deserve study by the serious student. John
Stuart Mill, unquestionably one of the most important social scientists and
philosophers of the modern era, comes into the discussion here and there but
is not given a chapter or section of his own. Some important topics are
neglected as well, most conspicuously perhaps the history of socialism. In
outlining this book I had originally planned to devote a chapter to a survey
of the political, sociological, and economic theories of socialism, and the
critiques of them, but have had to abandon this upon realization that it
would necessarily constitute a sizeable book in itself. The constraints of
space, and time, have forced me to be severely selective, since I believe it is
more useful, as an introduction to the history and philosophy of social
science, to discuss a limited number of thinkers and topics at some length
than to devote a few pages each to a more comprehensive list. The selection
has been guided by the aim of presenting the history and philosophy of social
science as distinct, but none the less conjunctive, subjects which illuminate
each other. As Immanuel Kant put it, according to Imre Lakatos’s felicitous
paraphrase: ‘philosophy of science without history of science is empty;
history of science without philosophy of science is blind’.

What is the point of doing this? Does it have any ‘practical” value? Some
philosophers of science take the stance that the object of their discipline is to
delineate a methodology of investigation that guarantees the discovery of truth,
and to prescribe that methodology as canonical imperatives which practising
scientists are obligated to follow. If this were possible, our subject would indeed
have great practical import; studying the philosophy of social science would be
an important part of the training of a modern social scientist. But in fact
courses in philosophy (or history) are not typically, or even frequently, part of
the prescribed curriculum for graduate study in the social science disciplines.
Nor are they prescribed for students in the natural sciences. Professors of
research disciplines teach ‘scientific method” and note the history of their
subject, but they do so without much explicit reference to what philosophers,
or historians, talk about. If historians and philosophers of science have
something of value to contribute to the work of scientific research, they have
not yet been able to convince practising scientists that this is so.

My object in writing this book is not to remedy this. Though I would not go
so far as Whitehead does, I am not convinced that knowledge of the history of
a science improves one’s ability to practise it, and I am even more sceptical of
the claim that current research would be facilitated if scientists were to pay
close attention to the issues that are the philosophers’ stock in trade. Study of
the history and philosophy of science can be strongly recommended, but for a
different reason: because of the contributions they can make to one’s
understanding of modern Western civilization. Science is one of the most
distinctive, and perhaps the most significant, feature of our contemporary
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culture. This is so not only because of the substantive findings of scientists and
their practical applications but, more importantly, because of the development
of the ‘scientific way of thinking’, which has spread, though not without
continuing resistance, beyond the domain of science into all aspects of our lives.
This transition from older ways of thinking is very recent, even in the history of
the West; in many other areas of the world it has hardly yet even begun. The
role of the social sciences in this is no less important than developments in the
natural sciences. In brief, my contention is that the study of the history and
philosophy of social science stands on its own. It is not a handmaiden to science
or a servant of public policy; it enables us to understand and appreciate, in a
critical fashion, the intellectual development of our civilization.

During the course of writing this book I have benefited from discussions
with colleagues too numerous to mention. But, for reading the whole
manuscript, or parts of it, | would like especially to thank Mark Blaug, Patrick
Brantlinger, Chung-Ching Chen, Paul Eisenberg, Bruce Fletcher, George von
Furstenberg, Roy J.Gardner, Ronald N.Giere, William D.Grampp, D.Wade
Hands, Herbert J.Kiesling, Bernard S.Morris, Joel Smith, Nicholas Spulber,
Sheldon Stryker, George M.Wilson, and George W.Wilson.

H.S.Gordon
Bloomington, Indiana



Know then thyself, presume not God to scan;
The proper study of mankind is man.

Created half to rise and half to fall;

Great Lord of all things, yet a prey to all;

Sole judge of Truth, in endless Error hurled;

The glory, jest, and riddle of the world!
Alexander Pope, Essay on Man






Chapter 1

Sociality and social science

In the modern university the field of study is typically divided into various
‘departments’ such as Mathematics, Astronomy, Philosophy, Economics,
Biology, English, History, and so on. In many universities one finds that some
of these departments are grouped together as a ‘division” or “faculty’ called
‘Social Sciences’ or ‘Social and Behavioural Sciences’. If our world were very
neat, and static, we would have little difficulty in determining what is ‘social
science’, or its various branches; we would only have to examine the
curricula and research programmes of the social science departments. But
our world is not neat. If an extraterrestrial being were preparing a report on
our scholarly and scientific activities, he might start by looking at our
university organization, but he would very quickly run into difficulties. He
would find, for example, that the study of crime is carried on, not only in the
School of Law, but also in departments of Criminology or Forensic Studies,
Sociology, Economics, Philosophy, Political Science, and Psychology, some of
which are classified as social sciences and some not. He would find that in
some universities History is classified as a social science and in others it is in
another division, usually called ‘Humanities’. If the visitor attempted to
obtain some assistance from study of our languages, he would find that the
word ‘economics’, in the classical Greek, meant ‘the management of a
household’ but then he would note that the modern study of this is called
‘Home Economics’, which is not classified as a social science, while there is
another subject, called ‘Economics’, which is, and there is also another
division or school called ‘Business’ or ‘Business Management’, which
resembles Home Economics in the original Greek meaning in its objectives,
but is closer to Economics in the kinds of things studied and the methods
employed. What this signifies is that dividing the field of scholarship and
science into various departments or faculties or schools is largely a matter of
convenience in organization rather than a reflection of intrinsic differences in
subject matter. Astronomy is different from sociology, to be sure, but a great
deal of our classifying is rather arbitrary and may be mainly due to the
historical development of the various areas of study.



2 History and philosophy of social science

There is not much point in arguing over what is ‘social science’ and what is
not. If we take the broad view that the social sciences study the social
behaviour of the mammalian species Homo sapiens, we immediately discover
that this is hardly confined to the social science departments of a modern
university. Most of the professors in the literature departments are students of
human behaviour and, outside the university, what are the novelists,
playwrights and poets doing if not this? We could emphasize the word ‘science’
and say that social science is the study of human behaviour by scientific
methods. This is a useful distinction. The poet does not go at the problem the
same way as the sociologist does. But the distinction can be overdone,
especially if the main object in making it is to infer that sociology is meaningful
because it is scientific and poetry is meaningless because it is not.

Our object is to study the ways in which people have tried to develop a
scientific approach to the investigation of human social behaviour. But we
cannot begin by definitively stating what this means. As we shall see, the
history of social science shows a great variety of approaches, and we shall
have to note that there are many difficult philosophical problems here that
are as yet unresolved. By the end of this book the reader should have a deeper
appreciation of what the ‘science’ part of the term ‘social science’ involves
but, even then, it will not be possible to arrive at a definitive statement. In the
final chapter I shall survey the main issues that have emerged in the literature
on the philosophy of social science and make an effort to identify the
philosophical principles that appear to be broadly embraced by the modern
practitioners of the social science disciplines.

A. THE CONCEPT OF ‘SOCIETY’

Webster’s New World Dictionary of the American Language (1978) defines
‘social science’ as ‘the study of people living together in groups, as families,
tribes, communities, etc.’. The focus of this definition is upon ‘people’, that
is, humans, but we should note at the outset that ‘living together in groups’ is
not an exclusive characteristic of the species Homo sapiens. Most animals,
and indeed plants, live in ‘groups’ in some sense. Sumac bushes are not
distributed randomly over the countryside; they clump together in particular
locations. A botanist would say, though, that this is because different
environments are not equally favourable for the growth of sumac and it is
found concentrated in certain locations because the environment there
provides a favourable ‘niche’ for that species. Similarly, if you turn on the
porch light on a summer evening, moths will gather around it. This is
because some species of moths, as individuals, are ‘phototaxic’ in their
behaviour and will locate themselves close to the limited number of light
sources that exist when the sun is not shining. We might find it useful to say
that a clump of sumac bushes, or a group of moths around a light, are
‘aggregations’ but they do not constitute ‘societies’.
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Sociality and social science 3

The words used to make this distinction are somewhat arbitrary but the
distinction itself is important, whatever words we use for it. The concept of a
‘society’ involves the notion that the members of it are interacting with one
another. So far as I know, moths are not interacting with one another when
they gather around the light; they aggregate because each individual is
responding independently to a common external factor. The notion of
interaction is, however, only a necessary feature of the concept of society; it
is not sufficient, by itself, to indicate what we have in mind when we use the
concept. For example, lions interact with gazelles and bees interact with
flowering plants, but we do not consider such relationships as social.
Biologists use the term ‘ecological system’ to refer to the interactions among
different species. The concept of ‘society’ usually refers to interactions
among the members of a single species. We could go a bit further and say
that in a society the members of a species co-operate with one another to
achieve objectives collectively that they could not achieve as individuals.

The traditional social sciences focus their attention upon the behaviour of
the species Homo sapiens, examining how people interact with one another
and how they organize themselves for co-operative activities. But such a
statement, if we left it at that, would be seriously deficient because some of
the interactions among people are characterized by conflict rather than co-
operation, and some of the things that people do weaken or damage the
system of social organization and work against the achievement of collective
objectives. Moreover, the system of social organization may itself be
deficient in certain respects that make it difficult, or even impossible, for
people to co-operate effectively. So we have to amplify our statement about
what the social sciences do in order to take note of the fact that they devote
a great deal of attention to dysfunctional behaviour, such as crime and war,
and malfunctional phenomena, such as unemployment and pollution.

Some social scientists (including the writer) would say that the main
object of social science is the study of such dysfunctions and malfunctions,
just as the medical scientist is mainly concerned with disease. But disease
cannot be studied without understanding what constitutes good health. The
counterpart of this in social science is that it is necessary to employ some
notion of the criteria of a healthy system of social organization. This means
that the social sciences are closely connected with that branch of philosophy
called ‘ethics’—the study of what should be regarded as ‘good’ and ‘bad’ in
the moral sense of these terms. As we shall see, a great deal of the history of
social science has been concerned with ethical issues. We cannot disregard
such matters but the discussion of the philosophy of social science in this
book will focus mainly on the branch of philosophy called ‘philosophy of
science’ or ‘epistemology’—the study of how we are able to know whether
our notions or theories about empirical phenomena are ‘true’ or “false’.

Humans are not the only animals that form societies, as I am here using
that term. As soon as one moves above the level of the single-celled
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4 History and philosophy of social science

organisms, like the amoeba, some degree of socialness or ‘sociality’ is
evident, since, in most species, reproduction is possible only if two organisms
interact co-operatively so as to combine their genetic material. (In fact,
biologists have discovered that even single-celled organisms that multiply by
division occasionally exchange genetic material in a process that resembles
sexual reproduction.) Above this bare minimum we find many species that
form family groups in which the two parents continue their co-operation in
the rearing of their progeny. Further up the scale we find many species that
form larger groups which co-operate in food-gathering, provision of shelter,
and defence. And so on, up the scale of sociality to its most elaborate forms
in the social insects (ants, termites, bees, etc.), and man.

It seems rather arbitrary to compartmentalize the study of social
behaviour, with man in one department and all other animals in another,
since sociality is a phenomenon that runs across species differences. Some
biologists argue that economics, sociology, political science, and the other
social sciences would be more productive if they were reorganized as
branches of biology. Throughout this book the reader will find many
references to biological factors and biological theories in our study of the
history and philosophy of social science. An important feature of modern
social science is that it views man as an animal species, different from other
animals in important ways to be sure, but not separated from them in the
categorical fashion that is implied in theology and was universally believed
by thinkers prior to the modern era and the development of empirical
science.

B. TYPES OF SOCIALITY

We could try to make a classification of sociality by arranging the various
animal species on a scale that would indicate the degree to which their
members interact. This might be worth doing, but it would be very difficult
because we do not have any satisfactory way of measuring the ‘degree of
interaction’. One of the persistent problems in science is that often we can
make quantitative distinctions conceptually but cannot measure them. Even
if we could measure sociality, and locate the species Homo sapiens on a
general scale, it would not tell us a great deal about human behaviour. More
useful, I think, is to recognize that there are different types of sociality, which
we can distinguish as empirical phenomena even though it is impossible to
make specific quantitative measurements of these characteristics.

For our purposes it is useful to distinguish five types of sociality, which are
based upon (1) the apparent preference of members of some species for
physical closeness: ‘gregariousness’; (2) the practice of establishing
‘hierarchy’; (3) the existence of ‘biological differentiation’; (4) the practice of
‘functional specialization’; and (5) ‘altruism’.
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Sociality and social science 5

1. Gregariousness

If a farmer puts ten sheep into a field, they do not distribute themselves
evenly or randomly over the area. During the day they crop most parts of the
field but they move around it together as a group. A flock of sheep seems to
be a social entity of some kind, not merely an ‘aggregation’. Without being a
sheep it is difficult to say what the object of this behaviour is. The quantity of
food available to the sheep is not increased by foraging as a flock rather than
individually. The behaviour does not help to protect the members against
predators. So far as one can tell, the sheep are not achieving anything
collectively that they could not achieve individually, except satisfying an
apparent preference for physical closeness. If a flock of sheep is a ‘society’, its
organization is minimal and the utility of the organization is not apparent to
an outside observer.

Humans are clearly gregarious, but they do not associate with one
another in ways that embrace all the members of the species in a particular
area. Smaller groups are formed which include some members and exclude
others. People like to be close to those who are similar to themselves in
certain respects, but they prefer to be distant from those who are different;
human gregariousness is quite severely limited in its scope. In a word,
humans discriminate. They prefer association with others of the same
occupation, socioeconomic class or status, religion, language, nationality,
race, colour, and so on. This is the source of some of the most serious
problems facing human societies. Some limited associations are much more
important in this respect than others. If the tool-and-die makers of a city
form an exclusive recreational association it creates few, if any, social
problems, but if white residents form white-only residential areas or school
districts that is a different matter. Man’s limited gregariousness is not, in
itself, a social problem, but certain kinds of discrimination are sources of
conflict and hostility that are dysfunctional for the collectivity. The study of
discrimination, its kinds, its consequences, and its remedies when the
consequences are dysfunctional, is a major interest of social scientists.

2. Hierarchy

If a farmer puts twenty hens, previously unassociated with one another, into
a barnyard, a great deal of fighting takes place, which continues until a
‘pecking order’ is established. The hen at the top of the hierarchy may,
without fear of retaliation, peck all the other nineteen; the second in rank
may peck the eighteen below but not the one above; and so on down to the
poor creature at the bottom who may peck no one and may be pecked by all.

In this case we have a highly ordered social structure, so hens form
‘societies’ rather than mere ‘aggregations’. But it is difficult to see what
purpose the hierarchical organization serves. It has no utility in providing
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6 History and philosophy of social science

food, shelter, or defence. The flock of hens are not able to achieve anything
collectively that they could not achieve individually, unless we ascribe to
them sado- masochistic desires. A biologist would probably point out that
hens (and sheep) are domesticated animals and suggest that their social
behaviour may be a vestigial remnant of practices that did serve collective
purposes for their wild ancestors: the explanation of their behaviour is
‘historical’ rather than ‘functional’.

Hierarchy is characteristic of virtually all human organizations. But the
degree of hierarchical order differs very greatly. In an organization like the
United States Army all members are ranked in distinct status categories that
represent clear relationships of superiority and subordination; generals at the
top, then colonels, and so on, down to privates at the bottom. But an
organization like the American Economic Association has only a small
governing body, all other members not being ranked at all. Organizations
also differ greatly in the comprehensiveness of their hierarchical order. The
Catholic Church is organized on a hierarchical scheme that embraces the
entire communion of Catholic believers throughout the world, whereas
many Protestant Churches have very little hierarchical organization that
extends beyond the individual local congregation.

A social organization that functions to achieve collective purposes
requires some method by which the actions of its individual members are co-
ordinated. Hierarchical order is one method of achieving this co-ordination
but there does not seem to be any general principle that governs the degree
and extent of hierarchy that is necessary to the achievement of collective
ends. The interest of social scientists in hierarchy is magnified by the fact that
many serious social problems are closely connected with this method of
social organization. Hierarchical ordering means that persons in superior
positions have power to direct the actions of those in subordinate positions,
which raises the issue of freedom and authority. Hierarchical status is often
associated with income and wealth, either as cause or consequence, which
raises the issue of economic inequality. The hierarchical status of parents
may be a very important factor in determining the status of their children,
which raises the issues of social mobility, equality of opportunity, and the
fairness of the social system.

3. Biological differentiation

In the higher animals such as the vertebrates, which includes man, each
species has two forms, male and female. They are characterized by the
possession of different anatomical structures for reproduction and, in
numerous cases, there are also other differences, such as overall body size. In
many species that live in groups it has been observed that males and females
engage in a division of labour, some tasks being typically performed by males
and others by females. Such groups have a greater degree of sociality than
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Sociality and social science 7

mere gregariousness or hierarchy, since division of labour tends to make the
individuals of a group dependent on one another for food, protection, etc.
Moreover, there are advantages in the division of labour, whether or not it is
based upon biological differentiation, so a group that practises it can indeed
achieve something that its members could not achieve as individuals.

Biological differentiation and division of labour based upon it have been
developed to the highest degree among the social insects. In the various
species of ants, for example, there are the usual morphological differences
between males and females but, in addition, there are striking differences
among the females. The ‘queen’ is a specialized egg-producing entity,
incapable of performing any other task. The ‘soldiers’ are sometimes so
specialized for their role that they cannot even feed themselves. Among the
‘workers’ there are often a number of subcategories, biologically
differentiated so as to perform the different tasks involved in food-gathering,
nest-making, and housekeeping.

An ant colony is a highly organized social system in which the members
interact with one another in complex ways, co-operating in a collective
enterprise through an extraordinary degree of division of labour. The
individual ant is helpless without the services provided by other members of
the colony. Even the worker, who can forage for herself, could not survive for
any appreciable time on her own. On account of this high degree of individual
differentiation and collective integration, some biologists suggest that the ant
colony should be regarded as the basic biological entity, not the individual ant.
Some social scientists and social philosophers take a similar view of humans
and their societies. This raises issues that we will repeatedly encounter in the
following pages. What is the nature of the relationship of the human individual
to his society? Should individual persons be regarded as the primary entities or
should we focus instead upon interactions among collective entities such as
nations, classes, religions, or civilizations? Is the proper methodology for a
scientific study of society ‘individualistic’ or ‘holistic’?

The sociality of the social insects is especially notable in the extent to
which it is based upon biological differentiation. But even these species do
not have a distinct morphological form for every different task. There is a
good deal of division of labour in an ant colony among workers of the same
body type. Some biologists believe that they are evolving in the direction of
greater morphological differentiation and eventually will become completely
differentiated, with as many different types as there are distinct functions.

Prior to the middle of the eighteenth century the view was widely held that
groups of humans are biologically different. Orientals, Negroes, and
Caucasians were thought to be differentiated, not merely in skin
pigmentation and facial appearance but in more ‘fundamental’ ways as well.
Moreover, it was widely believed that such biological differences exist even
within the population of a particular geographic area. The caste system of
India is perhaps the most extreme example. When Adam Smith remarked, in


user
Highlight

user
Highlight

user
Highlight

user
Highlight

user
Highlight

user
Highlight

user
Highlight

user
Highlight

user
Highlight

user
Highlight

user
Highlight

user
Highlight

user
Highlight

user
Highlight

user
Highlight

user
Highlight


8 History and philosophy of social science

1776, philosopher and a common street porter, for example, seems to arise
not so that ‘the difference between the most dissimilar characters, between a
much from nature, as from habit, custom, and education’ (Wealth of
Nations, p. 15), he was expressing a view that was just beginning to become
accepted even among so-called ‘enlightened’ people. Modern biology and
physiology have shown that there are some racial differences, such as blood-
type frequencies, but none of these is of much greater significance than, say,
skin pigmentation so far as the functional capacities of the individual person
are concerned. The belief that important biological differences exist is not as
widespread as it used to be but it is far from uncommon. Many social
scientists take the view that biological differences are negligible in fact, but
that the persistent belief in their existence is a phenomenon that requires a
great deal of study, since it leads to much conflict and animosity that is
dysfunctional to human social organization.

One type of biological differentiation among humans, however, is more
factually significant: gender differences. The biology of reproduction being
what it is, the function of nurturing the young during the period of
embryological development can be performed only by females. In many
human societies, however, role differentiation between men and women is
extended much further than this. There is no biological reason why airline
pilots and office managers should be male but flight attendants and typists
female. Differentiating occupational roles in this way is economically
inefficient, since it does not make the best use of the human resources of the
society. It may also be viewed as unjust discrimination and an invalid basis
for hierarchical ordering, leading to conflicts, animosities, and tensions that
threaten the ability of human collectivities to engage in co-operation.

Males and females of the human species, like most other animals, differ in
certain secondary characteristics as well as in the primary ones of reproductive
anatomy and physiology. Men are, generally speaking, larger and stronger
than women and have lower-pitched voices. These characteristics are relevant
to the performance of certain occupational roles, but not many, and the
number of tasks where these factors are important is decreasing. Role
differentiation between men and women in modern societies may be, in part, a
remnant of differences that served some functional purpose in earlier times.
Unlike other social animals, human societies undergo rapid change. But
change does not proceed evenly, so it is possible for some aspects of human
sociality to get badly out of step with others. This problem, of great interest to
social scientists, is not, of course, confined to role differentiation by gender.

Before we leave this matter, an important technical point must be noted:
categorical differences should not be confused with statistical differences. In
the social insects, the biological differentiation upon which the primary
division of labour is based is categorical; all soldier ants have larger heads
and mandibles than all workers. In humans, all females have wombs and o
males do. But secondary sex characteristics such as size are statistical; on
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average, males are larger than females, but some females are larger than
some males. If, for a particular task, largeness of size were advantageous, a
society in which that task was reserved for males would not be efficient. The
same is true for other secondary male-female differences, and for other
differences between groups of humans. Where role differentiation is based
upon biological differences that are statistical, recruitment into these roles is
more efficient if people are treated as individuals rather than as members of
gender, racial, economi