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Background - ‘“positivismestriden”

ARTICLES

How the social sciences and
humanities differ from the
natural sciences :

[-z THERE A sexse in which interpretation is essential to explanation
in the sciences of man?  The view that it is, that there is an un-

avoidably “hermeneutical” component in the sciences of man, goes
—_— l lI I Ial lS aS Se - hack to Dilthey. But recently the question has come again
to the fore, for instance, in the work of Gadamer,’ in Ricoeur's

interpretation of Freud,” and in the writings of Haberms
Interpretation, in the sense relevant to hermeneutics, is an

- - -
attempt to make clear, to make sense of an object of study. This
object must, therefore, be a text. or a text-analogue, which in

fused. i A ingl
F

some way is K . clondy, contradic

tory—in one wuy or nother, unclear, The interpretution aims to
bring to light an underlying coherence or sense.

= = - This means that an: ence which can he called “hermenen-

tical,” even in an extended sense, must be dealing with one or

- anather of the confusingly interrelated forms of meaning, Let us
try to see a little more clearly what this involves

1) We need, first, an object or ficld of objects, about which

wo can speak in terms of coherence or its absence, of making sense

understanding humans T et it

only a relative one. ween the sense or coherence made, and its
embodiment in a particulur field of carriers or signifiers. For
otherwise, the task of making clear what is fragmentary or con-

- -
fused would be radically impossible. No sense could be given to
- e e N g uni Ve r S a aWS VS this iden. Wo havo 0 b shle ta make for our interpretations

e.g., H G. Gadamer, Wahrheit und Methode, Tabingen, 1960.
ul Ricceur, De D'interprétation, Paris,

idiosyncratic historic i —

understanding Interpretation and the science of man
Charles Taylor 1971




Fifteen years later
Social theory as practice

When do we know we got it right? Taylor propose to shift our
attention from

« the content of theories (and how they relate to the world)
towards

e “the practice of theorising”

This shift does not come without resistance
« Context of discovery vs context of justification
e “Theory-oriented” philosophy of science




The practice of theorising

“What 1s 1t for a theory to be right?”

« Level 1. A practical methodological question we may ask
at work in our practices of theorising: How do we know
we got it right?

Level 2 (philosophy of science): A theoretical question
we may typically ask when, or if, we run into difficulties
In our practices of theorising. Theorising the practices of
theorising may hopefully create ‘clairvoyance’, clarity on
what iIs going on when we theorise. Like when we seek to
sort out controversies on the “scope and validity of
theories”




Level 2: theories of theorising practices

Level 2 practices (reflecting on the practice of theorising) may
themselves be practiced differently.

Heated debates between different schools of Level 2 partitioners
(perhaps especially heated at the time this paper was published)

SC[EN(TE A'S
PRAC'H(:E
LABORATORY AND

(‘ULTURE




Social theory as practice

Taylors approach also comes with a diagnosis; there is a
widespread lack of self-understanding among practitioners

at level 1.

— “The activities of searching for, creating, espousing
and rejecting theories are too little understood, and
that they are far from being unproblematic, as we
often assume in our concerns to focus on the content

of our theories”




Natural science model

“We think we know the activity of exploring nature”

* The natural science model may be a “tolerably
clear story” of what 1s going on in the natural
sciences — but it is a “disastrous” imaginary for
the social sciences.

« At stake: the model’s understanding of the
practice of theorising.




Popper’s natural science model
Science allow us to let our theories die instead of us

“But have we not destroyed the \
environment with our natural

science? No! We have made great
mistakes. It is indeed impossible to
foresee all the unintended

consequences of our actions. Here
science Is our greatest hope: its
method is the correction of error”

-

In search of a better world, 1992: viii




Natural science model of the relation between
theory and practice

The natural science relation between theory and practice
« A doctor may research what is going on in a living body that become sick

* Understanding of ‘underlying mechanisms’ may in turn guide her medical
practice

Tempting analogy to social science. The basic question for social
science 1s also to understand “what 1s really going on”.

» An economist may research what is going on when inflation takes place
» Understanding underlying mechanisms may in turn guide policy decisions

Claim: The practice of theorising and the (other) practice the theory is
informing is not independent in the social science (as appears to be
the case in the natural sciences)




The social science and the relation between
theory and practice

* Social theories are not about an “independent object”
that can be validated by “comparing with facts”

* The object of a social theory iIs a human practice,
“accepting a theory can itself transform what the
theory bears on”

e SO -

« what is It for a social theory to be right if social theories
“transforms its own object”?
* how can we test and validate if we got it right?




Taylors philosophical anthropology

- Self-interpreting vs self-evaluating animals

Self — interpreting animals:
— beliefs, opinions: intentionality
Self — evaluating animals:

— commitments, identities, constitutive
norms

First and second order desires
Weak and strong evaluations.

Social theories as theories of “shared goods”

HUMAN
AGENCY
AND
LANGUAGE

PHILOSOPHICAL
PAPERS
l
CHARLES TAYLOR

“What is human
agency?” Taylor
1985




Shared goods

“The good, the value embodied in a
practice, Its point or purpose, may not be
formulated. The people engaged in the
practice have to have some sense of the
good or the purpose, and this emerges, for
instance, in the ‘fouls’ they call on each
other when they deviate (or the ‘fairs’ they
call when people do well). But they may
have no way of saying what this good
consists 1n.

Taylor
Philosophy and
Its history
(1984:22).

Rorty et al (eds)




What is it for a social theory to be right?

We cannot just reply that it is right when it corresponds to the facts it is
about. Because, to oversimplify slightly, political theories are about our
practices (as well as the institutions and relations in which these practices
are carried on), and their rise and adoption can alter these practices. They
are not about a domain of facts independent of, or resistant to, the
development of theory. Put testily, our social theories can be validated,
because they can be tested in practice. If theory can transform practice,
then it can be tested in the quality of the practice it informs. What makes a
theory right is that it brings practice out in the clear; that its adoption
makes possible what is in some sense a more effective practice.

(Charles Taylor. Social theory as practice, 1985: 104)




Social theories as a practice of articulation

« The target of investigation for a social scientist is a
practice that Is already understood by practitioners,
maintained and sustained considering the good, the
point and purpose of the practice.

“A social theory arises when we try to formulate
explicitly what we are doing, describe the activity
which is central to a practice, and articulate the norm
which are essential to 1t™.




The norms of the practice studied

Articulating the norms of the practice “brings the practice
out 1n the clear”

It may of course fail to do so (and then it is not a valid
theory)

A valid theory may help practitioners to have a better
understanding of why they do what they do.

A valid theory may be trivial and not worthy of being
published

A valid theory may, when accepted, lead to improvements
and lead to “in some sense a more effective practice”




Theorising research as “research ethics”

”Research” — “ethics”

— Research: Activity that aim to produce new
knowledge and apply knowledge in practical
applications

— Ethics: Specifies the way researchers ought
to conduct themselves when pursuing
research

e “The term research ethics refers to a wide
variety of values, norms, and institutional
arrangements that help constitute and regulate
scientific activities”

Kristin Shrader-Frechette. Textbook in research ethics
Guidelines: The National committee for science and technology




Trangy’s Influence on research
ethics in Norway

«Forskning er i dag en profesjonell virksomhet pa like
linje med mange andre. Forskningens form kan variere
sterkt avhengig av emneomradet, sammenheng,
malretting og annet. Men forskning innen de fleste
disipliner skjer i trad med bevisste eller ubevisste
forskningsnormer. Slike normer bidrar til a definere og
regulere forskningen innen vedkommende disiplin og
disiplinens forpliktelser ovenfor den videre omverden
eller samfunnet.»

Report 1981

Knut Erik Tranoy

Titenskapen
- samfunnsmakt
og livsform

4
i

Trangy 1987
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