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JUDITH BUBER AGASSI
OBJECTIVITY IN THE SOCIAL'SCIENCES
1. INTRODUCTION AND SUMMARY

In the present paper | shall attempt to deal with objectivity in the socia
sciences, particularly in sociology, on which | shall concentrate, because |
am frankly disturbed by atrend current on the American scene. The trend
may be characterized by its causing bitter division amongst social
scientists and upheaval in their gatherings. What disturbs me about this
trend is not so much the upheaval, as the ready tendency to despair of the
basic precondition for objective socia science, namely the assumption of
the unity of mankind - both intellectual and moral. The radicalist social
scientists who belong to this trend claim that the long established goal of
objectivity in social sciencesis achimeraand a subterfuge which has
served the powers that be for too long aready ((1)). In the name of instant
peace and liberation they imply that rational discourse between social
scientists of different persuasions - the Establishment and the Revolution
- isno longer possible. Sociologists of the women's liberation movement
and black militant sociologists broadcast the idea that nothing can take
the place of first-hand experience: only women can understand women's

problems ((2)) and only blacks can understand blacks. All whites,
including sociologists, are racists, at least subconscioudly ((3)). All those
who do not join the Movement belong to the Establishment, at least
subconsciously ((4)) True, the group, which advocates the jettisoning of



the aspiration for objectivity ismargina. Yet | am concerned because
exactly the most dangerous aspect of their activity, their attack on
objectivity, is rather condoned and tolerated by most social scientists who
see their good intentions and moralistic preoccupations and social
conscience, and only complain about their bizarre and unseemly conduct,
especialy of the young ones among them. In my opinion the bizarre and
unseemly, though offensive to the sensibility of one's colleagues and not
very conductive to the scientific enterprise, is much less significant than
the irrationalism they advocate, which may put an end to the enterprise
altogether.

In the present paper | shall present the following points:

(1) There are obstacles to objectivity common to all sciences; we attempt
to overcome them as best we can. The obstacles specia to the socia
sciences are caused by the special involvement of the investigator with
histopic of study, which relates to both hisinterests and his emotional
make-up.

(2) Methods to overcome these obstacles on the way to objectivity in the
socia sciences were suggested in the nineteenth and early twentieth
century. The Marxist tradition had only a margina following here until
recently. The major American sociological schools prevaent in the
forties, fifties, and early sixties, were the Warner school ((5)) and the
functional analysts ((6)). Both aimed at the elimination of the individual
investigator's bias, but caused the establishment of amassive biasin
favour of the status quo. Already in the fifties, C. Wright Mills used semi-
Marxist ideas to ridicule functionalism ((7)) and a group of sociologists
debunked the sacred cow of the middle class by the series of studies of
suburbia ((8)).



(3) In the mid-sixties Marxism became fashionable in sociological
circles; instead of the emphasis on socia equilibrium came the emphasis
on change-inducing social conflict. Marx himself considered mankind as
divided into hostile camps- the class-camps - yet he claimed that
objectivity is possible (due to his basic law of socia evolution), and he
decidedly considered the possibility of individual intellectuals of the
wrong class-camp to see the objective truth.9 These aspects of the
Marxist tradition are being jettisoned by considerable numbers of the
present generation of |eft-wing social scientists. Indeed, the ideal of
scientific rationality has become much dimmer in this group. The forces
of irrationalism dispense with such items as a rigorous economic analysis
of the existing system, they are v ague about who are the potential
revolutionary socia groups; they are influenced by anarchistic
irrationalism, by the Guevara's emotionalism, and by Mao's primitive
collectivism. Those of uswho still hope for rational discussion may well
put this new phenomenon on the agenda as an urgent item for study

within the community of social science.

2. SPECIAL OBSTACLESTO OBJECTIVITY IN THE SOCIAL
SCIENCES

It is my contention that though compl ete objectivity in scienceis an
impossibility, aming at it, or attaining as much of it as reasonably
possible, is anecessary condition for the conduct of al scientific inquiry.
Why should we consider objectivity so important that we should pursue it
even when admitting it to be inaccessible? In my opinion, viewing
inquiry as subjective, or as an entirely individual matter, would be the
exclusion of al criticism; and this would be the exclusion of rationa
debate; and this would be the denial of the thesis of the intellectual or



rational unity of mankind. It thus opens the door to irrationalism and
elitism, whether social or racial.

The general obstacles to scientific objectivity in any field concern the fact
that every human is heir to some intellectual preferences and standpoints.
The individual is aso heir to a social and cultural tradition as a result of
his being a member of a specific group of national, religious, and ethnic
characteristics. | do not wish to dwell on man's limitations qua man, since
thisisthe topic of much philosophic disguisition. Rather, | wish now to
move from the obstacles to al human attempts at objectivity, to the
obstacles specific to the socia sciences. These are, we are told, the values
of the individual researchers, values meaning here preferences and
judgments in the very field of human endeavour which isthetopic or the
subject-matter under investigation. For example, a social anthropol ogist
may easily tend to evaluate and judge the practices and mores of people
belonging to alien culturesin terms of his own. Thisis the well-known
danger of ethnocentricity, so-called. There is no inherent difference
between ethnic and class centricity. The investigator's individual
experience may result in either negative or positive dispositions towards
all sorts of groupings of people. He may identify with a group of people,
which seem to him to resemble his own group or, on the contrary,
especially free of his own peopl€e's shortcomings to which he is most
sendgitive. The literature is more emphatic on the first kind of prejudice -
due to observed similarity - but the opposite kind of pregudice - dueto
rebellion against one's own group - has already been noticed by Bacon in
1620 and is very prevalent amongst intellectuals. those who pin their
hopes on the downtrodden as a counterfoil to characteristics of their own

class and thus tend to misrepresent them quite grossly.



The prejudices resulting from politico-ideological convictions are, of
course, commonplace; they occur in the natural sciences too, but are less
serious there. Here we have both authorities demanding certain pre-
conceptions, and scientists who represent these authorities either
voluntarily or out of terror, especialy in monolithic cultures. Evenin
pluralist societies, however, politico-ideological convictions playa
significant role in distorting socia redlities. It isa commonplace that
persona economic salf-interest or the economic interest of the scientist's

group may bias his judgment.

It is not possible to overcome these obstacles once and for dl. Yet it is of
the greatest importance that each individual investigator should make the
effort to become aware, as much as he reasonably can, of those of his

value judgments that are relevant to his studies. Thisis no easy task, even
when, as | recommend, we let deeping subconscious motivations lie.
Every individual possesses layers and patchworks of values, acquired
from different social milieus and during different phases of his
development; they may easily be inconsistent and ambivaent and
ambiguous. All that is required of the investigator is not psychoanalytical
self-knowledge, but plain honesty and the readiness to be conscious of
whatever knowledge of himsalf which is readily accessible. One hasto be
willing to subject one's preferences, expectations, hopes, and pet
aversions, to some measure of rational examination: one may try to be
clear asto what these are; one may try to pin oneself down; and one may
then try to find out about possible consequences of one's preferences.
This may be done with the aid of history or of social analysis, or
criticisms by on€e's peers. For my part, worse then any pet aversions, or
pet sympathies is the incredible ease with which intellectua fashions
spread in the world of the social sciences. The fashion spread may be not



aparticularly dangerous bias, but it shows that entire groups of socid
scientists lack this basic requirement of critical awareness, without which
there is no attempt at objectivity at all. This soon leads to a severe
disillusionment, and the disillusionment destroys the fashion, but it does
not create self-critical awareness, at least not necessarily; and so one
fashion can lead to another and so on without much improvement.

| want to make it quite clear that | do not mean to say that the individua
investigator should be an aseptic or neutral or disinterested party or that
he should lack socia concern or avoid socia activity. Only that he try to
be conscious and critical of his interests and preferences; which includes
his being conscious of those moral options he takes which he does not
subject to rational examination. In my opinion he will do better to declare
openly both those preferences of his, which he assumes to have survived
rational examination and those, which he frankly took as moral or
aesthetic decisions not subject to such examination. Of course, this will
make it easier for your student or reader to detect your bias and distortion
in case you are not particularly cautious to avoid them; which, of course,
is the better option. All thisis fairly much in accord with the spirit of Max
Weber's value-free sociology (10)). To which we come soon. Let me
conclude, however, that it is quite advisable for anyone to study those
problems which do carry moral import, according to one's own judgment
of what is of mora import, but on the condition that one's criteriaremain

open to modification - especialy as the result of such a study.

3. TRADITIONAL AMERICAN ATTEMPTSTO SOLVE THE
PROBLEM OF VALUE



The most important writers on our topic, Marx and Weber had little or no
influence in the early stages of development of American sociology. The
earliest American attempt to grapple with the problem originated in
psychology and claimed psychology to be the totality of social science
((112)). This school, behaviorism, tried to exclude from its research
anything that is not observable objectively, i.e. peopl€e's conscience and
awareness, feelings and values. While the behaviorists clearly avoided
getting involved in the problems of the values of their objects of research,

they also made the explanation of social phenomenaimpossible.

The American sociologists were very concerned with attempts to render
sociology scientific by eliminating persona bias and partiality. Two
attempts followed the classical Chicago school's attempt, the social
stratificationists of the Warner school and the functional analysts of the
Talcott Parsons school. Both offered criteriafor objectivity, and both
criteriaintroduced strong systematic biases in favor of the status quo,

presumably unintentionally.

The Chicago school ((12)) undertook in the twenties and thirties the study
of communities, neighborhoods, and deviant socia groups. They
followed largely the rules of classical social anthropology of Malinowski,
by viewing these microcosmic systems as Mainowski would view a
primitive micro-cosmos - as socia wholes. They accepted the value
system of any whole when assessing any part or aspect of that whole -
well in accord with classical functionalism. In particular they avoided all
value ranking and upheld the principle of equality of all social systems,
which leads to moral relativism.

This attitude led to the neglect into the enquiry into the socia and
economic conditions which often had caused the peculiar degraded
living-patterns of the groups under study.



The Warner school of socia class ((13)) or stratification attempted to find
an objective scale of measuring the social standing of any member of any
American community. Warner was convinced that his method was utterly
objective since it enabled any person, even atotal layman, to determine
thefairly exact social standing of a given subject as accurately as any set
of lengthy interviews and participant observation could have. And from
the determination of a person's position on the Warner scale alot of
predictions about him could be made - about his consumption patterns,
his social associations, and even his taste in interior decoration. The claim
that all American communities are divided into the same five or six
discrete classes, on which all these predictions were based, was, of
course, completely unfounded. It introduced, which is more important, a
strong bias for the acceptance of fairly static and rigid socia stratification
as the standard, natural, normal, American condition. Many of Warner's
less sophisticated followers in fields like education, welfare, and
marketing, understood his middle-class, especially his upper middle-class
(Class 3), to be the norm to whose values children in schools were
supposed to be socialized, etc.

In most sociology departments across the country functional analysis was
accepted in the fifties and up to the mid-sixties as the only possible way
of doing scientific sociology. Parsons dealt with the entire American |
society asif it were one socia system, i.e. awhole, and al its parts, al
the social phenomena within the system, were claimed to be objectively
explicable within the system by snhowing the function, i.e. positive role,
which they play within the system in the system's working to maintain
balance and gtahility. All this was well in accord with Durkheim's general
ideas as presented over half a century earlier. The conservative aspect of
this philosophy is too obvious to require separate statement ((14)).



Admittedly, in its later phases it found adherents who attempted — dong
with even Parsons himsalf - to allow for socia conflict as an expression
of ingtability and the cause of social change (in classica functionalism
the function of conflict isto preserve stability) ((15)). But this
compromise is not enough to remedy the bias, and is not consistent with
the basic tenets of functionalism.

During the reign of functional analysis one mgjor critic of it was heard -
C. Wright Mills ((16)). He pointed out the conservative bias of
functionalismand ridiculed it as barely more than pompous jargon. C.
Wright Mills himself attempted a social analysis of American society
along economic-interest class lines. He certainly was not too successful in
avoiding letting his personal bias (an extremely pessmistic view of the
public as passive and contempt for the then Eisenhower administration
for its subservience to big business) distort hisimage of American society
and government. He was a convinced liberal sociaist who often used
Marxist methods of analysis, but also utilized the insights of later
sociologists of dite phenomena. He was greatly concerned with
objectivity, for which he had amost peculiar recipe: ((17)) first, relate
your personal troubles to public issues, thus avoiding both personal bias
and the bias of your own group (endorsing problems which are
fashionable in your scientific community is such a bias); second, see your
problem from all possible viewpoints; thirdly, verify your conclusions. Of
coursg, it isthe correlation of private troubles with public issues, which
catchesthe eye. It isavery dubious method of avoiding bias: itisal to
easy and often rather cheap to blow-up one's private frustrations into
socia protest, and it is even easy enough to view the fashionable target of
criticism as the source of one's private troubles; to call this objectivity is
at best dubious.



A group of Mills disciples 18 mounted in the early sixties a critical attack
on conventional American sociology and especially challenged the
functional analysis school's use of Max Weber's value-free sociology as a
cover for hard-hearted defence of the status-quo - raising a generation of
amoral socia technicians ((19)). They declared themselves advocates of
the basic am of scientific objectivity; they demanded the open and honest
declaration of the researcher-teacher's values which motivated his choice
of problems for research to his students and readers - (this | heartily
endorse); they tagged on to this a somewhat dubious value-judgment of
their own: values that involve the sociologist in social action are more
valuable than other values ((20)).

| have no time to discuss the studies in the fifties of suburban life, which
followed no single strict system of thought but which had one common
theme and common result contrary to both the Warner and the
functionalist schools: the American middle class which had previoudy
been respected by the American sociol ogists and whose values were
upheld by many as the norm for American society, this class was shown
up as unattractive, ridiculous, even pathetic- and culturally
unsophisticated. This, naturally, opened the way to the recent all-out
attack on the so-called middle-class and its values by the new radicals.
There is little doubt that this literature is of some value in spite of its
having since been debunked as the 'myth of suburbia. The myth is
somewhat childish in making the suburb the scapegoat for a number of
different and partial processes of socia change; but it did raise
controversy and it did bring about some more analytic studies of socio-

economic changes in America

4. CONTEMPORARY REBELLION



In the mid-sixties, between 1965 and 1967 to be precise, the movements
againgt the war in Viet-Nam on the one hand and for black power on the
other formed a discernible new left ideology. Thisis abody of sharply
negative and critical views of American society. American government
was declared no longer a functioning democracy but an instrument of C.
Wright Mills military-industrial complex and according to the more
extreme spokesmen of the movement, a fascist government ruling a
progressively 'rotten’ society. The hope for successful social reform, using
the existing party-political and governmental institutions, was declared a
dangerousillusion; all those still supporting these institutions were
lumped together as 'the Establishment’ and branded as the enemy.
Confrontations with the Establishment became the major tactic and the

dogans of revolution became the norm.

The new radical movement was largely based in the campuses of liberal
arts colleges and major universities. The departments of sociology and of
political science were most serioudly affected it seems, in that a good
number of faculty who had adopted this philosophy, attempted to
radicalize their discipline. The novelty is not in the introduction of a new
viewpoint, of aleft-wing viewpoint, or even of an extremist viewpoint
into social science; the novelty is that rational discourse, the possibility to
debate socid issues somewhat objectively among social scientists, which
was previoudy assumed to exist also by most Marxists ((21)), is now
fully denied by many radicals. Name-calling is nothing new, but the new
attitude is one which divides all sociologists and socia philosophiesinto
the camps of the Children of Light and Children of Darkness, thus
encouraging name-calling as the only means of communication available
((22)). From now on it seems no longer necessary to spend timein
pedantic studies, in social and economic, minute and careful analyses of



society or of the revolutionary forces. These activities, which Marx had
considered absolutely essential, are now dismissed as a part of 'bourgeois
crap’. What is needed, we hear, is the gathering of the immediate
ammunition for the battle. There is no time for analys's, there is no need
for analysis; in this period the only way to know socia redlity is by active
participation in the struggle. Every intellectual activity, then, must have

immediate relevance to the struggle, with the accent on immediacy.

Admittedly, the revolt against established conventional American
sociology is understandable; admittedly it contains also some valid and
useful criticism. Y et the revolt turned out to be chiefly arevolt against
any aspiration for objectivity. It became, immediately, a revolt against
any intellectua systematic Endeavour ((23)). The most dangerous
element of such amoveisthejettisoning of the idea of the rational unity
of mankind, as well as the idea of the moral unity of mankind ((24)). In
the eyes of the radicals, not only general humanity is now divided
decisively aong the lines of the barricades of the revolution, or the stand
on Viet-Nam, or along race and sex-lines; social scientists are now aso
supposed to be irrevocably divided along the same lines ((25)). The social
problems of oppressed groups can no longer be studied by all honest
scholars, but only by scholars of their own group ((26)). Both the
intellectual tradition and learning from history are gravely neglected. We
have neo-Marxists ignorant of The Communist Manifesto ((27)) and
anarchists ignorant of Bakunin ((28)) and a revolutionary movement that
deem it superfluous to examine the great revolutions of the immediate
past and their outcomes ((29)).

The danger of this phenomenon is bad enough; worse is the fact that
liberal sociologists of the left, akin to C. Wright Mills, are indulgent to
this new danger. Irrationalism in the home base of rationa attitudes



towards socia problems takes roots very quickly. My intention is not to
offer as yet another sociological analysis of the phenomenon - | have not
found a satisfactory one. Rather | wish to chalenge all those who still
cherish the idea of socia science to tak to the young rebels, and to invite
them to rational debates on whatever they feel concerned about. | aso
wish to propose that we challenge the older rebels systematically and

publicly on thisissue of objectivity, rationality, and the unity of mankind.
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portion of the bourgeoisie goes over to the proletariat, and in particular, a
portion of the bourgeois ideologists, who have raised themselves to the



level of comprehending theoretically the historical movement as a

whole."

Max Weber, ' 'Objectivity' in Social Science and Socia Policy’, in Max
Weber on the Methodology of the Social Sciences (ed. by E. A. Shilsand
H. A. Finch), Free Press, Glencoe, 1949, and 'Science as a Vocation', in
From Max Weber: Essaysin Sociology (ed. By H. H. Gerth and C.
Wright Mills), Oxford Univ. Press, New Y ork, 1946. See also Hans
Albert, "Theorie, Verstehen und Geschichte', Journal for General
Philosophy of Science 1 (1970) 1-23, especialy Section V, for amore
detailed treatment of Weber along the same lines.

R. M. Mclver, Society, Its Sructure and Changes, Long & Smith, New
York, 1931, pp. 529-530: "Incompetent to deal with the subjectivity of
experience the behaviorists would discard it altogether. Seeking to get rid
of subjective termsthey get rid of the socia fact, sinceit isfact only as
created by and known to experience."

For asurvey of the Chicago school see M. R. Stein, The Eclipse of
Community, op. cit., Chapter 1, pp. 13-46; for acomment on amore
modem variant of it, the neo-Chicagoans concerned chiefly with deviant
sub-cultures, see Alvin W. Gouldner, 'Anti-Minotaur: the Myth of a
ValueFree Sociology', in Sociology on Trial (ed. by Maurice Stein and
Arthur Vidich), Prentice Hall, Englewood-Cliffs, 1963, pp. 35-52,
especialy pp. 46, 47.

W. H. Warner, Socia Classin America, op. cit., p. 42.

See, however, E. Gdlner's thoughtful 'Time and Theory in Socia
Anthropology’, Mind 67 (1958) 182-202. See dso C. Wright Mills, The
Sociological Imagination, op. cit., p. 42. See dso Danidl Foss, 'The



World View of Talcott Parsons in Sociology on Trial (ed. by Stein and
Vidich), op. cit., pp. 96-126.

Robert K. Merton, 'Manifest and Latent Functions in his Social Theory
and Social Sructure, Glencoe, Free Press, 1949, pp. 21-81.

C. Wright Mills, The Sociological Imagination, op. cit., p. 226 (last
page).
Op. cit., p. 125ff.

Alvin W. Gouldner, op. cit., p. 52: "To do otherwise isto usher in an era
of spiritlesstechnicians.... If we today concern ourselves exclusively with
the technical proficiency of our students and reject all responsibility for
thelr moral sense, or their lack of it, then we may some day be compelled
to accept responsibility for having trained a generaion willing to servein

afuture Auschwitz."
Gouldner, op. cit., p. 51.
Danidl Foss, op. cit., p. 126.
See note 9.
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models or theories of the U.S. economy, society, and government. The
new left socia science literature abounds in abusive terms like
‘imperialist', 'fascist’, 'oppressive, 'exploitative, 'racist', ‘genocidal’,
‘colonizing', etc., not to mention mild terms such as 'decadent’, ‘'one-
dimensiona’, ‘alienating’, or 'manipulative’ which claim to be an
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The magjor philosophica and methodological foundations of the new |eft
attitudes, which deny the possibility of objectivity and of communication



with opponents are the following. Maurice Merleau-Ponty,
Phenomenology of Perception, London 1962; Sense and Nonsense,
Evanston 1964; Humanismand Terror, Boston, Beacon Press, 1969.
Ernest Becker, Revolution in Psychiatry: The New Understanding of
Man, Free Press, New Y ork, 1964; The Sructure of Evil: An Essay on the
Unification of the Science of Man, Braziller, New Y ork, 1968.

The only understandable contention in the whole of this literature
is that objectivity belongs to the domain of the natural sciences, not to the
human sciences- which is as old as German Romanticism.

What the movement has taken
from Marx is chiefly the idea of the unity of theory and praxis. It means
for them, however, that proper thinking is only possible after oneis

committed, in the existentiaist's sense, to the Revolution.
Marvin Surkin, op. cit., p. 578.
Ibid, p. 579.

Herbert Marcuse, An Essay on Liberation, Beacon Press, Boston, 1969,
p. 8.

According to a newspaper report on Mark Rudd's visit to Boston
University immediately after the Columbia revolt, this young
revolutionary leader was then leafing through a copy of the Communist
Manifesto which somebody had given to him, and which he then was
seeing for the first time.

For instance the authors of the magazine Anarchy.

Thus for instance all the authors represented in The New Left Reader (ed.
by Carl Oglesby), Grove Press, New Y ork, 1969, still advocate the
‘abolition of capitalism' asa matter of course; their attitudes toward the
Soviet government vary from mild humorous (?) remarks on dogmatism



(Fidel Castro) to severe criticism for being 'politically irresponsible’ (C.
Wright Mills). But none even attempts a rational analysis of what went
wrong with the Soviet revolution, the first revolution which successfully
‘abolished capitalism'.



