
Pragmatism, Pluralism, and 
the Idea of a Social Science

Patrick Thaddeus Jackson
American University • @profptj



March for Science

22 April 2017, in more 
than 600 cities 

“We marched to defend 
the role of science in 
policy and society.” 

science vs. “relativism” ci
ti

sv
en

, h
tt

p:
//w

w
w

.d
ai

ly
ko

s.
co

m
/s

to
ry

/2
01

7/
4/

23
/1

65
54

31
/ 

-S
ci

C
li-

B
lo

ga
th

on
-I

-c
an

-t
-b

el
ie

ve
-w

e-
re

-m
ar

ch
in

g-
fo

r-
fa

ct
s-

E
di

ti
on

-S
ci

en
ce

M
ar

ch
S

F
-P

ho
to

-E
ss

ay
 



Science and Politics

science > other forms 
of knowing 

learning from the 
“science question” in 
the social sciences 

practical concerns ci
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Naturalism

no important difference 
between natural and 
social worlds 

universal procedure for 
determining facts 

real science = natural 
science

st
or

e.
xk

cd
.c

om

http://store.xkcd.com


Anti-Naturalism

human beings are not 
like other entities 

social science is 
elucidating meanings 

interpretation as highest 
epistemic goal
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https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/thumb/3/30/%27Adam%27s_Creation_Sistine_Chapel_ceiling%27_by_Michelangelo_JBU33cut.jpg/


Difficulties
anti-naturalism can’t account for recurrent patterns 
in social life…or their transformation 

naturalism has a hard time with agency and 
intentionality 

they’re both (partly) right: 

agency/intentionality have to be central 

but this doesn’t preclude explanation



Demarcation

Vienna Circle: 
“verifiability” 

Popper: “falsifiability” 

nomothetic generalization, 
quantification, 
physicalism… 

all demarcation criteria fail
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The Scientific Spirit

“Doubting Thomas” 

observational data 

impersonal standards 

courage to “face facts”



Ways of Knowing

RELATIVELY: observational evaluative

impersonal scientific practical

value-expressive aesthetic ethical



Science and Facts
application of impersonal 
standards to observational 
data 

involves consensus 

factual description 

factual explanations take 
facts into account 

agreement produced 
through reasoning
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Varieties of Explanation

aims to provide a recipe for resolving a problem 

augmenting the capacity of the recipient 

causal: answers questions about how to make 
something happen 

interpretive: answers questions about how to “go 
on” appropriately



Scientific Methodologies

phenomenal transfactual

dualist neopositivist realist

monist analyticist reflexive



The Humanized Sciences

problem-situations 
ground all acts of 
explanation 

the end of explanation 
is human doing 

“science” establishes 
consensus parameters 
for action


