Social Science History - Six essays for budding theorists
By Andrew Roberts

Introduction: Essays in the History of Social Science
A short course for budding theorists

Social Science History—Six Essays for Budding Theoristsxe "science" is designed to help you think for yourself about societyxe "society" and human relations. It is about theories that people have made to explain societyxe "society" scientifically. Although it traces the development of ideas historically, it is not a general history of social sciencexe "science"

xe "social science (see moral)", but a collection of essays that try to show the importance of imagination, and its consequences for people's lives. The theories discussed in the first essay are about what science is. xe "science"The second essay outlines three 17th century theories of societyxe "society" that have been models for later theories. The third outlines theories that affected the lives of womenxe "women" and slavexe "slavery"s at the time of the French revolutionxe "revolution\: French" and the fourth the influence of theory on the lives of people who need to claim social security benefits. The last essay is an exploration of the imagination of Emile Durkheimxe "Durkheim, Emile (1858-1917) French sociologist" and Max Weberxe "Weber, Max (1864-1920) German political economist/sociologist", two of the founders of the sciencexe "science" of societyxe "society" called sociologyxe "sociology".

The general argument of all the essays is that sciencexe "science" requires imagination. Imagination is needed to understand scientific theories and to develop new ones. I also argue that sciencexe "science" starts with the imagination and that the individualxe "individuals" imagination draws on a cultural inheritance of theories. To put these arguments the other way round: I am arguing against the idea that sciencexe "science" is based only on the careful accumulation of facts, against the idea that we should not make theories before we have collected all the facts, and against the idea that old ideas are bad ideas.

The essays are self contained, and so you should be able to read any one on its own without having read another one. I would encourage you to start reading the book where you like, and to follow through issues that interest you, rather than just reading passively. The index will help you relate an issue discussed in one essay to the same or similar issues discussed in others. People's reading styles are different, but most people will find they tire if they try to read an essay through at one sitting. The subheadings should help you to read in chunks small enough to digest. 

Essay one, Empiricism, theory and the imagination explains why I think that theory and imaginxe "imagination"ation are important to sciencexe "science". It does so by outlining the “theories about theories” of some of the people who have made theories about what sciencexe "science" is. These people, Francis Baconxe "Bacon, Francis (1561-1626) English epistemologist", Isaac Newtonxe "Newton, Isaac (1642-1727) English mathematician and physicist", Auguste Comtexe "Comte, August (1798-1857) French sociologist", James Millxe "Mill, James (1773-1836) Scottish economist and psychologist", John Stuart Millxe "Mill, John Stuart (1806-1873) Economic and political theorist" and Thomas Macaulayxe "Macaulay, Thomas Babington (1800-1859) English historian", were chosen because they are usually associated with the idea that sciencexe "science" should be built on careful observation of data. I wanted to show from theories thought to stress the importance of empirical observation, that imaginxe "imagination"ation and theory construction are just as important. 

I explain in the first essay how we use theories to look at the world. In sciencexe "science" the problem is not just deciding which theory is right, it is also developing the theories in the first place. These essays are not about which theory is right. They are about the history of developing theories.

The ideas that social sciencexe "science"

xe "social science (see moral)"s use developed historically and so I think it helps us understand theories about society if we study where they come from. Comtexe "Comte, August (1798-1857) French sociologist", who is discussed most fully in essay one, argued that scientific ideas start as theologyxe "theology" and develop to sciencexe "science" via philosophyxe "philosophy".  Essay two, Hobbesxe "Hobbes, Thomas (1588-1679) English state of nature theorist", Filmerxe "Filmer, Robert (1588-1653) English theological theorist" and Lockexe "Locke, John (1632-1704) English state of nature theorist" relates Comtexe "Comte, August (1798-1857) French sociologist"'s outline to three 17th century theories of society. Filmerxe "Filmer, Robert (1588-1653) English theological theorist"'s theory is theological, Lockexe "Locke, John (1632-1704) English state of nature theorist" and Hobbesxe "Hobbes, Thomas (1588-1679) English state of nature theorist" are both philosophicalxe "philosophy". However, although it is fairly straightforward to distinguish theologxe "theological theory"ical from philosophicalxe "philosophy" theories, it is much more difficult to say what makes a theory scientific. Hobbesxe "Hobbes, Thomas (1588-1679) English state of nature theorist", Filmerxe "Filmer, Robert (1588-1653) English theological theorist" and Lockexe "Locke, John (1632-1704) English state of nature theorist" would all have claimed that aspects of their ideas were scientific, which may be why we find aspects of all three models still in use today. 

The ideas of sciencexe "science", especially social sciencexe "science"

xe "social science (see moral)", were developed from philosophyxe "philosophy". But what is sciencexe "science"? And have we any reason to have confidence in it? These are contentious issues and essay three, What is sciencexe "science"?, is about three of the argumentxe "argument"s. I outline the theories of knowledge xe "epistemology"of John xe "Locke, John (1632-1704) English state of nature theorist"Locke, David xe "Hume, David (1711-1776) Scottish epistemologist and historian"Hume and Mary xe "Wollstonecraft, Mary (1759-1797) English feminist theorist"Wollstonecraft. The essay starts by imaginingxe "imagination" each of them giving advice about how to be scientific. xe "Locke, John (1632-1704) English state of nature theorist"Locke tells us that we must reasonxe "reason" carefully about sensexe "sense and sensations" data if we want to build up sure knowledge that is not distorted by the fantasxe "fantasy"ies of our imagination or by the desires of our passionxe "passion"s. xe "Hume, David (1711-1776) Scottish epistemologist and historian"Hume agrees with Lockexe "Locke, John (1632-1704) English state of nature theorist" about the basis of sciencexe "science", but tells us sadly that sciencexe "science" is very limited and that reasonxe "reason" is the slave to our desires. xe "Wollstonecraft, Mary (1759-1797) English feminist theorist"Wollstonecraft does not agree with Lockexe "Locke, John (1632-1704) English state of nature theorist" that imagination and desire are dangerous to sciencexe "science". She tells us that, although reasonxe "reason" should control our passionxe "passion" and imagination, we should also let passionxe "passion" and imagination unfold our reasonxe "reason". The two must work together, passionxe "passion" or fantasxe "fantasy"y as the driving force, reasonxe "reason" as the controller. And she also tells us to have the courage to make mistakesxe "mistakes". My book follows Wollstonecraft's advice, but at the end of the essay I outline the choices so that you can make your own decisions about the style of scientific theorising you want to pursue.

Essay four, Can theory redesign society?, is about the French revolutionxe "revolution\: French" of 1789 and how it related to womenxe "women" and slavexe "slavery"s. The French revolutionxe "revolution\: French" was centred on theories; so this essay is about the power of imagination and theory. It shows how ideas generated by John Lockexe "Locke, John (1632-1704) English state of nature theorist" and Jean Jacques Rousseauxe "Rousseau, Jean J. (1712-1778) French state of nature theorist" were applied in the revolution and how the same ideas applied to womenxe "women" and slavexe "slavery"s. The revolutionaries drew up a Declarationxe "Declaration of the Rights of Man" of the Rights of Man to focus the minds of the people on what their theories said were the basic principles of good government. Because it was based on ideas, the influence of the revolution spread round the world, being picked up by the slavexe "slavery"s in the French West Indies, who began their own revolution. It also stirred the imagination of womenxe "women", prompting the first organised feminist movement in modern Europe. 

Essay four showed that theories about society alter peoples lives. Essay five, Social sciencexe "science" and the 1834 poor law, looks at how social security legislation xe "poor law"was shaped by the theories of Adam Smithxe "Smith, Adam (1723-1790) Scottish philosopher and economist", Jeremy Benthamxe "Bentham, Jeremy (1748-1832) English utilitarian theorist" and Thomas Malthusxe "Malthus, Thomas (1766-1834) English economist", and how it avoided the ideas of Robert Owenxe "Owen, Robert (1771-1858) English socialist theorist". It shows how the imagination of social scientists can have a powerful influence on the everyday affairs of our lives. Politicians argue about the ideas that social scientists make, and legislation and policies are shaped by those ideas. As a result the lives of ordinary people, who may never have heard of the social scientists, are altered. I illustrate this from the life story of two pensionxe "pensions"ers living in a two room flat in Camden Town, and dying in the local hospitalxe "hospitals". 

Essay six, Durkheimxe "Durkheim, Emile (1858-1917) French sociologist" and Weberxe "Weber, Max (1864-1920) German political economist/sociologist"'s contrasting imaginations is about the imaginxe "imagination"ation of Emile xe "Durkheim, Emile (1858-1917) French sociologist"Durkheim and Max Weberxe "Weber, Max (1864-1920) German political economist/sociologist", two founders of the sciencexe "science" of society, which we call sociologyxe "sociology". Both are usually praised for their adherence to facts, but Durkheimxe "Durkheim, Emile (1858-1917) French sociologist" points out that whilst sciencexe "science" needs facts, you do not even know what facts are relevant until you have created the sciencexe "science". So, he says, we need to use our imaginxe "imagination"ation to create a sciencexe "science", before finding out (as we will) that the sciencexe "science" we have created is imperfect.

Fertilising theory  Theory requires an active, creative mind. But our individualxe "individuals" minds work best in company and other people's theories are the context in which we produce the clearest theories of our own. So reading this book, and thinking about the issues, will give you a short course in thinking theoretically. It will be hard work, because you will have to provide the active, creative mind. I will just apply the natural fertiliser of other people's theories. 

In any public library a vast bank of ideas are available to you if you have the time and energy to read them. This book contains some of them in a relatively quick access form. It is like a cash machine outside the bank of ideas about society. I have written it in a way that I hope will be open to anyone. The theories and authors it discusses are difficult, but the style of writing is as easy as I am capable of. The ideas are ones that I find interesting, so I have done what I can to make them interesting for you. I will have failed in my purpose if the essays are only worth reading to pass exams. 

The rest of this introduction deals with some of the technical problems that sometimes mean academic books are under used, or even closed, to people who have not been initiated. It deals with different ways to use this book, but much of what it says is relevant to reading others.

Index  Although the essays are self contained, they interrelate. Many authors, theories and conceptxe "concept"s are dealt with more than once in different essays — So you can also read the book via the index, by looking up an author, concept or theory. In most cases, the index includes dates and a brief description of the people listed.

Chronology  A chronology is just a string of events arranged in date order. You can read the chronology through as background reading or you can refer to it when you are reading the essays to help you sort the events out in your mind.

Primary and Secondary Texts I have written the book mainly from “primary texts” as distinct from “secondary texts”. A primary text is the one written by the theorist one is talking about. A secondary text is one that is written about original authors. This book is a secondary text with respect to all the books it is writing about. If anyone chose to write something about this book, it would become a primary text in relation to that person's writing. Although the words primary and secondary can change their reference in this way, the world of books is generally divided into books that are usually primary texts and ones, like this, that are usually secondary texts. 

In their own words Primary texts are not necessarily any harder to read than secondary texts. Often the only serious problem is that the language is not modern English, and this is something one get's used to. Reading antiquated English means reading more slowly and thinking more about what the writer could mean by his or her words. The section of the book called In Their Own Words is a collection of extracts from some of the primary authors I discuss. These provide another way of thinking through the ideas in the book. The selection from Lockexe "Locke, John (1632-1704) English state of nature theorist"'s Second Treatise of Government, for example, contains all the parts you will need to work out for yourself what the relationship is between Lockexe "Locke, John (1632-1704) English state of nature theorist"'s theory of reasonxe "reason" and his theory of society and statexe "state".

Interpretxe "interpretation"ation  The big advantage to reading primary texts is that they allow you to make your own interpretxe "interpretation"ation of what the author is saying. Then, when you find two secondary texts with different interpretxe "interpretation"ations, you can look at the primary text to decide what interpretxe "interpretation"ation you think is correct. 

But, what is an interpretxe "interpretation"ation? When you read something, you make your own account in your head of what it means. This is your interpretxe "interpretation"ation. A friend who reads the same passage will also make her own account. When you come to discuss the passage you will probably find that you have different interpretxe "interpretation"ations of it. This may be because one of you has misunderstood part of the passage. It is just as likely to be because the passage can be interpretxe "interpretation"ed in more than one way. In academic life people discuss their different interpretxe "interpretation"ations of an author. You can practice this academic skill by listening carefully to other people's interpretxe "interpretation"ations of passages you have read and comparing them carefully with yours. You will soon find that you are asking the other person to point out the part of the passage on which she bases her interpretxe "interpretation"ation. This happens so often that modern academic writers have developed a system for telling readers what each part of their argumentxe "argument" or interpretxe "interpretation"ation is based on. This system is called referencing. The system of referencing I use is called the Harvard system and it links in with the bibliography.

Bibliography  A bibliography is a list of books. You will find one at the end of most modern academic books. It lists the books and articles which the author has referred to, and it can include ones that have not been mentioned, but which the author thinks you will find useful. If you write an essay in a university you will be expected to include a bibliography at the end that includes all the books you referred to in the essay. This bibliography will relate to the references that you provide. There are, however, different systems of referencing.

Referencing the Harvard way  I have used the Harvard system to reference this book because it is the simplest (and probably the best) system. In the Harvard system the bibliography and references are interrelated. The references are enclosed in brackets in the text, like this: (Smithxe "Smith, Adam (1723-1790) Scottish philosopher and economist" 1776, p.117). The bibliography is at the end of the book or essay and lists books by the author's surname and initials, followed by the date of the book, followed by its title. It can have other material, but these are the essential items. This is an example:

Smithxe "Smith, Adam (1723-1790) Scottish philosopher and economist", A. 1776 An Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of Nations. Penguin edition 1974.

When you come across a passage in this book which has a reference like this (name, date, page) it means that if you look up the name in the bibliography you will find the title of the book that is being referred to. If that author has more than one book in the bibliography, the date of publication will tell you which is the one you want. If the author has more than one publication for that year listed in the bibliography I will have devised a way that allows you to tell which one I am referring to. In respect to any reference that you look up in the bibliography you should be able to trace the source that I am referring to. For example, if you refer to a reference (Smithxe "Smith, Adam (1723-1790) Scottish philosopher and economist" 1776, p.117) and find that it refers to his An Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of Nations, you can then get that book and look up page number 117. Unfortunately you will find that different editions of Smithxe "Smith, Adam (1723-1790) Scottish philosopher and economist"'s book have different page numbers, so you will have to make sure that you get the 1974 Penguin edition. I often provide the chapter and any subheading as a reference. These tend to be the same in all editions. 

The best way to read this book  The best way to read any book is the way you find most useful. I would like to think, however, that this book is a gateway to the books it refers to, and that the references and bibliography will tell you how to link into the other books.

