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Are the social sciences proper sciences? Yes — at least they might be if conducted in a certain way.
It is often thought that certain methods define the sciences, but this is not so. There is no unique
method — only a plurality of scientific methods. There are, however, the formative aspirations of
science listed in the previous chapter, and when social scientists adhere to them they constitute a
science. That said, the methods of the natural and social sciences are importantly different. It is
not the case that mathematical analysis is the essence of science; it is not even the case that
mathematics is the essence of physics. It is not even the case that scientific methods must be
‘objective’. All that is required is that observations be potentially repeatable, falsifiable, and so
forth. Thus, a perfectly respectable method of analysis in sociology is “participant comprehension’.
The aim is comprehension of the tacit ways of going on of groups of humans — their forms of life.
This is a “subjective’ method. unavailable to any natural scientist because one cannot comprehend
atoms or cells in the same way. But, of course, even in physics. all observations are subjective in
the first instance — someone has to use their brain and body to read the meter. It is just that. in a
physics experiment, the data that are to be read are first inscribed on metal and plastic: in the case
of a social science, the data to be read are inscribed on the collective brains and bodies of social
beings. and that requires a special kind of “meter-reading’. The results of this doubly subjective
method are, nevertheless. generalizations about society and, as long as the results are described in
a sufficiently general and clear form. they can be tested by others using the same method: if others
do not find the same results, then something has gone wrong. It is. then, science that is going on,
even though the initial observations turn on the subjective. To repeat, the natural and the social
sciences are divided quite radically by methods but. in principle, they are not divided by their
values or by their credentials as sciences. We do not say this is a description of all the social
sciences since many who call themselves social scientists, particularly sociologists, conduct their
research and scholarship as though it belongs to the humanities rather than the sciences, and there
the values can be different; we say it is a claim about principle covering those social scientists who
wish to proclaim themselves to be scientists in a self-conscious way. The social scientists who do
their work more in the tradition of the humanities than the sciences are simply choosing to work

in a different way. So science, as it has been described here, reaches into the social sciences, and
so does elective modernism.

HE : Colins, Harry and Robert Evans, 2017, Why Democracies Need Science, Polity Press, 66-7.
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