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Toward More Reflexive Human Science

To cherish the particularity of social science among other forms of reflex-
ivity and meta-cultural commentary, we should be critical toward the
kind of social science literature that is called Zeitdiagnose. The moderniza-
tion story constantly recycled in that genre of social science has a function
as a form of preaching. For instance, it may call for the values of humane-
ness by warning that people are getting increasingly individualistic, ego-
istic and reflexive about everything. It is understandable that social
scientists employing the modernization story take part in public discus-
sion about the spirit of the times; it is one of the reasons why the social
sciences exist as a social institution. However, the premises of the modern-
ization story do not withstand critical inspection. For instance, increasing
reflexivity is a practical impossibility: becoming reflexive about some-
thing necessarily means that we take some other things for granted.

Instead of engaging in the modernization discourse, I suggest that we
pursue a more reflexive social science in another sense. When studying
social phenomena, in addition to being reflexive about the theories and
methods we use, we should also be reflexive about the role in which the
research places the researcher within the institution being studied and
within society at large. Do researchers, for instance, smuggle their own
prejudices and cultural constraints into the research design, into the methods
used, and into the way results are presented, so that unknowingly or
against their best intentions they contribute to particular developments?
The antidote against this is not that individuat researchers try to be hon-
est and sincere or that they openly disclose their gwn standpoint. Like
other people, researchers have their different political opinions and con-
ceptions about how things should be. Some may think it is their duty as
researchers to advance their goals with their research, while others may
want to distance themselves from their role as citizens. The only antidote
against social science blindly promoting political goals is that the
scientific community and the general public are constantly reflexive about
social science literature. That way we can best contribute to the critical
function of social science in social life: reflexive monitoring of our routines
of thought and behaviour.
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Notes

1 This conclusion about a fundamental aspect of human reality resembles the
postmodernist argument, according to which all ideas must be understood as
originating from specific perspectives and thus the claims to unsituated
knowledge are suspect because they deny that most fundamental characteris-
tic of knowledge (Riley 2002: 243). This viewpoint owes to, and is influenced
by, Friedrich Nietzsche’s perspectivism. As Nietzsche (1968, 481) puts it:
‘Against positivism, which halts at phenomena ~ “There are only facts” - 1
would say: No, facts is precisely what there is not, only interpretations. We
cannot establish any fact “in itself”: perhaps it is folly to want to do such a
thing.’ In postmodernist writings; perspectivism is often seen as an outcome of
the recent move toward the postmodern age (see, e.g., Lyotard 1984). When
this view of reality and science is taken to its extreme, it follows that no justi-
fiable claims about reality can be made; a patticular viewpoint is as good as
any because they all represent different forms of situated knowledge.

The point made here about the kaleidoscopic nature of human reality repre-
sents a weaker version of perspectivism. It only argues that forms of know}-
edge about human reality can be validated within the practical framework in
which they are used, and in that sense the facts constructed are hard within
their area of qualification. However, although it seems that different frame-
works overlap, the maps of corresponding aspects of human reality cannot be
neatly fitted together to form a total picture.
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