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Making Social Science Matter presents an exciting new approach to the
social and behavioral sciences. Instead of trying to emulate the natural
sciences and create a kind of general theory, Bent Flyvbjerg argues that
the strength of the social sciences lies in their rich, reXexive analysis of
values and power – so essential to the social and economic development
of society. Moving beyond the purely analytic or technical, Flyvbjerg
compares the theoretical study of human activity with real-world situ-
ations and demonstrates how the social sciences can become relevant
again in the modern world. Powerfully argued, with clear methodologi-
cal guidelines and practical examples, Making Social Science Matter
opens up a new future for the social sciences, freed from an inappropri-
ate and misleading comparison with the natural sciences. Its empower-
ing message will make it required reading for students and academics
across the social and behavioral sciences.

bent flyvbjerg is Professor of Planning, Department of Develop-
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1 The Science Wars: a way out

Plato is dear to me, but dearer still is truth. Aristotle

Physics envy and pre-Kantian shamans

When the May 1996 issue of the journal Social Text appeared, an issue
devoted to the understanding of ‘‘Science Wars,’’ the editors became
targets in these ‘‘wars’’ in ways they had not imagined. The issue included
a bogus article by New York University mathematical physicist Alan
Sokal, who feigned an earnest reXection on the political and philosophical
implications of recent physics research for cultural studies.1 Sokal re-
vealed the hoax himself, and it immediately became a hotly debated issue
in academic and popular media around the world.2 The appearance of the
article was not only taken as a sign of shoddy scholarship by the Social
Text editors but as an exposé of cultural studies and social science in
general. For instance, Nobel prize-winning physicist Steven Weinberg
used the hoax to identify what he calls a fundamental ‘‘opposition’’
between natural and social scientists, especially regarding what Weinberg
sees as dangerous anti-rationalism and relativism in social science and
cultural studies.3 Those on the other side of the ‘‘wars’’ countered by
criticizing Sokal and calling Weinberg and like-minded natural scientists
‘‘pre-Kantian shaman[s]’’ repeating the ‘‘mantras of particle physicists,’’
with their ‘‘reductionist view of science.’’4

The year before Sokal’s hoax, the ‘‘wars’’ had raged over the scientiWc
status of a high-proWle US National Opinion Research Center study,
which had been launched as a ‘‘deWnitive survey’’ of sexual practices in
the United States.5 Here, too, doubts were raised not only about the
status of scholarship of the study in question, but of sociology and social
science as such. The study had received the doubtful honor of becoming
the topic of an editorial in The Economist under the heading ‘‘74.6% of
Sociology is Bunk.’’6 In The New York Review of Books, Harvard biologist
and statistician R. C. Lewontin criticized the researchers behind the
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study for believing what people said when Wlling in the survey question-
naires on which the study builds. ‘‘It is frightening,’’ Lewontin wrote, ‘‘to
think that social science is in the hands of professionals who are so deaf to
human nuance that they believe that people do not lie to themselves [and
to others] about the most freighted aspects of their own lives.’’7 Lewontin
concluded his review by warning social scientists that in pretending to
a kind of knowledge that it cannot achieve, ‘‘social science can only
engender the scorn of natural scientists.’’8 Other social science critics
participating in the debate talked of ‘‘dumbed-down’’ sociology and
social scientists’ ‘‘physics envy.’’9 The authors of the NORC study re-
sponded in kind by calling Lewontin’s review ‘‘professionally incompe-
tent’’ and motivated by an ‘‘evident animus against the social sciences in
general.’’10 The authors also observed that the notion that an economist
or a sociologist should review work in population genetics, one of
Lewontin’s Welds of competence, ‘‘would properly be greeted with de-
rision.’’11 While one might well agree with the latter point, the authors’
use of name-calling instead of substantive arguments in their attempt to
refute Lewontin’s criticism, leaves us wondering, not about the validity of
this criticism, but about what it is regarding natural and social science
that makes it fairly common practice for natural scientists to review social
science, whereas the opposite is less common.

Good or bad?

However entertaining for bystanders, the mudslinging of the Science
Wars is unproductive. The Wars undoubtedly serve political and ideo-
logical purposes in the competition for research funds and in deWning
what Charles Lindblom and Michel Foucault have called society’s ‘‘truth
politics.’’12 Judged by intellectual standards, however, the Science Wars
are misguided. In this book, I will present a way out of the Wars by
developing a conception of social science based on a contemporary
interpretation of the Aristotelian concept of phronesis, variously translated
as prudence or practical wisdom. In Aristotle’s words phronesis is a ‘‘true
state, reasoned, and capable of action with regard to things that are good
or bad for man.’’13Phronesis goes beyondboth analytical, scientiWc knowl-
edge (episteme) and technical knowledge or know-how (techne) and in-
volves judgments and decisions made in the manner of a virtuoso social
and political actor. I will argue that phronesis is commonly involved in
social practice, and that therefore attempts to reduce social science and
theory either to episteme or techne, or to comprehend them in those terms,
are misguided.

By introducing phronesis into the discussion of what social science is
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and can be, we will see that Lewontin and others are right, albeit perhaps
not for the reasons they believe, when they say that social science has set
itself an impossible task when it attempts to emulate natural science and
produce explanatory and predictive, that is, epistemic, theory. We will
also see, however, that this conclusion does not imply the oft-seen image
of impotent social sciences versus potent natural sciences, which is at the
core of the Science Wars. This image derives from the fact that both types
of science tend to be compared in terms of their epistemic qualities. This
book will argue that such a comparison is misleading. The two types of
science have their respective strengths and weaknesses along fundamen-
tally diVerent dimensions, a point which Aristotle demonstrated but
which has since been forgotten. At present, social science is locked in a
Wght it cannot hope to win, because it has accepted terms that are
self-defeating.We will see that in their role as phronesis, the social sciences
are strongest where the natural sciences are weakest: just as the social
sciences have not contributed much to explanatory and predictive theory,
neither have the natural sciences contributed to the reXexive analysis and
discussion of values and interests, which is the prerequisite for an en-
lightened political, economic, and cultural development in any society,
and which is at the core of phronesis. This should also be the core of social
science if we want to transcend the current malaise of the Science Wars.

Virtue lost

Aristotle, the philosopher of phronesis par excellence, never elaborated his
conception of phronesis to include explicit considerations of power. Hans-
Georg Gadamer’s authoritative and contemporary conception of phron-
esis also overlooks issues of power.14 Yet as Richard Bernstein points out,
if we are to think about what can be done to the problems and risks of our
time, we must advance from the original conception of phronesis to one
explicitly including power.15 Unfortunately, Bernstein himself has not
integrated his work on phronesis with issues of power. Nor, to my knowl-
edge, has anyone else. I will argue that in modern society, conXict and
power are phenomena constitutive of social and political inquiry. And I
will develop the classic concept of phronesis to include issues of power.

Aristotle, in arguing that natural and social science are and should be
diVerent ventures, discusses the three intellectual virtues, episteme, techne,
and phronesis. Whereas episteme is found in the modern words ‘‘epistemol-
ogy’’ and ‘‘epistemic,’’ and techne in ‘‘technology’’ and ‘‘technical,’’ it is
indicative of the degree to which thinking in the social sciences has
allowed itself to be colonized by natural and technical science that we
today do not even have a word for the one intellectual virtue, phronesis,
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which Aristotle saw not only as the necessary basis for social and political
inquiry, but as the most important of the intellectual virtues. Phronesis is
most important because it is that activity by which instrumental rational-
ity is balanced by value-rationality, and because such balancing is crucial
to the sustained happiness of the citizens in any society, according to
Aristotle. In what follows we will redress the imbalance between the
intellectual virtues by submitting the concept of phronesis to a current
reinterpretation in terms of the needs of contemporary social science.The
goal is to help restore social science to its classical position as a practical,
intellectual activity aimed at clarifying the problems, risks, and possibili-
ties we face as humans and societies, and at contributing to social and
political praxis.

A brief overview

Based on a critique of cognitivism and naturalism, Part one of the book
shows why social science never has been, and probably never will be, able
to develop the type of explanatory and predictive theory that is the ideal
and hallmark of natural science. Chapter two demonstrates that context
and judgment are irreducibly central to understanding human action. On
this basis, following works by Hubert Dreyfus, Pierre Bourdieu, and
Harold GarWnkel, chapters three and four explore the question of
whether a theory of context and judgment is possible. The answer to this
question is negative and the conclusion is that social science emulation of
natural science is a cul-de-sac; mainstream social theory and social
science methodology stand in need of reorientation.

Part two is an attempt at such a reorientation based on phronesis.
Chapter Wve introduces Aristotle’s original thoughts on the subject and
explores the relationship between phronesis and social science. The fol-
lowing chapters then develop the concept of phronesis on three fronts to
make for a more contemporary interpretation. First, chapter six takes its
point of departure in Aristotle’s insight that case knowledge is crucial to
the practice of phronesis; on this basis the chapter clariWes the status and
uses of case studies in social science. Second, based on works by Michel
Foucault, Jürgen Habermas, and FriedrichNietzsche, chapters seven and
eight elaborate the classical conception of phronesis to include consider-
ations on power, thus expanding the classical concept from one of values
to one of values and power. Third, chapter nine further reWnes the
approach by developing a set of methodological guidelines for doing what
I call ‘‘phronetic social science.’’ Chapter ten contains illustrations and
examples of such an approach, while Chapter eleven sums up the per-
spective of the book.
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My aims with this book are simply to call attention to a central problem in
the social sciences and to outline a possible answer. I see the problem –
the fact that the social sciences have not had the type of theoretical and
methodological success that the natural sciences have – as fairly well
deWned and well documented. The answer, however, seems less clear,
and I do not think there is a single answer. My own attempt at an answer –
phronetic social science – should be considered only one attempt among
many possible. It should also be seen as only a Wrst step that will un-
doubtedly need further theoretical and methodological reWnement, just
as it will need to be developed through further practical employment in
social-science research.16 Despite such qualiWcations, I hope the reader
will agree that given what is at stake – social sciences that can hold their
own in the Science Wars, in the academic community, and in society at
large – the attempt at reforming these sciences is worth making.
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Part one

Why social science has failed as science
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2 Rationality, body, and intuition in human
learning

Our task is to broaden our reasoning to make it capable of grasping
what, in ourselves and others, precedes and exceeds reason.

Maurice Merleau-Ponty

Context is central to understanding what social science is and can be.
This chapter asks, ‘‘What role does context play in human knowledge and
skills?’’ Philosophy of science and epistemology typically pose questions
such as: ‘‘What is knowledge?’’; ‘‘What can we know?’’; ‘‘Under what
conditions can we know that we know?’’ Here we will approach the
question of knowledge by asking the more dynamic question: ‘‘How do
people acquire knowledge and skills?’’ It is by addressing this question
that we begin to understand the problem of context.

The intention here is not to outline and analyze all possible ways in
which people acquire knowledge and skills, nor shall we review the many
schools and theories that exist in this area. Rather we will deal with a
single phenomenology of human learning as formulated by Hubert and
Stuart Dreyfus.1 This particular phenomenology has been chosen be-
cause it is especially useful for understanding the linkage between knowl-
edge and context, and because it directly addresses the question of
whether knowledge about human activity can be context-independent.
The answer to this latter question is decisive for an understanding and
response to two fundamental epistemological questions in the study of
human activity: ‘‘Are theory and epistemology possible in social science?’’
‘‘Can social and political science be scientiWc in the same sense as is
natural science?’’

The Wrst part of the chapter reviews the phenomenology of human
learning, the so-called Dreyfus model. We will then discuss the model’s
implications for social science.
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Competence and virtuosity in human learning

Some years ago in the United States, an experiment was conducted on a
group of paramedics. Video Wlms were made of six persons administering
cardiopulmonary resuscitation (CPR) to victims of acute heart failure.
Five of the six were inexperienced trainees just learning CPR, while the
sixth was a paramedic with long experience in emergency life-saving
techniques.The Wlms were shown to three groups of subjects: paramedics
with practical experience, students being trained in this Weld, and instruc-
tors in life-saving techniques. Each subject was asked the following ques-
tion: ‘‘Who of the six persons shown in the Wlms would you choose to
resuscitate you if you were the victim of such an accident?’’ Among the
group of experienced paramedics, 90 percent chose the one experienced
paramedic from the Wlms. The students chose ‘‘correctly’’ in only 50
percent of the cases. Finally, and perhaps surprisingly, the instructors in
resuscitation had poorer results than either the experienced paramedics
or the students, choosing the experienced paramedic in only 30 percent of
the cases.2

What form of rationality led the instructors to achieve such a poor
performance? And what mechanisms lay behind the experienced par-
amedics’ well-developed ability to choose correctly? These questions will
be dealt with in the following discussion.

Detailed phenomenological studies of human learning indicate that
people pass through several phases or levels in the learning of skills, where
‘‘skills’’ are understood to range from the technical to the intellectual;
e.g., building a house, being socially adept, analyzing a text. Various
studies, all after the degree of detail, have divided the learning process
into a varying number of such levels. The Dreyfus model operates with
Wve levels in the human-learning process:

(1) Novice
(2) Advanced beginner
(3) Competent performer
(4) ProWcient performer
(5) Expert

They are levels, say Dreyfus and Dreyfus, because in phenomenological
terms they consist of recognizable, qualitatively diVerent ways of acting
and performing in the process of learning a given skill. Individuals at a
given level do better than individuals at the previous level. Not all people
achieve the highest level in a given Weld. Some Welds, such as chess, guitar
playing, or surgery, are characterized by only a small fraction of novices
becoming experts. In other areas, such as bicycling and driving, a large
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number of novices reach the expert level. Let us examine the levels one at
a time.

1. Novice

As a novice, the individual experiences a given problem and a given
situation in a given task area for the Wrst time. During instruction the
novice learns what various objective facts and characteristics of the situ-
ation are relevant for the performance of the skill. The novice learns to
recognize these facts and characteristics when they appear. On this basis,
the novice also learns rules for action. Facts, characteristics, and rules are
deWned so clearly and objectively for the novice that they can be recog-
nized without reference to the concrete situation in which they occur. On
the contrary, the rules can be generalized to all similar situations, which
the novice might conceivably confront. At the novice level, facts, charac-
teristics, and rules are not dependent on context: they are context-
independent.

Let us take, for example, someone learning to drive a car. The student
driver learns facts about speed and shifting gears, and he or she learns the
rule that when the speed exceeds a certain level, you must shift gears.
Both the fact (speed) and the rule (gear shift at certain speed) are
independent of the concrete situation. In principle, shifting gears is
executed as the same type of logical information process as within a digital
computer. Later on, when the novice has shifted gears many times and
has achieved a higher level in the learning process, the gear shift situation
is recalled as analogous to prior situations. Shifting gears now occurs by
reXex, without direct use of context-independent facts and rules.

Novices judge their skills by evaluating how well they follow the rules
they have learned. When novices have learned a handful of rules for a
given skill, however, performing the skill becomes so complex and de-
mands so much concentration that it impedes continued improvement of
performance. For example, the ability to speak and to listen to advice
declines in relation to the number of rules which the novice learns and
must remember to use. The Wrst rules are necessary for gaining initial
experiences, but the rules quickly become a barrier to the learning process
and must be put aside in order for the novice to advance.

2. Advanced beginner

The beginner advances from the Wrst level in the learning process by
achieving real-life experience, in contrast to the often deliberative and
protected learning situations of the Wrst level. Via these further experien-
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ces, the advanced beginner learns to recognize relevant elements in
relevant situations. Recognition occurs because the advanced beginner
sees similarities in relation to prior examples of the same situation.
Gaining experience consists in a cumulative recognition of similarities.
Recognition is concrete and dependent on context, and it is precisely
context which plays the decisive role, for it is context which becomes
increasingly more important as one proceeds up the levels of the learning
process.

For the advanced beginner, the basis for action may contain elements
which are both situational and context-independent. A driver at the
advanced-beginner level can thus shift gears on the basis of both the
concrete situation of the motor sounds and the context-independent rule
of speed, and will in fact use both indicators according to the speciWc
situation. In this sense, situational behavior involves knowing when to
bend or ignore the rules. A good chess player recognizes especially strong
or especially weak positions in a concrete situationwithout use of context-
independent rules. And there is no one who needs to combine facts and
rules to identify the smell of freshly brewed coVee, Dreyfus and Dreyfus
say. Personal experience via trial-and-error is more important than con-
text-independent, explicit, verbally formulated facts and rules.

3. Competent performer

With more experience, the number of recognizable elements, which an
individual sees in a concrete situation, becomes overwhelming. The
individual lacks a feeling of what elements are important. In other words,
the individual is unable to prioritize. At this stage, individuals learn from
themselves and from others to apply a hierarchical, prioritizing procedure
for decision-making. By Wrst choosing a goal and a plan with which to
organize the information about the concrete situation, and then process-
ing only those factors relevant to achieving the goal and plan, the individ-
ual can simplify his or her task and obtain improved results.

A professor of nursing explains the problems her interns had with
making the transition from the initial, rule-based levels in the learning
process to the kind of prioritizing behavior and overview which charac-
terizes competence:

I give instructions to the new graduate, very detailed and explicit instructions:
when you come in and Wrst see the baby, you take the baby’s vital signs and make
the physical examination, and you check the I.V. sites, and the ventilator and
make sure that it works, and you check the monitors and alarms. When I would
say this to them, they would do exactly what I told them to do, no matter what else
was going on . . . They couldn’t choose one to leave out. They couldn’t choose
which one was the most important . . . They couldn’t do for one baby the things
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that were most important, and leave the things that weren’t as important until
later on . . . If I said, you have to do these eight things . . . they did those things,
and they didn’t care if their other kid was screaming its head oV. When they did
realize, they would be like a mule between two piles of hay.3

Via goals, plans, and the setting of priorities, the student nurses learn to
deal with a smaller set of key factors instead of the total knowledge about
the actual situation. The competent nurse, in contrast to the beginner,
does not go automatically from patient to patient in a preset sequence,
but continually evaluates the patients’ need for attention and care and
arranges his or her routine according to these evaluations. The per-
former’s behavior ‘‘Xows’’ and becomes better adapted to the concrete
situation.

Selecting a plan is not simple, and not without problems for competent
performers. It takes time and requires deliberation. There are no objec-
tive procedures for choosing a plan similar to the novice’s context-inde-
pendent choice of facts and application of rules. Besides, the choice of
plan has wide-ranging consequences for actions and results in a way
which the choice of other elements seldom has. The lack of terra Wrma for
the choice of plan, combined with the competent performer’s need to
have a plan, produces a new, important relationship between performer
and surroundings: a relationship of involvement. The novice and the
advanced beginner have only limited responsibility for the consequences
of their actions, these actions being predetermined by learned elements
and Wxed learned rules. Excluding a gross error, a bad result will therefore
appear as having been caused by inadequately speciWed elements and
rules. Actions and results will thus stand in an external relation to the
beginner: they can be justiWed and given a rational explanation in relation
to objective facts and abstract rules. Competent performers, on the other
hand, are personally involved in their actions. The competent performer,
after having struggled with the problem of selecting a plan, feels respon-
sible for the consequences of the choice precisely because selecting a plan
cannot be done objectively, but must nevertheless be carried out in order
to be able to act competently. Hence, the actions of the competent
performer comprise an element of interpretation and judgment. As we
shall see, the ability to make these judgments becomes crucial at the
upper levels of the learning process. It is this ability, according to Dreyfus
and Dreyfus, which constitutes the core of true human expertise.

Cognitivists and others who conceive of thinking as logical informa-
tion-processing and analytical problem-solving concern themselves
mainly with the kind of thinking processes which take place at the ‘‘com-
petent performer’’ stage. Herbert Simon is a leading exponent of this
view. In his attempt to understand how people select plans, goals, and
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strategies, Simon and his colleagues have convincingly illustrated how
people confronted with unknown tasks in unfamiliar situations act as
analytical problem-solvers. The cognitivists, however, tend to generalize
these results as being valid for all intelligent behavior. People are generally
seen as problem-solving beings who follow a sequential model of reason-
ing consisting of ‘‘elements–rules–goals–plans–decisions.’’4 It is this
model which the cognitivists have attempted to simulate in computers
and in various problem-solving models, in ‘‘expert systems’’ and in
artiWcial intelligence. Their extrapolation yields good results when the
models are applied to well-deWned tasks with well-deWned solutions. The
cognitivists have had much less success, however, when the tasks and
solutions are less well-deWned. According to Dreyfus and Dreyfus, the
poor results reXect the lack of evidence for the cognitivists’ assertion that
humans can act intelligently only by acting as analytical problem-solvers.
There are other kinds of intelligent behavior, assert Dreyfus and Dreyfus,
which appear especially among those individuals who are either very
proWcient or experts in their Welds.5

In many of our daily activities, we can see phenomenologically that
humans do not exclusively act as conscious problem-solvers, i.e., choos-
ing goals, plans, and combining elements according to rules for reaching
goals. When we ride a bicycle, recognize faces on the street, or talk to
our neighbors, we do not appear to be solving problems. Of course, we
may be operating unconsciously as logical information-processors and
problem-solvers, but as we will see, this does not have to be the case and
there is no evidence to support this claim. The fundamental error of the
cognitivists is that they exclude any other possibility.

In contrast to the competent performer, genuine human experts exhibit
thinking and behavior that is rapid, intuitive, holistic, interpretive, and
visual and which has no immediate similarity to the slow, analytical
reasoningwhich characterizes rational problem-solving and the Wrst three
levels of the learning process. On the contrary, it seems that there is a
fundamental and qualitative jump from analytical problem-solving to
genuine, human expertise. This jump must be made in order for someone
to be really adept at performing a given skill. Stuart Dreyfus, the main
architect behind the Wve-level model for human learning, is a competent
chess player. However, he has remained at the ‘‘competent’’ level and
cannot improve because he Wnds himself unable to make the qualitative
jump to the next level of ‘‘proWciency,’’ and he says he will never become
an ‘‘expert.’’ Dreyfus elaborates on the possible causes:

I was always good at mathematics and took up chess as an outlet for that analytic
talent. At college, where I captained the chess team, my players were mostly
mathematicians and mostly, like me, at the competent level. At this point, a few of
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my teammates who were not mathematicians began to play fast chess at the rate of
Wve or ten minutes a game, and also eagerly to play over the great games of the
grandmasters. I resisted. Fast chess was no fun for me, because it didn’t give me
time to Wgure out what to do. I found grandmaster games inscrutable, and since
the record of the game seldom if ever gave rules and principles explaining
themselves, I felt there was nothing I could learn from the games. Some of my
teammates who through fast chess and game studying acquired a great deal of
concrete experience have gone on to become masters.

As I look around at my mathematical academic colleagues, most of whom play
chess and none of whom have gotten beyond my own competent level, I see how
our view of chess as a strictly analytic game has cut us oV from absorbing concrete
chess experience. While students of mathematics and related topics predominate
in the population of young people enthusiastic about chess, you are as likely to
Wnd a truck driver as a mathematician among the world’s best players. You are
more likely to Wnd an amateur psychologist or a journalist. In a way I am glad that
my analytic approach to chess stymied my progress, because this helped me to see
that there is more to skill than reasoning.6

When I asked Stuart Dreyfus in an interview where in the body a chess
player feels that a move is right, he told me, ‘‘in the whole body. In the pit
of the stomach.’’7 It is similar, says Dreyfus, to asking where do you feel
you are hungry when you are hungry. ‘‘You can’t say that your brain
thinks it is hungry,’’ continuesDreyfus, ‘‘you experience your whole body
as craving and the chess player has the same type of experience.’’8 Dreyfus
explains in the interview that when chess players play one-second-a-move
chess, they describe a strange sensation that their hand is playing and they
are not. ‘‘Their hand is just moving pieces as fast as it can and they almost
feel as if their detached brain looks down at their hand playing chess,’’
says Dreyfus, ‘‘so the whole body is even in that picture.’’9

Stuart Dreyfus touches here on two important general points. First, an
exclusive use of analytical rationality tends to impede further improve-
ment in human performance because of analytical rationality’s slow rea-
soning and its emphasis on rules, principles, and universal solutions.
Second, bodily involvement, speed, and an intimate knowledge of con-
crete cases in the form of good examples is a prerequisite for true exper-
tise. We will return to these factors repeatedly in the following chapters.

Doctors and nurses say that experiences from working in an emergency
ward are important for developing skills in clinical practice. The emer-
gency room’s patients are often acute cases with a broad range of diVerent
problems. Often there is no time to retrieve all the information one might
want about the patient, and doctors on night duty will often not be able to
obtain immediate aid from their more experienced colleagues. Doctors
and nurses in an emergency room are therefore forced to think on their
feet, i.e., to act quickly and to utilize spontaneously their experiences
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from similar, prior situations. Thinking on their feet contributes to the
development of intuition and judgment; prerequisites for becoming a
good clinician. The emergency room situation contrasts with a ward for
internal medicine, for example, where the doctor has more time, the
patients have been there longer, the case histories are more detailed, the
illnesses less acute and the outcomes more predictable.

4. ProWcient performer: beyond analytical rationality

In the Wrst three levels, the performer of a given skill hasmade a conscious
choice of both goals and decisions after having reXected thoroughly over
various alternatives, if the individual has not simply followed rules.
Dreyfus andDreyfus call this procedure the ‘‘Hamletmodel’’ of decision-
making.10 In contrast to this model, decision-making for the proWcient
performer is more continuous and is not sequential in the same way.
ProWcient performers tend to be deeply involved in their actions and have
evolved their perspective on the basis of prior actions and experiences.

This perspective enables certain key features of a situation to stand out,
while others recede into the background. New actions and experiences
change the predominant features, plans, and expectations, and with it the
actions. No objective choice or conscious evaluation of appropriateness
takes place, which is the case in selecting elements, rules, and plans. The
choice is simply made, that much is clear phenomenologically speaking.
And this seems to happen because the proWcient performer has experi-
enced similar situations earlier. Via spontaneous interpretation and intu-
itive judgment the memory of these situations generates plans corre-
sponding to planswhich have worked before. Similarly,memory of earlier
situations releases expectations about actions, which correspond to those
actions carried out in similar situations earlier.

The proWcient performer understands and organizes her or his tasks
intuitively, but intermittently continues to reXect analytically over what
will happen. Elements and plans from the performer’s experiences, which
appear as intuitively important, are evaluated and combined analytically
with the help of rules for reaching decisions about the most appropriate
actions. Deep intuitive involvement in performance thus interacts with
analytical decision-making.

To use one of Dreyfus and Dreyfus’s examples, a proWcient marketing
manager keeps herself oriented about themarket situation for her product
by reading and listening to everything in her area, from formal reports to
gossip in the Weld. One day the manager can intuitively decide that a
problem or sales possibility exists, and that a new sales strategy should be
considered. The manager then initiates a study of the situation and may
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even take great pride in carrying out a sophisticated scientiWc market
analysis, while overlooking the equally important ability to be able to
identify the existence of the problem or possibility intuitively; this despite
the fact that it was the manager’s intuition which led to the marketing
study being initiated in the Wrst place.

5. Expert11

The proWcient performer gradually achieves intimate experience from
diVerent situations, all of which touch upon the same goal and the same
perspective, but which demand diVerent tactical decisions. The proW-
cient performer then perhaps achieves a level in which it is not only
situations, which are recognized intuitively, but also – synchronically and
holistically – the relevant decisions, strategies, and actions. According to
Dreyfus and Dreyfus, this is the level of genuine, human expertise and is
characterized by eVortless performance. It is the level of virtuosity.

Expert soccer players assess the moment for dribbling or the possibility
to score a goal by the entire visual situation in front of them, together with
the sensations in their bodies releasing memories of earlier situations,
where dribbling or attempts at scoring have succeeded. There is nothing
which indicates that soccer players utilize general rules to combine vari-
ous facts about their own and their opponent’s positions, movement,
speed, etc., and then select a course of action on this basis. Intuitive,
holistic, and synchronous action is now at the center.

In normal, familiar situations, real experts do not solve problems and
do not make decisions. They just do what ‘‘works.’’ This does not mean
that experts never think consciously, nor that they always do the right
thing. When there is time, and when much is at stake, experts will also
deliberate before they act. Their deliberation, however, is not based on
calculated problem solving but on critical reXection over the intuition,
which the expert applies. Even after this reXection, there will remain
situations where the expert’s decisions do not work. Unforeseen events
may occur. And when one expert confronts another in competition, as in
a championship chess or tennis match, only one of them can win.

Compared to rational decision-making, intuitive decision-making has
been neglected as an object for scientiWc study, perhaps because science
tends to emphasize analytical rationality as its own tool. Ultimately it is a
question of what constitutes science, and whether it is possible to study
phenomena such as intuition and synchronicity scientiWcally. Yet, we are
familiar with most of these phenomena in their nonscientiWc form –
seeing what needs to be done in an instant – when we perform in a craft, a
sport, or making music.
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Where science does not reach, art, literature, and narrative often help
us comprehend the reality in which we live.12 Freud, who in many ways
was a pioneer for research into human learning, thus saw writers as
‘‘valuable allies . . . [who in] their knowledge of the mind . . . are far in
advance of us everyday people, for they draw upon sources which we have
not yet opened up for science.’’13 The late Danish novelist Hans-Jørgen
Nielsen described virtuoso expertise in soccer and used a label for the
virtuoso soccer player, which says it all: ‘‘soccer angel’’ (fodboldengel).
Here are some ‘‘angels’’ in action:

We get a free kick, just within the other team’s penalty zone, just to the right of the
goal, and I take it, self-assuredly waving the others oV, with the seductive move-
ment which means that I and no one else knows what needs to be done. The
opponents stand up in a wall in front of me in order to block a shot aimed at the
goal, as I perhaps also had Wrst thought, but suddenly, Franke stands next to
them, far to the right, like an extension of their wall. This has happened duringmy
approach, while everything is focused on me, and I keep running toward the ball
as if to kick directly. When I get to it, I instead kick it in a very Xat arc, over the
defensive wall, and the ball would have taken the turf a few meters behind it. In
the same moment, Franke has made his way around and has rushed toward the
place where it would have landed. It never does, he catches it in the air with his
right leg, half-gliding it into the goal with his left. No one else is able to grasp what
has happened before he lifts his arms.

Soccer players tend to have this kind of thing with them from home, working on
it over and over again during training. Franke and I have perhaps done something
similar before, but never practiced it as something speciWc in this way, we don’t
exchange a word before I take the free kick, not even a telling glance, everything
happens during the run-up, completely natural, he just stands there where he
stands, I just play him like he has to be played when he has positioned himself
where he has suddenly positioned himself, the thought doesn’t even become
anything we are so aware of that it can become clear for us in advance. It is a
shared knowledge, from the perspective of the bodies and the eyes, ready to
become reality, and it is prior to our being able to speak about it as a language and
an ego . . . It lies prior to, or outside, sentences which must contain an I, you, he,
she, it, in themselves . . .

Standing there, Wrst genuinely surprised, then intensely happy, knowing right
then and there that this very moment in the grey, luminous May evening, the
teammates just away from me in a bunch around Franke . . . it is precisely this
moment I will always remember . . . The fantastic thing is that the goal was
successful in precisely this nonchalant, eVusive way. This is what surprises me,
andFranke, too; in any case he opens the bunch around him ever so slowly, comes
toward me, while we eye each other, and gives me a little slap on the arm, like a
receipt.14

Experts operate from a mature, holistic well-tried understanding,
intuitively and without conscious deliberation. Intuitive understanding
comes primarily from experiences on one’s own body and is in this way at
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one with the performer. Experts do not see problems as one thing and
solutions as something else; they do not get anxious about the future
while they act; they do not make plans. Their skills have become so much
a part of themselves that they are no more aware of them than they are of
their own bodies.

It is important to emphasize that when Dreyfus and Dreyfus use the
word ‘‘intuition’’ they do not mean some kind of guesswork, irrationality,
or supernatural inspiration, as the cognitivists often describe it, usually as
a preface to a critique. For Dreyfus and Dreyfus intuition is a property
which each individual uses in everyday life. The cognitivists, limited as
they are to explanations in terms of rule-based processes, can explain only
competent human performance. They are so far unable to integrate hu-
mans’ expert performances into their models. Take something as mun-
dane as riding a bicycle. Someone able to ride a bike has not formulated a
set of rules, which, if followed, can teach somebody else to ride a bicycle.
How could we, for example, ‘‘teach’’ the diVerence between nearly falling
and the need to lean over in order to turn a corner?How do we explain the
best response to being oV balance? Bicyclists can bicycle because they
have the necessary know-how, achieved via practical experiences, invari-
ably accompanied by a few childhood scrapes and bruises. Experience
cannot necessarily be verbalized, intellectualized, and made into rules.
Therefore, the cognitivists have a diYcult time understanding it.

Sitting at a computer, a virtuoso secretary ‘‘is one’’ with the machine
and does not think over what Wnger does what on the keyboard. A
virtuoso car driver is one with the car. If an American attempts to drive in
a left-hand-drive country such as England, however, the experience is one
of stepping backwards in the learning process: formerly eVortless, unref-
lected driving becomes stiV and dependent on the conscious deliber-
ations and decisions of the beginner. It becomes a problem to make a
right turn or to drive through a rotary. The same happens to hospital
doctors who transfer to a new unfamiliar ward. Hence, there exist rota-
tion arrangements as part of training young doctors. Studies of pilots’
learning processes indicate that novice pilots ‘‘Xy their planes,’’ while as
experienced pilots ‘‘they Xy.’’ The separation between person and ma-
chine, subject and object disappears.

One scientiWc domain, which puts virtuoso expertise into sharp and
instructive contrast with rational competence, is the area of ‘‘artiWcial
intelligence’’ and ‘‘expert systems.’’ The Weld so far has been strongly
procedural and rule-bound because both artiWcial intelligence and ex-
pert systems must be programmed.15 When designers of expert systems
seek to replicate in their systems the decisions of professionals such as
doctors, geologists, chemists, pharmacologists, and stockbrokers, these
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professionals have a diYcult time explaining to the system designers
what they are doing in terms of speciWc procedures and rules. Donald
Schön has described the problem: ‘‘When [the professional practitioner]
tries, on rare occasions, to say what he knows – when he tries to put his
knowing into the form of knowledge – his formulations of principles,
theories, maxims, and rules of thumb are often incongruent with the
understanding and know-how implicit in his pattern of practice.’’16

The Dreyfus model enables us to understand why: virtuosos simply do
not use rules. They recognize thousands of cases directly, holistically, and
intuitively on the basis of their experience. In the preface to the revised
paperback edition of their Mind over Machine, on the basis of experience
from neural networks, Dreyfus and Dreyfus downgrade the importance
of storing memories and recognizing similarities. Instead, because of her
or his experience, ‘‘the expert holistically discriminates among classes of
situations and associates with these classes appropriate responses’’ (em-
phasis in original).17 The rules for expert systems are formulated only
because the systems demand it. They are characteristics of the systems,
but not of the real experts. Research shows that heuristic expert systems,
being rule-based, are unable to go further than level three in the learning
process. The heuristic systems cannot make the qualitative jump to levels
four and Wve and therefore never become as skillful as human experts.
This conclusion also applies when the systems are compared with the
behavior of the same experts who gave the rules to the system builders. In
this sense, the term ‘‘expert systems’’ is a misnomer. In terms of the
Dreyfus model they are no more than ‘‘competent systems.’’ Only in
areas which are context-independent, which can be strictly separated
from daily understanding and from change, and which have well-deWned
problemswith clear rules for their solution, only in these rare areas, and in
tasks where brute computational number crunching can solve problems,
will expert systems succeed as well or better than human experts. Tests of
existing expert systems support this conclusion.

Rationality, irrationality, arationality

The Wve levels in the learning process can be brieXy summarized as
follows.

(1) Novices act on the basis of context-independent elements and rules.
(2) Advanced beginners also use situational elements, which they have

learned to identify and interpret on the basis of their own experience
from similar situations.

(3) Competent performers are characterized by the involved choice of
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goals and plans as a basis for their actions. Goals and plans are used
to structure and store masses of both context-dependent and con-
text-independent information.

(4) ProWcient performers identify problems, goals, and plans intuitively
from their own experientially based perspective. Intuitive choice is
checked by analytical evaluation prior to action.

(5) Finally, experts’ behavior is intuitive, holistic, and synchronic,
understood in the way that a given situation releases a picture of
problem, goal, plan, decision, and action in one instant and with no
division into phases. This is the level of true human expertise. Ex-
perts are characterized by a Xowing, eVortless performance, unhin-
dered by analytical deliberations.

The Dreyfus model contains a qualitative jump from the three Wrst to the
fourth and Wfth levels. The jump implies an abandonment of rule-based
thinking as the most important basis for action, and its replacement by
context and intuition. Logically based action is replaced by experientially
based action.

Dreyfus and Dreyfus provide several conceptual and empirical
examples to illustrate the validity of their model. They also describe how
the results of recent research in human learning Wt with it. They conclude
that intelligent action consists of something other than calculated, ana-
lytical rationality, even though we often hear the opposite. From the
perspective of the Dreyfus model, analytical rationality is a limited ra-
tionality: it is appropriate to the lower levels in the performance of a skill,
but not to high-level performance.

The best performances within a given area require a qualitatively
diVerent expertise based on intuition, experience, and judgment. As yet,
there exist no computer programs which have succeeded in capturing and
simulating this expertise. Intuition is the ability to draw directly on
one’s own experience – bodily, emotional, intellectual – and to recognize
similarities between these experiences and new situations. Intuition is
internalized; it is part of the individual. Existing research provides no
evidence that intuition and judgment can be externalized into rules and
explanations, which, if followed, lead to the same result as intuitive
behavior. Such externalization is possible only for analytical rationality,
that is, for those skills which characterize the lower levels in the learning
process.

That conventional rationality is not the ultimate outcome of human
learning processes does not mean, however, that one necessarily ends in
irrationality. Research in learning processes indicates that the conven-
tional opposition between rationality and irrationality is inadequate for an

21Rationality, body, and intuition in human learning



understanding of what actually happens when individuals understand
and act. In order to bridge this gap, Dreyfus and Dreyfus invoke the
concept ‘‘arational.’’ The word ‘‘rational,’’ from the Latin ratio, means to
calculate or reason. Rationality in the West has become identical with
analytical thinking, that is, with conscious separation of wholes into parts.
Arational behavior, in contrast, connotes situational behavior without the
conscious analytical division of situations into parts and evaluation ac-
cording to context-independent rules. Dreyfus and Dreyfus link increas-
ing levels of skill acquisition with a relatively declining level of analytical
rationality: ‘‘competent performance is rational; proWciency is transi-
tional; experts act arationally.’’18 In the present context, the interesting
point is that the Dreyfus model and ‘‘arationality’’ accord a central
importance to context in the development of knowledge and skills. As will
be shown in the next chapter, this has radical implications for social
science.

The Dreyfus model can be criticized for being slightly mechanistic and
insensitive to issues of creativity, innovation, and power.19 However, such
weaknesses do not detract from our use of the model in the current
context. The argument in the following chapters is based on only a single
property of the model, and this property is convincingly established in its
original form; namely, the qualitative jump from the model’s Wrst three
stages to the two last stages, that is, from rule-based, context-indepen-
dent to experience-based, situational behavior. Other properties of the
model are irrelevant for our purposes.

On closer examination, the qualitative diVerence between rule-based
and experience-based behavior shows itself to have radical consequences,
in that every rule-based, rational mode of conceiving of human activity –
be this activity scientiWc, practical, or didactic – collapses when con-
fronted with the Dreyfus phenomenology. This is the model’s critical and
deconstructive perspective, a perspective which caused Jürgen Haber-
mas, after having heard Hubert Dreyfus present the model to him at
Frankfurt University, to exclaim, ‘‘you are talking about skills like ham-
mering and playing chess, but what you really want to do is undermine
Western society.’’ Towhich Dreyfus replied, ‘‘you are right, that’s exactly
what it comes to.’’20

The Dreyfus model shows how the rational mode of thinking is inad-
equate for comprehending the total spectrum of human activity, both in
relation to human everyday activities and to rare virtuoso performances.
Instead, the rationalist perspective focuses on those properties of human
activity by which humans most resemble machines or Weberian bureau-
crats: rule-based deliberation based on formal logic.

The Dreyfus model has not only critical implications, however. Its
additionalvalue –which in this context ismore important – is constructive.
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The modelmakes clear that what we could call the ‘‘rational fallacy’’ does
not lie in the rationalists’ emphasis on analysis and rationality as important
phenomena. These are important, also according to the Dreyfus model.
Rather, the rational fallacy consists of raising analysis and rationality into
the most important mode of operation for human activity, and allowing
these to dominate our view of human activity: so much so that other
equally importantmodes of human understanding and behavior aremade
invisible. The Dreyfus model does not present a situation of ‘‘either
rationality or intuition’’ but of both of them in their proper context: the
position of intuition is not beyond rationality but alongside it, comple-
mentary to it, and insofar as we speak of experts, above rationality. The
model speciWes that what is needed in order to transcend the insuYcient
rationalperspective is explicit integrationof those properties characteristic
of the higher levels in the learning process which can supplement and take
over from analysis and rationality. These properties include context,
judgment, practice, trial and error, experience, common sense, intuition,
and bodily sensation.

Context, experience, and intuition

In the introduction to this chapter I described a study in which a group of
paramedics had been asked, ‘‘who would you choose to revive you if you
had been victim of an accident?’’The experienced paramedics, that is, the
practitioners, knew what was good for them and chose the experienced
rescuer even though this individual appeared in only one of the six video
Wlms shown. Practical experience consists precisely in an individual’s
ability to readily recognize skill and virtuoso expertise. Teachers in rescu-
ing life were especially unable to identify the expert paramedic, they were
even worse than the group of inexperienced trainees.

After the review of the Dreyfus model we can understand why. The
teachers attempted to identify a competent rescuer by looking for individ-
uals who best followed the rules the teachers themselves had taught their
students in CPR. The teachers’ concept of ‘‘good’’ resuscitation tech-
niquewas simply to follow the rules. They tended to identify the inexperi-
enced students on the Wlms as ‘‘good’’ because, as novices, they closely
and consciously followed the rules they had learned. Being novices, the
students could do little else. In 70 percent of the cases the teachers could
not identify the experienced rescuer because this individual, being truly
experienced – an expert – had gone beyond rule-based behavior.

The example would be trivial if the problem of the dominance of
rule-based rationality over practical experience pertained only to teaching
in the health sector or only in the United States. Regrettably, the perva-
siveness of the rational paradigm to the near exclusion of others is a
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problem for the vast majority of professional education, and especially in
practical Welds such as engineering, policy analysis, management, plann-
ing, and organization. All are professions where practical skill occupies
central importance but has been threatened by epistemic science and
didactics. Law is an exception. The practice of law cannot be decontex-
tualized to the same degree as other disciplines and has therefore never
been made ‘‘scientiWc’’ to the same extent.

As for the teachers in heart–lung resuscitation, the rule-based, rational
mode of thinking generally constitutes an obstacle to good results, not
because rules and rationality are problematic in themselves, but because
the rational perspective has been elevated from being necessary to being
suYcient, even exclusive. This has caused people and entire scholarly
disciplines to become blind to context, experience, and intuition, even
though these phenomena and ways of being are at least as important and
necessary for good results as are analysis, rationality, and rules. In part,
this is the problem Nietzsche points to when he stresses that ‘‘the growth
of consciousness becomes a danger’’; the faculty of consciousness may
marginalize those faculties making true human expertise possible.21 It is
also one reason that Nietzsche is highly critical of central tenets in the
thought of Socrates who regarded explicit rational understanding as the
highest human accomplishment. ‘‘Socrates was a misunderstanding,’’
Nietzschewrites, ‘‘rationality at any cost . . . in opposition to the instincts,
has itself been no more than a form of sickness.’’22 As an antidote to
Socrates, Nietzsche suggests that the central task for human beings is not
the Socratic one of making knowledge cerebral and rational but instead
one of making it bodily and intuitive. In Nietzsche’s own words what is
central is ‘‘the task of incorporating knowledge and making it instinctive,’’
a task Nietzsche regrets ‘‘is only beginning to dawn on the human eye and
is not yet clearly discernible’’23 (emphasis in original).The Dreyfusmodel
helps make this task clear.

The conclusion that rationality may endanger sensitivity to context,
experience, and intuition is important for teaching, and teaching can be
directly compared with the model for human learning. However, the
conclusion also applies to scientiWc research, even though it demands a
more complex argumentation. In the following two chapters, I will deal
with the implications of arationality to social science, using the con-
clusions from this chapter to evaluate social science theory and methodol-
ogy. We will see a whole gamut of key scientiWc notions collapses when
subjected to the model’s critical perspective. Then the constructive per-
spective creates the point of departure for the development of an alterna-
tive concept of social science, one based on context, judgment, and
practical knowledge.
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3 Is theory possible in social science?

If I was told anything that was a theory, I would say, No, no! That does
not interest me. Ludwig Wittgenstein

What are the implications of the previous chapter’s phenomenology of
human learning for social science? This question will be the focus of this
and the following chapter. In addressing the question, one confronts yet
another, which is as old as the very concept of science itself, and which
continually reappears in discussions of the scientiWc enterprise: can the
study of humans and society be scientiWc in the same manner as the study
of natural objects? Can we speak of a uniWed science, or should natural-
science inquiry and social-science inquiry be viewed as two basically
diVerent activities?

The history of science shows these questions to be both diYcult to
answer and controversial. The controversy is due partly to the fact that
besides having fundamental methodological consequences, these ques-
tions touch on sensitive factors such as the status of social science in
relation to natural science, as well as what the philosopher Richard
Bernstein calls, ‘‘Cartesian anxiety,’’ that is, the fear of ending in relativ-
ism and nihilism when one departs from the analytical–rational scientiWc
tradition that has dominated Western science since Descartes.1

The Dreyfus model and the work of Michel Foucault and Pierre
Bourdieu are a useful starting point for discussing the question of a
uniWed science, and for grappling with the problem of relativism.2 In the
previous chapter we noted that the Dreyfus model has both a critical and
a constructive perspective. Here the focus is on the critical, deconstruc-
tive perspective. Using the Dreyfus model, we will see that the study of
social phenomena is not, never has been, and probably never can be,
scientiWc in the conventionalmeaning of the word ‘‘science’’; that is, in its
epistemic meaning.3 We will also see that it is therefore not meaningful to
speak of ‘‘theory’’ in the study of social phenomena, at least not in the
sense that ‘‘theory’’ is used in natural science. The constructive perspec-
tive will then be taken up in chapter Wve, where we will start developing an
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alternative approach to social science. Let us begin, however, by brieXy
examining the natural-science model as an ideal for the study of society.
And let me underline at the outset that the concepts of natural science
and theory that I develop below are ideal types. I employ the ideals, not to
describe actual natural science and actual theory, but to bring out dif-
ferences and similarities between the ideal types and actual science.

The theoretical ambition

The natural-science model has been, and continues to be, an ideal shared
by several traditions in the study of human activity, such as positivism,
functionalism, structuralism, cognitivism, and neopositivism. Although it
has now been argued that the ideal does not even work for the natural
sciences, and even though the natural sciences and the technologies they
have generated have shown themselves to be far more costly and hazard-
ous locally and globally than assumed just a few decades ago, it is easy to
understand why the natural-science ideal over time has been so attractive
to so many scholars. There is a logical simplicity to the natural science
paradigm, and the natural sciences’ impressive material results speak for
themselves: these sciences certainly have an undeniable basis as a means
by which we have attempted to achieve mastery over nature, technology,
and over our own conditions of life. In this interpretation advances in
natural-science research and technological progress are founded upon a
relatively cumulative production of knowledge, the key concepts being
explanation and prediction based on context-independent theories. The
consequence of this knowledge production is a strong, prestigious posi-
tion for natural science in society.

In this sense, it is not surprising that many who study human aVairs
have attempted to imitate the natural science paradigm. This was the case
with the founder of positivism, August Comte, but it is just as true for
Wgures such as Sigmund Freud and Karl Marx. In the Paris Manuscripts,
Marx thus expresses his faith in a future uniWed science: ‘‘natural science
will in time subsume the science of man just as the science of man will
subsume natural science: there will be one science’’4 (emphasis in orig-
inal). Freud, too, early in his career, was as optimistic as the young Marx.
Freud’s declared goal was ‘‘to furnish a psychology that shall be a natural
science: that is, to represent psychical processes as quantitatively determi-
nate states of speciWable material particles, thus making those processes
perspicuous and free from contradiction.’’5 Later on, Freud continued to
view the natural sciences as an ideal worth striving for, but he became
more skeptical about how far one could go in approaching this ideal
within psychology and psychiatry. ‘‘I always envy the physicists and
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mathematicians who can stand on Wrm ground,’’ Freud later said, ‘‘I
hover, so to speak, in the air. Mental events seem to be immeasurable and
probably always will be so.’’6

Lesser thinkers than Marx and Freud have looked, and continue to
look, to the natural sciences as their ideal for the study of human activity.
If anything, the idealization of the natural sciences has become more
pronounced since Marx and Freud. This applies not only to positivism
and critical rationalism, but also to areas of research not normally asso-
ciated with the natural science model. The fact that Marx and Freud
erred in their ambitions about developing their sciences into natural
sciences is perhaps not so interesting today. But the general question of
whether the natural science model is an appropriate ideal for the study of
human activity remains timely. The question remains: must the ‘‘science
of man’’ be diVerent from natural science?7

The natural sciences are relatively cumulative.Thomas Kuhn’s famous
phenomenological evolutionary scheme for the natural sciences contains
long periods with stable normal science; that is, periods with a generally
accepted mode of conducting research.8 The researcher’s work in such
periods consists according to Kuhn in what he calls ‘‘puzzle solving’’
within the framework of a common, accepted ‘‘paradigm.’’ The stable
periods of normal science are at times broken by periods of radical
instability and ‘‘revolutionary’’ change. After a time, change leads to a
new paradigm, to cumulative replacement in which the old paradigm
becomes superXuous.

Periods with scientiWc revolutions are a consequence of periods with
stable, normal-science research, in that it is via the daily normal ‘‘puzzle
solving’’ that the anomalies and contradictions appear which gradually
undermine the original paradigm. The resulting crisis continues until the
anomalies and contradictions can be explained within a new paradigm;
that is, until researchers experience ‘‘the pieces suddenly sorting them-
selves out and coming together in a new way,’’ to use Kuhn’s words.9

The result is a new paradigm around which there is again general agree-
ment and on the basis of which normal-science research can again be
conducted.

Kuhn’s now-classic description of the research process was criticized
for introducing an element of relativism within the natural sciences and in
the theory and history of science, a critique which has recently been
restated by physicist Steven Weinberg.10 Kuhn apparently activated the
Cartesian anxiety of natural scientists and of philosophers and historians
of science. A similar critique and anxiety has been directed at Foucault,
Derrida, and other nonessentialist thinkers. The matter is far from
settled, but it is clear for most observers, that even though natural-science
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theory, following Kuhn, can not be seen as entirely so constant and
cumulative as previously assumed, there is still room for a degree of
stability and progress for these sciences, also in a Kuhnian interpretation.
Therefore the ambition has continued to be to emulate the natural-
science model in the study of human aVairs, especially as regards the
development of theory which is typically seen as the pinnacle of scientiWc
endeavor.

Hermeneutical stumbling blocks

Since Kuhn’s The Structure of ScientiWc Revolutions, natural science has
been further relativized via what could be called the ‘‘universality of
hermeneutics,’’ argued by scholars as diverse as Paul Feyerabend,
Richard Rorty, Harold GarWnkel, Hans-Georg Gadamer, Jürgen Haber-
mas, Anthony Giddens, and, since the late 1970s by Kuhn himself.
Kuhn, for example, says:

What I as a physicist had to discover for myself, most historians learn by example
in the course of professional training. Consciously or not, they are all practitioners
of the hermeneutic method. In my case, however, the discovery of hermeneutics
did more than make history seem consequential. Its most immediate and decisive
eVect was instead in my view of science . . . [T]he term ‘‘hermeneutic’’ . . . was no
part of my vocabulary as recently as Wve years ago. Increasingly, I suspect that
anyone who believes that history may have deep philosophical import will have to
learn to bridge the longstanding divide between the Continental and English-
language philosophical traditions.11

Whereas hermeneutics according to WilhelmDilthey and, in part, to Max
Weber was regarded as an activity linked only to the study of human
activity, it is now argued that the natural sciences are also historically
conditioned and require hermeneutic interpretation. In other words, the
natural science ideal can not even be found in the natural sciences
themselves. Natural scientists, too, must determine what constitutes
relevant facts, methods, and theories; for example, what would count as
‘‘nature.’’ These determinations are made on the basis of a common
interpretation of what constitutes scientiWc work. Interpretation tends to
occur implicitly, but is, nevertheless, interpretation. It is acquired as tacit
practical skills and conventions via training in the actual performance of
scientiWc activity.

Possession of these skills is a requirement for being able to undertake
scientiWc work at all, and performance occurs without reXection. One can
produce and reproduce objective results from these skills, but one cannot
argue objectively for the skills. Methodology is not a universal theoretical
rationality and can never be argued to be so because one ends in inWnite
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regress: how does one argue theoretically for the practical skills one uses
to formulate a theory? How does one determine scientiWcally what
science is?

The answer is that one cannot. Methodology is a concrete practical
rationality. In this sense, the natural sciences are just as lacking in objec-
tivity as the social sciences. This has led Richard Rorty and others to
conclude that the two branches of science are not essentially diVerent. It
must be concluded, however, that despite the argument of the universal-
ity of hermeneutics and despite the common conditions in the form of
epistemological relativism, which is argued to be valid for both natural
and social sciences, it can be phenomenologically demonstrated that the
natural sciences are relatively cumulative and predictive, while the social
sciences are not and never have been. In other words, on the basis of the
universality of hermeneutics, it is incorrect to underplay the diVerences
between natural and social sciences, as do Rorty, Bernstein, and
Giddens.12

Recent developments in the argument that the natural-science ideal
cannot even be found in the natural sciences are the ‘‘chaos’’ and ‘‘com-
plexity’’ theories and the break with determinism, as elaborated, for
example, by the Nobel Prize winner, Ilya Prigogine. In some interpreta-
tions, this development runs counter to the assumption that science will
eventually describe nature’s universal laws. Complexity, chance, irrevers-
ibility, time, and evolution have made their entry into physics and have
led to debates as to whether this prototype of natural science can be
epistemic in the classical Aristotelian sense.13 Convergence between the
natural and social sciences on the basis of seeing both as dealing with
complex systems has been argued by, for instance, the Gulbekian Com-
mission on the Restructuring of the Social Sciences, of which Prigogine is
a member.14 Following this view, some have thought that a uniWed social
and natural science is possible, analogous to the argument of the univer-
sality of hermeneutics, because natural sciences reveal themselves to have
the same nonepistemic status as social sciences, and not because the
social sciences can become epistemic like the natural sciences. We may
agree with this argument insofar as the natural sciences’ foundation now
seems epistemologically more complex than previously thought. But the
existence of an identity between social and natural sciences on one point
does not necessarily mean that they are the same. One cannot overlook
the diVerence in results between the natural and the social sciences.
Epistemic vocabularies have worked successfully in relation to their own
intentions within particular domains in the natural sciences with no
parallel in the social sciences. However, the fact that the epistemic vo-
cabularies have worked eVectively in some areas does not necessarily

29Is theory possible in social science?



mean that such vocabularies are universal, or that the Great Book of
Nature can be written in the language of mathematics, as Galileo as-
serted. Neither argument is suYcient for making the case of a possible
uniWed thinking of the natural and the social sciences.

The social sciences do not evolve via scientiWc revolutions, as Kuhn
says is the case for the natural sciences. Rather, as pointed out by Hubert
Dreyfus, social sciences go through periods where various constellations
of power and waves of intellectual fashion dominate, and where a change
from one period to another, which on the surface may resemble a para-
digm shift, actually consists of the researchers within a given area aban-
doning a ‘‘dying’’ wave for a growing one, without there having occurred
any collective accumulation of knowledge.Not paradigm shifts but rather
style changes are what characterize social science: it is not a case of
evolution but more of fashion. Foucault poses the question of whether it
is reasonable at all to use the label ‘‘science’’ for this kind of activity. Even
the expression ‘‘body of knowledge’’ is too pretentious for Foucault: ‘‘let
us say, to be more neutral still . . . body of discourse.’’15

The social sciences have always found themselves in a situation of
constant reorganization, characterized by a multiplicity of directions. It
is not a state of crisis in a Kuhnian sense, that is, of a period with
competing paradigms located between periods with normal science. The
condition of the social sciences has been termed ‘‘pre-paradigmatic,’’ if
we remain in the Kuhnian terminology. The social sciences have always
been in this state and as a result are neither relatively cumulative nor
relatively stable. Why are the social sciences characterized by such insta-
bility? Is it immanent, or can it be transcended? Why have the social
sciences not been able to develop predictive theory to the same degree
as the natural sciences?16 These are the questions which we will now
attempt to answer.

Pre-paradigmatic sciences

To maintain that the study of humans and society Wnds itself in a pre-
paradigmatic stage is to imply that a coming ‘‘maturation’’ of the social
sciences will produce a more desirable paradigmatic stage characterized
by normal science. It is argued that the study of human society is some-
what younger than the natural sciences; the social sciences have not
beneWted from the same resources as has the study of nature; their object
of study – human activity – is more complex; their conceptual apparatus
and research methods need to be more reWned; and with more time for
further development and reWnement, there should, in principle, be no-
thing in the way of the social sciences achieving the same paradigmatic
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stage as the natural sciences, becoming cumulative, stable, and predic-
tive. This is the essence of what is here called the ‘‘pre-paradigmatic
argument.’’

It follows from this line of thinking that there is a fundamental distinc-
tion between normal and non-normal science, a distinction which cuts
across the boundary separating the study of human aVairs on the one
hand and the study of nature on the other. In Philosophy and the Mirror of
Nature, Richard Rorty expounds this argument when he discusses the
relationship betweenGeistes- and Naturwissenschaften:

The line . . . is not the line between the human and the nonhuman but between
that portion of the Weld of inquiry where we feel rather uncertain that we have the
right vocabulary at hand and that portion where we feel rather certain that we do.
This does, at the moment, roughly coincide with the distinction between the Welds
of the Geistes- and the Naturwissenschaften but this coincidence may be mere
coincidence.17

According to the pre-paradigmatic argument, both the natural and the
social sciences may Wnd themselves in periods where they are cumulative,
stable, and predictive, and both may also experience periods with con-
fusing and incorrect predictions. The immature state of social science on
which this argument is based has nothing to do with fundamental proper-
ties of human beings or of social science. For example, even though
political scientists may disagree as to what constitutes ‘‘the political,’’
while physicists seem to be in more agreement as to what constitute
physical phenomena, this state of aVairs does not necessarily have to
remain permanent. According to the pre-paradigmatic argument, there is
nothing in principle which prevents political scientists from being able to
reach agreement concerning the political domain, nor physicists from
again disagreeing as to the basic categories of nature, as they did when
quantum theory Wrst appeared.

The pre-paradigmatic argument is seductive. First because it entails a
high degree of methodological clarity for the study of human activity,
where, following the argument, it models itself on the natural sciences’
well-developed and well-tested methodology for theory development.
Second, the natural sciences have had inordinately great success with
their methodology. Could the social sciences achieve similar results if
they developed their research methods suYciently far along the natural
science path? Yes, the argument goes. It is therefore not surprising that
the pre-paradigmatic argument is popular among many social scientists.
The argument tends to constitute the conventional wisdom within posi-
tivist and neopositivist thinking in the social sciences and it is also a key
element in various types of functionalism.

Belief in the pre-paradigmatic argument provides the basis for a good
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portion of optimism within social science. But the fact remains that
today’s natural-science-modeled social sciences are no more ‘‘normal’’
and have no more predictive success than their seemingly less sophisti-
cated predecessors. After more than 200 years of attempts, one could
reasonably expect that there would exist at least a sign that social science
has moved in the desired direction, that is, toward predictive theory. It
has not. And when the social sciences are compared with relatively new
natural sciences such as meteorology and biology, which also struggle
with especially complicated objects of study, it can be seen that the latter
exhibit slow, but relatively cumulative, progress. These relatively new
natural sciences have evolved ever more complex theories which account
for an increasing range of phenomena, while social science typically seeks
to develop theories pertaining to one class of phenomena and then
abandons these for theories which include another. The social sciences
appear unable to demonstrate the kind of progress which is supposed to
characterize normal science.

The diVerence between the natural and social sciences seems to be too
constant and too comprehensive to be a historical coincidence, as the
pre-paradigmatic argument and the Richard Rorty of Philosophy and the
Mirror of Naturewould have it. We may thus be speaking of so fundamen-
tal a diVerence that the same research procedure cannot be applied in the
two domains. It is this argument which is put forth by hermeneutics and
phenomenology.

Dead objects, self-reXecting humans

The hermeneutic-phenomenological argument takes its point of depar-
ture in a critical diVerence between natural and social sciences: the
former studies physical objects while the latter studies self-reXecting
humans and must therefore take account of changes in the interpretations
of the objects of study. Stated in another way, in social science, the object
is a subject.

Anthony Giddens, basing himself on Peter Winch’s discussion of her-
meneutics in social science, expresses this diVerence as follows:
The technical language and theoretical propositions of the natural sciences are
insulated from the world with which they are concerned because that world does
not answer back. But social theory cannot be insulated from its ‘‘object-world,’’
which is a subject-world.18

Two types of self-interpretations appear in what Giddens calls the
‘‘double hermeneutic.’’19 First are the self-interpretations among those
people the researchers study. According to hermeneutics and phenom-
enology, these self-interpretations and their relations to the context of
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those studied must be understood in order to understand why people act
as they do. Hermeneutics is here closely connected to Max Weber’s
verstehen, which emphasizes understanding as distinct from explanation.
The second aspect of the double hermeneutic concerns the researchers’
own self-interpretations. Just as the people studied are part of a context,
research itself also constitutes a context, and the researchers are a part of
it. The researchers’ self-understanding and concepts do not exist in a
vacuum, but must be understood in relation to this context. Context both
determines and is determined by the researchers’ self-understanding.

Following the double hermeneutic, the question of what are to be
counted as ‘‘relevant’’ facts within a given discipline – for example,
political facts within political science or social facts within sociology – is
determinedby both the researchers’ interpretations and by the interpreta-
tions of the people whom the researchers study. In the hermeneutic–
phenomenological argument, this means that the study of society can
only be as stable as the self-interpretations of the individuals studied. And
inasmuch as these interpretations are not constant, the study of society
cannot be stable either. The natural sciences, say the practitioners of
hermeneutics, do not have a corresponding problembecause their objects
of study are not self-interpreting entities: they do not talk back. Giddens
has later come to see the double hermeneutic as part of a more general
condition of modernity’s mode of functioning in what he calls the ‘‘insti-
tutional reXexivity of modernity’’ which Giddens now sees as modernity’s
‘‘tendency to continually react back upon itself and generate (to some
extent unpredictable) new processes of change.’’20

Harold GarWnkel’s ethnomethodology is especially interesting in rela-
tion to the second part of the double hermeneutic. The ethnomethodolo-
gists assert that the basic skills which researchers in the social sciences
must possess in order to carry out their work are just as situational, just as
dependent on the context, as the interpretations of the people whom the
researchers study. People’s daily activities, regardless of how trivial they
may seem, and the researchers’ work within the sciences, are both objects
of the ethnomethodologists’ scrutiny. GarWnkel describes the Weld of
ethnomethodological inquiry like this:

No inquiries can be excluded no matter where or when they occur, no matter how
vast or trivial their scope . . . Procedures and results of water witching, divination,
mathematics, sociology – whether done by lay persons or professionals – are
addressed according to the policy that every feature of sense, of fact, of method,
for every particular case of inquiry without exception, is the managed accomplish-
ment of organized settings of practical actions.21

In accordance with Kuhn, the ethnomethodologists assert that the re-
searchers’ basic skills and work cannot be derived from general logical
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and methodological rules for scientiWc rationality. Basic skills must be
seen as an internal aVair within a given research area, as an ‘‘ongoing,
practical accomplishment’’ which cannot be generalized theoretically or
methodologically:

[A] leading policy [of ethnomethodology] is to refuse serious consideration to the
prevailing proposal that eYciency, eYcacy, eVectiveness, intelligibility, consist-
ency, planfulness, typicality, uniformity, reproducibility of activities – i.e., that
rational properties of practical activities – be assessed, recognized, categorized,
described by using a rule or a standard obtained outside actual settings within
which such properties are recognized, used, produced, and talked about by
settings’ members. All procedures whereby logical and methodological properties
of the practices and results of inquiries are assessed in their general characteristics
by rule are of interest as phenomena for ethnomethodological study but not
otherwise. [Emphasis in original]22

Because researchers’ background skills are internal in relation to their
activity, ethnomethodologists contend that researchers must explicitly
account for their procedures in producing knowledge. This is seen by the
ethnomethodologists as especially important in the study of society,
because here researchers’ production of knowledge is an important part
of human activity and can therefore not be left out as study object.23 It is
precisely here that the ethnomethodologists see a breakdown in the
possibility for objective social sciences. A formalization and theorization
of the researchers’ background skills into genuine rules of research is thus
necessary for this objectivity, say the ethnomethodologists. However,
such formalization is not possible because the researchers’ basic skills are
situational. InWnite regress again sticks up its ugly head: how does one
formalize the skills, which make formalization possible?

With the help of the Dreyfus model described in the previous chapter,
we can formulate the hermeneutic–phenomenological argument more
concisely than either Giddens or GarWnkel has done. Acquisition of
researchers’ basic skills is no diVerent from acquisition of other skills.
Researchers do not need to be able to formulate rules for their skills in
order to practice them with success. On the contrary, studies show that
rules can obstruct the continuous exercise of high-level skills. There is
nothing which indicates that researchers at expert level – those who have
achieved genuine mastery in their Weld – use mainly context-independent
rules or traditional rationality in their best scientiWc performances, even
though they might depict it as such when they get around to writing their
scholarly articles or memoirs. The same is true for other professionals:
clever businessmen, eminent doctors, pilots with ‘‘the right stuV,’’ inspir-
ing teachers, instinctual Wnanciers, skilled shoemakers, and prize-
winning journalists. And this use of tacit skills instead of rules also applies
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to everyday activities. AnthonyGiddens could beneWt here fromusing the
concept ‘‘practical consciousness’’ which he has developed in another
context, to reinforce his double hermeneutic and the hermeneutic–
phenomenological argument, but apparently has not.24 It is precisely the
kind of ‘‘tacit skills’’ referred to by Giddens and others which character-
izes the highest levels of the learning process. Tacit skills are that level on
which expert researchers operate.

Opposed to this view stands the rationalist view, which builds upon
Plato’s and Kant’s theories that the human brain works on the basis of
rules. Skills are therefore seen as rule-based, and development from
beginner to expert level is explained in terms of the development of more
and better rules. Whereas the beginner uses the rules consciously, the
expert uses them unconsciously, but in the rationalist view both are
instances of rule-based behavior.

No genuine proof exists as to the validity of either the hermeneutic or
the rationalist view. Introspection does not help, in that both camps agree
that regardless of what happens with human experts, it happens uncon-
sciously. Existing experiments do not clearly point in one or the other
direction. However, the documented failure of cognitivism and artiWcial
intelligence to simulate human intelligence on the basis of rules can be
taken as an indication of the limitations of the rationalist view. The
attempts to develop artiWcial intelligence can in this sense be seen as the
litmus test of the two views.25 The cognitivists’ project’s lack of success
when faced with the Dreyfus model’s ability to account for the transition
to the eVortless, intuitive performance of experts means that on empirical
and practical grounds, we must currently opt for the Dreyfus model over
the cognitive model.

For the moment, then, we must assume that the researchers’ basic
skills, as with other high-level skills, cannot be described theoretically in
terms of objective rules. And inasmuch as the study of human aVairs,
according to the ethnomethodologists, requires such a description in
order to become normal science, it follows that the social sciences are
incapable of achieving scientiWc status in this sense.

This apparently convincing argument is problematized, however, by
Michel Foucault in The Order of Things.

Meaning-giving andmeaninglessness

In The Order of Things, Foucault states that the study of individuals and
society, what he calls the ‘‘human sciences,’’ understands human beings
in a dual manner, as both constituting what counts as facts in these
sciences and at the same time as an object for theoretical and empirical
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research.26 Foucault turns the perspective from the self-interpretation in
the double hermeneutic of those being studied and the researchers doing
the studying to humankind’s double role as both meaning giver (subjects,
who give things meaning by decidingwhat counts as an object) and as the
‘‘meaningless’’ objects of study, whom the subjects study and on whom
meaning is rendered.27 If one wishes to understand human knowing, it is
necessary to understandboth poles of this duality, says Foucault. Accord-
ing to Foucault, however, this attempt to understand what makes under-
standing possible drives the study of human activity into an ‘‘essential
instability.’’ Hence, the human sciences

Wnd themselves treating as their object what is in fact their condition of possibility.
They are always animated, therefore, by a sort of transcendental mobility. They
never cease to exercise a critical examination of themselves. They proceed from
that which is given to representation to that which renders representation poss-
ible, but which is still representation. So that, unlike other sciences, they seek not
so much to generalize themselves or make themselves more precise as to be
constantly demystifying themselves . . . 28

BrieXy summarized, Foucault’s argument contains three elements. First,
he points out that the study of human society since Kant has been
characterized by a meaning giver and object duality, and that this duality
has been an obstacle to the development of stable and objective human
sciences. For Foucault, no science can objectivize the phenomenon
which makes it possible. Stability cannot be achieved when that phenom-
enon which is the locus of inquiry (human activity) is both subject and
object of science. Second, Foucault argues – with the help of his ‘‘archae-
ological’’ method – that the meaning giver and object duality is character-
istic of the human sciences only in a speciWc historical period, and that it is
therefore not necessarily irrevocably connectedwith every form of human
science.

Finally, at the time when The Order of Things was published (1966),
Foucault believed that the problems of the human sciences were solvable.
Like many French intellectuals, Foucault at this time saw structuralism –
as formulated by Claude Lévi-Strauss, Jacques Lacan, Noam Chomsky,
and others – as a promising research program for overcoming the histori-
cally speciWc meaning giver and object duality and achieving a new era of
objective, stable, and cumulative human sciences. As is well known,
however, the hopes of Foucault and many others were dashed. The
reason for the failure of structuralism has been made clear by Foucault
himself in his works subsequent to The Order of Things. Structuralism,
despite its high hopes and ambitious promises, was not up to the task of
creating objective human sciences any better than was behaviorism,
cognitivism, or other schools in the study of human activity.29
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The question of whether somethingmore fundamental in social science
prevents normal science (in the Kuhnian sense) from developing there-
fore remains stronger than ever. We will see that Foucault is wrong in his
assertion that the meaning giver and object duality characterizes the
human sciences only during a speciWc historical period. We will see this
by addressing the question: ‘‘What are the problems for any theoretical
study of human activity modeled after the natural sciences?’’ We
will address this question with the help of Hubert Dreyfus and Pierre
Bourdieu.

37Is theory possible in social science?



4 Context counts

[P]ractice has a logic which is not that of logic. Pierre Bourdieu

The deadly paradox of social theory

Hubert Dreyfus and Pierre Bourdieu argue that the study of individuals
and society can never be ‘‘normal’’ in the Kuhnian sense because of the
relationship between ideal scientiWc theory on the one hand and human
activity on the other. The limitation on ‘‘normality,’’ according to
Dreyfus and Bourdieu, lies not in the historically contingent deWnition of
‘‘man,’’ as Foucault asserts, but more generally, in problems with estab-
lishing theories about the social world which parallel natural-science
theories; and more speciWcally, for social science in problems with ex-
plaining and predicting social activity using abstract, context-indepen-
dent elements. Let us examine Dreyfus’s and Bourdieu’s argument from
its foundation.1 The argument is clearer than other arguments about the
status of the social sciences and it has wide-ranging consequences for our
understanding of what these sciences can and cannot be.

Dreyfus’s Wrst step is to make clear what he understands by ideal
‘‘theory.’’ He goes back to Socrates, whom he regards as the founder of
that unique intellectual activity called theorization. Ideal theory is viewed
by Dreyfus as having six basic characteristics that can never be fully
realized, but can be approached to varying degrees. Socrates introduced
and argued for the Wrst three of these when he said that a theory must be
(1) explicit, (2) universal, and (3) abstract. It must be explicit because a
theory is to be laid out so clearly, in such detail, and so completely that it
can be understood by any reasoning being; a theory may not stand or fall
on interpretation or intuition. Second, a theory must be universal in that it
must apply in all places and all times. Third, a theory must be abstract in
that it must not require the reference to concrete examples.

Descartes and Kant supplemented Socrates’ three criteria with two
more. A theory must also be (4) discrete, that is, formulated only with the
aid of context-independent elements, which do not refer to human inter-
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ests, traditions, institutions, etc. And it must be (5) systematic; that is, it
must constitute a whole, in which context-independent elements (prop-
erties, factors) are related to each other by rules or laws.

Finally, modern natural science has added further a criterion of ideal
theory: that it must be (6) complete and predictive. The way a theory
accounts for the domain it covers must be comprehensive in the sense
that it speciWes the range of variation in the elements, which aVect the
domain, and the theory must specify their eVects. This makes possible
precise predictions. Today, it is especially this last criterion which is the
hallmark of epistemic sciences. We will see that even disciplines like
biology, which are not completely epistemic and depend on context-
dependent theory, have ways of approaching the ideal of prediction that
do not appear available to social science disciplines.

The six criteria characterize an ideal type of scientiWc theory. The
argument that follows is not dependent on scientists – natural or social –
ever really succeeding in constructing ideal theory. The argument also
does not ignore the fact that context-dependence is known, not only in
social science, but in natural science, too, for example in evolutionary
biology (see the section below on science of the second order). The
argument only requires that the theories, which approach this ideal, do
not refer to shared basic interpretations, metaphors, examples, etc.; i.e.,
that they are context-independent and predictive. The diVerence be-
tween predictive and nonpredictive theory is so consequential that it
would be better not to use the same term to denote the two. In other
words, if we choose to call one of the two ‘‘theory,’’ the other should be
excluded from this designation. In the argument that follows, the term
‘‘theory’’ refers to predictive theory. We will see that even though predic-
tion requires special preconditions and is relatively rare even in parts of
the natural sciences, prediction is the criterion which most clearly helps
us distinguish between natural and social sciences.

Just as ideal natural science explains and predicts in terms of context-
independent elements which can be abstracted from the everyday world –
mass and position in physics, for example – the study of society, insofar as
it attempts to follow natural science, must also abstract such elements
from the context-dependent activities of human beings in order to subse-
quently explain and predict those activities in terms of formal relations
(rules or laws) between the abstracted elements. It is on this basis that
Noam Chomsky seeks out general syntactic elements and formal trans-
formational rules for explaining everyday speech, and that Claude Lévi-
Strauss abstracts the exchange of objects between individuals and groups
and formalizes their role in social interaction.

Dreyfus and Bourdieu argue that this approach, which has been

39Context counts



successful in many parts of the natural sciences, cannot succeed in the
study of society. The reason, says Dreyfus, has to do with the central
importance of context in human social life:

Insofar as the would-be sciences [social sciences modeled upon the natural
sciences] follow the ideal of physical theory, they must predict and explain
everyday activities, using decontextualized features. But since the context in
which human beings pick out the everyday objects and events whose regularities
theory attempts to predict is left out in the decontextualization necessary for
theory, what human beings pick out as objects and events need not coincide with
those elements over which the theory ranges. Therefore predictions, though often
correct, will not be reliable. Indeed, these predictions will work only as long as the
elements picked out and related by theory happen to coincide with what the
human beings falling under the theory pick out and relate in their everyday
activities.2

Dreyfus’s point is that the phenomena, which a theory selects as relevant
via the theory’s logic, are not necessarily identical with those phenomena
selected as relevant by those people covered by the theory. Dreyfus states
further, that this is the case because the context is excluded, the very
context in which human beings select those everyday phenomena, whose
regularities the theory attempts to explain and predict. The key question
is: why does the exclusion of context cause the theory to collapse?

If Dreyfus is right he has identiWed a fundamental paradox for social
and political science: a social science theory of the kind which imitates the
natural sciences, that is, a theory which makes possible explanation and
prediction, requires that the concrete context of everyday human activity
be excluded, but this very exclusion of context makes explanation and
prediction impossible. It is in confronting this paradox that Pierre Bour-
dieu enters the picture.

A question of style

In Outline of a Theory of Practice, Bourdieu presents a reXection on
scientiWc practice, which ‘‘will disconcert both those who reXect on the
social sciences without practicing them and those who practice them
without reXecting on them.’’3 Bourdieu’s analysis is centered on Lévi-
Strauss’s theory of gift exchange. Lévi-Strauss’s theory consists of several
formal, reversible rules for the exchange of gifts. The theory appears to be
the type of theory described by the six criteria cited above; that is, it seeks
to explain and predict actual exchanges of gifts. Bourdieu, however, in a
chapter called ‘‘The Objective Limits of Objectivism,’’ argues that Lévi-
Strauss’s exchange theory cannot accomplish this task. Bourdieu’s point
is not that of hermeneutics, phenomenology, or ethnomethodology, con-
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sidered in the previous chapter. Thus he does not assert that Lévi-
Strauss’s theory does not account for the subjective factors (verstehen) in
gift exchange. This would not be a valid critique in the line of argument
we are following here. Bourdieu’s point is more fundamental, and more
devastating.He argues that Lévi-Strauss’s abstractions are fundamentally
incorrect because no kind of gift exchange would take place if exchange
were perceived as the simple, reversible operations described by Lévi-
Strauss’s theory. The argument hinges upon the decisive role of timing
and tempo for human expertise identiWed in chapter two. In this connec-
tion, let us quote Bourdieu at length:

‘‘Phenomenological’’ analysis and objectivist analysis bring to light two antagon-
istic principles of gift exchange: the gift as experienced, or, at least, meant to be
experienced, and the gift as seen from outside. To stop short at the ‘‘objective’’
truth of the gift, i.e. the model, is to set aside the question of the relationship
between so-called objective truth, i.e. that of the observer, and the truth that can
scarcely be called subjective, since it represents the oYcial deWnition of the
subjective experience of the exchange; it is to ignore the fact that the agents
practice as irreversible a sequence of actions that the observer constitutes as
reversible . . . [E]ven if reversibility is the objective truth of the discrete acts which
ordinary experience knows in discrete form and calls gift exchanges, it is not the
whole truth of a practice which could not exist if it were consciously perceived in
accordance with the model. The temporal structure of gift exchange, which
objectivism ignores, is what makes possible the coexistence of two opposing
truths, which deWnes the full truth of the gift . . . The diVerence and delay which
[Lévi-Strauss’s] model obliterates must be brought into the model not, as Lévi-
Strauss suggests, out of a ‘‘phenomenological’’ desire to restore the subjective
experience of the practice of the exchange, but because . . . the interval between
gift and counter-gift is what allows a pattern of exchange that is always liable to
strike the observer and also the participants as reversible, i.e. both forced and
interested, to be experienced as irreversible.4

This cannot be the whole argumentation for the importance of context,
however. Theoretical researchers do not need to worry about how the
exchange is perceived, or whether the exchange must be misperceived in
order to take place. They are concerned only with explaining and predic-
ting exchange. The fundamental step forward in this argument is that the
context, which is excluded andmust be excluded in the theory, does more
than add the necessarymeaningful (verstehen) perception or experience of
exchange to the formal theoretical skeleton. Context, sequence, tempo,
and rubato in the gift exchange determine what counts as a gift at all. Of
this Bourdieu states:

The observer’s totalizing apprehension substitutes an objective structure funda-
mentally deWned by its reversibility for an equally objectively irreversible succession
of gifts which are not mechanically linked to the gifts they respond to or insistently
call for: any really objective analysis of the exchange of gifts, words, challenges, or
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even women must allow for the fact that each of these inaugural acts may misWre
. . . In every society it may be observed that, if it is not to constitute an insult, the
counter-gift must be deferred and diVerent, because the immediate return of an
exactly identical object clearly amounts to a refusal (i.e. the return of the same
object).5

The context for an event studied by a researcher thus determines whether
the event should at all count as a relevant event for the study. For
example, returning a gift, which one has just received, is not the same as
gift-giving, but a rejection or negation of gift-giving, an insult. Hence
Bourdieu concludes that ‘‘[it] is all a question of style, which means in
this case timing and choice of occasion, for the same act – giving, giving in
return, oVering one’s services, paying a visit, etc. – can have completely
diVerent meanings at diVerent times.’’6

The rules are no game

As Dreyfus notes, however, the problem for social studies is not the
hermeneutic–phenomenological problem: it is not simply a problem that
the researchers lack a theory of how to determine what counts as an event
or act (‘‘gift-giving’’ in Lévi-Strauss’s theory). This problem is no larger
than physics not having a theory for the classiWcation of images from a
bubble chamber. The problem in the study of human activity is that every
attempt at a context-free deWnition of an action, that is, a deWnition based
on abstract rules or laws, will not necessarily accord with the pragmatic
way an action is deWned by the actors in a concrete social situation. Social
scientists do not have a theory (rules and laws) for how the people they
study determine what counts as an action, because the determination
derives from situationally deWned (context-dependent) skills, which the
objects of study are proWcient and experts in exercising, and because
theory – by deWnition – presupposes context-independence. Here, the
concepts ‘‘proWcient’’ and ‘‘expert’’ are used in the sense set forth in
chapter two.

Stated in another way, most people Wnd themselves at the ‘‘proW-
ciency’’ and ‘‘expertise’’ levels in using the skills necessary to manage
their everyday activities and normal social interaction. And proWciency
and expertise exist by virtue of context and judgment, as we have seen.
Moreover, while context is central for deWning what counts as an action,
context must nevertheless be excluded in a theory in order for it to be a
theory at all. It is this contradictionwhich punctures the aspirations of the
social sciences to become normal sciences in the Kuhnian sense. Bour-
dieu uses the words ‘‘virtuoso’’ and ‘‘excellence,’’ for what Hubert and
Stuart Dreyfus call ‘‘expertise.’’ And even though habits, traditions, and
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social role patterns are important phenomena, Bourdieu argues directly
against the possibility of a rule-based ‘‘Book of Appropriate Conduct:’’
Only a virtuoso with a perfect command of his ‘‘art of living’’ can play on all the
resources inherent in the ambiguities and uncertainties of behaviour and situation
in order to produce the actions appropriate to each case, to do that of which
people will say, ‘‘There was nothing else to be done,’’ and do it the right way. We
are a long way, too, from norms and rules: doubtless there are slips, mistakes, and
moments of clumsiness to be observed here as elsewhere; and also grammarians of
decorum able to state (and elegantly, too) what it is right to do and say, but never
presuming to encompass in a catalogue of recurrent situations and appropriate
conduct, still less in a fatalistic model, the ‘‘art’’ of the necessary improvisation
which deWnes excellence . . . The fact that there is no ‘‘choice’’ that cannot be
accounted for, retrospectively at least, does not imply that such practice is
perfectly predictable, like the acts inserted in the rigorously stereotyped sequences
of a rite; and this is true not only for the observer but also for the agents, who Wnd
in the relative predictability and unpredictability of the possible ripostes the
opportunity to put their strategies to work. But even the most strictly ritualized
exchanges, in which all the moments of the action, and their unfolding, are
rigorously foreseen, have room for strategies: the agents remain in command of
the interval between the obligatory moments and can therefore act on their
opponents by playing with the tempo of the exchange . . . the mastery which
deWnes excellence Wnds expression in the play made with time which transforms
ritualized exchange into a confrontation of strategies.7

We see, therefore, that context-dependence does not mean just a more
complex form of determinism. It means an open-ended, contingent rela-
tion between contexts and actions and interpretations. The rules of a
ritual are not the ritual, a grammar is not a language, the rules for chess
are not chess, and traditions are not actual social behavior. ‘‘The rules are
no game,’’ as AnthonyWilden concludes in his book on communication.8

It is the contradiction between scientiWc theories’ necessary freedom
from context and the actual context-dependence of people’s expert deci-
sions on what counts as relevant actions that causes predictions on the
basis of ‘‘theories’’ about human activity to err at a speciWc moment;
namely, at precisely the moment when an action which according to the
theory belongs to a distinct category of actions, is no longer considered to
belong to this category by the people within the group to which the theory
applies. As Hubert Dreyfus observes, no corresponding problem exists
for the natural sciences: the physicists’ bubble chamber does not classify
its own particle traces.

Economics as science of the second order

One attempt to get around this fundamental problem is to abandon the
ambition to Wnd Wrst-order context-independent explanations in the
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study of society and instead remain content with what Bourdieu calls
‘‘second-degree’’ and Dreyfus ‘‘second-order’’ explanations. In Lévi-
Strauss’s case, for instance, a second-order element in an explanation
might be the participants’ evaluation of whether the object exchanged is
classiWed as a gift. Such evaluations, which might be extracted from
survey data or questionnaires, are treated afterwards as if they were
context-independent characteristics, and are related to each other and to
outcomes with the help of theory so as to explain and predict other
evaluations and other information.

Economics – the social science which from a conventional epistemic
point of view is often regarded as the most successful in its eVorts to
achieve genuine scientiWc status – attempts to present itself as such a
second-order science.9 What people consider to be money, property,
economic behavior (for example, maximization of proWts), etc., are taken
as given. One thereafter seeks out laws, which relate these socially deWned
concepts to each other. And so long as there is a degree of constancy in the
practices which deWne the objects and goals for a group of people or a
society, economic laws can, in principle, predict just as well as physical
laws. That they do not do so in practice is something else: the kind of
economic theory which can reliably predict changes in exchange rates and
stock market trends has yet to appear. Moreover, as stated, economic
theories exist by virtue of the practices by which people deWne the
concepts of money, property, economic behavior, etc., and these can
change at any time and thereby undermine the theories’ ability to pre-
dict.10 We do not have, and probably never will have, a theory, which can
predict the changes in these practices. ‘‘An economist,’’ it has therefore
been observed jokingly but acutely, ‘‘is an expert who will know tomor-
row why the things he predicted yesterday did not happen today.’’11

Dreyfus says that on Wrst sight, we might imagine that if a theory’s
limiting conditions were made explicit, we would at least be able to
predict when the theory did not work. In biology, for example, ecological
theories are valid as long as the earth’s temperature is relatively constant.
It is correct that if we could make the baseline conditions explicit for
sciences such as economics, we could obtain a kind of closed theory by
marking the boundaries within which the theory could predict. Anthony
Giddens was once a spokesperson for this view of theories and laws in
social studies: ‘‘Laws in the social sciences,’’ Giddens stated, ‘‘are intrin-
sically ‘historical’ in character: they hold only given speciWc conditions of
‘boundedness’.’’12 Later on, in his explication of ‘‘structuration theory,’’
Giddens softens his view. Remarking on the concept of ‘‘laws,’’ he now
states:
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The task of constructing sets of stably established generalizations, which is
(perhaps) the lynchpin of the endeavours of the natural sciences, is not an
ambition of much relevance to social science . . . [I]t is preferable not to use the
term [law] in social science.13

Giddens does not elaborate on why he has changed his view, but with a
point of departure in Dreyfus and Bourdieu, we understand why there is
good reason to do so. In general, an important diVerence between the
social and the natural sciences is that the background conditions in the
social world are not physical facts. Nor are they psychological facts about
what individuals desire and what they believe to be rational. The back-
ground conditions are patterns of behavior, which are characterized by
expert exercise of tacit skills.

The problem for social studies is that the background conditions
change without the researcher being able to state in advance which
aspects one should hold constant in order for predictions to continue to
operate. As the background conditions are not facts – as is temperature
for the ecological theories in biology – but context-dependent interpreta-
tions, even those social sciences which build upon second-order evalu-
ations are incomplete and unstable. This is the case, not only when
compared to ideal theoretical disciplines such as physics, but also when
compared to disciplines such as ecology which also have background
conditions that change. The background conditions in the two areas are
fundamentally diVerent.

Philosophers of science have diVering views on what constitutes expla-
nation. Yet there is one point on which there exists agreement: namely,
that if all those factors which comprise a theory remain unchanged while
the resulting activity, i.e., the activity to be explained by the factors,
varies, then the theory has not provided a comprehensive explanation of
the relevant behavior. This fact is in itself enough to make Dreyfus’s and
Bourdieu’s argument devastating for second-order theories. For this is
precisely what can happen – and in fact does happen – for second-order
social-science theories such as economics. Bourdieu is unremittingly
critical about this class of theories:
Our approach is thus radically opposed, on two essential points, to . . . [reducing]
the constructions of social science to ‘‘constructs of the second degree, that is,
constructs of the constructs made by the actors on the social scene,’’ as Schutz
does, or, like GarWnkel, to accounts of the accounts which agents produce and
through which they produce the meaning of their world. One is entitled to
undertake to give an ‘‘account of accounts,’’ so long as one does not put forward
one’s contribution to the science of pre-scientiWc representation of the social
world as if it were a science of the social world . . . Being the product of the same
generative schemes as the practices they claim to account for, even the most fake
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and superWcial of these ‘‘secondary explanations’’ only reinforce the structures by
providing them with a particular form of ‘‘rationalization.’’14

Dreyfus and Bourdieu enable us to better understand the weakness of
Foucault’s argument described in the previous chapter. That which
propels the social sciences – alas, without success – to objectivize their
background practices is not only a speciWc historical conWguration for
these sciences, as Foucault asserts. It is the requirement that a truly
explanatory and predictive science must operate independent of context
together with the fact that context-independence seems impossible in the
study of social aVairs. Dreyfus therefore concludes:
The new structuralist and cognitivist sciences of human capacities have turned
out to be as unstable and non-normal as were the old behaviorist sciences of man.
All such theories must either refuse to make predictions or else confront repeated
exceptions. Given the lack of any solid successes, other approaches inevitably
arise in the discipline, which oVer competing types of systematic accounts. Such
competing types of account do not agree on method, evidence, or even on what
are the problems. We then have neither normal science nor even revolutionary
science, but just the sort of pre-paradigmatic instability characteristic of the social
sciences from their inception to the present.15

Beyond theory

It is worth reiterating that Dreyfus’s and Bourdieu’s plea for the import-
ance of context is not an ultimate proof that social science can never be
explanatory and predictive. It only makes it probable that this is so. The
core of their argument is that human activity cannot be reduced to a set of
rules, and without rules there can be no theory. Dreyfus formulates it as
follows:
In some cases our basic social skills may have been acquired by consciously
following rules deWned over elements but, like any skill which has reached a level
of mastery, our ability to cope with everyday things and situations is no longer
caused by and cannot be analyzed into the elements which went into its acquisi-
tion. Yet no one has found any other elements or is even trying to Wnd them.16

That there is no one who has found such other elements which could
make the study of human activity predictive does not rule out the possibil-
ity that these elements might exist. Nevertheless, we have no indication of
what these would look like. And the mere possibility of the existence of
such elements has no special value for the scientiWc development of the
study of humans and society. It means only that one cannot prove that
social science cannot become scientiWc in the sense of normal science. On
the other hand, the fact that this cannot be proven does not make the
social sciences’ instability a historical coincidence, nor must we conclude
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that their lack of maturity is due to the complexity of their object of study.
The four arguments about the possibility and impossibility of social

science theory outlined in this and the previous chapter can be sum-
marized as follows:

1. The pre-paradigmatic argument, following the early Rorty, is correct
insofar as there is, in principle, nothing to prevent social science from
becoming normal science in the future. That is, it has not been demon-
strated that it is impossible for social science to become normal science.
Yet from here it is diYcult, and perhaps misguided, to believe that this
will actually come to pass. At present there exist no normal-science
theories in the social sciences, and there is no reason to believe a priori
in the existence of the abstract context-independent concepts which
such theories would presuppose. Hence, the abstract normal-science
possibility – which is but an unrealized possibility – is not especially useful
in understanding the problems of the social sciences as science.

2. The hermeneutic–phenomenological argument of Anthony Giddens and
Harold GarWnkel demonstrates that the study of human activity must be
based on people’s situational self-interpretation, and that such studies
can only be as stable as these interpretations.

3. The historical contingency argument of Foucault in The Order of Things
is that stable and cumulative sciences which study human behavior are
not possible because humans both constitute these sciences and are at the
same time their object. No science can objectivize the skills which make it
possible. On this point Foucault is correct, but he errs in saying that the
social sciences are plagued by these problems only during a given histori-
cal period. The problems are more general than Foucault depicts them.

4. The ‘‘tacit skills’’ argument of Dreyfus and Bourdieu is the most
general and most rigorous of the four. It says that stable and cumulative
social sciences presume a necessary but apparently impossible theory of
human background skills. The theory is necessary in order to ensure
predictability. It seems impossible because human skills are context-
dependent and cannot be reduced to rules, whereas a theory must be free
of context and have rules. The context cannot be excluded because, as
Bourdieu shows, context deWnes the type of phenomenon which the
theory encompasses. However, a theory must necessarily be context-free,
otherwise it is not a general theory. This is the dilemma in which the social
sciences Wnd themselves, a dilemma which has existed since their incep-
tion, and which, it appears, will continue.17 So far cognitivists and others
have failed in their attempts to analyze context as just very complex sets of
rules. Context-dependence appears to entail an open-ended, dependent
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relation between contexts and actions and interpretations that cannot be
brought under rule-based closure. For humans, ‘‘practice has a logic
which is not that of logic,’’ in the words of Bourdieu.18

In the conventional view of ideal science, it is precisely normal science
that lies at the core of scientiWc identity. It is therefore not surprising that
researchers tend to aspire to the normal-scientiWc ideal. That the ideal
does not work in practice for social science and that there is nothing,
which indicates that it ever will is another story. The goal is clear, even
though it cannot be achieved. If the normal-scientiWc ideal were aban-
doned, we would be without both goals and results, where at present only
the results are lacking. The two examples of the Science Wars mentioned
in chapter one, that is, ‘‘Sokal’s hoax’’ and the US National Opinion
Research Center study of sexual practices illustrate the vigor with which
the question of whether social science can achieve Kuhnian normality is
discussed, and how strongly many social scientists hold on to the normal-
science ideal, despite evidence that the ideal has not been and probably
cannot be achieved.

Without faith in the possibility of theory and epistemology in social
science, many scholars fear that the door would become open for scien-
tiWc relativism and nihilism. In reality, the door is already wide open for
relativistic and nihilistic tendencies, insofar as epistemically oriented
social scientists ignore the fact that epistemic theory cannot serve as a
bulwark against relativism and nihilism since such theory, as we have
shown, does currently not exist and can probably never come to exist.
(For more on relativism, see chapter nine.)

With these considerations, we have repealed the conventional normal-
science ideal for social science. The question of what can be put in its
place remains to be answered. Cognitivism, functionalism, structuralism,
and neopositivism have so far failed to produce epistemic theory, as have
other objectivist strands of social science. Hermeneutics by itself is inad-
equate. Critical Theory has long been preoccupied with Habermas’s
attempt to formulate a normative discourse theory and its consequences
for politics and jurisprudence. What should researchers and students do
in this situation? What are the consequences for our practical work? For
the choice of problems we study? The choice of methodology? What are
the consequences for social science aside from the obvious fact that
context must have a more central position, and theory a less central one?
It is in answering these questions that we can learn from Aristotle’s
considerations in the Ethics regarding what he calls the ‘‘intellectual
virtues’’ of episteme, techne, and phronesis.

Before describing Aristotle’s thought, I want to conclude this chapter
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by pointing out some of the pitfalls one encounters when attempting to
address the above questions. The purpose of this and the previous chap-
ter has been to deconstruct the conventional scientiWc ideal for the social
sciences, with its emphasis on theory and context-independence. In a
critique of deconstruction, the Danish linguist, Per Aage Brandt, has
pointed out that making a philosophical principle out of diVerence is to
invalidate our knowledge, and that understanding between humans rep-
resents the ‘‘victory of signs over diVerence.’’19 In similar fashion, one
might say that focusing on the particular, the non-rule-based, and on
context is to dismiss scientiWc knowledge, and that scientiWc knowledge is
precisely the victory of the general – of rules – over the particular.

In my judgment, this point of view, while containing an important
insight, is still unproductive, for it sets against each other two equally
invalid extremes: diVerence versus sign, the particular versus the rule-
based. Dualisms like these may facilitate thinking and writing, but they
inhibit understanding by implying a certain neatness that is rarely found
in lived life. If not meaningless, it is counterproductive to meaning to
speak of ‘‘the victory of signs over diVerence’’ or of rules over the
particular. There are signs, and there is diVerence. There are rules, and
there is the particular. This much can be observed phenomenologically,
and it is this phenomenology which is our focus. To amputate one side in
these pairs of phenomena into a dualistic ‘‘either–or’’ is to amputate our
understanding. Rather than the ‘‘either–or,’’ we should develop a non-
dualistic and pluralistic ‘‘both–and.’’ Hence, we should not criticize
rules, logic, signs, and rationality in themselves. We should criticize only
the dominance of these phenomena to the exclusion of others in modern
society and in social science. Conversely, it would be equally problematic
if rules, logic, signs, and rationality were marginalized by the concrete, by
diVerence, and by the particular. This latter problem, however, is pres-
ently far less pressing than the former.
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How social science can matter again



MMMM



5 Values in social and political inquiry

[I]f you want a description of our age, here is one: the civilization of
means without ends. Richard Livingstone

Value-rationality and instrumental rationality

Just as social science has not been able to contribute with Kuhnian
normal science and predictive theory to scientiWc development, so natural
science has had little to oVer to the reXexive analysis of goals, values, and
interests that is a precondition for an enlightened development in any
society. However, where natural science is weak, social science is strong,
and vice versa. For Aristotle, the most important task of social and
political studies was to develop society’s value-rationality vis-à-vis its
scientiWc and technical rationality. Aristotle did not doubt that the Wrst
type of rationality was the most important and ought to inXuence the
second. Since Aristotle’s time, however, this view has receded into the
background, especially after the Enlightenment and modernity installed
instrumental rationality in a dominant position in both science and
society. Social thinkers as diverse as Max Weber, Michel Foucault, and
Jürgen Habermas have pointed out that for more than two centuries
value-rationality (Wertrationalität) has increasingly given way to instru-
mental rationality (Zweckrationalität).1 In the words of Richard Living-
stone: ‘‘if you want a description of our age, here is one: the civilization of
means without ends.’’2 Today the Aristotelian question of balancing
instrumental rationality with value-rationality is forcing its way back to
the foreground. Problems with both biosphere and sociosphere indicate
that social and political development based on instrumental rationality
alone is not sustainable.

I have argued elsewhere that the Rationalist Turn – the narrowing of
modern society’s notion of rationality to a predominantly instrumental
one – is constitutive of what has been called the ‘‘risk society.’’3 Even
though we need not go further back than the heyday of logical positivism
in the 1950s and 1960s in order to see the rationalist ideal as dominant in
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science and society, and even though this ideal also occupies a prominent
position today in key scientiWc growth areas such as the new information
sciences, cognitive science, linguistics, and computer science, many
people now believe that alternatives to instrumental rationalism are
needed. The precise content of such alternatives, however, remains
vague. The RationalistTurn has been so radical that possible alternatives,
which might have existed previously, are beyond our current vision, just
as centuries of rationalist socialization seems to have undermined the
ability of individuals and society to even conceptualize a nonrationalist
present and future.

One way of dealing with this situation is to study the era prior to the
Rationalist Turn. We will not simply inquire about what it is we lost to
rationalism. Nor will we ask how a less rationalistic past could be resur-
rected. Rather, we will probe the question of what we might learn about
the present from the past, and how, in this light, our modern concept of
rationality might be reformulated and extended. This strategy inevitably
leads back to the Greek philosophers. Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle are
often seen as forefathers of modern science and of present day rational-
ism. Aristotle, however, distinguished explicitly between several ‘‘intel-
lectual virtues,’’ of which epistemic science, with its emphasis on theories,
analysis, and universals, was but one, and not even the most important.
Aristotle added intellectual virtues dealing with context, practice, experi-
ence, common sense, intuition, and practical wisdom, especially the
intellectual virtue named phronesis.

It is not my purpose to subject Aristotle or other Greek philosophers to
a historical analysis in the traditional sense. Nor do I seek to analyze the
society in which they worked, how their work was used, etc. I do not view
Greek philosophy or classical Greek society as an ideal to be emulated
today. Such an exercise would be sterile utopian idealism, and basically
useless. I agree with Michel Foucault that ‘‘this idea that the Greek
civilization is something like a model, which has been forgotten . . .
doesn’t make a lot of sense, since history is history. There is no way, no
hope, no positive meaning in turning back on something.’’4 Still,
Foucault goes on to observe that in antiquity we have a unique example of
an ethics that, unlike ours, was not related either to religion, or to civil
law, or to science. ‘‘And I think,’’ says Foucault, ‘‘that we are now at the
point where we recognize that those three references for our ethics are not
suYcient.’’5 In the Greekswe have an example of a culture in which ethics
have been very strong; the ‘‘philosophy of ethics’’ is one of the major
achievements of this culture, and something we can learn from today.
But, says Foucault, our solutions have to be very diVerent from those of
the Greeks.6
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Foucault here talks about ethics in relation to ‘‘an aesthetics of exist-
ence,’’ that is, the relationship you have to yourself when you act. Aris-
totle, in discussing phronesis, is mainly talking about ethics in relation to
social and political praxis, that is, the relationship you have to societywhen
you act.7 In chapter eight we will return to the relationship between
Foucault and Aristotle. For now we will ask what we can learn about our
current situation from a contemporary reading of Aristotle and his con-
siderations in the Ethics about the intellectual virtues of episteme, techne,
and phronesis. After having deconstructed the modern concepts of ra-
tionality and social science in chapters two to four, the purpose is now to
start reconstructing these concepts.

Aristotle is the classic philosopher of phronesis but he never elaborated
his conception of phronesis to include explicit considerations on power.
Similarly, Hans-Georg Gadamer’s conception of phronesis also overlooks
issues of power. Yet as Richard Bernstein points out, ‘‘no practical
discussion is going to take place unless you understand the relevance of
phronesis.But no practical philosophy can be adequate for our time unless
it confronts the analysis of power.’’8 This, then, is a methodological aim
of what follows: to develop the classic concept of phronesis to include
issues of power. In this chapter the classic concept of phronesis is ex-
plicated. In chapters seven and eight this concept is expanded to include
issues of power.

Aristotle on episteme, techne, and phronesis

The term ‘‘epistemic science’’ derives from the intellectual virtue that
Aristotle calls episteme, and which is generally translated as ‘‘science’’ or
‘‘scientiWc knowledge.’’9 Aristotle deWnes episteme in this manner:

What science [episteme] is . . . will be clear from the following argument. We all
assume that what we know cannot be otherwise than it is, whereas in the case of
things that may be otherwise, when they have passed out of our view we can no
longer tell whether they exist or not. Therefore, the object of scientiWc knowledge
is of necessity. Therefore it is eternal . . . Induction introduces us to Wrst
principles and universals, while deduction starts from universals . . . Thus
scientiWc knowledge is a demonstrative state, (i.e., a state of mind capable of
demonstrating what it knows) . . . i.e., a person has scientiWc knowledge when his
belief is conditioned in a certain way, and the Wrst principles are known to him;
because if they are not better known to him than the conclusion drawn from
them, he will have knowledge only incidentally. – This may serve as a description
of scientiWc knowledge.10

Episteme thus concerns universals and the production of knowledgewhich
is invariable in time and space, and which is achieved with the aid of
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analytical rationality. Episteme corresponds to the modern scientiWc ideal
as expressed in natural science. In Socrates and Plato, and subsequently
in the Enlightenment tradition, this scientiWc ideal became dominant.
The ideal has come close to being the only legitimate view of what
constitutes genuine science, such that even intellectual activities like
social science, which are not and probably never can be scientiWc in this
sense, have found themselves compelled to strive for and legitimate
themselves in terms of this Enlightenment ideal.

Whereas episteme resembles our ideal modern scientiWc project, techne
and phronesis denote two contrasting roles of intellectual work.Techne can
be translated into English as ‘‘art’’ in the sense of ‘‘craft’’; a craftsman is
also an artisan. For Aristotle, both techne and phronesis are connected with
the concept of truth, as is episteme. Aristotle says the following regarding
techne:

[S]ince (e.g.) building is an art [techne] and is essentially a reasoned productive
state, and since there is no art that is not a state of this kind, and no state of this
kind that is not an art, it follows that art is the same as a productive state that is
truly reasoned. Every art is concerned with bringing something into being, and
the practice of an art is the study of how to bring into being something that is
capable either of being or of not being . . . For it is not with things that are or come
to be of necessity that art is concerned [this is the domain of episteme] nor with
natural objects (because these have their origin in themselves) . . . Art . . .
operate[s] in the sphere of the variable.11

Techne is thus craft and art, and as an activity it is concrete, variable, and
context-dependent. The objective of techne is application of technical
knowledge and skills according to a pragmatic instrumental rationality,
what Foucault calls ‘‘a practical rationality governed by a conscious
goal.’’12

Whereas episteme concerns theoretical know why and techne denotes
technical know how, phronesis emphasizes practical knowledge and practi-
cal ethics. Phronesis is often translated as ‘‘prudence’’ or ‘‘practical
common sense.’’ Let us again examine what Aristotle has to say:

Wemay grasp the nature of prudence [phronesis] if we considerwhat sort of people
we call prudent. Well, it is thought to be the mark of a prudent man to be able to
deliberate rightly about what is good and advantageous . . . But nobody deliber-
ates about things that are invariable . . . So . . . prudence cannot be science or art;
not science [episteme] because what can be done is a variable (it may be done in
diVerent ways, or not done at all), and not art [techne] because action and
production are generically diVerent. For production aims at an end other than
itself; but this is impossible in the case of action, because the end is merely doing
well. What remains, then, is that it is a true state, reasoned, and capable of action
with regard to things that are good or bad forman . . . We consider that this quality
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belongs to those who understand the management of households or states.13

[Italics in the original]

The person possessing practical wisdom (phronimos) has knowledge of
how to behave in each particular circumstance that can never be equated
with or reduced to knowledge of general truths. Phronesis is a sense of the
ethically practical rather than a kind of science. Where rational humans
for Plato are moved by the cosmic order, for Aristotle they are moved by a
sense of the proper order among the ends we pursue. This sense cannot
be articulated in terms of theoretical axioms, but rather, is grasped by
phronesis.14 Here, in Aristotle’s original description of phronesis, one might
get the impression that phronesis and the choices it involves in concrete
circumstances are always good. Later, after we have introduced the
concept of power into the discussion of phronesis, we will see that this is
not necessarily the case. Choices must be deemed good (or bad) in
relation to certain values and interests in order for good and bad to have
meaning.

In sum, the three intellectual virtues episteme, techne, and phronesis can
be characterized as follows:

Episteme ScientiWc knowledge. Universal, invariable, context-
independent. Based on general analytical rationality. The orig-
inal concept is known today from the terms ‘‘epistemology’’
and ‘‘epistemic.’’

Techne Craft/art. Pragmatic, variable, context-dependent.
Oriented toward production. Based on practical instrumental
rationality governed by a conscious goal. The original concept
appears today in terms such as ‘‘technique,’’ ‘‘technical,’’ and
‘‘technology.’’

Phronesis Ethics. Deliberation about values with reference to
praxis. Pragmatic, variable, context-dependent. Oriented to-
ward action. Based on practical value-rationality. The original
concept has no analogous contemporary term.

The priority of the particular

Phronesis thus concerns the analysis of values – ‘‘things that are good or
bad for man’’ – as a point of departure for action. Phronesis is that
intellectual activity most relevant to praxis. It focuses on what is variable,
on that which cannot be encapsulated by universal rules, on speciWc
cases. Phronesis requires an interaction between the general and the
concrete; it requires consideration, judgment, and choice.15 More than
anything else, phronesis requires experience. About the importance of
speciWc experience Aristotle says:
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[P]rudence [phronesis] is not concerned with universals only; it must also take
cognizance of particulars, because it is concerned with conduct, and conduct has
its sphere in particular circumstances. That is why some people who do not
possess theoretical knowledge are more eVective in action (especially if they are
experienced) than others who do possess it. For example, suppose that someone
knows that light Xesh foods are digestible and wholesome, but does not know
what kinds are light; he will be less likely to produce health than one who knows
that chicken is wholesome. But prudence is practical, and therefore it must have
both kinds of knowledge, or especially the latter.16

Some interpretations of Aristotle’s intellectual virtues leave doubt as to
whether phronesis and techne are distinct categories, or whether phronesis is
just a higher form of techne or know-how.17 Aristotle is clear on this point.
Even if both of these intellectual virtues involve skill and judgment, one
type of intellectual virtue cannot be reduced to the other; phronesis is
about value judgment, not about producing things.

Similarly, in other parts of the literature one Wnds attempts at conXat-
ing phronesis and episteme in the sense of making phronesis epistemic. But
insofar as phronesis operates via a practical rationality based on judgment
and experience, it can only be made scientiWc in an epistemic sense
through the development of a theory of judgment and experience. Ales-
sandro Ferrara, in fact, has called for the ‘‘elaboration of a theory of
judgment’’ as one of ‘‘the unaccomplished tasks of critical theory.’’18 In
line with Jürgen Habermas, Ferrara says that this is necessary in order to
avoid contextualism, though he also notes that such a theory ‘‘unfortu-
nately is not yet in sight.’’19 What Ferrara apparently does not consider is
that a theory of judgment and experience is not in sight because judgment
and experience cannot be brought into a theoretical formula. Here, again,
it is not possible to avoid context, even though this is the ambition of all
epistemists and rationalists. Aristotle warns us directly against the type of
reductionism that conXates phronesis and episteme.

With his thoughts on the intellectual virtues, Aristotle emphasizes
properties of intellectual work, which in my judgment are central to the
production of knowledge in the study of individuals and society. The
particular and the situationally dependent are emphasized over the uni-
versal and over rules. The concrete and the practical are emphasized over
the theoretical. It is what Martha Nussbaum calls the ‘‘priority of the
particular’’ in Aristotle’s thinking.20 Aristotle practices what he preaches
by providing a speciWc example of his argument, viz. light Xesh foods
versus chicken. He understands the ‘‘power of example.’’ The example
concerns human health and has as its point of departure something both
concrete and fundamental concerning human functioning. Both aspects
are typical of many Classical philosophers.
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Later on we will return to these points. Here we may simply conclude
that despite their importance, the concrete, the practical, and the ethical
have been neglected by modern science. Today one would be open to
ridicule if one sought to support an argument using examples like that of
Aristotle’s chicken. The sciences are supposed to concern themselves
precisely with the explication of universals, and the conventional wisdom
is that one cannot generalize from a particular case. Moreover, the
ultimate goal of scientiWc activity is supposedly the production of theory.
Aristotle is here clearly anti-Socratic and anti-Platonic. And if modern
theoretical science is built upon any body of thought, it is that of Socrates
and Plato. We are dealing with a profound disagreement here.

For those of us interested in power and political science it is worth
noting that Aristotle links phronesis directly with political science:
Political science and prudence [phronesis] are the same state of mind [They are not
identical, however. Phronesis is also found at the level of the household and the
individual] . . . Prudence concerning the state has two aspects: one, which is
controlling and directive, is legislative science; the other . . . deals with particular
circumstances . . . [and] is practical and deliberative.21

Two things are worth noting in this context. The Wrst is Aristotle’s
assertion that political science, as a consequence of the emphasis on the
particular, on context, and on experience, cannot be practiced as episteme.
To be a knowledgeable researcher in an epistemic sense is not enough
when it concerns political science because ‘‘although [people] develop
ability in geometry and mathematics and become wise in such matters,
they are not thought to develop prudence [phronesis].’’22 Aristotle explains
that a well-functioning political science based on phronesis is imperative
for a well-functioning society, inasmuch as ‘‘it is impossible to secure
one’s own good independently of . . . political science.’’23

Secondly, Aristotle emphasizes in his concept of phronesis both the
collective (the state) and the particular; control and circumstance; direc-
tives and deliberation; sovereign power and individual power. Since
Aristotle, however, an unfortunate division has developed in philosophy
and in the social and political sciences, of two separate traditions, each
representing one of the two sides stressed by Aristotle. One tradition, the
dominant one, has developed from Plato via Hobbes and Kant to Haber-
mas and other rationalist thinkers, emphasizing the Wrst of the two sides.
The other, partly Aristotelian and partly sophist in origin, has developed
via Machiavelli to Nietzsche, and to Foucault in some interpretations.
Today the two traditions tend to live separate lives, apart from occasional,
typically rhetorical attacks from thinkers within one tradition on thinkers
within the other, the critique by Habermas of Foucault and Derrida, and
vice versa, being cases in point. Aristotle insisted, however, that what is
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interesting, for understanding and for praxis, is what happens where the
two now largely separate sides intersect, and that this point of intersection
is the locus of appropriate phronetic activity.

In contemporary social science Pierre Bourdieu’s ‘‘Weldwork in philos-
ophy’’ and Robert Bellah’s ‘‘social science as public philosophy’’ are
examples of intellectual pursuits that involve elements of phronesis.24

Bourdieu explicitly recognizes Aristotle as the originator of the habitus
concept, which is so centrally placed in Bourdieu’s work, and he sees the
practical knowledge that habitus procures as analogous with Aristotle’s
phronesis.25 In philosophy Richard Bernstein’s and Stephen Toulmin’s
‘‘practical philosophy’’ and Richard Rorty’s philosophical pragmatism
are also phronetic in their orientation, as are Foucault’s genealogies (see
chapters seven and eight).26 As pointed out by Rorty, in this interpreta-
tion, ‘‘philosophy’’ is precisely what a culture becomes capable of when it
ceases to deWne itself in terms of explicit rules, and becomes suYciently
leisured and civilized to rely on inarticulate know-how, to ‘‘substitute
phronesis for codiWcation.’’27 Aristotle found that every well-functioning
society was dependent on the eVective functioning of all three intellectual
virtues – episteme, techne, and phronesis – in, respectively, science, art/
crafts, and ethics. At the same time, however, Aristotle emphasized the
crucial importance of phronesis, ‘‘for the possession of the single virtue of
prudence [phronesis] will carry with it the possession of them all.’’28

Where natural science is weak and social science strong

Regardless of the lack of a term for phronesis in our modern vocabulary,
the principal objective for social science with a phronetic approach is to
carry out analyses and interpretations of the status of values and interests
in society aimed at social commentary and social action, i.e. praxis. The
point of departure for classical phronetic research can be summarized in
the following three value-rational questions:

(1) Where are we going?
(2) Is this desirable?
(3) What should be done?

Later, when we have discussed the implications of power for phronesis, we
will add a fourth question: Who gains and who loses; by which mechan-
isms of power? In asking and providing answers to these questions, we use
social and political studies not just as a mirror for society but also as
society’s nose, eyes, and ears. And the questions are asked realizing there
is no uniWed ‘‘we’’ in relation to which the questions can be given a Wnal
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answer. Phronetic researchers can see no neutral ground, no ‘‘view from
nowhere,’’ for their work.

It should be stressed that no one is experienced enough and wise
enough to give complete answers to the four questions, whatever such
answers would be. Experience and wisdom of that kind should not be
expected from social scientists, who are, on average, no more astute or
ethical than anybody else.What should be expected, however, is attempts
from phronetic social scientists to develop their partial answers to the
questions; such answers would be input to the ongoing social dialogue
about the problems and risks we face and how things may be done
diVerently.

A Wrst step toward achieving this kind of perspective in social science is
for researchers to make explicit the diVerent roles of science as episteme,
techne, and phronesis, respectively. Today’s researchers seldom make ex-
plicit which one of these three roles they are practicing. The whole
enterprise is simply called ‘‘science,’’ even though we are dealing with
quite diVerent activities. It is often the case that these activities are
rationalized as episteme even though they are actually techne or phronesis.
As demonstrated previously, it is not in their role as episteme that one can
argue for the value of the social sciences. In the domain where the natural
sciences have been strongest – production of theories that can explain and
predict accurately – the social sciences have been weakest. Nevertheless,
by emphasizing the three roles, and especially by reintroducing phronesis,
we see there are other possibilities for the social sciences. The oft-seen
image of impotent social sciences versus potent natural sciences derives
from their being compared in terms of their epistemic qualities. Yet such
a comparison is misleading, for the two types of science have their
respective strengths and weaknesses along fundamentally diVerent di-
mensions. In their role as phronesis, the social sciences are strongest where
the natural sciences are weakest.

Max Weber was the Wrst to carry out a comprehensive and systematic
analysis of the consequences of a unidimensional development of instru-
mental rationality in modern society. Weber spoke of occidental rational-
ism: The ‘‘speciWc and peculiar rationalism’’ of the West.29 Today, such
occidental rationalism has become a global phenomenon, as have its
consequences, even though there still exist cultures other than the ration-
alistic. Weber focused on rationalism’s social and cultural consequences
in the form of tendencies toward alienation and the erosion of traditional
values, and in this connection spoke of the ‘‘disenchantment of the
world.’’30 Since Weber, in many analyses, including those of both
Foucault and Habermas, the domain of instrumental rationality has
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continued to grow and has tended to marginalize value-rationality. To-
day, the problems involved in this development relate not only to Weber’s
concerns with social and cultural aVairs, but to the biosphere as well and
to humankind’s continued existence as a species. Balancing instrumental
rationality with value-rationality, therefore, now seems all the more im-
portant. And it is precisely here that social science as phronesis can make
its most essential contribution.

Social science can also contribute to social development as techne in
grappling with social, cultural, demographic, and administrative prob-
lems. Here the social sciences can play an emancipatory role; or they may
act as controlling, repressive, and legitimating. Which role they come to
play is worth closer analysis and will depend on the speciWc interests and
purposes they aremade to serve in speciWc contexts. In any event, this role
of social science will be linked to real problems with a material foundation
that one can Wght for or against, a far cry from the Wctive role of social
science as epistemic science.

It is also as phronesis and techne that the social sciences can provide a
counterweight to tendencies toward relativism and nihilism. This, of
course, makes attempts by social science to become a ‘‘real’’ theoretical
science doubly unfortunate because such eVorts draw attention and
resources away from those areas where social science could make an
impact and instead into areas where they do not have, never have had,
and probably never will obtain any signiWcance, that is, as genuinely
normal and predictive sciences.

Finally, it is interesting to note that none of the giants in the study of
individuals and society – Marx, Freud, Weber, for example – practiced
their science as episteme, even though both the young Marx and young
Freud had epistemic ambitions as we have seen. Marx’s work especially
has been depicted by both Marx himself and by many of his followers as
‘‘pure’’ science on a par with natural science. Today it seems clear that
despite his many profound insights, Marx’s ‘‘laws’’ are not laws in a
natural-science sense, and that they have had profoundly problematic
consequences where they have been used as such.

An example of phronetic social science

How ought we to live? How do we think about how to live? Who are we, as
Americans? What is our character? These are questions we have asked our fellow
citizens in many parts of the country.

Such read the very Wrst lines of the Preface toHabits of the Heart by Robert
Bellah, Richard Madsen, William Sullivan, Ann Swidler, and Steven
Tipton, and the lines deWne the focus of what, in my interpretation, is an
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example of phronetic social science.31 If we move from the Preface to the
introductory chapter, the Wrst paragraph reads like this:
Living well is a challenge. Brian Palmer, a successful businessman, lives in a
comfortable San Jose suburb and works as a top-level manager in a large corpor-
ation. He is justiWably proud of his rapid rise in the corporation, but he is even
prouder of the profound change he has made recently in his idea of success. ‘‘My
value system,’’ he says, ‘‘has changed a little bit as the result of a divorce and
reexamining life values. Two years ago, confronted with the work load I have right
now, I would stay in the oYce andwork until midnight, come home, go to bed, get
up at six, and go back in and work until midnight, until such time as it got done.
Now I just kind of Xip the bird and walk out. My family life is more important to
me than that, and the work will wait, I have learned.’’ A new marriage and a
houseful of children have become the center of Brian’s life. But such new values
were won only after painful diYculties.32

With this opening, the scene is set for what has become a central work
about the tensions between individualism and social commitment in the
American way of life. Clearly, the opening questions of the Preface are a
variation of the three value-rational questions that deWne the point of
departure for classical phronetic inquiry and for praxis: Where are we
going? Is it desirable? What should be done? In Habits of the Heart the
questions are asked speciWcally of Americans about their life. And by
combining these ‘‘big’’ questionswith the immediacy of the life of Brian –
and of Joe, Margaret, Wayne, and others – on the very Wrst pages of the
book, the authors emphasize that their study will be speciWc and general
at the same time, just as Aristotle said we need to be in matters of
phronesis.
Habits of the Heart has many of the characteristics that we will later

identify for works of phronetic social science (see chapter nine): it focuses
on values, the authors get close to the people and phenomena they study,
they focus on the minutiae and practices that make up the basic concerns
of life, they make extensive use of case studies in context, they use
narrative as expository technique, and, Wnally, their work is dialogical,
that is, it allows for other voices than those of the authors, both in relation
to the people they study and in relation to society at large. The whole
point of the study is to enter into a dialogue with individuals and society
and to assist them – after they have assisted the researchers – in reXecting
on their values. The aim is to makemoral debate part of public life. This is
the claim to social change made by the study. For an academic work, it
has had substantial success in inducing such change.

The phronetic character of Habits of the Heart becomes clear, not only
after careful study of several chapters of the book, nor after looking for
guidelines in the book’s methodological appendix. The authors demon-
strate up front what they are up to; like Aristotle they understand the
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‘‘power of example.’’ The Wrst few paragraphs of the book are a microcos-
mos of phronetic social science in operation, and the approach works
through the simple but ingenious combination of the classical value-
rational questions with the life of Brian Palmer.

The publisher classiWes Habits of the Heart as sociology. This is too
narrow, however, and the authors themselves, who are not all sociolo-
gists, expressly state that social science as they practice it deWes easy
categorization.Habits of the Heartmay just as well be classiWed as political
science or practical philosophy. In fact the authors open their method-
ological considerations in the book’s appendix by invoking Alexis de
Tocqueville in calling for a ‘‘new political science . . . for a world itself
quite new.’’33 Here the authors state that the type of social science they
practice is diVerent from conventional social science and conventional
sociology. They call it ‘‘social science as public philosophy’’ and empha-
size that they have attempted to develop a ‘‘new way to deal with new
realities’’ by consciously trying to renew an older conception of social
science, one in which the boundary between social science and philos-
ophy is still open.34 According to the authors, the aim of such a new,
classical social science is to hold up a mirror to society thus encouraging
and facilitating reXexivity, just as Aristotle wanted us to do in practicing
phronesis. By probing the past as well as the present, by looking at values as
much as at facts – or at values as facts – such a social science is able to
make connections that are not obvious, and to ask diYcult questions. In
Habits of the Heart – by means of what the authors label the ‘‘active
interview,’’ which they see as a ‘‘primary method’’ for social science as
public philosophy, and with the help of participant observation, historical
analysis, and narrative – the authors uncover the nature of American
individualism, its historical and philosophical roots as well as its present
reality, and they ask the question whether individualism, as the dominant
ideology of American life, is not undermining the conditions of its exist-
ence. This question is simultaneously sociological, political, and philo-
sophical, and an answer to it requires not just an evaluation of arguments
and evidence but ethical reXection, according to the authors.35

In relation to the aims of the present book, however, there is a problem
with the approach employed in Habits of the Heart. Like classical Aris-
totelian phronesis, social science as public philosophy, as practiced by
Bellah et al., does not adequately incorporate issues of power. It is not that
the question of power is completely ignored inHabits of the Heart. But the
question stays at the margin, and the book’s concept of power is an
undeveloped one (see chapters seven and eight).36 Below I will argue that
the lack of an adequate concept of power is typical not just ofHabits of the
Heart but of much social and political science. Therefore, and given the
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many virtues of Habits of the Heart, it would be unfair to single out this
study to carry the burden of what is a general deWciency. Habits of the
Heartmay still serve as an example to learn from for those of us who wish
to practice social science as phronesis. In later chapters we will encounter
examples of phronetic social science that deal diVerently and more eVec-
tively with the issue of power.

Before this, however, we will develop and strengthen Aristotle’s con-
cept of phronesis on three fronts. First, as a point of departure we will
take Aristotle’s insight that case knowledge is crucial to the practice of
phronesis and we will analyze and clarify the status of case knowledge in
contemporary social science (chapter six). Second, we will elaborate
Aristotle’s conception of phronesis to include explicit considerations on
power (chapters seven and eight). Finally, and on this basis, we will
develop a set of methodological guidelines for the practice of phronesis in
contemporary social and political science (chapter nine).
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6 The power of example

Learning to see – habituating the eye to repose, to patience, to letting
things come to it; learning to defer judgement, to investigate and com-
prehend the individual case in all its aspects. This is the Wrst preliminary
schooling in spirituality. Friedrich Nietzsche

In a standard reference book such as the Dictionary of Sociology, the full
citation regarding the term ‘‘case study’’ reads as follows:

Case Study. The detailed examination of a single example of a class of phenom-
ena, a case study cannot provide reliable information about the broader class, but
it may be useful in the preliminary stages of an investigation since it provides
hypotheses which may be tested systematically with a larger number of cases.1

This description is indicative of a general view of the case study, which, if
not directly wrong, is so oversimpliWed as to be grossly misleading. It is
correct that the case study is a ‘‘detailed examination of a single
example,’’ but it is not true that a case study ‘‘cannot provide reliable
information about the broader class.’’ While a case study can be used ‘‘in
the preliminary stages of an investigation’’ to generate hypotheses, it is
misleading to see the case study as a pilot method to be used only in
preparing the real study’s larger tests, systematic hypotheses testing, and
theory building.

The problems of this view can be summarized in Wve misunderstand-
ings or oversimpliWcations about the nature of the case study as a research
method:

Misunderstanding 1. General, theoretical (context-independent)
knowledge is more valuable than concrete, practical (context-
dependent) knowledge.

Misunderstanding 2. One cannot generalize on the basis of an
individual case; therefore, the case study cannot contribute to
scientiWc development.

Misunderstanding 3. The case study is most useful for generating
hypotheses; that is, in the Wrst stage of a total research process,
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while other methods are more suitable for hypotheses testing
and theory building.

Misunderstanding 4.The case study contains a bias toward veriW-
cation, that is, a tendency to conWrm the researcher’s precon-
ceived notions.

Misunderstanding 5. It is often diYcult to develop general prop-
ositions and theories on the basis of speciWc case studies.

These Wve misunderstandings indicate that it is theory, reliability, and
validity which are at issue; in other words, the very status of the case study
as a scientiWc method.

This chapter will focus on these Wve misunderstandings and correct
them one by one. In doing so, we will return to the Greek philosophers; to
Aristotle, who emphasized the value of case knowledge, and to his prede-
cessors, Socrates and Plato, who denigrated such knowledge.

Socrates, Plato, and cases

The single most important explanation for the persistence of the Wve
misunderstandings about the case study is that the case method contra-
dicts Plato’s teachings and tradition, and that this tradition is at the core
of modern social science. Plato’s dialogues deal with Socrates’ valiant yet
unsuccessful search for universal truths. Socrates used much of his life
discussing with Athenian craftsmen, teachers, students, wise men, poets,
statesmen, and other citizens, questioning them about the universal
aspects which lay beneath their respective domains of knowledge. Yet to
his great frustration, when Socrates asked about general principles, the
responses he received frequently took the form of concrete examples, that
is, cases. Socrates’ famous wit and sarcasm in these instances knew no
bounds.He cast aspersion upon these responses, stubbornly insisting that
there had to lie generally valid principles behind the multiplicity of cases.

In theMeno dialogue, for example, Socrates attempts to Wnd a general
deWnition of virtue and the universal rules for virtuous acts. But Meno
continues to feed Socrates concrete examples; that is, cases illustrative of
virtue. There is good reason to quote Socrates and Meno at some length
here, inasmuch as the views expressed in this more than two-thousand-
year-old dialogue continue to inform current opinions about the value of
the case study and other social science methods:

socrates : . . . By the gods, Meno, be generous and tell me what you say that
virtue is . . .

meno : There will be no diYculty, Socrates, in answering your question. Let us
take Wrst the virtue of man – he should know how to administer the state, and
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in the administration of it to beneWt his friends and harm his enemies; and he
must also be careful not to suVer harm himself . . . Every age, every condition
of life, young or old, male or female, bond or free, has a diVerent virtue: there
are virtues numberless, and no lack of deWnitions of them; for virtue is
relative to the actions and ages of each of us in all that we do. And the same
may be said of vice, Socrates.

socrates : How fortunate I am, Meno! When I ask you for one virtue, you
present me with a swarm of them, which are in your keeping. Suppose that I
carry on the Wgure of the swarm, and ask you, What is the nature of the bee?
And you answer that there are many kinds of bees, and I reply: But do bees
diVer as bees because there are many and diVerent kinds of them; or are they
not rather to be distinguished by some other quality? . . . And so of the
virtues, however many and diVerent they may be, they have all a common
nature which makes them virtues; and on this he who would answer the
question ‘‘What is virtue?’’ would do well to have his eye Wxed; do you
understand? . . .

meno : Will you have one deWnition of them all?
socrates : That is what I am seeking.
meno : If you want to have one deWnition of them all, I know not what to say, but

that virtue is the power of governing mankind . . .
socrates : . . . but do you not add ‘‘justly and not unjustly’’?
meno : Yes, Socrates; I agree there; for justice is virtue.
socrates : Would you say ‘‘virtue,’’ Meno, or ‘‘a virtue’’?
meno : What do you mean?
socrates : I mean as I might say about anything; that a round, for example, is ‘‘a

Wgure’’ and not simply ‘‘Wgure,’’ and I should adopt this mode of speaking,
because there are other Wgures.

meno : Quite right; and that is just what I am saying about virtue – that there are
other virtues as well as justice . . . Courage and temperance and wisdom and
magnanimity are virtues; and there are many others.

socrates : Yes, Meno; and again we are in the same case: in searching after one
virtue we have found many . . . Do you not understand that I am looking for
the ‘‘simile in multis’’ . . . fulWll your promise, and tell me what virtue is in the
universal . . . 2

In the Euthyphro dialogue, Socrates again attempts to Wnd out what it
means to be holy:

socrates : . . . tell me, what do you say the holy is? And what is the unholy?
euthyphro : Well, I say the holy is just what I am doing now, prosecuting

murder and temple theft and everything of the sort . . .
socrates : Do you recall that I did not ask you to teach me about some one or

two of the many things which are holy, but about that characteristic itself by
which all holy things are holy . . . teach me what this same character is, so that
Imay look to it and use it as a standard, which, should those things which you
or someone else may do be of that sort, I may aYrm that they are holy, but
should they not be of that sort, deny it.3

Like Meno, Euthyphro continues to provide Socrates with speciWc cases
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instead of the general deWnition and ‘‘standard,’’ that is, rule that Soc-
rates asks for. The result is that the dialogue becomes repetitious, and
ultimately goes in circles. It ends with Euthyphro giving up and Xeeing
from Socrates:

socrates : Let us begin again from the beginning, and ask what the holy is. For I
shall not willingly give up until I learn. Please do not scorn me: bend every
eVort of your mind and now tell me the truth . . .

euthyphro : Some other time, Socrates. Right now I must hurry somewhere,
and I am already late.

socrates : What are you doing, my friend! You leave me and cast me down from
my high hope . . . 4

As a contemporary echo of Socrates, we can site Donald T. Campbell,
whose early work criticizes the case study as unscientiWc. Campbell
writes:

[S]uch studies have such a total absence of control as to be of almost no scientiWc
value . . . Any appearance of absolute knowledge, or intrinsic knowledge about
singular isolated objects, is found to be illusory upon analysis . . . It seems
well-nigh unethical at the present time to allow, as theses or dissertations in
education, case studies of this nature (i.e., involving a single group observed at
one time only).5

Mattei Dogan and Dominique Pelassy, in comparative politics, similarly
say that ‘‘one can validly explain a particular case only on the basis of
general hypotheses. All the rest is uncontrollable, and so of no use.’’6

Such views have been challenged by Harry Eckstein, Charles Ragin, and
Howard Becker, among others.7 The later Donald Campbell has even
disputed his own earlier position. After evaluating and testing a number
of case studies, Campbell made a 180-degree turn in his view of the
method’s value and is today considered one of the strongest proponents
of case study methodology. We will return to Campbell and other con-
temporary case methodologists later. For the present, we conclude that
Socrates encountered the same problem repeatedly during his wander-
ings in Athens: whenever he asked for universals he got cases. Inasmuch
as he rejected the value of concrete practical knowledge, he concluded
that nobody knew anything, including he himself, although he at least
knew that he knew nothing.

Socrates was mistaken, of course. He knew a great deal, and this is why
he remains part of the canon of Western philosophy and science. But
Socrates, who had originally placed himself on the side of logic and
universal rationality, ended up by questioning the value of this rationality.
This is not how we remember Socrates, however. Another interpretation,
Plato’s, has become dominant.

Plato, who was Socrates’ pupil, could not accept his teacher’s
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conclusion that nobody knew anything. He continued Socrates’ search
for universals and became one of the authentic founders of Western
philosophy and of theoretical science. Plato’s ideal was mathematics, and
he believed it possible to establish entire systems of theoretically objective
principles, which like mathematical laws could be defended with rational
argument and used to explain nature and human actions.

We have already seen that Aristotle, who was Plato’s pupil, disagreed
with Plato on this point. Aristotle, who may be seen as the founder of
empirical science, asserted that in the study of human activity we cannot
be satisWed with focusing on universals. The study of human activity,
according to Aristotle, demands that one practice phronesis, that is, that
one occupy oneself with values as a point of departure for praxis. And
Aristotle considered that values and human behavior must be seen in
relation to the particular. The passage from Aristotle which I have already
quoted in chapter Wve, obtains new importance in this context. Unlike
Socrates and Plato, Aristotle thus saw a decisive role for cases and context
in the understanding of human behavior. ‘‘[Phronesis] is not concerned
with universals only,’’ Aristotle says, ‘‘it must also take cognizance of
particulars, because it is concerned with conduct, and conduct has its
sphere in particular circumstances.’’8 We note that this way of seeing
things resembles the perspectives that stand at the heart of the Dreyfus
model and of Pierre Bourdieu’s theory of practice as described in chapters
two and four, respectively.9

Aristotle’s thinking on this point was more or less forgotten, however,
while Plato’s teachings became the conventional scientiWc wisdom. This
was especially the case after Galileo, who, two thousand years later,
showed that Plato’s ideas work well for the study of nature and set the
natural sciences on their revolutionary trajectory.10 A similar develop-
ment has not taken place for the social sciences. As shown in chapters
three and four, the social sciences have not made a breakthrough as
epistemic sciences, and there is nothing which indicates that this will
occur. Nevertheless, reinforced by the success of the natural sciences,
Plato’s thinking continues to thrive, as does the natural-science ideal in
the study of humans and society. The systems of valuing great social
science, from the Nobel Prize in economics on down, are largely aimed at
reinforcing this ideal.

The case study is thus controversial because it stands opposed to
Plato’s tradition. Cases generate precisely that concrete, practical, and
context-dependent knowledge which Socrates dismissed in his dialogues
with Meno and Euthyphro. If we follow in the footsteps of Socrates and
Plato and keep searching for the ‘‘simile in multis’’ which Socrates de-
manded in Meno, we arrive only at the hypothetico-deductive scientiWc
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model. Making deductions and discovering general principles across
large samples become the key task. Going into depth with an individual
case is seen as unproductive. The question, however, is where a singular
focus on deduction and general principles leads. I will argue that in social
science such a focus leads to a dead end.

Cases in human learning

In order to understand why Socrates’ and Plato’s views of the case study
are problematic, we must return to the phenomenology of human learn-
ing described in chapter two, and the discussion of theory in chapters
three and four. Two points can be made: Wrst, the case study produces
precisely the type of context-dependent knowledge which makes it poss-
ible to move from the lower to the higher levels in the learning process;
second, in the study of human aVairs, there exists only context-dependent
knowledge, which thus presently rules out the possibility of epistemic
theoretical construction. Let us examine these two points more closely.
At the outset, however, we can assert that if they are correct, it will have
radical consequences for the view of the case study in research and
teaching.

The Wve steps in the human learning process described in chapter two
emphasize the importance of gaining concrete experience as a precondi-
tion for the qualitative leap from the rule-governed analytical rationality
of the Wrst three levels to the intuitive, holistic, and synchronous perform-
ance of tacit skills of the last two levels. Dreyfus andDreyfus’s experts and
Bourdieu’s virtuosos operate on the basis of intimate knowledge of sev-
eral thousand concrete cases in their areas of expertise. Context-depend-
ent knowledge and experience is at the very heart of expert activity. Such
knowledge and expertise also lies at the center of the case study as a
research and teaching method; or to put it more generally, still: as a
method of learning. The Wve-step process therefore emphasizes the im-
portance of this and similar methods: it is only because of experience with
cases that one can at all move from level three in the learning process
to levels four and Wve. If people are exclusively trained in context-
independent knowledge and rules, that is, the kind of knowledge which
forms the basis of textbooks and computers, they will remain at the
Wrst levels of the learning process. This is the limitation of analytical
rationality: it is inadequate for the best results in the exercise of a pro-
fession, as student, researcher, or practitioner.

Seeing the important association between the particular case and ex-
perience, Aristotle directly criticized Plato’s favorite subjects, geometry
and mathematics:
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[A]lthough [people] develop ability in geometry and mathematics and become
wise in such matters, they are not thought to develop prudence [phronesis]. The
reason for this is that prudence also involves knowledge of particular facts, which
become known from experience . . . We should therefore pay no less attention to
the unproved assertions and opinions of experienced and older people (or of
prudent people) than to demonstrations of fact; because they have an insight from
their experience which enables them to see correctly.11

In a teaching situation, well-chosen case studies can help the student to
achieve competence (level three in the learning process), while context-
independent knowledge will bring the student only to the beginner’s level
(levels one and two). Beginner’s knowledge should not be discounted:
facts and rule-based knowledge are important in every area. But to make
them the highest goal of learning is regressive. There is a need for both
approaches. The highest levels in the learning process (four and Wve) are
reached only via a person’s own experiences as practitioner of the relevant
skills. Therefore, beyond using the case method and other experiential
methods for teaching, the best that teachers can do for students in
professional programs is to help them achieve real practical experience;
for example, via placement arrangements, internships, summer jobs, etc.

For researchers, the closeness of the case study to real-life situations
and its multiple wealth of details are important in two respects. First, it is
important for the development of a nuanced view of reality, including the
view that human behavior cannot be meaningfully understood as simply
the rule-governed acts found at the lowest levels of the learning process,
and in much theory. Second, cases are important for researchers’ own
learning process in developing the skills needed to do good research. If
researchers wish to develop their own skills to a high level, then concrete,
context-dependent experience is just as central for them as to profes-
sionals learning any other speciWc skills. Concrete experiences can be
achieved via continued proximity to the studied reality and via feedback
from those under study. Great distance from the object of study and lack
of feedback easily lead to a stultiWed learning process, which in research
can lead to ritual academic blind alleys, where form becomes more
important than the content. As a research method, the case study can be
an eVective remedy against this tendency.

The second main point in connection with the learning process is that
there does not and probably cannot exist predictive theory in social
science. As argued in chapter four, social science has in the Wnal instance
nothing else to oVer than concrete, context-dependent knowledge, and
the case study is especially well suited to produce this knowledge. In his
later work, Donald Campbell arrives at a similar conclusion, explaining
how his work has undergone ‘‘an extreme oscillation away from my
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earlier dogmatic disparagement of case studies,’’ which was described
above. In a logic that in many ways resembles that of Aristotle and the
Dreyfus-model of human learning, Campbell now explains:

After all, man is, in his ordinary way, a very competent knower, and qualitative
common-sense knowing is not replaced by quantitative knowing . . . This is not to
say that such common-sense naturalistic observation is objective, dependable, or
unbiased. But it is all that we have. It is the only route to knowledge – noisy,
fallible, and biased though it be.12

Campbell is not the only example of a researcher who has altered his
views about the value of the case study. Hans Eysenck, who originally did
not regard the case study as anything other than a method of producing
anecdotes, later realized that ‘‘sometimes we simply have to keep our eyes
open and look carefully at individual cases – not in the hope of proving
anything, but rather in the hope of learning something!’’13 Proof is hard to
come by in social science because of the absence of ‘‘hard’’ theory,
whereas learning is certainly possibly. More recently, similar views have
been expressed by Charles Ragin, HowardBecker, and their colleagues in
explorations of what the case study is and can be in social inquiry.14

As for predictive theory and universals, the study of human aVairs
thus stands where Euthyphro left Socrates more than two millennia
ago: ‘‘Some other time, Socrates.’’ In essence, we have only the speciWc
cases which Meno and Euthyphro gave Socrates. The Wrst of the Wve mis-
understandings about the case study – that general theoretical (context-
independent) knowledge is more valuable than concrete, practical
(context-dependent) knowledge, can therefore be revised as follows:

Predictive theories and universals cannot be found in the study of human aVairs.
Concrete, context-dependent knowledge is therefore more valuable than the vain search
for predictive theories and universals.

Cases as ‘‘black swans’’

The view that one cannot generalize on the basis of a single case is usually
considered to be devastating to the case study as a scientiWc method. This
second misunderstanding about the case study is typical among propo-
nents of the natural science ideal within the social sciences. Yet even
researchers who are not normally associated with this ideal may be found
to have this viewpoint. According to Anthony Giddens, for example,

Research which is geared primarily to hermeneutic problems may be of generali-
zed importance in so far as it serves to elucidate the nature of agents’ knowledge-
ability, and thereby their reasons for action, across awide rangeof action-contexts.
Pieces of ethnographic research like . . . say, the traditional small-scale commu-
nity research of Weldwork anthropology – are not in themselves generalizing
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studies. But they can easily become such if carried out in some numbers, so that
judgements of their typicality can justiWably be made.15

It is correct that one can generalize in the ways Giddens mentions, and
that often this is both appropriate and valuable. But it would be incorrect
to assert that this is the only way to work, just as it is incorrect to conclude
that one cannot generalize from a single case. It depends upon the case
one is speaking of, and how it is chosen. This applies to the natural
sciences as well as to the study of human aVairs.16

For example, Galileo’s rejection of Aristotle’s law of gravity was not
based upon observations ‘‘across a wide range,’’ and the observations
were not ‘‘carried out in some numbers.’’ The rejection consisted primar-
ily of a conceptual experiment and later on of a practical one. These
experiments, with the beneWt of hindsight, are self-evident. Nevertheless,
Aristotle’s view of gravity dominated scientiWc inquiry for nearly two
thousand years before it was falsiWed.

In his experimental thinking, Galileo reasoned as follows: if two objects
with the same weight are released from the same height at the same time,
theywill hit the ground simultaneously, having fallen at the same speed. If
the two objects are then stuck together into one, this object will have
double the weight andwill according to theAristotelian view therefore fall
faster than the two individual objects. This conclusion operated in a
counter-intuitive way for Galileo. The only way to avoid the contradic-
tion was to eliminate weight as a determinant factor for acceleration in
free fall. And that was what Galileo did.

Historians of science continue to discuss whether Galileo actually
conducted the famous experiment from the leaning tower of Pisa, or
whether it is simply a myth. In any event, Galileo’s experimentalism did
not involve a large random sample of trials of objects falling from a wide
range of randomly selected heights under varying wind conditions, etc.,
as would be demanded by the thinking of the early Campbell and Gid-
dens. Rather, it was a matter of a single experiment, that is, a case study, if
any experiment was conducted at all.17

Galileo’s view continued to be subjected to doubt, however, and the
Aristotelian view was not Wnally rejected until half a century later, with
the invention of the air pump. The air pump made it possible to conduct
the ultimate experiment, known by every pupil, whereby a coin or a piece
of lead inside a vacuum tube falls with the same speed as a feather. After
this experiment, Aristotle’s view could be maintained no longer. What is
especially worth noting in our discussion, however, is that the matter was
settled by an individual case due to the clever choice of the extremes of
metal and feather. One might call it a critical case: for if Galileo’s thesis
held for these materials, it could be expected to be valid for all or a large
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range of materials. Random and large samples were at no time part of the
picture. Most creative scientists simply do not work this way with this
type of problem.

Carefully chosen experiments, cases, and experience were also critical
to the development of the physics of Newton, Einstein, and Bohr. In
correspondence with the Dreyfus model for human learning, Einstein
thus comments upon the physical laws he had discovered, ‘‘to these
elementary laws there leads no logical path, but only intuition, supported
by being sympathetically in touch with experience.’’18

The case study also occupied a central place in the works of Darwin,
Marx, and Freud. In social science, too, the strategic choice of case may
greatly add to the generalizability of a case study. In their classic study of
the ‘‘aZuent worker,’’ John Goldthorpe and his colleagues deliberately
looked for a case that was as favorable as possible to the thesis that the
working class, having reached middle-class status, was dissolving into a
society without class identity and related conXict.19 If the thesis could be
proved false in the favorable case, then it would most likely be false for
intermediate cases. Luton, a prosperous industrial center with companies
known for high wages and social stability – fertile ground for middle-class
identity – was selected as a case, and through intensive Weldwork the
researchers discovered that even here an autonomous working-class cul-
ture prevailed, lending general credence to the thesis of the persistence of
class identity. Below we will discuss more systematically this type of
strategic sampling.

As regards the relationship between case studies, large samples, and
discoveries, W. I. B. Beveridge observed immediately prior to the break-
through of the quantitative revolution in the social sciences: ‘‘more
discoveries have arisen from intense observation of very limited material
than from statistics applied to large groups.’’20 This does not mean that
the case study is always appropriate or relevant as a research method, or
that large random samples are without value. The choice of method
should clearly depend on the problem under study and its circumstances.

Finally, it should be mentioned that formal generalization, be it on the
basis of large samples or single cases, is considerably overrated as the
main source of scientiWc progress. Economist Mark Blaug – a self-de-
clared adherent to the hypothetico-deductive model of science – has
demonstrated that while economists may pay lip service to the hypo-
thetico-deductive model and to generalization, they rarely practice what
they preach in actual research.21 More generally, Thomas Kuhn has
shown that the most important precondition for science is that re-
searchers possess a wide range of practical skills for carrying out scientiWc
work. Generalization is just one of these. In Germanic languages, the
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term ‘‘science’’ (German: Wissenschaft, Danish: videnskab) means lit-
erally ‘‘to create knowledge.’’ And formal generalization is only one of
many ways by which people create and accumulate knowledge. That
knowledge cannot be formally generalized does not mean that it cannot
enter into the collective process of knowledge accumulation in a given
Weld or in a society. A purely descriptive, phenomenological case study
without any attempt to generalize can certainly be of value in this process
and has often helped cut a path toward scientiWc innovation.This is not to
criticize attempts at formal generalization, for such attempts are essential
and eVective means of scientiWc development. It is only to emphasize the
limitations which follow when formal generalization becomes the only
legitimate method of scientiWc inquiry.

The balanced view of the role of the case study in attempting to
generalize by testing hypotheses has been formulated by Harry Eckstein:

[C]omparative and case studies are alternative means to the end of testing theories,
choices between which must be largely governed by arbitrary or practical, rather than
logical, considerations . . . [I]t is impossible to take seriously the position that case
study is suspect because problem-prone and comparative study deserving of
beneWt of doubt because problem-free.22 (emphasis in original)

Eckstein here uses the term ‘‘theory’’ in its ‘‘hard’’ sense, that is, compris-
ing explanation and prediction. This makes Eckstein’s dismissal of the
view that case studies cannot be used for testing theories or for generali-
zation stronger thanmy own view,which is here restricted to the testing of
‘‘theory’’ in the ‘‘soft’’ sense, that is, testing propositions or hypotheses.
Eckstein shows that if predictive theories exist in social and political
science, then the case study could be used to test these theories just as well
as other methods.More recently, John Walton has similarly observed that
‘‘case studies are likely to produce the best theory.’’23 Eckstein observes,
however, the striking lack of genuine theories within his own Weld, politi-
cal science, but apparently fails to see why this is so:

Aiming at the disciplined application of theories to cases forces one to state
theories more rigorously than might otherwise be done – provided that the
application is truly ‘‘disciplined,’’ i.e., designed to show that valid theory compels
a particular case interpretation and rules out others. As already stated, this,
unfortunately, is rare (if it occurs at all) in political study. One reason is the lack of
compelling theories.24

Chapters three and four explain why there does not exist and probably
never will appear ‘‘compelling theories’’ in political science and the other
social sciences.

The case study is ideal for generalizing using the type of test which Karl
Popper called ‘‘falsiWcation.’’ FalsiWcation is one of the most rigorous
tests to which a scientiWc proposition can be subjected: if just one obser-
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vation does not Wt with the proposition it is considered not valid generally
and must therefore be either revised or rejected. Popper himself used the
now famous example of ‘‘all swans are white,’’ and proposed that just one
observation of a single black swan would falsify this proposition and in
this way have general signiWcance and stimulate further investigations
and theory-building. The case study is well suited to identifying ‘‘black
swans’’ because of its in-depth approach: what appears to be ‘‘white’’
often turns out on closer examination to be ‘‘black.’’

We will return to falsiWcation below in discussing the fourth misunder-
standing of case study research. For the present, however, we can correct
the second misunderstanding – that one cannot generalize on the basis of
a single case and that the case study cannot contribute to scientiWc
development – so that it now reads:

One can often generalize on the basis of a single case, and the case studymay be central to
scientiWc development via generalization as supplement or alternative to other methods.
But formal generalization is overvalued as a source of scientiWc development, whereas
‘‘the power of the good example’’ is underestimated.

The third misunderstanding about the case study is that the case method
is claimed to be most useful for generating hypotheses in the Wrst steps of
a total research process, while hypothesis testing and theory building is
best carried out by other methods later in the process. This misunder-
standing derives from the previous misunderstanding that one cannot
generalize on the basis of individual cases. And since this misunderstand-
ing has been revised as above, we can correct our third misunderstanding
as follows:

The case study is useful for both generating and testing of hypotheses but is not limited to
these research activities alone.

Eckstein – contravening the conventionalwisdom in this area – goes so far
as to argue that case studies are better for testing hypotheses than for
producing them. Case studies, Eckstein asserts, ‘‘are valuable at all stages
of the theory-building process, but most valuable at that stage of theory-
building where least value is generally attached to them: the stage at
which candidate theories are tested.’’25

Cases and ‘‘casing’’

The ‘‘generalizability’’ of case studies can be increased by strategic selec-
tion of critical cases. What constitutes a critical case? And how do we
identify such cases?26

When the objective is to achieve the greatest possible amount of infor-
mation on a given problem or phenomenon, a representative case or a
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random sample may not be the most appropriate strategy. This is be-
cause the typical or average case is often not the richest in information.
Atypical or extreme cases often reveal more information because they
activate more actors and more basic mechanisms in the situation studied.
In addition, from both an understanding-oriented and an action-
oriented perspective, it is often more important to clarify the deeper
causes behind a given problem and its consequences than to describe the
symptoms of the problem and how frequently they occur. Random
samples emphasizing representativeness will seldom be able to produce
this kind of insight; it is more appropriate to select a few cases chosen for
their validity.27

Table 6.1 summarizes various forms of sampling. The extreme cases can
be well suited for getting a point across in an especially dramatic way,
which often occurs for well-known case studies such as Freud’s ‘‘Wolf-
Man’’ and Foucault’s ‘‘Panopticon.’’ In contrast, a critical case can be
deWned as having strategic importance in relation to the general problem.
For example, an occupational medicine clinic wanted to investigate
whether people working with organic solvents suVered brain damage.
Instead of choosing a representative sample among all those enterprises in
the clinic’s area who used organic solvents, the clinic strategically located
a single workplace where all safety regulations on cleanliness, air quality,
etc., had been fulWlled. This model enterprise became a critical case: if
brain damage related to organic solvents could be found at this particular
facility, then it was likely that the same problem would exist at other
enterprises which were less careful with safety regulations for organic
solvents.28 Via this type of strategic choice, one can save both time and
money in researching a given problem.

Another example of critical case selection is the above-mentioned
strategic selection of lead and feather for the test of whether diVerent
objects fall with equal velocity. The selection of materials provided the
possibility of formulating a generalization characteristic of critical cases, a
generalization of the sort ‘‘if it is valid for this case, it is valid for all (or
many) cases.’’ In its negative form, the generalization would be ‘‘if it is
not valid for this case, then it is not valid for any (or only few) cases.’’

How does one identify critical cases? This question is more diYcult to
answer than the question of what constitutes a critical case. Locating a
critical case requires experience, and no universal methodological prin-
ciples exist by which one can with certainty identify a critical case. The
only general advice that can be given is that when looking for critical
cases, it is a good idea to look for either ‘‘most likely’’ or ‘‘least likely’’
cases, that is, cases which are likely either clearly to conWrm or irrefutably
to falsify propositions and hypotheses.
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Table 6.1. Strategies for the selection of samples and cases

Type of selection Purpose

A. Random selection To avoid systematic biases in the sample.
The sample’s size is decisive for
generalization.

1. Random sample To achieve a representative sample which
allows for generalization for the entire
population.

2. StratiWed sample To generalize for specially selected
subgroups within the population.

B. Information-oriented selection To maximize the utility of information
from small samples and single cases. Cases
are selected on the basis of expectations
about their information content.

1. Extreme/deviant cases To obtain information on unusual cases,
which can be especially problematic or
especially good in a more closely deWned
sense.

2. Maximum variation cases To obtain information about the
signiWcance of various circumstances for
case process and outcome; e.g., three to
four cases which are very diVerent on one
dimension: size, form of organization,
location, budget, etc.

3. Critical cases To achieve information which permits
logical deductions of the type, ‘‘if this is
(not) valid for this case, then it applies to
all (no) cases.’’

4. Paradigmatic cases To develop a metaphor or establish a
school for the domain which the case
concerns.

A classic example of a ‘‘least likely’’ case is Robert Michels’s study of
oligarchy in organizations.29 By choosing a horizontally structured grass-
roots organization with strong democratic ideals – that is, a type of
organization with an especially low probability of being oligarchical –
Michels could test the universality of the oligarchy thesis; that is, ‘‘if this
organization is oligarchic, so are most others.’’ A corresponding classic
example of a ‘‘most likely’’ case is W. F. Whyte’s study of a Boston slum
neighborhood, which according to existing theory should have exhibited
social disorganization, but in fact showed quite the opposite.30

Cases of the ‘‘most likely’’ type are especially well suited to falsiWcation
of propositions, while ‘‘least likely’’ cases are most appropriate to tests
of veriWcation. It should be remarked that a most likely case for one
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proposition is the least likely for its negation. For example, Whyte’s slum
neighborhood could be seen as a least likely case for a hypothesis concern-
ing the universality of social organization. Hence, the identiWcation of a
case as most or least likely is linked to the design of the study, as well as to
the speciWc properties of the actual case.

A Wnal strategy for the selection of cases is choice of the paradigmatic
case. Thomas Kuhn has shown that the basic skills, or background
practices, of natural scientists are organized in terms of ‘‘exemplars’’ the
role of which can be studied by historians of science. Similarly, scholars
like CliVord Geertz and Michel Foucault have often organized their
research around speciWc cultural paradigms: a paradigm for Geertz lay,
for instance, in the ‘‘deep play’’ of the Balinese cockWght, while for
Foucault, European prisons and the ‘‘Panopticon’’ are examples. Both
instances are examples of paradigmatic cases, that is, cases that highlight
more general characteristics of the societies in question. Kuhn has shown
that scientiWc paradigms cannot be expressed as rules or theories. There
exists no predictive theory for how predictive theory comes about. A
scientiWc activity is acknowledged or rejected as good science by how
close it is to one or more exemplars; that is, practical prototypes of good
scientiWc work. A paradigmatic case of how scientists do science is pre-
cisely such a prototype. It operates as a metaphor and may function as a
focal point for the founding of schools of thought.

As with the critical case, we may ask, ‘‘How does one identify a
paradigmatic case?’’ How does one determine whether a given case has
metaphorical and prototypical value? These questions are even more
diYcult to answer than for the critical case, precisely because the paradig-
matic case transcends any sort of rule-based criteria. No standard exists
for the paradigmatic case because it sets the standard. Hubert and Stuart
Dreyfus see paradigmatic cases and case studies as central to human
learning.31 In an interview with Hubert Dreyfus, I therefore asked what
constitutes a paradigmatic case and how it can be identiWed. Dreyfus
replied:

Heidegger says, you recognize a paradigm case because it shines, but I’m afraid
that is not much help. You just have to be intuitive. We all can tell what is a better
or worse case – of a Cézanne painting, for instance. But I can’t think there could
be any rules for deciding what makes Cézanne a paradigmatic modern painter . . .
[I]t is a big problem in a democratic society where people are supposed to justify
what their intuitions are. In fact, nobody really can justify what their intuition is.
So you have to make up reasons, but it won’t be the real reasons.32

That we have to ‘‘make up reasons’’ to justify intuitive choices is not
necessarily a problem. Such justiWcation need not be illegitimate rational-
ization since it can be the ex-post test of whether individual intuitive
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reasons are also generally valid and collectively acceptable. This is one
reason why it is usually insuYcient to justify an application for research
funds by stating that one’s intuition says that a particular piece of research
should be carried out. A research council ideally operates as society’s test
of whether the researcher can provide collectively acceptable reasons for
the researcher’s intuitive choice, even though intuition may be the real
reason why the researcher wants to execute the project.

It is not possible consistently, or even frequently, to determine in
advance whether or not a given case is paradigmatic. Besides the strategic
choice of case, the execution of the case study will certainly play a role, as
will the reaction to the study by the research community, the group
studied and, possibly, a broader public. The value of the case study will
depend on the validity claims which researchers can place on their study,
and the status these claims obtain in dialogue with other validity claims in
the discourse to which the study is a contribution, both in the scientiWc
discipline concerned and, possibly, in the public sphere. Like other good
craftsmen, all that researchers can do is use their experience and intuition
to assess whether they believe a given case is interesting in a paradigmatic
context, and whether they can provide collectively acceptable reasons for
the choice of case.

Finally, concerning considerations of strategy in the choice of cases, it
should be mentioned that the various strategies of selection are not
necessarilymutually exclusive. For example, a case can be simultaneously
extreme, critical, and paradigmatic. The interpretation of such a case can
provide a unique wealth of information, because one obtains various
perspectives and conclusions on the case according to whether it is viewed
and interpreted as one or another type of case.

Bias toward veriWcation or falsiWcation?

The fourth of the Wve misunderstandings about the case study is that the
method maintains a bias toward veriWcation, understood as a tendency to
conWrm the researcher’s preconceived notions, so that the study therefore
becomes of doubtful scientiWc value. Jared Diamond, for example, holds
this view. He observes that the case study suVers from what he calls a
‘‘crippling drawback,’’ because it does not apply ‘‘scientiWc methods,’’ by
which Diamond understands methods useful for ‘‘curbing one’s tenden-
cies to stamp one’s pre-existing interpretations on data as they accumu-
late.’’33

Francis Bacon saw this bias toward veriWcation, not simply as a phe-
nomenon related to the case study in particular, but as a fundamental
human characteristic:
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The human understanding from its peculiar nature, easily supposes a greater
degree of order and equality in things than it really Wnds. When any proposition
has been laid down, the human understanding forces everything else to add fresh
support and conWrmation. It is the peculiar and perpetual error of the human
understanding to be more moved and excited by aYrmatives than negatives.34

Bacon certainly touches upon a fundamental problem here, a problem
which all researchers must deal with in some way. Charles Darwin, in his
autobiography, describes the method he developed in order to avoid the
bias toward veriWcation:

I had . . . during many years followed a golden rule, namely, that whenever a
published fact, a new observation or thought came across me, which was opposed
to my general results, to make a memorandum of it without fail and at once; for I
had found by experience that such facts and thoughts were far more apt to escape
from the memory than favorable ones. Owing to this habit, very few objections
were raised against my views, which I had not at least noticed and attempted to
answer.35

The bias toward veriWcation is general, but the alleged deWciency of the
case study and other qualitative methods is that they ostensibly allow
more room for the researcher’s subjective and arbitrary judgment than
other methods: they are often seen as less rigorous than are quantitative,
hypothetico-deductive methods. Even if such criticism is useful, because
it sensitizes us to an important issue, experienced case researchers cannot
help but see the critique as demonstrating a lack of knowledge of what is
involved in case study research. Donald Campbell and others have shown
that the critique is fallacious, because the case study has its own rigor,
diVerent to be sure, but no less strict than the rigor of quantitative
methods. The advantage of the case study is that it can ‘‘close in’’ on
real-life situations and test views directly in relation to phenomena as they
unfold in practice. According to Campbell, Charles Ragin, CliVord
Geertz, Michel Wieviorka, and others, researchers who have conducted
intensive, in-depth case studies typically report that their preconceived
views, assumptions, concepts and hypotheses were wrong and that the
case material has forced them to revise their hypotheses on essential
points. This is my own experience as well.36 Ragin calls this a ‘‘special
feature of small-N research,’’ and goes on to explain that criticizing
single-case studies for being inferior tomultiple-case studies is misguided,
since even single-case studies ‘‘are multiple in most research eVorts
because ideas and evidence may be linked in many diVerent ways.’’37

Geertz says about the Weldwork involved in most in-depth case studies
that ‘‘The Field’’ itself is a ‘‘powerful disciplinary force: assertive, de-
manding, even coercive.’’ Like any such force, it can be underestimated,
but it cannot be evaded. ‘‘It is too insistent for that,’’ says Geertz.38 That
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we are speaking of a general phenomenon can be seen by simply examin-
ing case studies.39 Campbell discusses the causes of this phenomenon in
the following passage:
In a case study done by an alert social scientist who has thorough local acquaint-
ance, the theory he uses to explain the focal diVerence also generates prediction or
expectations on dozens of other aspects of the culture, and he does not retain the
theory unless most of these are also conWrmed . . . Experiences of social scientists
conWrm this. Even in a single qualitative case study, the conscientious social
scientist often Wnds no explanation that seems satisfactory. Such an outcome
would be impossible if the caricature of the single case study as presented . . . were
correct – there would instead be a surfeit of subjectively compelling explana-
tions.40

According to the experiences cited above, it is falsiWcation and not
veriWcation, which characterizes the case study. Moreover, the question
of subjectivism and bias toward veriWcation applies to all methods, not
just to the case study and other qualitative methods. For example, the
element of arbitrary subjectivism will be signiWcant in the choice of
categories and variables for a quantitative or structural investigation; e.g.,
a structured questionnaire to be used across a large sample of cases. And
the probability is high (1) that this subjectivism survives without being
thoroughly corrected during the study and (2) that it may aVect the
results, quite simply because the quantitative/structural researcher does
not get as close to those under study as does the case study researcher.
According to Ragin:
this feature explains why small-N qualitative research is most often at the fore-
front of theoretical development. WhenN’s are large, there are few opportunities
for revising a casing [that is, the delimitation of a case]. At the start of the analysis,
cases are decomposed into variables, and almost the entire dialogue of ideas and
evidence occurs through variables.One implication of this discussion is that to the
extent that large-N research can be sensitized to the diversity and potential
heterogeneity of the cases included in an analysis, large-N research may play a
more important part in the advancement of social science theory.41

Here, too, this diVerence between large samples and single cases can be
understood in terms of the model for human learning. If one thus as-
sumes that the goal of the researcher’s work is to understand and learn
about the phenomena being studied, then research is simply a form of
learning. If one assumes that research, like other learning processes, can
be described by the model for human learning, it then becomes clear that
the most advanced form of understanding is achieved when researchers
place themselves within the context being studied. Only in this way can
researchers understand the viewpoints and the behavior which charac-
terize social actors. Relevant to this point, Anthony Giddens states that
valid descriptions of social activities presume that researchers possess
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those skills necessary to participate in the activities described:

I have accepted that it is right to say that the condition of generating descriptions
of social activity is being able in principle to participate in it. It involves ‘‘mutual
knowledge,’’ shared by observer and participants whose action constitutes and
reconstitutes the social world.42

From this point of view, the proximity to reality which the case study
entails and the learning process which it generates for the researcher will
often constitute a prerequisite for advanced understanding. In this con-
text, one begins to understand Beveridge’s conclusion that there are more
discoveries stemming from the type of intense observation made possible
by the case study than from statistics applied to large groups. With the
point of departure in the learning process, we understand why the re-
searcher who conducts a case study often ends up by casting oV precon-
ceived notions and theories. Such activity is quite simply a central el-
ement in learning and in the achievement of new insight. More simple
forms of understanding must yield to more complex ones as one moves
from novice to expert.

On this basis, the fourth misunderstanding – that the case study should
contain a bias toward veriWcation, understood as a tendency to conWrm
the researcher’s preconceived ideas – is revised as follows:

The case study contains no greater bias toward veriWcation of the researcher’s precon-
ceived notions than other methods of inquiry. On the contrary, experience indicates that
the case study contains a greater bias toward falsiWcation of preconceived notions than
toward veriWcation.

The irreducible quality of good case narratives

Case studies often contain a substantial element of narrative. Good
narratives typically approach the complexities and contradictions of real
life. Accordingly, such narratives may be diYcult or impossible to sum-
marize in neat scientiWc formulae, general propositions, and theories.43

This tends to be seen as a drawback by critics of the case study. To the
researcher practicing phronesis, however, a particularly ‘‘thick’’ and hard-
to-summarize narrative is not necessarily a problem. Rather, it may be a
sign that the study has uncovered a particularly rich problematic. The
question, therefore, is whether the summarizing and generalization,
which the critics see as an ideal, is always desirable. Nietzsche is clear in
his answer to this question. ‘‘Above all,’’ he says about doing science,
‘‘one should not wish to divest existence of its rich ambiguity’’ (emphasis
in original).44

Let us again examine the case study in relation to the model for human
learning. Knowledge at the beginner’s level consists precisely in the
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reduced formulas which characterize theories, while true expertise is
based on intimate experience with thousands of individual cases and on
the ability to discriminate between situations, with all their nuances of
diVerence, without distilling them into formulas or standard cases. The
problem is analogous to the inability of heuristic, computer-based expert
systems to approach the level of virtuoso human experts, even when the
systems are compared with the experts who have conceived the rules
upon which these systems operate (see chapter two). This is because the
experts do not use rules but operate on the basis of detailed case-experi-
ence. This is real expertise. The rules for expert systems are formulated
only because the systems require it; rules are characteristic of expert
systems, but not of real human experts.

In the same way, one might say that the rule formulation which takes
place when researchers summarize their work into theories is characteris-
tic of the culture of research, of researchers, and of theoretical activity,
but such rules are not necessarily part of the studied reality constituted by
what Bourdieu has called ‘‘virtuoso social actors.’’45 Something essential
may be lost by this summarizing – the possibility to understand virtuoso
social acting, which, as Bourdieu has shown, cannot be distilled into
theoretical formulae – and it is precisely their fear of losing this ‘‘some-
thing’’ which makes case researchers cautious about summarizing their
studies.Case researchers thus tend to be skeptical about erasing phenom-
enological detail in favor of conceptual closure.

Ludwig Wittgenstein shared this skepticism in doing philosophy. He
used the following metaphor in describing his use of the case study
approach in philosophy:

In teaching you philosophy I’m like a guide showing you how to Wnd your way
round London. I have to take you through the city from north to south, from east
to west, from Euston to the embankment and from Piccadilly to the Marble Arch.
After I have taken youmany journeys through the city, in all sorts of directions,we
shall have passed through any given street a number of times – each time
traversing the street as part of a diVerent journey. At the end of this you will know
London; you will be able to Wnd your way about like a born Londoner. Of course,
a good guide will take you through the more important streets more often than he
takes you down side streets; a bad guide will do the opposite. In philosophy I’m a
rather bad guide.46

This approach implies exploring phenomena Wrsthand instead of reading
maps of them. Actual practices are studied before their rules, and one is
not satisWed by learning only about those parts of practices that are open
to public scrutiny; what Erving GoVman calls the ‘‘backstage’’ of social
phenomena must be investigated, too, like the side streets which Witt-
genstein talks about.47 In order to stay close to the complexities and
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contradictions of existence, case researchers practicing phronesis demur
from the role of omniscient narrator and summarizer in favor of gradually
allowing the case narrative to unfold from the diverse, complex, and
sometimes conXicting stories that people, documents, and other evidence
tell them. This approach leaves ample scope for readers to make diVerent
interpretations and to draw diverse conclusions. Thus, in addition to the
voice of case actors and case narrators, there is space for the voice of the
reader in deciding the meaning of a given case and in answering that
categorical question of any case study: ‘‘What is this case a case of?’’ Case
researchers practicing phronesis encourage readers to occupy that space.

For readers who stick from beginning to endwith the minutiae of a case
narrative told in this manner the payback is likely to be an awareness of
the issues under study that cannot be obtained from ‘‘maps,’’ that is,
summaries, concepts, or theoretical formulas. Achieving such awareness
is central to developing judgment and expertise in social and political
aVairs, and in doing research into such aVairs. With respect to interven-
tion in social and political aVairs, Andrew Abbott has rightly observed
that a social science expressed in terms of typical case narratives would
provide ‘‘far better access for policy intervention than the present social
science of variables.’’48 The sociolinguist William Labov writes that when
a good narrative is over ‘‘it should be unthinkable for a bystander to say,
‘So what?’’’49 Every good narrator is continually warding oV this ques-
tion. A narrative that lacks a moral that can be independently and brieXy
stated, is not necessarily pointless. And a narrative is not successful just
because it allows a brief moral. A successful narrative does not allow the
question to be raised at all. The narrative has already supplied the answer
before the question is asked. The narrative itself is the answer.50

A reformulation of the Wfth misunderstanding, which states that it is
often diYcult to summarize speciWc case studies in general propositions
and theories, thus reads as follows:
It is correct that summarizing case studies is often diYcult, especially as concerns process.
It is less correct as regards outcomes. The problems in summarizing case studies, however,
are due more often to the properties of the reality studied than to the case study as a
researchmethod. Often it is not desirable to summarize and generalize case studies. Good
studies should be read in their entirety.

It must again be emphasized that despite the diYculty or undesirability in
summarizing case studies, the case study method in general can certainly
contribute to the cumulative development of knowledge; for example, in
using the principles to test propositions described above under the second
and third misunderstandings.

In summarizing this chapter, let me reiterate that the evaluation of the
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case study as a research method and the revision of the Wve misunder-
standings described above should not be interpreted as a rejection of
research which focuses on large random samples or entire populations;
for example, questionnaire surveys. This type of research is essential for
the development of social science; for example, in understanding the
degree to which certain phenomena are present in a given group or how
they vary across cases. The advantage of large samples is breadth, while
their problem is one of depth. For the case study, the situation is the
reverse. Both approaches are necessary for a sound development of social
science.

This being said, it should nevertheless be added that the balance
between case studies and large samples is currently biased in favor of the
latter in social science, so biased that it puts case studies at a disadvantage
within most disciplines. In this connection, it is worth repeating the
insight that a discipline without a large number of thoroughly executed
case studies is a discipline without systematic production of exemplars,
and that a discipline without exemplars is an ineVective one. In social
science, especially in those branches which Wnd themselves to be weak,
more good case studies could help remedy this situation.
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7 The signiWcance of conXict and power to
social science

The fundamental concept in social science is Power, in the same sense in
which Energy is the fundamental concept in physics.

Bertrand Russell

This chapter expands onRichardBernstein’s observation that no concep-
tion of phronesis can be adequate today unless it confronts the analysis of
power. In addition it considers the question of why power is important to
contemporary social science. The chapter achieves this by analyzing how
Michel Foucault and Jürgen Habermas each deal with issues of power in
their thinking. In the following chapter, we then tease out the implica-
tions of Foucault’s power analytics for a phronesis–power approach to the
study of social and political phenomena.

The works of Habermas and Foucault highlight an essential tension in
thinking about power. This is the tension between consensus and con-
Xict. With a point of departure in Kant, Habermas is the philosopher of
Moralität (morality) based on consensus. Foucault, following Nietzsche,
is the philosopher of wirkliche Historie (real history) told in terms of
conXict and power. This chapter presents a comparative analysis of the
central ideas of Habermas and Foucault as they pertain to the issue of
power. We will ask whether solutions to problems of power are best
understood in terms of consensus, or whether conXict is a more suitable
frame of reference. To answer this question we need to understand the
ideas behind the ‘‘discourse ethics’’ of Habermas and the ‘‘power analy-
tics’’ and ethics of Foucault, contrasting the two and evaluating their
merit for people interested in understanding power and its role in social
and political change.

It should be emphasized at the outset that the juxtaposition of Haber-
mas and Foucault is not an attempt to combine two intellectual traditions
artiWcially. Habermas and Foucault are so profoundly diVerent that it
would be futile to envision any sort of theoretical or metatheoretical
perspective within which these diVerences could be integrated into a
common framework. Yet Habermas and Foucault are not simply oppo-
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sites of each other; they are each other’s shadows in their eVorts to both
understand and limit rationalization and the misuse of power. It is just
such limitation, which both thinkers see as among the most important
tasks of our time.

To be absolutely modern

‘‘With Kant, the modern age is inaugurated,’’ says Habermas, who cites
the importance of Kant’s attempt to develop a universal rational founda-
tion for democratic institutions.1 Habermas agrees with Kant as to the
need to develop such a foundation for democracy and its institutions, but
he points out that Kant failed to achieve his goal. According to Habermas,
this was because Kant’s thinking was based upon a subject-centered
rationality.2 Moreover, Habermas points out that the later philosophers,
from Hegel and Marx to contemporary thinkers, have also been unable to
develop the much sought-after rational and universal foundation for such
social institutions. According to Habermas, this is because they have all
worked within the tradition of ‘‘the philosophy of the subject.’’3

Most contemporary philosophers and social scientists have accepted
the consequences of more than two millennia of failed attempts to estab-
lish a universal constitution of philosophy, social science, and social
organization, having concluded that such a foundation does not seem
feasible. Not Habermas, however, who thinks that his own work can
provide this constitution, and that the consequences of abandoning it are
unacceptable. Without a universally constituted philosophy, science, and
democracy, says Habermas, the result would be contextualism, relativ-
ism, and nihilism; all of which Habermas sees as dangerous.

According to Habermas, the problem with Kant and with subsequent
thinkers on modernity is not that they were mistaken in their goal of
constituting society rationally, but that they had the wrong ideas of how
to achieve the goal. For Habermas, the path toward a rational constitu-
tion and the establishment of a bulwark against power and relativism is a
reorientation from earlier philosophers’ focus on subjectivity, within
which Habermas classiWes both Hegel’s ‘‘world spirit’’ and Marx’s
‘‘working class,’’ to a focus on intersubjectivity. And Habermas’s own
work, particularly his theory of communicative action and discourse
ethics (Diskursetik), is located in the intersubjective approach to the
problematic of modernity.4

The goal of Habermas’s theory of communicative action is that of
‘‘clarifying the presuppositions of the rationality of processes of reaching
understanding, which may be presumed to be universal because they are
unavoidable.’’5 In his Philosophical Discourse of Modernity, Habermas
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develops his intersubjective approach to power and modernity using the
concept of ‘‘communicative rationality.’’6

This communicative rationality recalls older ideas of logos, inasmuch as it brings
along with it the connotations of a noncoercively unifying, consensus-building
force of a discourse in which the participants overcome their at Wrst subjectively
biased views in favor of a rationally motivated agreement.7

Although Habermas sees communicative rationality as being threatened
by actual modern society, he nevertheless argues that the core of com-
municative rationality, ‘‘the unconstrained, unifying, consensus-bringing
force of argumentative speech,’’ is a ‘‘central experience’’ in the life of a
human being.8 According to Habermas, this central experience is in-
herent in human social life: ‘‘Communicative reason is directly im-
plicated in social life processes insofar as acts of mutual understanding
take on the role of a mechanism for coordinating action.’’9 Habermas
leaves no doubt that by ‘‘inherent’’ he means universally inherent. The
universality derives from the fact that for Habermas human social life
is based upon processes for establishing reciprocal understanding.
These processes are assumed to be ‘‘universal because they are unavoid-
able.’’10 In an earlier formulation, Habermas states this view even more
clearly:
In action oriented to reaching understanding, validity claims are ‘‘always already’’
implicitly raised. These universal claims . . . are set in the general structures of
possible communication. In these validity claims communication theory can
locate a gentle, but obstinate, a never silent although seldom redeemed claim to
reason, a claim that must be recognized de facto whenever and wherever there is
to be consensual action.11

The consequence, for Habermas, is that human beings are deWned as
democratic beings, as homo democraticus.

As for the validity claims, Habermas explains that validity is deWned as
consensus without force: ‘‘a contested norm cannot meet with the con-
sent of the participants in a practical discourse unless . . . all aVected can
freely [zwanglos] accept the consequences and the side eVects that the
general observance of a controversial norm can be expected to have for the
satisfaction of the interests of each individual’’ (italics in original).12 This
principle of validity, Habermas calls ‘‘(U),’’ the ‘‘universalization prin-
ciple’’ of discourse ethics.13 Similarly, in a key passage on truth, Haber-
mas states: ‘‘Argumentation insures that all concerned in principle take
part, freely and equally, in a cooperative search for truth, where nothing
coerces anyone except the force of the better argument.’’14 The only
form of power which is active in the ideal speech situation and in
communicative rationality is thus this ‘‘force of the better argument,’’
which consequently obtains a critical place in Habermas’s work.
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Validity and truth are ensured where the participants in a given
discourse respect Wve key processual requirements of discourse ethics:

(1) no party aVected by what is being discussed should be excluded from
the discourse (the requirement of generality);

(2) all participants should have equal possibility to present and criticize
validity claims in the process of discourse (autonomy);

(3) participants must be willing and able to empathize with each other’s
validity claims (ideal role taking);

(4) existing power diVerences between participants must be neutralized
such that these diVerences have no eVect on the creation of consen-
sus (power neutrality); and

(5) participantsmust openly explain their goals and intentions and in this
connection desist from strategic action (transparence).15

Finally, given the implications of the Wrst Wve requirements, we could add
a sixth: unlimited time.

In a society following this model, power and citizenship would be
deWned in terms of taking part in public debate. Participation is discursive
participation. And participation is detached participation, inasmuch as
communicative rationality requires ideal role taking, power neutrality,
etc. Habermas’s model, that is, discourse ethics, should not be confused
with contingent types of bargaining or with models of strategically negoti-
ated compromises among conXicting particular interests. What is missing
in strategic pursuits and rational-choicemodels is the recourse to ultimate
normative justiWcation that Habermas claims to give us.16 Empirically,
Habermas sees the new social movements as agents of communicative
rationality and of change in the public sphere.

Habermas’s deWnitions of discourse ethics, communicative rationality,
and power make it clear that we are talking about procedural as opposed
to substantive rationality: ‘‘Discourse ethics does not set up substantive
orientations. Instead it establishes a procedure based on presuppositions
and designed to guarantee the impartiality of the process of judging.’’17

Habermas is a universalistic, ‘‘top-down’’ moralist as concerns process:
the rules for correct process are normatively given in advance, in the form
of the requirements for the ideal speech situation. Conversely, as regards
content, Habermas is a ‘‘bottom-up’’ situationalist: what is right and true
in a given communicative process is determined solely by the participants
in that process.

As a consequence, the study of processes for dealing with power by
establishing consensus, and the validity claims on which the processes are
built, stand at the center of Habermas’s work. Habermas’s view of power
and democratic process is directly linked to judicial institutionalization.
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‘‘I wish to conceive of the democratic procedure as the legal institutional-
ization of those forms of communication necessary for rational political
will formation,’’ Habermas says.18 On the relationship between law and
power in this process, Habermas states that ‘‘authorization of power by law
and the sanctioning of law by powermust both occur uno acto’’ (emphasis in
original).19 Habermas thus makes it clear that he operates within a per-
spective of law and sovereignty in his understanding of power. As we will
see below, this is a perspective, which contrasts with Foucault, who Wnds
this conception of power ‘‘by no means adequate.’’20 Foucault says about
his own ‘‘analytics of power’’ that it ‘‘can be constituted only if it frees
itself completely from [this] representation of power that I would term . . .
‘juridico-discursive’ . . . a certain image of power-law, of power-sover-
eignty.’’21 It is in this connection that Foucault made his famous argu-
ment to ‘‘cut oV the head of the king’’ in social and political analysis and
replace it by a decentered understanding of power.22 For Foucault,
Habermas still has the head of the king very much on, in the sense that
sovereignty is a prerequisite for the regulation of power by law.

Habermas is substantially more optimistic and uncritical about mo-
dernity than both Max Weber and members of the Frankfurt School,
such as Max Horkheimer and Theodor Adorno. Habermas’s main
‘‘methods of progress,’’ for instance for curbing power, are the writing of
constitutions and institutional and legal development, which thereby
become central elements in, and endpoints for, Habermas’s project. It is
hard to overemphasize the importance of this point. Habermas quite
simply sees constitutions as the main device for uniting citizens and
regulating power in a pluralist society:

What unites the citizens of a society shaped by social, cultural, and philosophical
[weltanschaulich] pluralism are Wrst of all the abstract principles of an artiWcial
republican order, created through the medium of law.23

If Habermas is right about the importance of constitution writing and
institutional reforms, the prospects look good indeed for regulating power
and changing government in a more democratic direction by means of
discourse ethics and the theory of communicative rationality. The prob-
lem, however, as pointed out by Robert Putnam, is that ‘‘[t]wo centuries
of constitution-writing around the worldwarn us . . . that designers of new
institutions are often writing on water . . . That institutional reforms alter
behavior is an hypothesis, not an axiom.’’24 The problem with Habermas
is that he has the axiom and the hypothesis reversed: he takes for granted
that which should be subjected to empirical and historical test.

The basic weakness of Habermas’s project is its lack of agreement
between ideal and reality, between intentions and their implementation.
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This incongruity pervades both the most general as well as the most
concrete phenomena of modernity, and it is rooted in an insuYcient
conception of power. Habermas himself observes that discourse cannot
by itself ensure that the conditions for discourse ethics and democracy are
met.25 But discourse about discourse ethics is all Habermas has to oVer.
This is the fundamental political dilemma in Habermas’s thinking: he
describes to us the utopia of communicative rationality but not how to get
closer to it. Habermas himself mentions lack of ‘‘crucial institutions,’’
lack of ‘‘crucial socialization’’ and ‘‘poverty, abuse, and degradation’’ as
barriers to discursive decision-making.26 But he has little to say about the
relations of power that create these barriers and how power may be
changed in order to begin the kinds of institutional and educational
change, improvements in welfare, and enforcement of basic human rights
that could help lower the barriers. In short, Habermas lacks the kind of
concrete understanding of relations of power, which is needed for politi-
cal change.

With his characteristically comprehensive approach, Habermas lets us
know that his theory of communicative action opens him to criticism as
an idealist: ‘‘It is not so simple to counter the suspicion that with the
concept of action oriented to validity claims, the idealism of a pure,
nonsituated reason slips in again.’’27 I will argue here that not only is it
diYcult to counter this suspicion, it is impossible. And this impossibility
constitutes a fundamental problem in Habermas’s work.

‘‘There is a point in every philosophy,’’ writes Nietzsche, ‘‘when the
philosopher’s conviction appears on the stage.’’28 For Habermas that
point is the foundation of his ideal speech situation and universal validity
claims upon a Kirkegaardian ‘‘leap of faith.’’29 Habermas, as mentioned,
states that consensus seeking and freedom from domination are univer-
sally inherent as forces in human conversation, and he emphasizes these
particular aspects. Other important philosophers and social thinkers have
tended to emphasize the exact opposite. Machiavelli, whom Bernard
Crick and others have called a ‘‘most worthy humanist’’ and ‘‘distinctly
modern,’’ and whom, like Habermas, is concerned with ‘‘the business of
good government,’’30 states: ‘‘One can make this generalization about
men: they are ungrateful,Wckle, liars, and deceivers.’’31 Less radically, but
still in contrast to Habermas, are statements by Nietzsche, Foucault,
Derrida, and many others that communication is at all times already
penetrated by power. ‘‘Power is always present,’’ says Foucault.32 It is
therefore meaningless, according to these thinkers, to operate with a
concept of communication in which power is absent. This holds for
empirical studies, but also for normative ones, and no degree of Haber-
masian ‘‘reconstruction’’ is likely to change this state of aVairs.
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For students of power, communication is more typically characterized
by rhetoric and maintenance of interests than by freedom from domina-
tion and consensus seeking. In rhetoric, ‘‘validity’’ is established via the
mode of communication – for example, eloquence, hidden control,
rationalization, charisma, and using dependency relations between par-
ticipants – rather than through rational arguments concerning the matter
at hand. Seen from this perspective Habermas seems overly naive and
idealistic when he contrasts ‘‘successful’’ with ‘‘distorted’’ utterance in
human conversation, because success in rhetoric is associated precisely
with distortion.33

Whether the communicative or the rhetorical position is ‘‘correct’’ is
not important here. What is decisive, rather, is that a nonidealistic point
of departuremust take account of the fact that both positions are possible,
and even simultaneously possible. In an empirical–scientiWc context,
which Habermas elsewhere says should be the touchstone of philosophy,
the question of communicative rationality versus rhetoric must therefore
remain open. The question must be settled by concrete examination of
the case at hand. The researcher must ask how communication takes
place, and how power operates. Is communication characterized by con-
sensus seeking and absence of power? Or is communication the exercise
of power and rhetoric? How do consensus seeking and rhetoric, freedom
from domination and the exercise of power, eventually come together in
individual acts of communication?

The basic question being raised here is whether one can meaningfully
distinguish rationality and power from each other in communication, as
does Habermas. To assume an answer to this question a priori is just as
invalid as presuming that one can ultimately answer the biblical question
of whether humans are basically good or basically evil.34 And to assume
either position ex ante, to universalize it, and build a theory upon it, as
Habermas does, makes for problematic philosophy and speculative social
science.35 This is one reason we have to be cautious when using the theory
of communicative rationality to understand and act in relation to power
and democracy.

Constituting rationality and democracy on a leap of faith is hardly
sustainable. Habermas here seems to forget his own axiom that philo-
sophical questions ought to be subject to empirical veriWcation. And it is
precisely in this sense that Habermas must be seen as utopian. Richard
Rorty does not use these exact words, but it is nevertheless the same
issues which impel Rorty to criticize communicative rationality for having
religious status in Habermas’s thinking, and for being ‘‘a healing and
unifying power which will do the work once done by God.’’36 As Rorty
says, ‘‘We no longer need [that].’’37

There may be a substantial element of truth in the beneWts of constitu-
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tion writing à la Habermas. And Habermas’s home country, Germany,
clearly needed new constitutional principles after World War II, a fact
that seems to have been formative for Habermas’s thinking.38 But Haber-
mas relies on something as weak asVerfassungspatriotismus (constitutional
patriotism) as the main means to have constitutional principles take root
and gain practical importance in a society:

[C]onstitutional principles can only take root in the hearts of citizens once they
have had good experiences with democratic institutions and have accustomed
themselves to conditions of political freedom. In so doing, they also learn, within
the prevailing national context, to comprehend the republic and its Constitution
as an attainment. Without a historical, consciously formed vision of this kind,
patriotic ties deriving from and relating to the Constitution cannot come about.
For such ties are connected, for example, with pride in a successful civil rights
movement.39

Studies of struggles over the actual writing, implementation, and modiW-
cation of real constitutions in real societies prove this account – with its
emphasis on conXict-free phenomena like ‘‘good experiences,’’ ‘‘vision,’’
and ‘‘pride’’ – to be far from suYcient.40 Something inWnitely more
complex is at work in real-life situations, perhaps because humans are
more complex than Habermas’s homo democraticus. People know how to
be, at the same time, tribal and democratic, dissidents and patriots,
experts at judging how far a democratic constitution can be bent and used
in nondemocratic ways for personal and group advantage.

Machiavelli is a more enlightened guide to social and political change
than Habermas when it comes to constitution writing. In The Discourses
Machiavelli recapitulates that ‘‘[a]ll writers on politics have pointed out
. . . that in constituting and legislating for a commonwealth it must be
taken for granted that all men are wicked and that they will always give
vent to the malignity that is in their minds when opportunity oVers.’’41 If
Machiavelli and other writers are right in this ‘‘worst-case’’ thinking, then
we might clearly end up in trouble if we rely on Habermas’s discourse
ethics as a basis for regulating power and organizing our society, as
Habermas advocates we do, since discourse ethics contains no checks and
balances – other than an abstract appeal to reason – to control the
wickedness which Machiavelli talks about. Such wickedness is assumed
away by Habermas’s leap of faith for the good. History teaches us,
however, that assuming evil away may give free rein to evil. This is why
Nietzsche emphatically says ‘‘perhaps there has never before been a more
dangerous ideology . . . than this will to good.’’42 Thus, the lesson to be
learnt from Machiavelli and Nietzsche is not so much that all moralism is
hypocrisy. The lesson is that the Wrst step to becoming moral is realizing
we are not. The next step is establishing checks and balances that ad-
equately reXect this.
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Furthermore, by determining validity, truth, justice, etc., as an out-
come of ‘‘the better argument,’’ Habermas simply moves the problems of
determination from the former concepts to the latter. As Bernstein cor-
rectly points out, ‘‘the better argument,’’ and with it communicative
rationality, is an empirically empty concept: ‘‘Abstractly, there is some-
thing enormously attractive about Habermas’s appeal to the ‘force of the
better argument’ until we ask ourselves what this means and presup-
poses.’’43 The problem here is that in nontrivial situations there are few
clear criteria for determining what is considered an argument, how good
it is, and how diVerent arguments are to be evaluated against each other.
This does not mean that we should not attempt to identify arguments and
evaluate them. Yet as Bernstein says, any society must have some pro-
cedures for dealing with conXicts that cannot be resolved by argumenta-
tion, ‘‘even when all parties are committed to rational argumentation.’’44

In real democracies – as opposed to Habermas’s ideal types – it is
precisely these kinds of conXicts, which are of interest, both empirically
and normatively.

Agnes Heller, Albrecht Wellmer, Herman Lübbe, and Niklas Luh-
mann have expressed similar criticisms of discourse ethics. In comment-
ing upon Habermas’s universalization principle (U) mentioned earlier,
Heller simply rejects the value of Habermas’s approach: ‘‘Put bluntly, if
we look to moral philosophy for guidance in our actions here and now, we
cannot obtain any positive guidance from the Habermasian reformula-
tion of the categorical imperative.’’45 Wellmer is equally harsh when he
writes that adhering to the universalization principle in moral judgment
‘‘would make justiWed moral judgment an impossibility [einem Ding der
Unmöglichkeit].’’46 At the level of institutional analysis, Lübbe and
Luhmann comment that upholding any concrete institutions to the
demands of discourse ethics would paralyze institutional life to the point
of breakdown.47

Even Habermas’s most sympathetic interpreters, such as Seyla
Benhabib and Alessandro Ferrara, have begun to criticize Habermas for
his formalism, idealism, and insensitivity to context. They are trying to
provide a corrective to Habermas’s thinking on precisely these weak
points and to introduce an element of phronesis into critical theory.48 I
would argue that critical theory and Habermas’s work also need to bring
in the element of power. In his Between Facts and Norms and other recent
works Habermas has attempted to do just that, and he has, at the same
time, developed a deeper analysis of democracy and civil society.49 Des-
pite these eVorts, however, Habermas’s approach remains as strongly
procedural and normative as ever, paying scant attention to the precondi-
tions of actual discourse, to substantive ethical values, and to the problem
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of how communicative rationality gets a foothold in society in the face of
the massive noncommunicative forces whose existence Habermas duly
recognizes.Habermas also continues to disregard the particular problems
relating to identity and cultural divisions and the nondiscursive ways of
safeguarding reason that have been developed by so-called minority
groups and new social movements.

Habermas’s universalization of the democracy problematic, besides
being unsustainable,may also be unnecessary. For instance, the groups in
civil society which worked for changing relations of power by the expan-
sion of suVrage from property-owning men to include all adult men, did
not necessarily have any ultimate democratic vision that voting rights
should also include women. Nevertheless, their eVorts unwittingly laid
the groundwork for the subsequent enfranchisement of women. Similar-
ly, those civil rights groups who worked for the right to vote for adult
women did not necessarily envision a situation where suVrage would also
include eighteen-year-olds, even though this later came to pass in many
countries. The struggle was carried out from case to case and utilized the
arguments and means which worked in the speciWc socio-historical con-
text. This mode of action is also pertinent to today’s social movements,
wherewe still do not knowwhat will be meant by democracy in the future;
we only know that, as democrats, we would like to have more of it.

Rorty is correct in noting that the ‘‘cash value’’ of Habermas’s notions
of discourse ethics and communicative rationality consists of the familiar
political freedoms of modern pluralist democracies.50 But such notions
are not ‘‘foundations’’ or ‘‘defenses’’ of free institutions; they are those
institutions, says Rorty: ‘‘We did not learn about the importance of these
institutions . . . by thinking through the nature of Reason or Man or
Society; we learned about this the hard way, by watching what happened
when those institutions were set aside.’’51

To be absolutely modern, writes Milan Kundera, means never to
question the content of modernity.52 It means to be forever hopeful about
the grand ideas of modernity and to avoid looking at modernity as it is
lived in actual detail, that is, the kind of detail where modern ideals meet
the realities of power. Habermas seems absolutely modern in this sense.
The vocabulary of Enlightenment rationalism, although it was essential
to the beginning of liberal democracy, has become an impediment to the
preservation and progress of democratic societies.53 One reason for this is
that Enlightenment rationalism has little to oVer in understanding power
and in understanding the related discrepancy between formal rationality
and Realrationalität (real rationality) in modern democracies. In staying
close to the Enlightenment vocabulary Habermas has developed little
understanding of power and thus tends to become part of the problem he
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wishes to solve. Habermas’s eVorts to achieve more rationality and
democracy, however laudable, draw attention away from critical relations
of power. The neglect of power is unfortunate, because it is precisely by
paying attention to power relations that we may achieve more democracy.
If our goal is to move toward Habermas’s ideal – freedom from domina-
tion, more democracy, a strong civil society – then our Wrst task is not to
understand the utopia of communicative rationality, but to understand
the realities of power. Here we turn to the work of Michel Foucault, who
has tried to develop such an understanding.

The Nietzschean democrat

Both Foucault and Habermas are political thinkers. Habermas’s thinking
is well developed as concerns political ideals, but weak in its understand-
ing of actual political processes. Foucault’s thinking, conversely, is weak
with reference to generalized ideals – Foucault is a declared opponent of
ideals, understood as deWnitive answers to Kant’s question, ‘‘What ought
I to do?’’ or Lenin’s ‘‘What is to be done?’’ – but his work reXects a
sophisticated understanding of Realpolitik. Both Foucault and Habermas
agree that in politics one must ‘‘side with reason.’’ Referring to Habermas
and similar thinkers, however, Foucault warns that ‘‘to respect rational-
ism as an ideal should never constitute a blackmail to prevent the analysis
of the rationalities really at work.’’54 In the following comparison of
Foucault and Habermas, emphasis will be placed on what Vincent
Descombes has called the ‘‘American Foucault,’’ the Foucault who saw
liberal democracy as a promising social experiment, and who regarded
himself as a citizen in a democratic society working on the project of
human liberty.55

Foucault was familiar with the work of Habermas and the Frankfurt
School, just as Habermas is familiar with the work of Foucault. Foucault
occasionally even built upon the work of Habermas, which is a fact of
some signiWcance for someone who rarely made reference to contempor-
ary philosophers. In an interview, Foucault said he was ‘‘completely in
agreement’’ with Habermas regarding the importance of Kant. ‘‘If one
abandons the work of Kant,’’ explained Foucault, ‘‘one runs the risk of
lapsing into irrationality.’’56 And, like Habermas, Foucault was un-
equivocal in his evaluation of the signiWcance of rationality as an object of
study. Foucault suggests, however, that the work of Kant might have
been too narrowly interpreted by Habermas and his followers. ‘‘[I]f the
Kantian question was that of knowing what limits knowledge has to
renounce transgressing,’’ says Foucault, ‘‘it seems to me that the critical
question today has to be turned back into a positive one . . . The point, in
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brief, is to transform the critique conducted in the form of necessary
limitation into a practical critique that takes the form of a possible
transgression.’’57 This entails an obvious consequence, according to
Foucault, namely that ‘‘criticism is no longer going to be practiced in the
search for formal structures with universal value, but rather as a historical
investigation.’’58

Habermas’s main complaint about Foucault is what Habermas sees as
Foucault’s relativism. Thus Habermas has harshly dismissed Foucault’s
genealogical historiographies as ‘‘relativistic, cryptonormative illusory
science’’ (emphasis in original).59 Such critique for relativism is correct, if
by relativistic we mean unfounded in norms that can be rationally and
universally grounded; and this is what Habermas means when he criti-
cizes Foucault for not giving an ‘‘account of the normative foundations’’
for his thinking.60 By this standard, however, Habermas’s own work is
also relativistic. As we have seen, Habermas has not, so far, been able to
demonstrate that rational and universal grounding of his discourse ethics
is possible, he has only postulated such grounding.61 And Habermas is
not alone with this problem. Despite more than two thousand years of
attempts by rationalistic philosophers, no one has been able so far to live
up to Plato’s injunction that to avoid relativism our thinking must be
rationally and universally grounded.

The reason may be that Plato was wrong. Perhaps the polarity relativ-
ism–foundationalism is just another artiWcial dualism that makes it easy to
think but hard to understand. Such dualisms simplify things conceptually
but with little reference to actual phenomena. Perhaps the horns of this
dualism can be avoided by contextualism. This is the strategy of
Foucault. As we will see, it is clearly wrong to criticize Foucault for being
a relativist if we by relativisticmean ‘‘without norms’’ or ‘‘anything goes.’’
‘‘I do not conclude,’’ says Foucault, ‘‘that one may say just anything
within the order of theory.’’62

Foucault resolves the question of relativism versus foundationalism by
following Nietzsche who says about ‘‘historians of morality’’ that

[t]heir usual mistaken premise is that they aYrm some consensus of the nations
. . . concerning certain principles of morals, and then they infer from this that
these principles must be unconditionally binding also for you and me; or con-
versely, they see the truth that among diVerent nations moral valuations are
necessarily diVerent and then infer from this that nomorality is at all binding. Both
procedures are equally childish.63 (Emphasis in original)

Employing this line of reasoning, Foucault rejects both relativism and
foundationalism and replaces them by situational ethics, that is, by con-
text; Foucault’s norms are contextually grounded.

Paul Veyne has rightly observed about Foucault’s contextualism, that
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anyone who equates contextualism with relativism’s ‘‘anything goes’’
should imagine trying to ask the Romans to abolish slavery or to think
about an international equilibrium.64 The present eVectively limits the
possible preferences; humans cannot think or do just anything at any
time.

With explicit reference to Kant and Habermas, Foucault says that
unlike these two thinkers he ‘‘is not seeking to make possible a metaphys-
ics that has Wnally become a science.’’65 Distancing himself from foun-
dationalism and metaphysics does not leave Foucault normless, however.
His norms are expressed in a desire to challenge ‘‘every abuse of power,
whoever the author, whoever the victims’’66 and in this way ‘‘to give new
impetus, as far and wide as possible, to the undeWnedwork of freedom.’’67

Foucault here is the Nietzschean democrat, for whom any form of gov-
ernment – pluralist or totalitarian – must be subjected to analysis and
critique based on a will not to be dominated, on voicing concerns in
public, and on withholding consent about anything that appears to be
unacceptable.68 Foucault’s norms are based on historical and personal
context, and they are shared with many people around the world. The
norms cannot be given a universal grounding independent of those
people and that context, according to Foucault. Nor would such ground-
ing be desirable, since it would entail an ethical uniformity with the kind
of utopian–totalitarian implications that Foucault would warn against in
any context, be it that of Marx, Rousseau, or Habermas: ‘‘The search for
a form of morality acceptable by everyone in the sense that everyone
would have to submit to it, seems catastrophic tome.’’69 In a Foucauldian
interpretation, such a morality would endanger democracy, not empower
it. Instead, Foucault focuses on the analysis of evils and shows restraint in
matters of commitment to ideas and systems of thought about what is
good for man, given the historical experience that few things have pro-
ducedmore suVering among humans than strong commitments to imple-
menting utopian visions of the good.

Foucault’s view of the value of universals in philosophy and social
science stands in diametrical opposition to that of Habermas. ‘‘Nothing is
fundamental,’’ says Foucault. ‘‘That is what is interesting in the analysis
of society.’’70 Compare this with Foucault’s remark that ‘‘nothing in man
– not even his body – is suYciently stable to serve as the basis for self-
recognition or for understanding other men.’’71 Therefore, Foucault’s
analysis of the ‘‘rationalities really at work’’ begins with the assumption
that because no one has yet demonstrated the existence of universals in
philosophy and social science, we must operate as if the universals do not
exist; that is, we should not waste our time searching in vain for univer-
sals. Where universals are said to exist, or where people tacitly assume
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they exist, universals must be questioned, according to Foucault. For
Foucault, our history endows us with the possibility to become aware of
those social arrangements which create problems, oppressive relations of
power, for instance, and those which create satisfaction, strong democ-
racy, for instance. It follows that we have the possibility either to oppose
or to promote these arrangements. This, and not global moral norms, is
Foucault’s point of departure for social and political change.72 We see
that Foucault here builds his thinking directly upon the practical question
of what is good and bad for humans, which is the core question of
Aristotelian phronesis. (See also chapters Wve and eight).

The basis for understanding and acting is the attitude among thosewho
understand and act, and this attitude is not based on idiosyncratic moral
or personal preferences, but on a context-dependent common world view
and interests among a reference group, well aware that diVerent groups
typically have diVerent world views and diVerent interests, and that there
exists no general principle – including the ‘‘force of the better argument’’
– by which all diVerences can be resolved. For Foucault the socially and
historically conditioned context, and not Wctive universals, constitutes
the most eVective bulwark against relativism and nihilism, and the best
basis for action. Our sociality and history, according to Foucault, is the
only foundation we have, the only solid ground under our feet. And this
socio-historical foundation is fully adequate.

According to Foucault, Habermas’s ‘‘authorization of power by law’’ is
inadequate.73 ‘‘[The juridical system] is utterly incongruous with the new
methods of power,’’ says Foucault, ‘‘methods that are employed on all
levels and in forms that go beyond the state and its apparatus . . . Our
historical gradient carries us further and further away from a reign of
law.’’74 The law, institutions – or policies and plans – provide no guaran-
tee of freedom, equality, or democracy. Not even entire institutional
systems, according to Foucault, can ensure freedom, even where they are
established with that purpose. Nor is freedom likely to be achieved by
imposing abstract theoretical systems or ‘‘correct’’ thinking. On the
contrary, history has demonstrated – says Foucault – horrifying examples
that it is precisely those social systems which have turned freedom into
theoretical formulas and treated practice as social engineering, that is, as
an epistemically derived techne, that become most repressive. ‘‘[People]
reproach me for not presenting an overall theory,’’ says Foucault, ‘‘I am
attempting, to the contrary, apart from any totalization – which would be
at once abstract and limiting – to open up problems that are as concrete and
general as possible’’ (emphasis in original).75

Given this background, theory-based writing of constitutions does not
occupy a central place in Foucault’s work as it does for Habermas, and
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constitution writing would not be seen as an eVective way of empowering
democracy in a Foucauldian interpretation. This is not because the
writing of constitutions is without signiWcance, but because Foucault
views it as more important – both for understanding and for practice – to
focus on the concrete struggle over a constitution in a speciWc society:
how the constitution is interpreted, how it is practiced in actual institu-
tions, and especially, how interpretations and practices may be changed.
In other words, Foucault’s thinking as concerns laws, constitutions,
and democracy focuses more on how existing constitutions and their
associated institutions can be utilized more democratically, whereas
Habermas’s project is to establish more democratic constitutions and
institutions as such, where ‘‘democracy’’ is deWned by Habermas’s
discourse ethics.

In this sense, what Foucault calls ‘‘the political task’’ is
to criticize the working of institutions which appear to be both neutral and
independent; to criticize them in such a manner that the political violence which
has always exercised itself obscurely through them will be unmasked, so that one
can Wght them.76

This is what, in a Foucauldian interpretation, would be seen as an
eVective approach to institutional change and to power. With direct
reference to Habermas, Foucault adds:
The problem is not of trying to dissolve [relations of power] in the utopia of a
perfectly transparent communication, but to give . . . the rules of law, the
techniques of management, and also the ethics . . . whichwould allow these games
of power to be played with a minimum of domination.77

Here Foucault overestimates his diVerences with Habermas, for Haber-
mas also believes that the ideal speech situation cannot be established as a
conventional reality in actual communication. Both thinkers see the
regulation of actual relations of dominance as crucial, but whereas
Habermas approaches regulation from a universalistic theory of dis-
course, Foucault seeks out a genealogical understanding of actual power
relations in speciWc contexts. Foucault is oriented toward phronesis,
whereas Habermas’s orientation is toward episteme. For Foucault praxis
and freedom are derived not from universals or theories. Freedom is a
practice, and its ideal is not a utopian absence of power. Resistance,
struggle, and conXict, in contrast to consensus, are for Foucault the most
solid bases for the practice of freedom.

It is precisely on the issue of power and freedom that we Wnd the most
crucial diVerence between Foucault and Habermas, a diVerence reXected
in Foucault’s labeling of Habermas as ‘‘utopian,’’ while Habermas re-
sponds in kind by terming Foucault a ‘‘cynic’’ and ‘‘relativist.’’78 This
kind of mudslinging is unproductive for concrete social and political
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studies, however, since nothing remains to be discovered if everything is
power or if nothing is power, but instead ideal utopia.

Whereas Habermas emphasizes procedural macropolitics, Foucault
stresses substantive micropolitics, though with the important shared fea-
ture that neither Foucault nor Habermas venture to deWne the actual
content of political action. This is deWned by the participants. Thus,
both Habermas and Foucault are ‘‘bottom-up’’ thinkers as concerns the
content of politics, but where Habermas thinks in a ‘‘top-down’’ moral-
ist fashion as regards procedural rationality – having sketched out the
procedures to be followed with his communicative rationality –
Foucault is a ‘‘bottom-up’’ thinker as regards both process and content.
In this interpretation, Habermas would want to tell individuals and
groups in a society how to go about their aVairs as regards procedure for
discourse. He would not want, however, to say anything about the out-
come of this procedure. Foucault would prescribe neither process nor
outcome; he would only recommend a focus on conXict and on power
relations as the most eVective point of departure for the Wght against
domination. It is because of his double ‘‘bottom-up’’ thinking that
Foucault has been described as nonaction oriented. Foucault says about
such criticism:
It’s true that certain people, such as those who work in the institutional setting of
the prison . . . are not likely to Wnd advice or instructions in my books to tell them
‘‘what is to be done.’’ But my project is precisely to bring it about that they ‘‘no
longer know what to do,’’ so that the acts, gestures, discourses that up until then
had seemed to go without saying become problematic, diYcult, dangerous.79

The depiction of Foucault as nonaction-oriented is correct to the extent
that Foucault hesitates to give directives for action, and he directly
distances himself from the kinds of universal formulas which characterize
procedure in Habermas’s communicative rationality. Foucault believes
that ‘‘solutions’’ of this type are themselves part of the problem.

Seeing Foucault as nonaction-oriented would be misleading, however,
insofar as Foucault’s genealogical studies are carried out in order to show
how things can be done diVerently to ‘‘separate out, from the contingency
that has made us what we are, the possibility of no longer being, doing, or
thinking what we are, do, or think.’’80 Thus Foucault was openly pleased
when during a revolt in some of the French prisons the prisoners in their
cells read his book Discipline and Punish. ‘‘They shouted the text to other
prisoners,’’ Foucault told an interviewer.81 ‘‘I know it’s pretentious to
say,’’ Foucault said, ‘‘but that’s a proof of a truth – a political and actual
truth – which started after the book was written.’’ This is the type of
situated action Foucault would endorse, and as a genealogist, Foucault
saw himself as highly action oriented, as ‘‘a dealer in instruments, a recipe
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maker, an indicator of objectives, a cartographer, a sketcher of plans, a
gunsmith.’’82

The establishment of a concrete genealogy opens possibilities for ac-
tion by describing the genesis of a given situation and showing that this
particular genesis is not connected to absolute historical necessity.
Foucault’s genealogical studies of prisons, hospitals, and sexuality dem-
onstrate that social practices may always take an alternative form, even
where there is no basis for voluntarism or idealism. Combined with
Foucault’s focus on domination, it is easy to understand why this insight
has been embraced by feminists and so-called minority groups. Elabor-
ating genealogies of, for instance, gender and race leads to an understand-
ing of how relations of domination between women and men, and be-
tween diVerent peoples, can be changed.83 Given the interpretation above
of Foucault as a practitioner of phronesis, it comes as no surprise that the
appropriation of Foucault by feminists has recently been followed by a
similar adoption of Aristotle – the philosopher of phronesis par excellence
– despite the misogyny of some of Aristotle’s thinking.84 Finally, given the
emphasis in phronesis on practical rationality and common-sense knowl-
edge, it is also not unexpected that Habermas has distanced himself from
phronesis and neo-Aristotelianism, both of which he rhetorically and
unconvincingly has associated with neoconservatism.85

Foucault’s emphasis on marginality and domination makes his think-
ing sensitive to diVerence, diversity, and the politics of identity, some-
thing which today is crucial for understanding power and aVecting social
and political change. Historically the very idea of democracy contains a
gender bias. Feminists have found that overall Foucault is more helpful
than Habermas in rooting out this bias, and progress has been slow in
developing the theory of communicative rationality in ways that would be
sensitive to gender. Even a sympathetic observer like Jean Cohen criti-
cizes Habermas for his ‘‘peculiar blindness to gender issues.’’86 Other
feminists have been skeptical about Habermas’s ‘‘conWdence in abstract
rationality’’ as the general cure to social and political ailments, and
researchers working on race, ethnicity, and sexuality have received
Habermas in a similar manner.87 When Habermas was asked directly by
Nancy Fraser in a conference on the occasion of the publication of the
English translation of his The Structural Transformation of the Public
Sphere, whether the ‘‘condition for the possibility of a public sphere,’’ that
is, the basic condition for communicative rationality, is not a utopian
society with ‘‘economic equality – the end of class structure and the end
of gender inequality,’’88 Habermas replied that he would ‘‘have to get
over the shock to answer such a question,’’ and then proceeded not to
answer the question at all.89 It is understandable that Habermas is
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reluctant to answer Fraser’s critical question because it expresses a suspi-
cion that Habermas’s ideas on communicative rationality and democracy
may be so abstract that we will never see them working in the aVairs of real
life. And Habermas’s thinking contains little that may help counter such
suspicion.

Habermas has acknowledged that his analysis does not include ‘‘gen-
der, ethnicity, class, popular culture.’’90 But Habermas insists, wrongly in
my analysis, that ‘‘the critique of that which has been excluded from the
public sphere,’’ and from Habermas’s analysis of it, can be carried out
‘‘only in the light of the declared standards and the manifest self-under-
standing of the proponents and participants of these very same public
spheres.’’ How could you ‘‘critically assess the inconspicuous repression
of ethnic, cultural, national, gender, and identity diVerences,’’ asks
Habermas, ‘‘if not in the light of this one basic standard [‘the force of more
or less good reason’], however interpreted, of procedures that all parties
presume will provide the most rational solution at hand, at a given time,
in a given context?’’ (emphasis added).91 Thus Habermas sees the
struggle over access to the public sphere as a matter of rational discourse.
But Habermas’s analysis does not stand up to historical–empirical test.
With the demarcations established by his use of the terms ‘‘only,’’ ‘‘one,’’
and ‘‘all’’ the analysis is too categorical.

For example, the critical assessment of the exclusion of certain groups
from the public sphere Habermas talks about can be and has been carried
out unilaterally by the very groups that have been excluded, and without
regard to following the ‘‘declared standards’’ and ‘‘manifest self-under-
standing’’ of this sphere. As a matter of fact, such standards and self-
understanding have often been seen as what was in need of change; they
were the objects of critical assessment, not its basis.92 Even where the
standards and self-understanding were not seen as a problem, they may
not have been viewed by excluded groups as the most eYcient means for
gaining access to the public sphere. Groups may therefore choose to use
other, nondiscursive means to gain such access, the politics of activism or
power politics, for instance. Feminist and environmental initiatives, to-
day central to the structure and functioning of many societies, got their
issues on the public agenda not primarily by rational consensus but
through the power struggles and conXicts characteristic of activism and
social change.93 Moreover, as GeoV Eley and Mary Ryan have demon-
strated, historically the very constitution of the public sphere took place,
not solely from rational discourse and consensus, but ‘‘from a Weld of
conXict, contested meanings, and exclusion.’’94 In Eley’s analysis, the
claim to reason implied by the constitution of the public sphere was
simultaneously a claim to power in Foucault’s sense. Dankwart Rustow
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has similarly argued that democracy has generally come into existence not
because people wanted this form of government or because they had
achieved a wide consensus on ‘‘basic values,’’ but because various groups
had been Wghting for so long they Wnally came to recognize their mutual
inability to gain dominance and the need for some accommodation.95

In arguing that exclusion of ethnic, cultural, national, and gender
groups from the public sphere needs to be assessed by the discursive
standards of the public sphere, Habermas uses the conduct of court cases
as a model for such assessment. ‘‘Court cases,’’ says Habermas, ‘‘are
meant to settle practical conXicts in terms of mutual understanding and
intended agreement.’’96 And agreement is arrived at, according to Haber-
mas, by use of the ‘‘force of more or less good reason,’’ that is, the force of
the better argument, as ‘‘the only alternative to overt or covert violence’’
(emphasis added).97 It is correct that courts are meant to settle conXicts
and that arguments, rational or not, are used for this purpose. Yet such
settlement is not dependent in the individual case on mutual understand-
ing or agreement between the parties involved in the court case, as
Habermas says it is. It is, instead, dependent on an understanding by the
parties that once the arguments have been heard and the judge has ruled
they will have to live by this ruling, whether they like it or not. If they
choose not to respect the ruling, the judge is backed by an elaborate
system of sanctions, and ultimately by police force and prisons. Thus
court cases are typically settled by power, not by mutual understanding
and agreement. Courts in pluralist democracies secure the type of con-
Xict-resolution Richard Bernstein talked about above when he said that
any society must have some procedures for dealing with conXicts that
cannot be resolved by argumentation, even when all parties are commit-
ted to rational argumentation. If courts relied on Habermas’s under-
standing of litigation, the court system would break down because many
cases would never come to an end. While morally admirable and politi-
cally provocative, Habermas’s thinking about rational argument here
seems not only utopian but also sociologically naive both empirically and
normatively.

If Habermas’s discourse ethics were to be constituted as reality this
would not signify an end to power, it would be a way to regulate power.
And to the extent that actual implementation of discourse ethics would
run counter to the interests of social and political actors – which is bound
to be the case for societies and decisions of any complexity – discourse
ethics will be opposed, whether such opposition can be rationally justiWed
or not. The basic contradiction here is that coercion would be needed to
arrive at Habermas’s noncoercive (zwanglos) communication.Agreement
would, in this sense, be forced. So even if one could imagine the existence
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of what Habermas calls a ‘‘political public sphere unsubverted by
power,’’98 such a sphere could not be said to be free of power since it was
established through a claim to power, just as German democracy was
not implemented by public discourse but at the point of guns. The
Nietzschean insight that historically morality has typically been estab-
lished by immoral means would hold true for Habermas’s morality, too.
Power is needed to limit power. Even to understand how publicness can
be established we need to think in terms of conXict and power. There is
no way around it. It is a basic condition for understanding issues of
exclusion and inclusion in a democracy.

Power as constitutive of social science

In sum, Foucault andHabermas agree that rationalization and the misuse
of power are among the most important problems of our time. They
disagree as to how one can best understand and act in relation to these
problems. Habermas’s approach is oriented toward universals, context-
independence, and control via constitution writing and institutional de-
velopment. Foucault focuses his eVorts on the local and context-depend-
ent and toward the analysis of strategies and tactics as a basis for power
struggle.

The value of Habermas’s approach is that it contains a clear picture of
what Habermas understands by ‘‘democratic process,’’ and what precon-
ditions must be fulWlled for a decision to be termed ‘‘democratic.’’ His
scheme can be used as an abstract ideal for justiWcation and application in
relation to legislation, institutional development, and procedural plann-
ing. The problem, however, is that Habermas is idealistic. His work
contains little understanding of how power functions or of those stra-
tegies and tactics which can ensure more of the sought after democracy. It
is easy to point to constitution writing and institutional development as a
solution; it is something else to implement speciWc constitutional and
institutional changes. Aside from his general prescriptions regarding
communicative rationality, Habermas provides us with little guidance as
to how such implementation could take place.

The value of Foucault’s approach is his emphasis on the dynamics of
power. Understanding how power works is the Wrst prerequisite for
action, because action is the exercise of power. And such an understand-
ing can best be achieved by focusing on the concrete. Foucault can help
us with a materialist understanding ofRealpolitik andRealrationalität (real
rationality), and how these might be changed in a speciWc context. The
problem with Foucault is that because understanding and action have
their points of departure in the particular and the local, we may come to
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overlook more generalized conditions concerning, for example, institu-
tions, constitutions, and structural issues.

From the perspective of the history of philosophy and social theory, the
diVerence between Foucault and Habermas lies in the fact that Foucault
works within a particularistic and contextualist tradition that focuses on
conXict and has its roots with Aristotle via Machiavelli and Nietzsche.99

Foucault is one of the more important twentieth-century exponents of
this tradition. Habermas is the most prominent living exponent of a
universalistic and theorizing tradition that focuses on consensus and
derives via Kant from Plato. In power terms, we are speaking of ‘‘stra-
tegic’’ versus ‘‘constitution’’ thinking, about struggle versus control,
conXict versus consensus.

Generally, conXicts have been viewed as dangerous, corrosive, and
potentially destructive of social order and therefore in need of being
contained and resolved. This view seems to cover Habermas’s outlook on
conXict, which is understandable given Germany’s, and Habermas’s,
experience with Nazism, World War II, and their aftereVects. There is
mounting evidence, however, that social conXicts themselves produce the
valuable ties that hold modern democratic societies together and provide
them with the strength and cohesion they need; that social conXicts are
the true pillars of democratic society.100 Governments and societies that
suppress conXict do so at their own peril. A basic reason for the deteriora-
tion and loss of vitality of the Communist-dominated societies may be in
their success in suppressing overt social conXict. In a Foucauldian inter-
pretation, suppressing conXict is suppressing freedom, because the privi-
lege to engage in conXict and power struggle is part of freedom.

If societies that suppress conXict are oppressive, perhaps social and
political theories that ignore or marginalize conXict are potentially op-
pressive, too. And if conXict sustains society, there is good reason to
caution against an idealism that ignores conXict and power. In real social
and political life self-interest and conXict will not give way to some
all-embracing communal ideal like Habermas’s. Indeed, the more demo-
cratic a society, the more it allows groups to deWne their own speciWcways
of life and legitimates the inevitable conXicts of interest that arise between
them. Political consensus cannot be expected to neutralize particular
group obligations, commitments, and interests. To think that it can be, is
to repeat the fallacy of Rousseau’s belief in the General Will as distinct
from the actual will of particular individuals and groups.101 A more
diVerentiated conception of political culture than Habermas’s is needed,
one that will be more tolerant of conXict and diVerence, and more
compatible with the pluralization of interests.

As pointed out by Mary Ryan, because everyday politics inevitably falls
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short of the standards of communicative rationality, which was a chimera
even in the heyday of the bourgeois public sphere, the goal of publicness
might best be allowed to navigate through ‘‘wider and wilder territory.’’102

Such territory is imbued with conXict. Public life is best cultivated, not in
an ideal sphere that assumes away power, but in ‘‘many democratic
spaces where obstinate diVerences in power, material status, and hence
interest can Wnd expression.’’103 With the plurality that a contemporary
concept for democracy must contain, conXict becomes an inevitable part
of this concept. In strong democracies, distrust and criticism of authori-
tative action are omnipresent. Moral outrage is continuous, because
actual authorities inevitably violate whatever ideal norms civil society has
for justice. Democracy guarantees only the existence of a public, not
public consensus.104 A strong democracy guarantees the existence of
conXict. A strong understanding of democracy must therefore be based
on thought that places conXict and power at its center, as Foucault does
and Habermas does not.

This is not to reject the importance of the public sphere as a bulwark of
freedom. Nor is it to deny that Habermas’s work has value, especially in a
time when most philosophers have given up on the high ambitions for
philosophy and social science that Habermas still pursues, for instance
regarding universal grounding of our thoughts and actions. Even if such
ambitions cannot be fulWlled, the history of philosophy and science shows
that we have much to learn from attempts at doing so. It must be said,
however, that forms of public life that are practical, committed, and ready
for conXict provide a superior paradigm of democratic citizen virtue than
do forms of public life that are discursive, detached, and consensus-
dependent. For those who see things this way, in order to enable the
public sphere to make a serious contribution to genuine democratic
participation, one would have to tie it back to precisely what it cannot
accept in Habermas’s interpretation: Foucault’s focus on conXict, power,
and partisanship.105
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8 Empowering Aristotle

Not to call a thing good a day longer or a day earlier than it seems good
to us is the only way to remain really happy. Friedrich Nietzsche

In the previous chapter we saw that social and political thinking becomes
problematic if it does not contain a well-developed conception of power.
We also saw that for the public sphere to make a real contribution to
democracy, one would have to link it to conXict, power, and partisanship.
In forging this link, we will continue in the present chapter our focus on
Michel Foucault’s analysis of power as a means of developing a more
adequate and contemporary conception of phronesis.

I wish to emphasize at the outset that the discussion of Foucault’s work
that follows cannot be seen as a universal explication of Foucault’s
method, but only as one pragmatic reading of it. I engage in Foucault’s
work in order to better understand the special problems presented by a
speciWc area of research, that is, power in relation to phronesis; it is a
strategy which is entirely in the Foucauldian spirit. As Paul Rabinow has
observed, Foucault gave us tools to use not an agenda to follow.1

Aristotle, Nietzsche, and Foucault

‘‘[P]hilosophy begins with Aristotle,’’ Foucault says provocatively, not
with Socrates and Plato as the canon has it.2 Foucault never speaks of any
relationship between his own work and Aristotelian phronesis, however. I
am aware of only one place where Foucault remarks on phronesis at all.
This is in his third lecture of 1984, where Foucault identiWes phronesis as
practical reason, as is common, and he says that phronesis is what permits
one to chase away false opinions and make good decisions.3 A decade and
a half earlier, when Foucault discussed Aristotle in his inaugural course at
the Collège de France, he focused on Aristotle’s Metaphysics and epis-
temology and contrasted Aristotle with Nietzsche in The Gay Science.
Here Foucault saw Aristotle as representing the universal and naturalistic

110



pole.Had Foucault chosen to focus on Aristotle’sEthicswith its consider-
ations on phronesis rather than on his Metaphysics, Foucault would have
found an Aristotle much more concerned with the particular and the
contingent, that is, an Aristotle closer to Nietzsche and to Foucault
himself. Later, Foucault did re-examine his understanding of Aristotle
and Nietzsche and, as pointed out by Paul Rabinow, he came a good deal
closer to the Aristotle of the Ethics in the way he posed problems for
analysis, although Foucault did not adopt Aristotle’s answers or his
metaphysics.4 Thus, even if there are important diVerences between
Foucault and Aristotle, diVerences that deserve their own separate study,
I want here simply to indicate a basic convergence of focus that links their
work.

In terms of Aristotle’s intellectual virtues episteme, techne, and phronesis
(see chapter Wve), Foucault signiWcantly shifted his interests as his work
developed.As we have seen, whenTheOrder of Things appeared, Foucault
was deeply involved with the question of whether the study of human
aVairs could become scientiWc in the epistemic sense of the word. After
The Archaeology of Knowledge Foucault lost interest in this question and
reoriented his work from a focus on episteme to one on techne. Foucault
was now interested in the study of government, and he explicitly ques-
tioned the value of ‘‘constantly asking the question of whether govern-
ment can be the object of an exact science.’’5 ‘‘[W]hat interests me
more,’’ Foucault continued, ‘‘is to focus on what the Greeks called the
techne, that is to say, a practical rationality governed by a conscious
goal.’’6 Having discounted the possibility of epistemic social sciences,
Foucault now could not, and did not, study techne as applied episteme,
even if this is the conventional conception of the relationship between the
two, with episteme seen as pure science and techne as applied science.
Foucault studied techne without the superstructure of episteme. And by
linking techne to goals, Foucault now approached techne ‘‘from the other
side,’’ that is from values – what is ‘‘good and bad for man,’’ in Aristotle’s
words – which is, in my interpretation, from phronesis.

Like Machiavelli and Nietzsche, the Foucault of Discipline and Punish
and the Wrst volume of The History of Sexuality is best understood if one
starts with Aristotle. But with Foucault the inXuence from Aristotle, and
especially from Aristotle’s Ethics, is indirect; it reaches to Foucault via
Nietzsche.Nietzsche’s debt to Aristotle’sEthics is considerable, as Walter
Kaufmann has shown,7 and Foucault, in turn, was thoroughly inXuenced
by Nietzsche.8 Thus the Aristotelian disposition in Nietzsche’s work is
refound with Foucault, even if it is often implicit. Central to this disposi-
tion is a focus in the study of humans and society, not on universals and
theory, but on deliberation about particular aVairs aimed at praxis. In
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chapter Wve, in deWning phronesis, we saw that Aristotle emphasized
deliberation about that which is variable in human aVairs, and he added
that ‘‘nobody deliberates about things that are invariable.’’9 Foucault is
the genealogist of the variable par excellence; his works are elaborate
exercises in making that which appears invariable variable. ‘‘[I]t is fruit-
ful,’’ says Foucault, ‘‘to describe that which is, while making it appear as
something that might not be, or that might not be as it is.’’10 Why is this
fruitful? Because it is the intellectual activity that most eVectively opens
up human aVairs to deliberation and praxis. Human practice and human
history are ‘‘made,’’ Foucault the Aristotelian says, and since they are
made, ‘‘they can be unmade, as long as we knowhow it was that they were
made.’’11 Foucault explicitly deWnes his ethics as the work involved in this
type of ‘‘thinking diVerently’’; and he deWnes the ethical subject as the
person carrying out such work with a view to creating new social forms.12

It would, perhaps, be an overstatement to say that Foucault’s ethics is
phronesis, but there is certainly more than a faint similarity between
Aristotelian phronesis and Foucauldian ethics.

In the second and third volumes of The History of Sexuality, Foucault’s
thoughts on ethics reach their most explicit expression, especially in
Foucault’s discussions of the ethic of care for the self.13 It would be a
mistake, however, to think of these works and the time when they were
written as Foucault’s ‘‘ethical’’ period, as is sometimes the tendency,
contrasting this period with an early and middle Foucault who supposed-
ly avoided normative judgment. What Richard Rorty has described as a
certain ‘‘cold-bloodedness’’ in Foucault’s early and middle work cannot
be seen as nihilistic cynicism. It is, instead, an integral part of the ‘‘will to
truth’’ – the ‘‘will not [to] deceive, even myself ’’ – which stands at the
core of Foucault’s ethics.14 This ethics is Wrmly in place, if less visibly, also
in Foucault’s earlier work. As James Bernauer has pointed out, the
collectedworks of Foucault havemade itmore diYcult to think unhistori-
cally, nonpolitically, and nonethically about praxis.15 In my interpreta-
tion, this is what phronesis is about.

Real history, eVective truth

Foucault never presented a thorough description of his research method,
or methods. If we want to explicate Foucault’s method, we are therefore
compelled to extract it from a reading of his work, and from the various
fragments of methodological comments which Foucault scattered in his
books, his articles, and in several interviews. If one could say that
Foucault’s method is deconstructed, and deconstruction was Foucault’s
conscious strategy as regards method, the task in the following is to carry
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out the un-Foucauldian task of reconstructing his method. The focus
here will be on Foucault’s works concerning power.

As mentioned, Foucault was signiWcantly inspired by Nietzsche, both
methodologically and substantively, and he employed the Nietzschean
concept of genealogy to designate one of the main activities of his method.
In an interview given by Foucault a few weeks before his death, Foucault
described himself as ‘‘simply Nietzschean.’’16 Nietzsche biographer
Ronald Hayman remarks, that given the strong inXuence of Nietzsche on
Foucault, for instance regarding the genealogical method, the originality
of Foucault is being overrated.17 This view is partly correct but needs to
be nuanced by looking at the division of work between Nietzsche and
Foucault. Part of Nietzsche’s originality lies in seeing that in order to
understand society’s morality we need in-depth genealogical studies of
such phenomena as cruelty, punishment, and love. For instance, in The
Gay Science under the heading ‘‘Something for the Industrious’’
(Foucault said of himself, ‘‘I worked like a dog all my life’’18), Nietzsche
spells out some of the ‘‘histories’’ that need to be written in the study of
moral matters, explicitly mentioning areas Foucault would later cover.
‘‘So far, all that has given color to existence still lacks a history,’’
Nietzsche says. ‘‘Where could you Wnd a history of love, of avarice, of
envy, of conscience, of pious respect for tradition, or of cruelty? Even a
comparative history of law or at least of punishment is so far lacking
completely.’’19 It is one thing, however, to point out that such work needs
to be done; it is quite another actually to carry it out. Whereas Nietzsche
did go some of the way, but at a fairly general level, in doing this work,
Foucault went much further in implementing Nietzsche’s ideas, for in-
stance, by extensively using the type of original archival material that
Nietzsche recommended for doing genealogy but which he himself did
not use. Herein lies the originality of Foucault, who, unlike Nietzsche,
had the temper and skills of an experienced historian. Similarly,
Nietzsche’s considerations in his second essay in On the Genealogy of
Morals on the development of ‘‘calculable’’ individuals through ‘‘the
labor performed by man upon himself’’ was taken further by Foucault
than by Nietzsche.20

The best description Foucault has provided of genealogy as he himself
practiced it can be found in a short article, ‘‘Nietzsche, Genealogy,
History,’’ which is central to understanding Foucault’s methodology and
project.21 In characteristic style, Foucault begins the article by noting that
‘‘genealogy is gray, meticulous, and patiently documentary. It operates
on a Weld of entangled and confused parchments, on documents that have
been scratched over and recopied many times.’’22 Foucault’s text closely
follows Nietzsche’s On the Genealogy of Morals. For example, it is
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Nietzsche, not Foucault, who connects genealogy with the color gray,
even though Foucault does not mention this in his text. ‘‘[I]t must be
obvious which color is a hundred times more vital for a genealogist . . .
than blue [the color of the idealist],’’ Nietzsche says, ‘‘namely gray, that
is, what is documented, what can actually be conWrmed and has actually
existed’’ (emphasis in original).23

Like Aristotle when he speaks of phronesis, the genealogist emphasizes a
focus on the particular, because the genealogical experience says that
what is general is often empty and banal, whereas it is often in the deep,
concrete detail that genuinely important interrelationships are expressed.
In teaching a course on ‘‘general psychology,’’ Foucault emphasized at
the outset: ‘‘general psychology, like anything general, does not exist.’’24

The genealogist seeks the large from within the small. Summarizing his
method, Foucault again borrows from Nietzsche.

Genealogy, consequently, requires patience and a knowledge of details, and it
depends on a vast accumulation of source material. Its ‘‘cyclopean monuments’’
are constructed from ‘‘discreet and apparently insigniWcant truths and according
to a rigorous method’’ . . . it rejects the metahistorical deployment of ideal
signiWcations and indeWnite teleologies. It opposes itself to the search for ‘‘ori-
gins.’’25

The genealogist writes what Nietzsche calls wirkliche Historie, ‘‘real his-
tory,’’ and what Machiavelli calls verita eVettuale, eVective truth. Politics
is studied asRealpolitik and rationality asRealrationalität (real rationality).
Nietzsche explicitly mentions Machiavelli as a source of inXuence.
‘‘Thucydides, and . . . the Principe of Machiavelli, are related to me closely
by their unconditional will not to deceive themselves and to see reason in
reality,’’ says Nietzsche. ‘‘Plato is a coward in the face of reality – conse-
quently he Xees into the ideal’’ (emphasis in original).26 Machiavelli made
clear that an understanding of politics requires distinguishing between
formal politics and what later, with Ludwig von Rochau, would become
known as Realpolitik. A similar distinction is rarely made in the study of
rationality. The genealogist would argue, however, that distinguishing
between formal rationality and Realrationalität is as important to the
understanding of social and political aVairs as the distinction between
formal politics and Realpolitik.

For Nietzsche and Foucault, genealogy is fundamental to historiogra-
phy. The phenomena under study are understood by means of a genea-
logical account of the way the phenomena can be seen as descendants –
not as developments, manifestations, or appearances – of phenomena
that came earlier.27 Genealogy is not a new methodology for doing history
with its own principles. It is, rather, an eVort to take history seriously and
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to locate history where it has been least likely to be expected. Genealogy
takes as its objects exactly those institutions and practices which, like
rationality, are usually thought to be excluded from change. It tries to
show the way in which they, too, undergo changes as a result of historical
developments; and it also tries to demonstrate how such changes escape
our notice, how it is often in the interest of those institutions and practices
to mask their speciWc genealogy and historical character. Genealogy
therefore has direct practical, often political, implications. By demon-
strating the contingent character of those institutions and practices that
traditional history exhibits as unchanging, genealogy creates the possibil-
ity of altering them.28

Writing wirkliche Historie, the researcher operates on the basis of the
following premises:

(1) Researchers are both involved in, and partially produced by, the same
cultural practices which they study; hence, researchers cannot stand
completely outside of that which they study; researchers are not
identical with that which they study, however.

(2) Practices – what ‘‘is done’’ – are more fundamental than discourses,
including theory and theoretical discourses; practices are here under-
stood as a ‘‘way of acting and thinking at once.’’29

(3) The meaning of discourses can be understood only as part of so-
ciety’s ongoing history.

Here it is worth noting that Foucault does not accept Jacques Derrida’s
and other deconstructivists’ ‘‘textualisation’’ of practices, that is, the
maxim that ‘‘there is nothing outside the text.’’ Foucault, in a comment
on Derrida, calls this a ‘‘little pedagogy’’ and dismisses it as a device that
gives its practitioners ‘‘limitless sovereignty’’ by allowing them ‘‘to restate
the text indeWnitely.’’30 For Foucault textual analysis needs to be disci-
plined by analysis of practices. Here, again, we see how Foucault’s
position is not relativism but contextualism. The context of practices
disciplines interpretation.

As with phronesis, the main objective of genealogy is to produce input
for ongoing social dialogue and social praxis rather than deWnitive, em-
pirically veriWable knowledge, even though rigorous empirical study and
veriWcation of data are central to genealogy. Foucault said that he used
‘‘methods drawn from the classical repertoire: demonstration, proof of
historical documentation, reference to texts, recourse to authorized com-
mentaries, [interpretation of ] relations between ideas and facts, proposi-
tion of explanatory schemes, etc.’’31 Thus the results of genealogy may be
conWrmed, revised, or rejected according to the most rigorous standards
of historiographic inquiry and such results are open for testing in relation
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to other interpretations. This does not mean that one interpretation can
be just as good as the next, for each interpretation must be based on
certain validity requirements. It does mean, however, that genealogical
studies will be as prepared to defend such requirements as any other
study.

The ‘‘how’’ of power

Power theory in social and political science comprises several traditions.
First, there are the so-called ‘‘community power’’ theories as formulated
by Robert Dahl, Floyd Hunter, G. William DomhoV, and others.32

Second, there are the theories of ‘‘nondecisions’’ and ‘‘two faces of
power’’ of Peter Bachrach and Morton Baratz, and the three-dimensional
power concept of Steven Lukes.33 Finally, there is Marxist power theory,
as elaborated, for example, by Nicolas Poulantzas.34 While these theories
diVer on many points, they all share a concern with power in terms of
possession, sovereignty, and control – power as entity. Foucault, in
contrast, understands power in terms of its concrete application in stra-
tegies and tactics – power as force relations. Let me illustrate the diVer-
ence between these two approaches to the study of power by comparing
Foucault with Steven Lukes, one of the most prominent exponents of the
‘‘power as entity’’ theories.35

In his book Power, Lukes poses the question, ‘‘What interests us when
we are interested in power?’’36 Lukes responds that we are interested in
the results of power and its localization: ‘‘those interested in power are
interested in two questions,’’ says Lukes. ‘‘Let us call the Wrst an interest
in the outcomes and the second an interest in the locus of power.’’37

Lukes explains that one can advantageously study the two questions by
focusing on a set of other questions, ‘‘various ‘power questions’ that
people have in mind when they seek to locate and compare power.’’38

Lukes lists these power questions as follows: Who can adversely aVect
whose interests? Who can control whom? Who can obtain what? Who can
secure the achievement of collective resources?Who is responsible for the
outcomes of power? Who beneWts from the outcomes of power? Where
are the sources of change localized? Where are the points at which
alternative arrangements or events could have made a signiWcant diVer-
ence?

These types of questions are important in power studies and deserve a
place in most analyses of power. Nevertheless, the questions posed and
the perspective on power they express are insuYcient for understanding
certain central aspects of power, viz., power as force relations. One of the
values of Foucault’s work lies in making this clear. In contrast to Lukes,
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Foucault states that he is not primarily interested in the outcomes or
localization of power, nor even in power in itself. Rather, his focus is the
relations of power: ‘‘I hardly ever use the word ‘power’,’’ Foucault says,
‘‘and if I do sometimes, it is always a short cut to the expression I always
use: the relationships of power.’’39 Foucault argues against a view of
power as something one possesses: ‘‘power is not something that is
acquired, seized, or shared, something that one holds on to or allows to
slip away.’’40 Or as Foucault says elsewhere: ‘‘power is exercised rather
than possessed.’’41

The question of who has power is therefore less prominent with
Foucault than with other students of power. In accord with this view
Foucault warns against power studies which try to identify the ‘‘head-
quarters’’ of power. ‘‘[L]et us not look for the headquarters that presides
over [power’s] rationality,’’ Foucault says, ‘‘neither the caste which gov-
erns, nor the groups which control the state apparatus, nor those who
make the most important economic decisions direct the entire network of
power that functions in a society (and makes it function).’’42 Foucault
states explicitly that power should not be sought in any kind of locus
because ‘‘power is everywhere, not because it embraces everything, but
because it comes from everywhere.’’43 Foucault therefore explicates his
concept of power like this: ‘‘power is not an institution, and not a
structure; neither is it a certain strength we are endowed with; it is the
name that one attributes to a complex strategical situation in a particular
society.’’44

Here I should like to point out that contrary to what some critics have
held, Foucault’s decentralized power concept and his statement that
power is not an institution or a structure do not imply that institutions
cannot be signiWcant objects for power studies.45 Indeed, Foucault ex-
plicitly calls attention to the fact that it is both possible and legitimate to
focus power studies on closely deWned institutions. ‘‘[I do] not deny the
importance of institutions on the establishment of power relations,’’ says
Foucault.46 Institutions constitute privileged observation points accord-
ing to Foucault. They are concentrated, ordered, and often eVective. A
focus for power studies on institutions, however, entails several pitfalls of
which Foucault warns us. For example, since an important part of the
mechanisms which operate in a given institution are designed to ensure
the maintenance of that institution, studies of institutional power run the
risk of unduly focusing on reproductive mechanisms, especially in the
study of power relations among institutions. Foucault believes that insti-
tutional analyses also have had a tendency to explain the sources of power
in terms of institutions, a kind of circular reasoning in which power is
explained by power. ‘‘I wish to suggest that one must analyze institutions
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from the standpoint of power relations, rather than vice versa,’’ says
Foucault, ‘‘and that the fundamental point of anchorage of the relation-
ships, even if they are embodied and crystallized in an institution, is to be
found outside the institution.’’47

With his emphasis on strategy over sovereignty, Foucault’s main focus in
power studies is the Aristotelian and phronetic concern with ‘‘particular
circumstances.’’ Foucault’s principal question, what he terms ‘‘the little
question . . . Xat and empirical,’’ becomes a processual question. ‘‘How,’’
asks Foucault, ‘‘is power exercised?’’48 The processual question supple-
ments Steven Lukes’s and other power theorists’ focus on power as a
static entity to be possessed, won, held, or lost. ‘‘How?’’ is thus added to
‘‘Who?’’ ‘‘What?’’ and ‘‘Where?’’ Foucault is emphatic about the import-
ance of process over structure as a point of departure for power studies.
He stresses that ‘‘to begin the analysis with a ‘how’ is . . . to suspect that an
extremely complex conWguration of realities is allowed to escape when
one treads endlessly in the double question: What is power? and Where
does power come from?’’49 It is precisely such a ‘‘complex conWguration
of realities’’ which escapes understanding when one studies power from
the power-as-entity theories alone, and it is therefore the ‘‘little question’’
of ‘‘How?’’ with its emphasis on details and concrete practices which
governs Foucault’s genealogy and power analytics. Here, too, Foucault’s
approach is in agreement with the practice of phronesis.

CliVord Geertz similarly observes about power that politics is an extra-
ordinarily diYcult matter to assess ‘‘which is perhaps why we social
scientists, who are not players but reasoners and onlookers, professional
second-guessers, are so given to abstract representations of Power, the
State, Domination, and Authority – the drum-roll words of spectator
realism.’’50 The problem with such an approach, says Geertz, is that it is
less than helpful. To depict power as some sort of featureless, universal
force producing an abstract, invariant relationship called ‘‘domination’’ is
to block perception of both the texture of politics and its reach, according
to Geertz. It leaves us ‘‘with hardly anything to say but that big Wsh eat
little ones, the weak go to the wall, power tends to corrupt, uneasy lies the
head, and master and man need one another to exist: the dim banalities of
theory.’’ Foucault’s approach to the study of power is an eVective remedy
against the ‘‘banalities of theory’’ identiWed by Geertz.

In the following discussion of Foucault’s considerations on power, we
shall pay particular attention to the development of methodological
guidelines for practical phronetic studies that attempt to answer the
question ‘‘How is power exercised?’’ In concluding this section, it should
be emphasized, however, that when Foucault focuses on the question of
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how, it is not because he believes that other questions – Steven Lukes’s
power questions, for instance – are unimportant in the study of power,
but because he believes that the ‘‘How?’’ question has been neglected. ‘‘If
. . . I grant a certain privileged position to the question of ‘how’ it is not
because I wouldwish to eliminate the questions of ‘what’ and ‘why’,’’ says
Foucault. ‘‘Rather it is that I wish to . . . know if it is legitimate to imagine
a power which unites in itself a what, a why and a how.’’51

Just as Foucault never provided a comprehensive description of geneal-
ogy, he never fully described his method for studying power. The explicit-
ly methodological considerations are again few and scattered, and one
must refer to Foucault’s empirical work as prototypes if one seeks to
understand the method behind them.

One of the few places where Foucault in fact uses the term ‘‘method’’
and expends some pages explaining how he carries out his power studies
is in the Wrst volume of The History of Sexuality. Here Foucault explains
that ‘‘the aim of the inquiries that will follow is to move less toward a
‘theory’ of power than toward an ‘analytics’ of power: that is toward a
deWnition of the speciWc domain formed by relations of power, and
toward a determination of the instruments that will make possible its
analysis.’’52 Here, too, we see a fundamental diVerence from the power-
as-entity theories. The inXuence of the genealogical method is evident, in
that Foucault explicitly distances himself from the traditional focus of
power thinking on ‘‘theories’’ of power. Instead Foucault is interested in
an ‘‘analytics of power.’’ Foucault’s critical stance regarding theory,
which, as we have noted, is also a characteristic of Aristotelian phronesis, is
elaborated inPower/Knowledge. ‘‘If one tries to erect a theory of power one
will always be obliged to view it as emerging at a given place and time and
hence deduce it, to reconstruct its genesis,’’ Foucault says here. But if
power is in reality an open, more-or-less coordinated cluster of relations,
then the ‘‘only problem is to provide oneself with a grid of analysis which
makes possible an analytic of relations of power,’’ according to
Foucault.53

Foucault uses various key words to characterize the conventional view
of power: it is negative; limits and prohibitions are central to its logic. It is
rule-based; rules determine what is permitted and forbidden, legal and
illegal, acceptable and unacceptable, what constitutes legitimate and
illicit activity. It requires a uniform and visible apparatus of power; power
is exercised from above and downwards, uniformly and comprehensively;
all are equal before power, diVerences are attributable only to diVerences
in scale, not in the type of power to which one is exposed. The power
apparatus is placed on the one side, the obedient subject on the other. ‘‘It
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is a power that only has the force of the negative on its side,’’ says
Foucault, ‘‘a power to say no; in no condition to produce, capable only of
posting limits, it is basically anti-energy. This is the paradox of its eVec-
tiveness: it is incapable of doing anything, except to render what it
dominates incapable of doing anything either, except for what this power
allows it to do.’’54 All the modes of domination, submission, and subjuga-
tion are ultimately reduced to an eVect of obedience, according to
Foucault.

What, then, does it mean for Foucault to ask questions such as, ‘‘What
is power?’’ and ‘‘What is not power?’’ Taking the last question Wrst,
power is seen not simply as a set of institutions and mechanisms, which
ensure servile citizens in a given state. Nor is power only a form of
subordination, which instead of violence sets rules. Power is not only a
general system of domination that one group exercises over another.
Instead of assuming the existence of domination, sovereignty, law, etc., it
is more fruitful to see these as forms which power may take, says
Foucault. Hence, the existence of these forms of power must be made
into an empirical question for further research instead of a precondition
for power studies. The possibility of power and its conditions of existence
must not only be sought in a center. Concepts such as ‘‘center of power’’
and ‘‘locus of power’’ are problematic, inasmuch as they derive from a
concept of power based on law and sovereignty, Foucault says. The
concepts assume too much, and leave too little open for empirical investi-
gation.

Foucault’s response to the question, ‘‘What is power?’’, takes the
following form: Power must be understood as a multiplicity of force
relations ‘‘immanent in the sphere in which they operate and which
constitute their own organization.’’55 Power is the process, which via
struggles and confrontations transforms, supports, or reverses these force
relations. Power is the support which the force relationsWnd in each other
via the creation of chains or systems, or conversely, via the separation and
opposition which isolate them from each other. Power is the strategies in
which the force relations obtain eVects, whose general design or institu-
tional crystallization can be found in the state apparatus, in the formation
of the laws, and in various social hegemonies. Strategies and force rela-
tions are local and omnipresent, they are changeable and unstable. Power
is dynamic and is everywhere, states Foucault, not because it is capable of
uniting everything under its insurmountable unity, but because power is
produced from one moment to the next in all points and all relations. The
micropractices of power and of day-to-day activities – hour to hour and
minute to minute sometimes – are what is signiWcant. Power is produc-
tive, says Foucault, ‘‘We must cease once and for all to describe the
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eVects of power in negative terms: it ‘excludes,’ it ‘represses,’ it ‘censors,’
it ‘abstracts,’ it ‘masks,’ it ‘conceals’.’’ In fact, continues Foucault,
‘‘power produces, it produces reality; it produces domains of objects and
rituals of truth.’’56

More speciWcally, Foucault sets forth his concept of power in a number of
propositions.57

Power relations do not stand in an external relationship to other forms of
relations, for example, economic processes, relations of knowledge and
rationality, or sexual relations. Power relations are inherent in these and
are the immediate eVect of the divisions, inequalities, and imbalances
found in them, just as they, conversely, are preconditions for these
diVerentiations. Power relations, as mentioned, also do not stand in a
negative limiting relation to other relations, but play a directly positive
and productive role in these.
Power comes from below. Power is not based upon a bipolar and compre-

hensive opposition between ruling and ruled, just as such an opposition
cannot serve as a general framework for understanding power. There
exists no general ordering principle for power. Foucault emphasizes that
this does not mean that social classes and social domination do not exist.
It means only that both the dominant and dominated enter into relations
of power which none of them control in a simple, absolute way.
Power cannot be ‘‘acquired,’’ ‘‘taken,’’ or ‘‘shared,’’ nor can it be ‘‘re-

tained’’ or allowed to ‘‘slip away.’’ Power is exercised, as said, from ‘‘in-
numerable points’’ in an interaction between unequal and mobile rela-
tions.58 Inequalities in power relations must be traced back to their actual
material functioning. Top-down dominance cannot be assumed as a
point of departure, but must be made into an open empirical question.
One must presume, says Foucault, that the varied power relations, which
are created and are operative in production and business, in families, in
other groups, and in institutions, are the basis for wide-ranging fragmen-
tary eVects, which permeate society. This fragmentation can in certain
instances have a homogenizing, convergent, and consolidating eVect on
the relations of power, but an eventual consolidated dominance, for
example, hegemony, is considered as an eVect, not a point of departure.
Where there is power there is resistance. Foucault is clear on this point: ‘‘In

the relations of power, there is necessarily the possibility of resistance, for
if there were no possibility of resistance . . . there would be no relations of
power.’’59 And resistance never stands in an external relationship to
power, resistance is a part of power. Nevertheless, according to Foucault,
it would be a misunderstanding to say that one always subjects oneself to
power, that one cannot escape domination, and hence lay oneself open to
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a cynical view of power, and to the kind of fatalism, determinism, and
nihilism which may follow from such a view. This would be to misunder-
stand the relational character of power. Foucault is equally clear regard-
ing the central signiWcance of resistance to power studies:

I would like to suggest [a] way to go further towards a new economy of power
relations, a way which is more empirical, more directly related to our present
situation, and which implies more relations between theory and practice. It
consists of taking the forms of resistance against diVerent forms of power as a
starting point. To use another metaphor, it consists of using this resistance as a
chemical catalyst so as to bring to light power relations, locate their position, Wnd
out their point of application and the methods used. Rather than analyzing power
from the point of view of its internal rationality, it consists of analyzing power
relations through the antagonism of strategies.60

Relations of power are in their very existence dependent on a multiplicity
of points of resistance, and they exist throughout any power network.
Resistance, too, has no single center. According to Foucault there is no
sole source of rebellion, no one law of revolutions. Instead there is a
multiplicity of resistances, each of which is a special case for the study of
power. This living multiplicity does not mean that there cannot occur
radical breaks and profound bipolar fragmentation; for example, revol-
utions and massive struggles between classes. These certainly occur, but
according to Foucault they neither typify nor dominate power relations.
It is often a case of mobile and temporary points of resistance, which
produce changeable fragmentations and regroupings: some groups disin-
tegrate, others are created. The fragmentation may even penetrate indi-
viduals, dividing their points of reference and reconstituting their identi-
ties. Just as the network of power relations creates a tight web and system
which penetrates apparatuses and institutions without actually being
localized in these, the innumerable points of resistance crosscut social
divisions. It is the strategic consolidation and ordering of points of resis-
tance which make possible a rebellion or a revolution, in the same way as
the state is dependent on institutional consolidation and ordering of
stable power relations for its operations.

WithFoucault’s conceptof power, a number of central tenets inpower-as-
entity theories – be they elitist, pluralist, orMarxist – becomeproblematic.
To seize the ‘‘centers of power,’’ for example, might simply reproduce old
patterns of government and domination instead of changing them: the
class that succeeds in overthrowing the ruling class becomes the new
ruling class. This, clearly, has been a problem for applied Marxism in
socialist societies. Real change, according to Foucault, requires changing
our selves, our bodies, our souls, and our ways of knowing – it requires
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‘‘workof the self upon the self’’ – in addition to changing the economyand
society.61 The power-as-entity theories are insuYcient.

Instead of the ‘‘Who?–What?–Where?’’ questions of power mentioned
above, a Foucauldian, and phronetic, point of departure for particular
case studies of power are the following questions: What are the most
immediate and the most local power relations operating, and how do they
operate? How has the active exercise of power in the relations being
investigated aVected the possibilities for the further exercise of power,
with the resulting reinforcement of certain power relations and the at-
tenuation of others? How are power relations linked together, according
to what logic and strategy? How have these relations made certain ra-
tionalities possible and others impossible, and how do the rationalities
support or oppose the power relations? How can the games of power be
played diVerently?

Power, rationality, and truth

Foucault sees discourses not simply as surface projections of power
mechanisms; via discourse and interpretation, rationality and power be-
come interwoven. Here, too, Foucault follows a basic Nietzschean in-
sight, namely that interpretation is not only commentary, as is often the
view. ‘‘[I]nterpretation is itself a means of becoming master of some-
thing,’’ says Nietzsche in The Will to Power,62 and he adds elsewhere that
‘‘whatever exists, having somehow come into being, is again and again
reinterpreted to new ends, taken over, transformed, and redirected by
some power superior to it . . . all subduing and becoming master involves
a fresh interpretation.’’63 Discourses, therefore,must be viewed as a series
of interrupted segments whose tactical function is neither uniform nor
stable. One ought not to view the universe of discourses as divided into
accepted and excluded discourses, into dominant and dominated dis-
courses, or into successful and fallacious discourses. Rather, one should
operate with a multiplicity of discursive elements, which can be put into
operation in various strategies. According to Foucault, it is the distribu-
tion of this multiplicity of discursive elements which must be reconstruc-
ted in a concrete study of rationality and power.64 This is done by
describing that which is said and that which is hidden, the necessary
articulations, and the forbidden ones, and relations between these. Vari-
ants and diVerent eVects of the discursive elements must be studied with
reference to who speaks and from which position of power, in which
institutional context, etc. Shifts and recycling of identical formulations
with diVerent purposes must also be identiWed. For example, one might
well imagine that discursive elements, which are identical or immediately
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resemble each other when viewed out of context, could have diametrically
opposing roles when seen in the context of diVerent strategies. Thus, the
same discursive act can legitimate widely diVering ends.

Discourses, then, are not subordinated or set up against power once
and for all. No discourse is unequivocally oppressive or always emancipa-
tory. The researcher’s methodology must take account of the complex
and unstable process according to which discourses can be both an
instrument of power and its eVect, but also an obstacle, a point of
resistance or a starting point for a counterposing strategy.Discourses thus
transfer and produce power. They reinforce power, but they also subvert
and conceal it, make it fragile and contribute to obstructing power. In the
same way, secrecy and silence can mask power, but they can also weaken
its grip and make possible the existence of obscure areas without public
tolerance. It would be fallacious to assume the existence of a power
discourse on the one hand and an opposing counterdiscourse on the
other. Discourses are tactical elements, which operate in the Weld of force
relations. DiVerent and even opposing discourses may coexist within the
same strategy. And according to Foucault one cannot expect that dis-
courses disclose by themselves what strategy they are part of, or what
moral divisions they follow, or what kind of ideology, be it dominant or
dominated. Instead one must study discourses at two levels: (1) the level
of their tactical productivity, where the key question is, ‘‘What reciprocal
eVects of power and knowledge [do] they ensure?’’ and (2) the level of
strategic integration, where the question now becomes, What conjunc-
tion and what force relationship make it necessary to utilize discourses in
a given episode of the various confrontations that occur?65

Foucault is unambiguous in his evaluation of the signiWcance of rational-
ity as an object of study:

I think that the central issue of philosophy and critical thought since the eight-
eenth century has always been, still is, and will, I hope, remain the question:What
is this Reason that we use? What are its historical eVects? What are its limits, and
what are its dangers? How can we exist as rational beings, fortunately committed
to practicing a rationality that is unfortunately crisscrossed by intrinsic dangers?
One should remain as close to this question as possible, keeping in mind that it is
both central and extremely diYcult to resolve.66

In developing a more contemporary concept of phronesis, it is precisely
one of the advantages of Foucault’s view of power that it integrates
rationality and power, knowledge and power, reason and power, truth
and power. For Foucault, these phenomena do not stand in a bipolar
external relationship to each other: power produces rationality and truth;
rationality and truth produce power. The one side cannot be explained
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unilaterally in terms of the other or be reduced to the other. ‘‘Perhaps,
too, we should abandon a whole tradition that allows us to imagine that
knowledge can exist only where the power relations are suspended and
that knowledge can develop only outside its injunctions, its demands and
its interests,’’ says Foucault.

We should admit rather that power produces knowledge . . . that power and
knowledge directly imply one another; that there is no power relation without the
correlative constitution of a Weld of knowledge, nor any knowledge that does not
presuppose and constitute at the same time power relations . . . [I]t is not the
activity of the subject of knowledge that produces a corpus of knowledge, useful
or resistant to power, but power-knowledge, the processes and struggles that
traverse it and of which it is made up, that determines the forms and possible
domains of knowledge.67

This view contrasts with any sort of separation of rationality and power
and the associated view that the task of social and political science is to
‘‘speak truth to power,’’ as C. Wright Mills and Aaron Wildavsky have
put it.68 The latter view, according to Foucault, is an oversimpliWcation.

Foucault criticizes political philosophy and social science for practicing
an unreXected ‘‘will to knowledge.’’ Political philosophy and social
science concern themselves with ideal social models for the functioning of
society, with abstractions, basic principles, utopias, theories, and general
criteria for the evaluation of existing conditions in society. According to
Foucault it is precisely this unreXected will to knowledge which distracts
us from the concrete operations of power and that makes power so poorly
understood today. When we discuss research and politics, the task,
according to Foucault, is to break with this mode of questioning in
philosophy and social science and instead inquire how power actually
functions.

In order to understand his considerations on the relation between truth
and power, knowledge and power, and rationality and power, it is import-
ant to make clear what Foucault understands by ‘‘truth.’’ ‘‘[B]y truth I do
not mean ‘the ensemble of truths which are to be discovered and accep-
ted’,’’ says Foucault, ‘‘but rather ‘the ensemble of rules according to
which the true and false are separated and speciWc eVects of power
attached to the true,’ it being understood also that it’s not a matter of a
battle ‘on behalf ’ of the truth, but of a battle about the status of truth and
the economic and political role it plays.’’69 According to Foucault, the
concern for truth is ‘‘the question for the West’’ (emphasis in original),70

and every society has its regimes of truth and its ‘‘politics of truth,’’
understood as the types of discourse which society accepts and allows to
operate as true; the mechanisms which make it possible to distinguish
between true and false propositions; techniques and procedures regarded

125Empowering Aristotle



as valuable in the production of truth and for determining the status for
those who concern themselves with determining what is true. Foucault
asks us to consider whether the ‘‘problem of truth’’ is not the ‘‘most
general of political problems,’’ and he sees the task of speaking the truth
as endless.71 No power can avoid the obligation to respect this task in all
its complexity, according to Foucault, ‘‘unless it imposes silence and
servitude.’’72 Herein lies the power of truth.

In sum, according to Foucault the political question is not one of
mistake, illusion, false consciousness, or ideology, but truth itself: ‘‘truth
is not by nature free – nor error servile,’’ concludes Foucault. The
production of truth ‘‘is thoroughly imbued with relations of power.’’73

Foucault’s critical studies of rationality and power have led to specula-
tions that Foucault sees himself and his work as somehow located above
power relations. In fact, Foucault makes it clear in several places, that this
is not the case. As with Aristotle and phronesis, Foucault does not see
himself and his studies as located in an external relation to that which he
analyzes. Such a location he sees as simply impossible. Foucault shares
with Max Weber a concern with modern processes of rationalization. But
where Weber set himself the goal of giving a rational and scientiWcally
objective explanation for the rationalization problem, Foucault’s geneal-
ogy is explicitly context-dependent. This means that Foucault avoids
ending up in the same dilemma as Weber, that is, the dilemma of
value-freedom. Weber saw rationalization as the modern era’s great
problem, but he was unable to scientiWcally argue for his suspicion that
the costs of rationalization were greater than their potential advantages,
and that rationalization ought to be resisted. As a scholar, he could not
provide guidelines for relevant action even though he believed that there
ought to be action. On the contrary, Weber looked negatively at his own
theorization, seeing it as part of the development of which he disap-
proved. All Weber could do was to point out this paradox in his analysis.

Foucault’s situation is fundamentally diVerent because of the interpre-
tative engagement of the genealogical analysis. As with phronesis, values,
pragmatic considerations, and strategies for action are a prerequisite for,
and part of, the method, and hence, do not stand in opposition to the
understanding-oriented project. Foucault speaks of a ‘‘limit-attitude’’
which can be explicitly deWned as positive and action-oriented. This
contrasts with structuralism, which tends to analyze limits from without
and sees them as constrictive for action. Foucault’s perspective places
itself neither beyond, nor within, but on the boundaries between the
seemingly possible and impossible with the clear intention of shifting
these boundaries. Here, again, Foucault attempts to move beyond some
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of the classical dualisms that tend to trouble social and political science:
oppositions between the possible and the impossible, voluntarism and
determinism, idealism and fatalism, agency and structure. There are
grounds to quote Foucault at some length on this central point:

This . . . ethos may be characterized as a limit-attitude. We are not talking about a
gesture of rejection. We have to move beyond the outside–inside alternative; we
have to be at the frontiers. Criticism indeed consists of analyzing and reXecting
upon limits . . . [I]n what is given to us as universal, necessary, obligatory, what
place is occupied by whatever is singular, contingent, and the product of arbitrary
constraints? . . . [Criticism]will not deduce from the form of what we are what it is
impossible for us to do and to know . . . it is seeking to give new impetus, as far and
wide as possible, to the undeWned work of freedom . . . I shall thus characterize
[the ethos] as a historico-practical test of the limits that we may go beyond, and
thus as work carried out by ourselves upon ourselves as free beings.74

For Foucault ‘‘[t]hought is freedom in relation to what one does.’’75

Thought is not what inhabits a certain conduct and gives it meaning.
Thought is, rather, what allows one to step back from this conduct and to
‘‘question it as to its meaning, its conditions, and its goals.’’ Thus thought
is the motion by which one detaches oneself from what one does and
‘‘reXects on it as a problem.’’ Thought is the ability to think diVerently in
order to act diVerently.76 Thought deWned in this manner – as reXexive
thought aimed at action – stands at the core of Foucault’s ethics, which,
then, is an ethics antithetical to any type of ‘‘thought-police.’’ ReXexive
thought is therefore the most important ‘‘intellectual virtue’’ for
Foucault, just as for Aristotle it is phronesis (see chapter Wve). In fact,
when analyzed conceptually, as opposed to historically, the similarities
are striking between Foucauldian thought, deWned as above, and Aris-
totelian phronesis.

According to Foucault, freedom is not ensured by the institutions and
the legislation established with the presumed intention of guaranteeing
freedom. An originally emancipatory institutional system may turn into
its own opposition and become repressive, precisely because it is a system
and is thereby totalizing. Individual institutions and legislation can in
most cases be turned against their original goals in the same ways as truth
and rationality. Not only because they are open for interpretation, but
according to Foucault because they must be practiced in order to have an
impact in the project of freedom and justice and in the relations of power
of which they are a part. This is why any type of blueprint social engineer-
ing (techne) based on science (episteme) is as unacceptable to Foucault as it
was to Aristotle. These two thinkers give priority to public deliberation,
that is phronesis, over science in social matters, including concerns about
institutions and laws.
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According to Foucault, freedom is ensured even less by philosophy and
theory than by institutions and laws. Philosophy and theory, too, can
be reversed and transformed according to pragmatic, opportunistic
objectives. During a meeting in 1983 between Habermas and Foucault,
Habermas mentioned how upset he had been one day when he came
across some texts of one of his former teachers, a well-known Kantian.
The texts, from1934, were thoroughlyNazi in their orientation. Foucault
relates that he reXected upon Habermas’s experience, especially after
Foucault himself was later subjected to a similar experience. Foucault
stumbled upon a text by the stoicMax Pohlenz, also from1934, about the
Führer ideal in stoicism and about true humanism in das Volk under
the Führer’s inspiration.77 Foucault points out that philosophical and
theoretical positions can be used and abused, and that one cannot expect
that potentially emancipatory theoretical positions, or their authors, will
automatically operate in an emancipatory fashion in practice: ‘‘certain
great themes such as ‘humanism’ can be used to any end whatever –
for example to show with what gratitude Pohlenz would have greeted
Hitler.’’78

For Foucault, the association between political philosophy and social
theory on the one hand and political practice on the other thus tends to be
a weak one. From this perspective, Foucault states that attempts to solve
the problems of our time by developing potentially emancipatory philo-
sophical and theoretical positions become problematic. The struggles
against rationalization and repression, which both Foucault, Weber, and
Habermas see as one of our era’s most important tasks, cannot – Foucault
says – be eVectively conducted at the theoretical level. Rather, they must
be carried out in relation to speciWc instances of rationalization and
repression in their particular contexts. Precisely on this point lies one of
the most decisive diVerences between Habermas and Foucault as we saw
in chapter seven.

Foucault’s position does not mean that ‘‘anything goes’’ in a theoreti-
cal context. Nor does it imply that theory is not important.79 Rather, it
means that theories, and conceptualization in general, must be constantly
confronted with praxis, including the praxis of the individual scholar.
Here, again, Foucault shows himself to be closer to Aristotle and phronesis
than to Plato and epistemology. ‘‘If I have insisted on all this ‘practice’,’’
says Foucault, ‘‘it has not been in order to ‘apply’ ideas, but in order to
put them to the test and modify them.’’80 Practice and freedom, accord-
ing to Foucault, and to Aristotle, are not derived epistemologically or by
theoretical work. Freedom is a practice, not a result or a state of aVairs.
And phronesis is the intellectual virtue most relevant to the project of
freedom.
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9 Methodological guidelines for a reformed
social science

[T]he way to re-enchant the world . . . is to stick to the concrete.
Richard Rorty

After having explored in the previous two chapters the importance of
power to a contemporary interpretation of phronesis and to social science,
let us now begin to sum up the argument of the book by bringing together
more explicitly what it might mean today to practice social science as
phronesis. We will do this, Wrstly, by developing a set of methodological
guidelines for phronetic social science in this chapter, and, secondly, by
giving illustrations and examples of phronetic research in chapter ten.

I would like to stress immediately that the methodological guidelines
summarized below should not be seen as methodological imperatives; at
most they are cautionary indicators of direction. Let me also mention that
undoubtedly, there are ways of practicing phronetic social science other
than those outlined here. The most important issue is not the individual
methodology involved, even if methodological questions may have some
signiWcance. It is more important to get the result right, that is, arriving at
a social science which eVectively deals with public deliberation and
praxis, rather than being stranded with a social science that vainly at-
tempts to emulate natural science.

As mentioned earlier, few researchers seem to have reXected explicitly
on the strengths and weaknesses of social science practiced as episteme,
techne, and phronesis, respectively. Even fewer are carrying out actual
research on the basis of such reXection, and fewer still have set out the
methodological considerations and guidelines for a phronesis-based social
science. In fact, it seems that researchers doing phronesis-like work have a
sound instinct for getting on with their research and not getting involved
in methodology, a case in point being the sparseness of methodological
considerations and guidelines in Michel Foucault’s work already remark-
ed upon. Nonetheless, given the interpretation of the actual and potential
role of the social sciences as laid out in this book, it is essential for the
development of these sciences that such guidelines are elaborated.
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The main point of departure for explicating methodological guidelines
for phronetic social science is our reading of Aristotle and Foucault in the
previous chapters. We will supplement this reading, however, with a
reading of other thinkers – Pierre Bourdieu, CliVord Geertz, Alasdair
MacIntyre, Richard Rorty, and others – who emphasize practical before
epistemic knowledge in the study of humans and society, despite import-
ant diVerences in other domains.1

Focusing on values

By deWnition, phronetic researchers focus on values; for example, by
taking their point of departure in the classic value-rational questions:
Where are we going? Is it desirable? What should be done? As described
in chapter Wve, in the discussion of value-rationality and phronesis, the
objective is to balance instrumental rationality with value-rationality by
increasing the capacity of individuals, organizations, and society to think
and act in value-rational terms. Focusing on values, the phronetic re-
searcher is forced to face the question of foundationalism versus relativ-
ism, that is, the view that central values exist that can be rationally and
universally grounded, versus the view that one set of values is just as good
as another.

Phronetic researchers reject both of these ‘‘isms’’ and replace them by
contextualism, that is, by situational ethics. Distancing themselves from
foundationalismdoes not leave phronetic researchers normless, however.
They take their point of departure in their attitude to the situation in the
society being studied. They seek to ensure that such an attitude is not
based on idiosyncratic morality or personal preferences, but instead on a
common view among a speciWc reference group to which the researchers
refer. For phronetic researchers, the socially and historically conditioned
context – and not the rational and universal groundingwhich is desired by
certain philosophers, but which is not yet achieved – constitutes the most
eVective bulwark against relativism and nihilism. Phronetic researchers
realize that our sociality and history is the only foundation we have, the
only solid ground under our feet. And that this socio-historical founda-
tion is fully adequate for our work as social scientists.

As regards validity, phronetic research is based on interpretation and is
open for testing in relation to other interpretations and other research.
But one interpretation is not just as good as another, which would be the
case for relativism. Every interpretation must be built upon claims of
validity, and the procedures ensuring validity are as demanding for
phronetic research as for any other activity in the social and political
sciences. Phronetic researchers also oppose the view that any one among
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a number of interpretations lacks value because it is ‘‘merely’’ an interpre-
tation. As emphasized by Alexander Nehamas, the key point is the
establishment of a better alternative, where ‘‘better’’ is deWned according
to sets of validity claims.2 If a better interpretation demonstrates the
previous interpretation to be ‘‘merely’’ interpretation, this new interpre-
tation remains valid until another, still better interpretation is produced
which can reduce the previous interpretation to ‘‘merely’’ interpretation.
This is the procedurewhich a community of social scientists would follow
in working together to put certain interpretations of social and political
life ahead of others (see also the section on ‘‘dialogue’’ pp. 139–40
below). The procedure describes not an interpretive or relativistic
approach. Rather, it sets forth the basic ground rules for any social or
political inquiry, inasmuch as social science and philosophy have not yet
identiWed criteria by which an ultimate interpretation and a Wnal ground-
ing of values and facts can be made.

Placing power at the core of analysis

Besides focusing on the three value-rational questions mentioned above,
which are the classical Aristotelian questions, a contemporary reading of
phronesis also poses questions about power and outcomes: Who gains,
andwho loses? Throughwhat kinds of power relations?What possibilities
are available to change existing power relations? And is it desirable to do
so? Of what kinds of power relations are those asking these questions
themselves a part? Phronetic research poses these questions with the
intention of avoiding the voluntarism and idealism typical of so much
ethical thinking. The main question is not only the Weberian: ‘‘Who
governs?’’ posed by Robert Dahl and most other students of power. It is
also the Nietzschean question: What ‘‘governmental rationalities’’ are at
work when those who govern govern? With these questions and with
the focus on value-rationality, phronetic researchers relate explicitly
to a primary context of values and power. Combining the best of
a Nietzschean–Foucauldian interpretation of power with the best of a
Weberian–Dahlian one, the analysis of power would be guided by a
conception of power that can be characterized by six features:

(1) Power is seen as productive and positive and not only as restrictive
and negative.

(2) Power is viewed as a dense net of omnipresent relations and not only
as localized in ‘‘centers’’ and institutions, or as an entity one can
‘‘possess.’’

(3) The concept of power is seen as ultradynamic; power is not only
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something one appropriates, but also something one reappropriates
and exercises in a constant back-and-forth movement in relations of
strength, tactics, and strategies.

(4) Knowledge and power, truth and power, rationality and power are
analytically inseparable from each other; power produces knowledge,
and knowledge produces power.

(5) The central question is how power is exercised, and not only who has
power, and why they have it; the focus is on process in addition to
structure.

(6) Power is studied with a point of departure in small questions, ‘‘Xat
and empirical,’’ not only, nor primarily, with a point of departure in
‘‘big questions.’’3

Analyses of power following this format cannot be equated with a general
analytics of every possible power relation. Other approaches and other
interpretations are possible. They can, however, serve as a possible and
productive point of departure for dealing with questions of power in
doing phronesis.

Getting close to reality

Donald Campbell, Charles Lindblom, and others have noted that the
development of social research is inhibited by the fact that researchers
tend to work with problems in which the answer to the question ‘‘If you
are wrong about this, who will notice?’’ is ‘‘Nobody.’’4 Mary Timney
Bailey calls the outcome of this type of research ‘‘‘so what’ results.’’5

Phronetic researchers seek to transcend this problem of relevance by
anchoring their research in the context studied and thereby ensuring a
hermeneutic ‘‘fusion of horizons.’’ This applies both to contemporary
and historical studies. For contemporary studies one gets close to the
phenomenon or group whom one studies during data collection, and
remains close during the phases of data analysis, feedback, and publica-
tion of results. Combined with the above-mentioned focus on relations of
values and power, this strategy typically creates interest by outside par-
ties, and even outside stakeholders, in the research. These parties will test
and evaluate the research in various ways. The researcherswill conscious-
ly expose themselves to reactions from their surroundings – both positive
and negative – and may derive beneWt from the learning eVect, which is
built into this strategy. In this way, the phronetic researcher becomes a
part of the phenomenon studied, without necessarily ‘‘going native’’ or
the project becoming simple action research.6

Phronetic researchers doing historical studies carry out much of their
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work in those locales where the relevant historical materials are placed,
and they also typically probe deeply into archives, annals, and individual
documents. Foucault, for instance, spent a large part of his typical Paris
working day in the archives of the Bibliothèque Nationale or the Bib-
liothèque du Saulchoir. Here he found a knowledge whose visible body
‘‘is neither theoretical or scientiWc discourse nor literature, but a regular,
daily practice.’’7 In historical studies, as in contemporary ones, the objec-
tive is to get close to reality. Wirkliche Historie (real history), says
Foucault, ‘‘shortens its vision to those things nearest to it.’’8 C. Roland
Christensen of Harvard University, arguably one of the fathers of the case
method, expresses a similar attitude about his research by invokingHenry
Miller to describe the approach taken by case researchers: ‘‘My whole
work has come to resemble a terrain of which I have made a thorough,
geodetic survey, not from a desk with pen and ruler, but by touch, by
getting down on all fours, on my stomach, and crawling over the ground
inch by inch, and this over an endless period of time in all conditions of
weather.’’9

Emphasizing little things

Phronetic researchers begin their work by phenomenologically asking
‘‘little questions’’ and focusing on what CliVord Geertz, with a term
borrowed from Gilbert Ryle, calls ‘‘thick description.’’10 This procedure
may often seem tedious and trivial. Nietzsche and Foucault emphasize
that it requires ‘‘patience and a knowledge of details,’’ and it depends on a
‘‘vast accumulation of source material.’’11 Geertz explicates the dilemma
involved in skipping minutiae. The problem with an approach, which
extracts the general from the particular and then sets the particular aside
as detail, illustration, background, or qualiWcation, is that ‘‘it leaves us
helpless in the face of the very diVerence we need to explore,’’ Geertz
says. ‘‘[It] does indeed simplify matters. It is less certain that it clariWes
them.’’12 Nietzsche, who advocates ‘‘patience and seriousness in the
smallest things,’’13 expresses a similar, though more radical, point regard-
ing the importance of detail when he says that ‘‘[a]ll the problems of
politics, of social organization, and of education have been falsiWed
through and through . . . because one learned to despise ‘little’ things,
which means the basic concerns of life itself.’’14

The focus on minutiae, which directly opposes much conventional
wisdom about the need to focus on ‘‘important problems,’’ has its back-
ground in a fundamental phenomenological experience, that small ques-
tions often lead to big answers. In this sense, phronetic research is
decentered in its approach, taking its point of departure in local
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micropractices, searching for the Great within the Small and vice versa.
‘‘God is in the detail,’’ the proverb says. ‘‘So is the Devil,’’ the phronetic
researcher would add, doing work that is at the same time as detailed and
as general as possible.

Looking at practice before discourse

Through words and concepts we are continually tempted to think of
things as being simpler than they are, says Nietzsche, ‘‘there is a philo-
sophical mythology concealed in language’’ (emphasis in original).15

Michel Serres puts the matter even more succinctly. ‘‘Language has a
disgust for things,’’ he says. Phronetic research attempts to get beyond
this problem. Thus, practice is seen as more fundamental than either
discourse or theory. Goethe’s phrase from Faust, ‘‘Am Anfang war die
Tat’’ (in the beginning was the deed), could be the motto for phronetic
research. It is echoed by Foucault who says, ‘‘discourse is not life,’’
regular, daily practice is.16 As pointed out in the previous chapter,
phronetic research does not accept the maxim that there is nothing
outside the text, or outside discourse. Discourse analysis must be discip-
lined by the analysis of practices.

Phronetic research focuses on practical activity and practical knowl-
edge in everyday situations. Itmaymean, but is certainly not limited to, a
focus on known sociological, ethnographic, and historical phenomena
such as ‘‘everyday life’’ and ‘‘everyday people.’’ What it always means,
however, is a focus on the actual daily practices which constitute a given
Weld of interest, regardless of whether these practices take place on the
Xoor of a stock exchange, a grassroots organization, a hospital, or a local
school board.

At the outset, practices are recorded and described simply as events.
‘‘The question which I ask,’’ says Foucault, ‘‘is not about codes but about
events . . . I try to answer this question without referring to the conscious-
ness . . . the will . . . intention.’’17 The researcher records what happened
‘‘on such a day, in such a place, in such circumstances.’’18 In The Will to
Power, in describing his ‘‘principles of a new evaluation,’’ Nietzsche
similarly says that when evaluating human action one should ‘‘take doing
something, the ‘aim,’ the ‘intention,’ the ‘purpose,’ back into the deed
after having artiWcially removed all this and thus emptied the deed’’
(emphasis in original).19 Data, events, and phenomena are presented
together with their connections with other data, events, and phenomena.
Discontinuities and changes in the meaning of concepts and discourses
are documented. The hermeneutic horizon is isolated and its arbitrari-
ness elaborated. Initially, the researcher takes no position regarding the
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truth-value and signiWcance ascribed by participants to the practices
studied. No practice is seen as more valuable than another. The horizon
of meaning is that of the individual practice. The researcher then at-
tempts to understand the roles played by the practices studied in the total
system of relations. If it is established, for example, that a certain practice
is rational according to its self-understanding, but not when viewed in the
context of other horizons of meaning, the researcher then asks what role
this ‘‘dubious’’ rationality plays in a further context, historically and
politically, and what consequences this might have.20

In addition to the Nietzschean removal of the doer from the deed, the
focus on practices as events also involves a self-removal on the part of the
researcher to allow him or her to disinterestedly inspect the wirkliche
Historie of human action. This distancing enables the researcher to master
a subject matter even where it is hideous, and there may be a ‘‘brutality of
fact’’ involved in the approach. This, in turn, may oVend people who
mistake the researcher’s willingness to uncover and face the morally
unacceptable for immorality. There may also be intensity and optimism,
however, in facing even the pessimistic and depressing sides of power and
human action. The description of practices as events endures and gains
its strength from detecting the forces that make life work. And a reality
that is ugly or even terrifying when judged by the moral standards which
we like to think apply in modern society, may also be deeply human and
may have to be faced squarely by researchers, readers, and the general
public if this reality is to be changed. Nietzsche acutely named this
approach to research ‘‘The Gay [fröhliche] Science,’’ and he called those
practicing the approach ‘‘free spirits’’ and described themas ‘‘curious to a
vice, investigators to the point of cruelty, with uninhibited Wngers for the
unfathomable, with teeth and stomachs for the most indigestible . . .
collectors from morning till late, misers of our riches and our crammed
drawers.’’21

Studying cases and contexts

We have seen that Aristotle explicitly identiWes knowledge of ‘‘particular
circumstances’’ as a main ingredient of phronesis.22 Foucault similarly
worked according to the dictum ‘‘never lose sight of reference to a
concrete example.’’23 Phronetic research thus beneWts from focusing on
case studies, precedents, and exemplars. Phronesis functions on the basis
of practical rationality and judgment. As I have argued elsewhere, practi-
cal rationality and judgment evolve and operate primarily by virtue of
deep-going case experiences.24 Practical rationality, therefore, is best
understood through cases – experienced or narrated – just as judgment is
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best cultivated and communicated via the exposition of cases. The signiW-
cance of this point can hardly be overstated, which is why Richard Rorty,
in responding to Max Weber’s thesis regarding the modern ‘‘disenchant-
ment of the world,’’ invokes John Dewey to say: ‘‘the way to re-enchant
the world . . . is to stick to the concrete.’’25 A focus on concrete cases does
not exclude the attempts at empirical generalizations typical of much
social and political science. Such generalizations are perfectly compatible
with cases and with narrative.26

Cases exist in context. What has been called the ‘‘primacy of context’’
follows from the empirical fact that in the history of science, human
action has shown itself to be irreducible to predeWned elements and rules
unconnected to interpretation.27 Therefore, it has been impossible to
derive praxis from Wrst principles and theory. Praxis has always been
contingent on context-dependent judgment, on situational ethics. It
would require amajor transformation of current philosophy and science if
this view were to change, and such a transformation does not seem on the
horizon. What Pierre Bourdieu calls the ‘‘feel for the game’’ is central to
all human action of any complexity, and it enables an inWnite number of
‘‘moves’’ to be made, adapted to the inWnite number of possible situ-
ations which no rule, however complex, can foresee.28 Therefore, the
judgment, which is central to phronesis and praxis, is always context-
dependent. The minutiae, practices, and concrete cases which lie at the
heart of phronetic research are seen in their proper contexts; both the
small, local context, which gives phenomena their immediate meaning,
and the larger, international and global context in which phenomena can
be appreciated for their general and conceptual signiWcance.29 Given the
role of context in phronetic research, insofar as such research is practiced
as applied ethics, it is situational ethics. The focus is onSittlichkeit (ethics)
rather thanMoralität (morality).

Asking ‘‘How?’’ Doing narrative

Phronetic research focuses on the dynamic question, ‘‘How?’’ in addition
to the more structural ‘‘Why?’’. It is concerned with both verstehen
(understanding) and erklären (explanation). EVects of social phenomena
are investigated and interpreted in relation to process. In the study of
relationships of power, we saw how Foucault emphasized the how-ques-
tion, ‘‘the little question . . . Xat and empirical,’’ as particularly important.
Foucault stressed that our understanding will suVer if we do not start our
analyses with a ‘‘How?’’

Asking ‘‘How?’’ and doing narrative analysis are closely interlinked
activities. Earlier we saw that a central question for phronesis is: What
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should we do? To this Alasdair MacIntyre answers: ‘‘I can only answer
the question ‘What am I to do?’ if I can answer the prior question ‘Ofwhat
story or stories do I Wnd myself a part?’’’30 This is why Nietzsche and
Foucault see history as fundamental to social science and philosophy and
criticize social scientists and philosophers for their lack of ‘‘historical
sense.’’31 It is also why history is central to phronetic research in both
senses of the word; that is, both as narrative containing speciWc actors and
events, in what CliVord Geertz calls a story with a scientiWc plot; and as
the recording of a historical development.32 Narratology, understood as
the question of ‘‘how best to get an honest story honestly told,’’ is more
important than epistemology and ontology.33

Several observers have noted that narrative is an ancient method and
perhaps our most fundamental form for making sense of experience.34 To
MacIntyre, the human being is a ‘‘story-telling animal,’’ and the notion of
a history is as fundamental a notion as the notion of an action.35 In a
similar vein, Cheryl Mattingly points out that narratives not only give
meaningful form to experiences we have already lived through. They also
provide us a forward glance, helping us to anticipate situations even
before we encounter them, allowing us to envision alternative futures.36

Narrative inquiries do not – indeed, cannot – start from explicit theoreti-
cal assumptions. Instead, they begin with an interest in a particular
phenomenon that is best understood narratively. Narrative inquiries then
develop descriptions and interpretations of the phenomenon from the
perspective of participants, researchers, and others. In the historical
analysis, both event and conjuncture are crucial, just as practices are
studied in the context of several centuries, akin to what Fernand Braudel
calls ‘‘longue durée.’’ The century-long view is employed in order to allow
for the inXuence on current practices of traditions with long historical
roots.

Joining agency and structure

Phronetic research focuses on both the actor level and the structural level,
as well as on the relation between the two in an attempt to transcend the
dualisms of actor/structure, hermeneutics/structuralism, and voluntar-
ism/determinism.37 Actors and their practices are analyzed in relation to
structures and structures in terms of agency, not so that the two stand in
an external relation to each other, but so that structures are found as part
of actors and actors as part of structures. Understanding from ‘‘within’’
and from ‘‘without’’ are both accorded emphasis. This is what Pierre
Bourdieu, in adapting the Aristotelian and Thomist concept of
‘‘habitus,’’ calls ‘‘the internalization of externality and the externalization
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of internality.’’38 Elsewhere Bourdieu explicitly states that the use of the
notion of habitus can be understood as a way of escaping from the choice
between ‘‘a structuralism without a subject and the philosophy of the
subject.’’39

As anyone who has tried it can testify, it is a demanding task to account
simultaneously for the structural inXuences that shape the development
of a given phenomenon and still craft a clear, penetrating narrative or
microanalysis of that phenomenon.40 Diane Vaughan has pointed out
that theorizing on actors and structures remains bifurcated.41 Social
scientists tend to generate either macrolevel or microlevel explanations,
ignoring the critical connections. Empirical work follows the same pat-
tern. Instead of research that attempts to link macrolevel factors and
actors’ choices in a speciWc social or political phenomenon, scholars
dichotomize. Structural analyses and studies of actors each get their share
of attention, but in separate projects, by separate researchers. Those who
join structure and actor in empirical work most often do so by theoretical
inference: data at one level of analysis are coupled with theoretical specu-
lation about the other. While issues of actor and structure come together
with particular emphasis in institutions, social-science research method-
ology is less developed for studying institutions than for studying individ-
uals and aggregate patterns.42 On this background, many social scientists
may not be convinced that there is a way out of the duality of structural
and individual analysis, no middle ground; the very recalcitrance of the
problem seems to attest to its intractableness.

There is mounting evidence, however, that the actor/structure con-
nection is not an insurmountable problem. In fact, it may not be a
problem at all, says Vaughan, but simply an artifact of data availability
and graduate training.43 And we now have excellent examples showing us
how to integrate actors and structures. CliVord Geertz’s classic descrip-
tion of the Balinese cockWght progressively incorporates practices, insti-
tutions, and symbols from the larger Balinese social and cultural world in
order to understand the seemingly localized event of the cockWght.44

Robert Putnam and his associates similarly combine individual and struc-
tural analysis – as well as contemporary history and the history of the
longue durée – in their attempt at explaining the performance of modern,
democratic institutions in Italy.45 AndStella Tillyardworks from the basis
of personal histories and family dynamics to incorporate the larger
socioeconomic and political scene of the entire Hanoverian Age.46

Phronetic researchers deliberately seek out information for answering
questions about what structural factors inXuence individual actions, how
those actions are constructed, and their structural consequences.47
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Dialoguing with a polyphony of voices

Phronetic research is dialogical in the sense that it includes, and, if
successful, is itself included in, a polyphony of voices, with no one voice,
including that of the researcher, claiming Wnal authority. Thus, the goal
of phronetic research is to produce input to the ongoing social dialogue
and praxis in a society, rather than to generate ultimate, unequivocally
veriWed knowledge. This accords with Aristotle’smaxim that in questions
of social and political action, one ought to trust more in the public sphere
than in science.48 In Habits of the Heart, Robert Bellah and his coauthors
expressed their hope that ‘‘the reader will test what we say against his or
her own experience, will arguewith us whenwhat we say does not Wt, and,
best of all, will join the public discussion by oVering interpretations
superior to ours that can then receive further discussion.’’49 This is as Wne
an expression of the phronetic dialogical attitude as we will Wnd.

Thus, phronetic research explicitly sees itself as not having a privileged
position from which the Wnal truth can be told and further discussion
stopped. We cannot think of an ‘‘eye turned in no particular direction,’’
as Nietzsche says. ‘‘There is only a perspective seeing, only a perspective
‘knowing;’ and the more aVects we allow to speak about one thing, the
more eyes, diVerent eyes, we can use to observe one thing, the more
complete will our ‘concept’ of this thing, our ‘objectivity,’ be’’ (emphasis
in original).50 Hence, ‘‘objectivity’’ in phronetic research is not ‘‘contem-
plation without interest’’ but employment of ‘‘a variety of perspectives
and aVective interpretations in the service of knowledge’’ (emphasis in
original).51

The signiWcance of any given interpretation in a dialogue will depend
on the extent to which the interpretation’s validity claims are accepted,
and this acceptance typically occurs in competition with other validity
claims and other interpretations. The discourses in which results of
phronetic research are used have, in this sense, no special status, but are
subordinated to the same conditions as any other dialogical discourse.
Some may fear that this dialogue, instead of becoming the desired poly-
phony of voices, will all too easily become a shouting match, a cacophony
of voices, in which the loudest carries the day. In phronetic research, the
means to prevent this from happening is no diVerent from in other
research: only to the extent that the validity claims of phronetic research
are accepted will the results of such research be accepted in the dialogue.
Phronetic research thus recognizes a human privilege and a basic condi-
tion: meaningful dialogue in context. ‘‘Dialogue’’ comes from the Greek
dialogos, where dia means ‘‘between’’ and logos ‘‘reason.’’ In contrast to
the analytical and instrumental rationality which lie at the cores of both
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episteme and techne, the practical rationality of phronesis is based on a
socially conditioned, intersubjective ‘‘between-reason.’’

Phronetic social science

The result of phronetic research is a pragmatically governed interpreta-
tion of the studied practices. The interpretation does not require the
researcher to agree with the actors’ everyday understanding nor to dis-
cover some deep, inner meaning of the practices. Phronetic research is in
this way interpretive, but it is neither everyday nor deep hermeneutics.
Phronetic research is also not about, nor does it try to develop, theory or
universal method. Thus, phronetic research is an analytical project, but
not a theoretical or methodological one.

For this kind of research, practiced according to these heuristical
guidelines, I suggest the term ‘‘phronetic social science.’’ One task of
research practiced on the basis of the heuristics presented above would be
to provide concrete examples and detailed narratives of how power works
and with what consequences, and to suggest how power might be
changed and work with other consequences. Richard Rorty observes
about this that, ‘‘[i]n so far as political situations become clear, they get
clariWed by detailed stories about who’s doing what to whom.’’52 Such
clariWcation is a principal concern for phronetic social science and pro-
vides the main link to praxis. Phronetic social science explores historic
circumstances and current practices to Wnd avenues to praxis. The task of
phronetic social science is to clarify and deliberate about the problems
and risks we face and to outline how thingsmay be done diVerently, in full
knowledge that we cannot Wnd ultimate answers to these questions or
even a single version of what the questions are.

In the following chapter, I will illustrate how phronetic social science
may be carried out in practice.
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10 Examples and illustrations: narratives of
value and power

Long years must pass before the truths we have made for ourselves
become our very Xesh. Paul Valéry

Something happened

One summer, something happened that would prove consequential to my
professional trajectory in life. I was employed as a student intern with the
newly established Regional Planning Authority with Ribe County Coun-
cil in Denmark. Parliament had just passed the Wrst law on nationwide
regional planning and the counties were in the process of preparing the
Wrst generation of regional plans. The atmosphere was one of novelty and
aspiration. As a planner-to-be, I felt I was in the right place at the right
time.

The central question of the regional planning exercise was the classic
one of whether future development should be encouraged chieXy in the
main urban centers or whether development should be decentralized and
take place in smaller towns. My job was to carry out a survey of social,
educational, and health services with the purpose of Wnding arguments
for and against centralization and decentralization in these three sectors.
One of the arguments I found was in a British study showing how young
children’s performance in school decreases with increasing distance be-
tween home and school. The study was presented in a well-known
textbook with an instructive Wgure documenting the negative correlation
between distance and learning. ‘‘Thus it would appear,’’ the authors
concluded, ‘‘that there are good psychological as well as economic rea-
sons for minimizing the school journeys of young children.’’1 This was a
clear-cut argument for decentralized schools, that is, many schools close
to where the children live, as opposed to fewer schools with longer
distances to travel between home and school. I included this knowledge
and the Wgure in my draft report together with many other results that
might count as pros and cons in the County Council’s decision regarding
whether to centralize or decentralize urban development.
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After approval from my boss, my report was sent for comment to the
administrative heads of the county’s social, educational, and health serv-
ices, respectively. When they returned the report, there was plenty of red
ink on its pages. The text and Wgure about young children’s performance
in school was crossed out, among other things. A note in the margin, in
Wnicky handwriting, read, ‘‘Cancel, may not apply in Denmark,’’ fol-
lowed by the initials of the county director of schools. Going through the
director’s corrections, it became clear that knowledge which could be
taken as arguments for a geographically decentralized school structure
had to go. On the other hand, knowledge that supported a decision to
centralize the schools could stay in the report. The school administration
had already unoYcially decided on centralization and the Regional
Planning Authority was not allowed to interfere with knowledge that
might question the wisdom of the decision. Our report had to show that
centralization was desirable.

From the way the matter was handled – with a certain tension in the air;
things that could not be said had to be done – it was immediately clear to
me that something important was going on. Later, I experienced a similar
episode as an intern with the Ministry of Environment in Copenhagen.
We had not learned about this in school. Our education was based on the
Baconian dictum that ‘‘knowledge is power,’’ knowledge is important.
The university itself was built on that assumption. As students we were
not exposed to knowledge that addressed the question of whether it is true
that knowledge is always important, or what decides whether knowledge
gets to count as knowledge or not. Such questions were not asked.

Today we would say that our education lacked reXexivity on this point.
Yet, in my practical work I had seen, on the one hand, that knowledge can
be so important that people in powerful positions Wnd it worth their while
to repress it. On the other hand, I had also seen examples of knowledge
being so weak that this repression actually succeeded. I had seen knowl-
edge being marginalized by power, and power producing the knowledge
that served its purposes best. I concluded that knowledge about the
phenomena which decide whether economic, social, geographic, or other
knowledge gets to count as important is at least as important as that
knowledge itself. If you are not knowledgeable about the former, you
cannot be eVective with the latter. Even if it would take me more than a
decade before I could formulate my experiences in scholarly formulas, I
had, in fact, already found my professional interest: the relationship
between rationality and power, truth and politics.
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Modernity’s blind spot

Later, as a university lecturer, I found that modernity and democracy
have a ‘‘blind spot’’ in their reXexivity regarding the real relationship
between rationality and power. Ideals seem to block the view to reality.
Modern democratic constitutions typically prescribe a separation of ra-
tionality and power, much like the untenable separation of fact and value
in conventional social and political thinking. The ideal prescribes that
Wrst we must know about a problem, then we can decide about it. For
example, Wrst the civil servants in the administration investigate a policy
problem, then they inform their minister, who informs parliament, who
decides on the problem. Power is brought to bear on the problem only
after we have made ourselves knowledgeable about it.

In reality, however, power often ignores or designs knowledge at its
convenience. A consequence of the blind spot is that the real relationship
between rationality and power gets little attention both in conventional
constitution writing and in the research literature. There is a large gray
area between rationality and power, which is underinvestigated. This is
the area where the sort of thing takes place which happened with the
schools in Ribe County. The literature contains many studies of rational-
ity and many of power, but much fewer of the relationship between the
two.

I decided that as a scholar I would study this gray area. Accepting the
ideal that democratic decisions should be rational and informed – an ideal
to which I, like other democrats, subscribe – should clearly not keep us
from trying to understand how rationality and power really relate in real
decisions in real democracies. Firstly, I wanted to study the phenomenon
that modern ideals of how rationality and power ought to relate are often
a far cry from the realities of how rationality and power actually relate,
with only weak guiding power and impact from ideals to reality. Second-
ly, I wanted to focus on what can be done about this problem. I decided to
study these issues not only in theory, but also in practice. I Wgured that a
focus on concrete cases in particular contexts would help better under-
stand practice. And I reckoned that such an understanding is necessary
for changing practice in a direction that would leave less scope for the
kind of undemocratic power–knowledge relations I had witnessed in Ribe
and elsewhere. Eventually, I decided to study how rationality and power
shape politics, administration, and planning in the town where I live and
work, Aalborg, Denmark.
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Aalborg and Florence

Aalborg is the main urban administrative and commercial center for
northern Jutland, a region of a half-million people, idyllically adjoined by
the North Sea to the west and the Baltic Sea to the east. A typical
medium-sizedEuropean city, Aalborg has a high-density historical center
several centuries old. When I moved to Aalborg to start teaching in the
university there, a major urban renewal project was being implemented in
the city center. Aalborg, like many other European cities, was overrun by
cars, and the city government had decided to do something about it. The
project they were implementing was aimed at preserving the character of
the historical downtown area; radically improving public transportation;
enhancing environmental protection; developing an integrated network
of bike paths, pedestrian malls, and green spaces; and developing housing
stock. SpeciWcally, automobile traYc was to be reduced by a third in the
downtown area. With these measures, city government was a good dec-
ade ahead of their time in trying to cut a path to what would later be
known as ‘‘sustainable development.’’ The planning exercise they had
just started would become known as the award-winning ‘‘Aalborg
Project;’’ it would become one of the town’s most sensitive and enduring
political and planning issues for a decade and a half; and it would be
recommended by the Organization for Economic Cooperation and De-
velopment (OECD) as a model for international adoption, on how to
integrate environmental and social concerns into city politics and plann-
ing, including how to deal with the car in the city.

I had heard about the plans for the Aalborg Project previously, but I
only began to consider the project as a potential candidate for my own
research when, as a newcomer, I mused over the many changes happen-
ing to the urban landscape. Some of these were hard to explain rationally;
for instance how certain regulations aimed at reducing car traYc were
repeatedly being reorganized. If there was logic to the reorganizations, it
escaped me, and I got curious. I did a pilot study of the Aalborg Project
and then an actual study, covering almost Wfteen years in the life of the
project. The results of the research are described in my book Rationality
and Power: Democracy in Practice.2 I refer the reader who is interested in
seeing an example of phronetic social science at work in an actual study,
to this book. The methodology I developed for doing the Aalborg study is
that described in the previous chapters. In what follows, I will not focus
on the results of the study as such. Instead, I will illustrate what makes
this study a study in phronetic social science. I will give examples of how,
in carrying out the study, I employed key elements of the methodological
guidelines described in chapter nine. I want to stress immediately, how-
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ever, that the examples are necessarily brief and selective. The promise of
this methodology is better understood through examining cases of its
employment in their entirety, or, even better, by employing the method-
ology oneself in an actual study.

I wanted Aalborg to be to my study what Florencewas to Machiavelli –
no other comparison intended. I wanted to write what Machiavelli calls
the verita eVettuale, eVective truth, of democracy in Aalborg. In so doing, I
hoped to contribute to the discussion of democracy, in Aalborg and
elsewhere. Aalborg would be a laboratory for understanding the real
workings of power and what they mean for our more general concerns of
social and political organization. In carrying out the study, I employed
Wittgensteinian narratology, as described in chapters six and nine. The
case story, accordingly, can neither be brieXy recounted nor summarized
in a few main results. The story is itself the result. It is a ‘‘virtual reality,’’
so to speak, of politics, administration, and planning at work. For the
reader willing to enter this reality and explore the life and death of the
Aalborg Project from beginning to end, the payback is meant to be a
sensitivity to issues of democracy, rationality, and power that cannot be
obtained from theory. Students can safely be let loose in this kind of
reality, which provides a useful training ground with insights into practice
that academic teaching often does not provide.

Where are we going?

Returning to chapter nine’s methodological guidelines for phronetic so-
cial science, in studying Aalborg I took my point of departure in the four
value-rational questions, following Aristotle on the Wrst, third, and fourth
questions, and adding the second one in order to ensure that the study
would adequately deal with issues of power:

1. Where are we going with democracy in Aalborg?
2. Who gains, and who loses, by which mechanisms of power?
3. Is it desirable?
4. What should be done?

The main sources for answering the questions were archival data, inter-
views, participant observation, and informants. For a while I had my own
desk and coVee mug with the municipal administration, just as I was a
frequent visitor with the other actors in the Aalborg Project. Empirically,
I wanted the study to be particularly deep and detailed because I wanted
to test the thesis that the most interesting phenomena, and those of most
general import, would be found in the most minute and most concrete of
details. Or to put the matter diVerently, I wanted to see whether the
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dualism general/concrete would vanish if I went into suYciently deep
detail. In chapter nine we saw how Nietzsche advocates a focus on ‘‘little
things’’ if we are to understand the problems of politics and social
organization, and how Rorty says that such a focus is the way to re-
enchant the world. Both Nietzsche and Rorty seem right to me. And, for
reasons I will touch upon below, I deWnitely wanted to re-enchant my
world. I saw the Aalborg case as being made up of the type of little things
that Nietzsche talks about. Indeed, I saw the case itself as such a thing, as
what we have seen Nietzsche call a discreet and apparently insigniWcant
truth, which, when closely examined, would reveal itself to be pregnant
with paradigms, metaphors, and general signiWcance, what Nietzsche
calls ‘‘cyclopean monuments.’’3 Let us now see what these terms might
mean in practical research.

One day in the municipal archives, I was searching for material on the
genealogy of the Aalborg Project. I was ‘‘meticulously and patiently’’
poring over some of the tens of thousands of pages of ‘‘entangled and
confused’’ documents, which made up the archival side of the case, and
which often were ‘‘scratched over and recopied many times,’’ as
Nietzsche and Foucault said I should be doing when doing genealogy.4 At
one point, a particular document attracted my attention. It was the
minutes from a meeting about the planning of a major new thoroughfare
in Aalborg’s city center. I was trying to understand the context of the
Aalborg Project and was studying urban policy and planning in Aalborg
in the years immediately prior to the launching of the project. At Wrst, I
did not know exactly why this particular set of minutes drew my attention
more than themany other pages I was perusing that day in the archives. In
particular, Wve lines of text, buried within the minutes under the Wfth of
six items on the meeting-agenda, kept alerting me. Here is how the Wve
lines read in full:

Before November 13, the City Center Group must organize a meeting plan for
orientation of the following groups:

a. The [City Council] Technical Committee.
b. The Chamber of Industry and Commerce.
c. The Police.

TheCityCenterGroup is a group of oYcials responsible for planning and
policy in downtown Aalborg, and the three groups listed for orientation –
no more and no less – are the external parties that the City Center Group
decides to inform about what the Group has in mind for the new thor-
oughfare. Since I could not come to grips with what it was about this text
that kept exciting my attention I moved on to other documents. Later in
the day, I returned to the Wve lines and asked myself ‘‘a, b, and c, yes, but
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the ABC of what?’’ I did not get any further, however. This went on for
several days. I kept returning to the text, but to no avail. I felt like you
sometimes do when you look at a certain gestalt-type Wgure with a hidden
image. You know the image is there, but you cannot see it; it will not
become a gestalt. And the harder you try the more diYcult the task seems
to be.

Then one day, when I returned to the document one more time, in a
Xash I Wnally saw the image: here is a private interest group, the Chamber
of Industry and Commerce, sandwiched between two constitutionally
determined powers. On one side, there is the political power of the demo-
cratically elected City Council Technical Committee, representing the
political parties of the Council in matters of planning and environment.
On the other side, there is the executive power of the police. What is a
private interest group doing in the middle of such company? Does its
inclusion here not constitute a deeply problematic deviation from demo-
cratic standards? And, Wnally, the question with monumental potential of
Nietzsche’s cyclopean kind: could the abc-list be indicative of the ABC of
power in Aalborg?Did I have here, in fact, an image of the tripartition and
separation of powers à la Aalborg?

The Wve lines of text and the questions they sparked would prove
invaluable for understanding the Aalborg Project and for answering the
four basic value-rational questions above. Following this approach, and
documenting case after case of special treatment of the Chamber of
Industry and Commerce by elected and administrative city oYcials, I
eventually established that the Chamber was the most important player in
city politics and planning in Aalborg. Only by factoring in the hidden
power relations between the Chamber and the city government could I
begin to understand the curious changes to the urban landscape that had
Wrst made me interested in the Aalborg Project. In relation to the central
traYc and environment component of the project, the rationality of the
Chamber could be summarized in the following three propositions: (1)
What is good for business is good for Aalborg; (2) People driving automo-
biles are good for business; ergo, (3) What is good for people driving
automobiles is good for Aalborg, whereas, conversely, what is bad for
auto drivers is bad for Aalborg. In short, ‘‘the car is king’’ was the
rationality of the Chamber.

In contrast, the rationality of the Aalborg Project was built on the basic
premise that the viability of downtown Aalborg as the historic, commer-
cial, and cultural center of the city and of northern Denmark could be
secured if, and only if, automobile traYc was signiWcantly reduced in the
city center. The fate of the Aalborg Project would be decided by these two
rationalitiesWghting it out, and the groupwho could place the most power
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behind their interpretation of what was rational and what was not would
win. Below we will see how. Here I will note only, that in this Wght over
rationality and power, the Chamber of Industry and Commerce –
through century-old and well-maintained relations of power – was able to
position itself as a clandestine advisory board to top oYcials in the
municipal administration. ‘‘You know, we had the possibility to change
the proposals [the planners] came up with’’ a former chairperson of the
Chamber explained to me in a startlingly frank interview.5 The Chamber
secretly reviewed and negotiated changes to the Aalborg Project before
proposals for the project were presented to the politicians on the City
Council Technical Committee and to the Council itself. This happened
despite the fact that by law and constitution it was the politicians who
were supposed to make the decisions that the Chamber were now making
with administrative oYcials. The Chamber preferred things this way,
needless to say, ‘‘[f ]or it has turned out that if [the proposals] Wrst reach
the Technical Committee, and are presented there and are to be dis-
cussed in the City Council, then it is almost impossible to get them
changed,’’ as the ex-chairperson clariWed for me.6

The power relations I uncovered through interviews, in the archives,
and with the help of my informants are too complex to be accounted for
here. Enough to say that they were of a premodern kind that could not be
defended publicly vis-à-vis standards of modern democracy. In a sense,
there was both too much and too little democracy in Aalborg. When I
evaluated the city government against conventional standards of repre-
sentative democracy, I found there was too much democracy, because the
Chamber of Industry and Commerce were participating where they
should not be in the role of what they themselves were eager to stress was
not a ‘‘supreme city council,’’ which is exactly what it was. Their partici-
pation was distorting the outcomes of representative democracy and
transforming the rationality of the Aalborg Project. When, on the other
hand, I evaluated the city government against more recent ideas of
stakeholder and citizen participation approaches to democracy, I found
too little democracy, because involving only one stakeholder is clearly not
enough when others are aVected.

For these and for other reasons given in Rationality and Power, my
answer to the Wrst of the four value-rational questions, ‘‘Where are we
going with democracy in Aalborg?’’ was a clear ‘‘Astray.’’

Who gains, and who loses, by which mechanisms of power?

In answering the second question ‘‘Who gains, and who loses, by which
mechanisms of power?’’, I was particularly interested in the interplay
between rationality and power in deWning winners and losers. Let me
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give just one example, though at some length, of how I addressed this
question.7

Above I mentioned the ‘‘car is king’’ rationality of the Chamber of
Industry andCommerce.The city planners were aware of the barriers this
rationalitymight create for the Aalborg Project. Therefore, at one stage in
the project they decided to try and shoot down the Chamber’s rationality
by agreeing to do a shopping survey of where customers in downtown
Aalborg came from and which means of transportation they used. The
Chamber of Industry and Commerce had been claiming over and over,
like a mantra, that 50 to 60 percent of gross revenues, if not more, in the
city center’s shops came from customers driving cars and that policies
and planning which were hostile to drivers would thereby lead to a
reduction in retail earnings. When the survey was done it showed, in stark
contrast to the Chamber’s claim, that each of the three groups – (1)
motorists, (2) pedestrians, bicyclists, and moped drivers, and (3) users of
public transportation – accounts for equal shares of gross revenues.
Aalborg Stiftstidende, the local newspaper interviewing the chairperson

of the Chamber’s City Center Committee, tells its readers that the
chairperson ‘‘acknowledges being astonished as to how many customers
use public transportation.’’8 At the same time, however, the chairperson
points out that one should not look at total gross revenues alone but
should examine the share of specialty goods as compared to the share of
sales of staples, etc. According to the chairman, who owns a specialty
shop himself, this is because (1) it is the specialty shops which distinguish
a center more than the sales of groceries, and (2) specialty goods generate
the largest share of earnings. Specialty goods are thus more important for
the retailers and for the downtown economy than are other types of
goods.

The chairperson also cites these factors in my interview with him, in
which he comments on my interpretation of the survey results as rendered
above:

chairperson : Well, it shows that you, too, have not understood [the results of
the survey]. Because what counts for the city’s retailers is not the giant sales
which lie in the supermarkets’ food sections. If you subtract them, you will
obtain other percentages. And the purchases made by those driving their cars
have a much, much higher average. It is the specialty goods which create the
gross earnings, the proWts. It is the specialty goods which create a center at
all. If the specialty goods are not found in a center, then you get an American-
style situation. Slums. Food products make up a very large part of sales. Try
and subtract them and then analyze where the earnings come from.

interviewer : Has the Chamber tried to do that?
chairperson : Oh yes, yes. We also presented it to the municipality. I think that

we reach a Wgure where those driving cars make up far more than 50 percent
of the specialty goods trade. Now specialty goods also include clothes, etc. It
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is hardly so marked for clothes. But as soon as you go over to genuine
specialty goods [i.e., excluding clothes and other textiles], then the propor-
tion of drivers gets very, very large . . .

interviewer : Are everyday goods not so important for a center?
chairperson : No, because it is only a question of supplying the local residents,

right? It certainly has nothing to do with creating an atmosphere in a town.
This is not what makes a town fun and nice to be in and interesting to walk
around in.

But even if we allow for the revamped categories, which the chairperson
of the Chamber’s City Center Committee proposes, he still overestimates
the signiWcance of automobile drivers. Their share of purchases in down-
town Aalborg is not, ‘‘much, much higher’’ or ‘‘far more than 50 per-
cent.’’ Subtracting both conventional goods and clothes and textiles from
gross revenues and then examining the remaining sector of pure specialty
goods, as the chairperson proposes, it appears that motorists account for
45 percent of the revenues in this group of goods. Since pure specialty
goods constitute 33 percent of total earnings, the share of specialty goods
purchased by drivers thus comprises but 15 percent of gross revenues
(i.e., 45 percent of 33 percent). Were we to accept the chairperson’s
argument, it would mean that city policy makers ought to accord highest
priority to the speciWc activities (specialty shopping) of a speciWc cus-
tomer group (drivers) who contribute only 15 percent of the total sales in
downtown Aalborg. Even when seen from a narrow sales point of view,
such a policy would seem problematic. However, through a complicated
web of inXuences and rationalizations that cannot be accounted for here
this is precisely what the actual policy becomes in Aalborg.

In contrast to the Chamber of Industry and Commerce, the planners
view the results of the shoppers’ survey as unavoidable evidence against
the Chamber’s views and in favor of their own strategy: the bicyclists,
those on mopeds, pedestrians, and those using public transportation
must be accorded higher priorities in downtown Aalborg, say the plan-
ners; the interests of those driving private cars must be downgraded. It
therefore seems strongly misleading and unusually provocative to the
planners when the Aalborg Stiftstidende chooses to report on the shopping
survey with the following four-column headline: ‘‘Aalborg’s Best Cus-
tomersCome Driving in Cars.’’9 The headline is misleading, inasmuch as
drivers are shown to be much less signiWcant as a customer group than
originally thought. After all, the text of the article makes clear that
two-thirds of total sales are made to people who do not come by car.
Headline and text thus convey two opposing messages, as if two diVerent
people wrote them – which is probably the case, the text by a reporter and
the headline by an editor.
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For the planners, this misleading headline is the straw that breaks the
camel’s back. It is captions like these, together with a number of very
critical editorials about the Aalborg Project, which force the head of the
Aalborg Project, a conservative alderman, to uncharacteristically com-
plain about lack of fairness in the paper’s coverage of the project.10 The
alderman explains in an interview:

I think that I, not I but everyone here in the house [the City’s headquarters for
planning and environment], hardly received a totally fair treatment [in the press].
I think that a line was already in place, coming from Aalborg Stiftstidende among
others, that this [project] was garbage.

The chief of city planning now wants to strike back at both the Aalborg
Stiftstidende and the Chamber of Industry and Commerce. He is fed up
with both of them. The chief asks permission from the alderman to
submit a reply to the paper. At Wrst the alderman says no, but the chief
asks again and Wnally the alderman gives in, on the condition that the
reply is printed as the chief ’s personal opinion.

One cannot . . . talk about, for example, the purchases of drivers being dominant
in relation to those of other road users, bus passengers, or pedestrians . . . It is just
as important to plan for bus passengers, bicyclists, and pedestrians, who taken
together make up 65 percent of the purchases . . . The City Council has resolved
that major new roads and extensions of existing roads in the dense part of the city
must be avoided, which accords well with many other tendencies in society,
including the interest in maintaining the urban environment, improving traYc
safety, and converting from private to public transportation.

The instruments of planning, as previously mentioned, therefore consist of
regulating traYc within the possibilities accorded by the existing street area; that
is, removing the unwanted through-traYc and other measures which can lead
extraneous vehicles out to the main traYc arteries as directly as possible.

When the Chamber of Industry and Commerce, in its alternative to the city
center project, calls attention to the fact that private cars should be able to drive
unhindered through the downtown area, that parking conditions be improved,
that public transportation be expanded, that bicycles and motorbikes have unhin-
dered access everywhere (outside the pedestrian streets), that the conditions for
‘‘non-vehicular’’ road users be improved, that retail deliveries can operate with-
out problems, that better conditions be created for pedestrians – all this together
with the establishment of more green areas, expansion of housing,maintenance of
downtown functions, more jobs, and better public services, then it is a list of
wishes which everyone could put their name to. The problem lies in fulWlling,
within the existing framework, the often contradictory goals. Priorities must be
set, and it must be accepted that it will entail restrictions on freedom within one
domain to achieve important advantages in others . . . In my opinion, the report
on shopping in the city center does not produce any need to propose changes in
the planning objectives. On the contrary, I think that [these objectives] have been
conWrmed on many points.11
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The chief of city planning never publishes his article, however. He ex-
plains why:

chief of city planning : It was a kind of self-criticism, you know. It didn’t
promote the case, and now we had just received a certain amount of goodwill
from the Chamber of Industry and Commerce. So there was no reason to dig
[trenches] . . .

interviewer : But was it you yourself who decided that the article would not
appear?

chief of city planning : Yes!

The goodwill from the Chamber of Industry and Commerce which the
chief talks about is explained by the fact that the shopping survey has
opened the Chamber’s eyes to the fact that there are groups of customers
other than those driving private cars. And these other groups put signiW-
cant amounts of cash into the shopkeepers’ cash registers. However, the
chief of city planning and his staV are mistaken in their evaluation of the
Chamber’s good will. The Chamber in fact draws a fundamentally diVer-
ent conclusion from the shoppers’ survey than the planners, a con-
clusion, which they do not understand until it is too late. The Chamber’s
leadership realize that there are indeed other important customers than
those who drive cars. And this causes the Chamber to reduce or withdraw
their previous criticism of those subprojects aimed at improving condi-
tions for bicyclists, public transportation, etc., such as the network of
bicycle paths and a large bus terminal. After the publication of the
shopping survey, the previous harsh criticism of these subprojects simply
ceases.

Nevertheless, the Chamber’s view of reality is not structured by the
same analytical rationality as that of the chief of city planning and his
staV. The Chamber therefore do not draw the same conclusions about
trade-oVs and priorities as the planning chief. The Chamber want ‘‘to
have their cake and eat it too,’’ as the alderman would later put it.

In otherwords, there exists a single survey and two interpretations.The
planners interpret the survey as solid, analytical documentation for the
Aalborg Project’s downgrading of automobile traYc and its upgrading of
public transportation and nonautomotive forms of transport in order to
achieve environmental improvements and improved traYc safety. For the
Chamber, however, the survey documents the possibility to increase
earnings for the city’s shops by improving conditions for nonautomotive
and public transportation. It is a classically clear example of an evaluation
which is dependent on the eyes of the beholder.

Empirically speaking, the survey results are not interesting in them-
selves. They may or may not reveal a single reality, but that is not
important. Rather, the interpretations of the survey results are important.
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And the decisive aspect in relation to the fate of the Aalborg Project is not
whether the one or the other interpretation is ‘‘correct’’ or ‘‘rational’’ or
‘‘true,’’ but which party can put the greatest power behind its interpreta-
tion. The interpretation, which has the stronger power base, becomes
Aalborg’s truth, understood as the actually realized physical, economic,
ecological, and social reality. The stronger power base turns out to be that
of the Chamber who, by means of a multiplicity of clever strategies and
tactics, successfully blocks most of the city’s measures for reducing auto
traYcwhile, as said, allowingmeasures that facilitate walking, biking, and
the use of public transportation.

The Chamber here conWrms a basic Nietzschean insight which we
came across in chapter eight, namely that interpretation is not only
commentary, ‘‘interpretation is itself a means of becoming master of
something’’ and ‘‘all subduing and becoming master involves a fresh
interpretation.’’12 With the help of the very survey that the planners
carried out to disprove the Chamber of Industry and Commerce, the
Chamber came up with a fresh interpretation of the Aalborg Project – and
became master of the project.

In this manner power deWned a reality in which the winners were the
business community in downtownAalborg. Via their strategy of opposing
measures to restrict cars, combined with acceptance of improvements for
public transportation, pedestrians, and bicyclists, they have seen an in-
crease in retail sales in downtown Aalborg following the implementation
of the Aalborg Project, while sales Wgures declined at the national level
during the same period.

With roughly a 50 percent increase in bicycle and public transportation
in downtown Aalborg during the Wrst decade of the Aalborg Project, and
without the projected 35 percent decline in automobile traYc, but an
increase instead, the actual situation stood in sharp contrast to what was
envisioned. Without the downgrading of automobiles, the pressure on
downtown road space has produced harmful eVects on environment,
traYc safety, and traYc Xow. It was this very situation which the Aalborg
Project was supposed to prevent, but which it has instead exacerbated.

Thus the losers in the struggle over the Aalborg Project were those
citizens who live, work, walk, ride their bicycles, drive their cars, and use
public transportation in downtown Aalborg, that is, virtually all of the
city’s and the region’s half-million inhabitants plus many visitors. Every
single day residents, commuters, and visitors in downtown Aalborg were
exposed to increased risks of traYc accidents substantially higher than
the national average and the planners’ projections. They were also ex-
posed to higher levels of noise and air pollution, and a deteriorating
physical and social environment. The taxpayers were also losers, because
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the considerable funds and human resources used in the Aalborg Project
have largely been wasted.

The rationality and interests of one group, the Chamber of Industry
and Commerce, was allowed to penetrate and transform the project. The
main viewpoints of the Chamber have overlapped with the views of the
Aalborg Police Department and the Aalborg Stiftstidende. As the Stifts-
tidende has a near monopoly on the printed press in Aalborg, and as the
police hold a powerful position in questions of traYc policy, this three-
fold overlapping of interests has endowed the Chamber’s viewpoints with
a special impact.

The Realpolitik for the Aalborg Project was shaped by these interests in
classic Machiavellian style, while the formal politics in democratically
elected bodies like the City Council have had only minor impact on the
project. Rational, deliberative democracy gave way to premodern rule-
by-the-strongest. Distorted relations of power produced a distorted pro-
ject. Power thus deWned a reality in which the real Aalborg Project, that
which has become reality, deviates from, and on principal objectives
directly counteracts the formal Aalborg Project, which was ratiWed by the
City Council with a 25–1 vote, but which exists only on paper.

BrieXy summarized, my untangling of the web of rationality–power rela-
tions in the Aalborg Project showed that while power produces rationality
and rationality produces power, their relationship is asymmetrical. Power
has a clear tendency to dominate rationality in the dynamic and overlap-
ping relationship between the two. Paraphrasing Pascal, one could say
that power has a rationality that rationality does not know. Rationality, on
the other hand, does not have a power that power does not know. The
result is an unequal relationship between the two. Illegitimate rationaliz-
ation and not rationality came to dominate the fate of the Aalborg
Project.13

Is it desirable?

After this example of what I found when probing the mechanismof power
that produced winners and losers in theAalborg Project, let us move on to
the third value-rational question. This question asks whether the situ-
ation depicted in answering the Wrst two questions is desirable. My
answer to this was No!

I did not need ideals of strong democracy or strong ecology to support
this conclusion. Most, if not all, informed persons who subscribe to the
ground rules of democracy and who agree with the 25–1 majority on the
City Council, which ratiWed the environmental objectives of the Aalborg
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Project, would also have to agree with my analysis that the development
which I had uncovered was neither desirable nor justiWable. Thus, my
analysis could not be easily rejected on grounds of being idiosyncratic.
This was strategically important, because as I moved on to answering the
fourth question – What should be done? – I wanted as broad popular
support as possible for my conclusions and suggestions for action.

I have already mentioned Francis Bacon’s dictum that knowledge is
power. This dictum expresses the essence of Enlightenment thinking.
‘‘Enlightenment is power,’’ and the more enlightenment – the more
rationality – the better. The Aalborg study shows that Bacon is right,
knowledge is power. But the study also shows that the inverse relation
between power and knowledge holds and that it is more important:
‘‘Power is knowledge.’’ In this sense, the study stands Bacon on his head.
It shows how power deWnes what gets to count as knowledge. It shows,
furthermore, how power deWnes not only a certain conception of reality.
It is not just the social construction of rationality which is at issue here, it
is also the fact that power deWnes physical, economic, social, and environ-
mental reality itself.

Modernity relies on rationality as the main means for making democ-
racy work. But if the interrelations between rationality and power are
even remotely close to the asymmetrical relationship depicted in the
Aalborg case – which the tradition from Thucydides, Machiavelli, and
Nietzsche tells us they are – then rationality is such a weak form of power
that democracy built on rationality will be weak, too. The asymmetry
between rationality and power makes for a fundamental weakness of
modernity and of modern democracy. The normative emphasis on ra-
tionality leaves the modern project as ignorant of how power works as the
guardians of the Aalborg Project and therefore as open to being
dominated by power. Relying solely on rationality, therefore, risks exacer-
bating the very problems modernity attempts to solve. Modernity and
power must be reconciled.

We need to assess the weakness of modernity and democracy in light of
the context-dependent nature of rationality, taking a point of departure in
thinkers like Machiavelli, Nietzsche, and Foucault. Constitution writing
and institutional reformbased on discursive rationality à la Jürgen Haber-
mas are shown in the Aalborg study to be inadequate. As I argued in
chapter seven, to enable democratic thinking and the public sphere to
make a real contribution to democratic action, we have to tie them back to
what they cannot accept in much of modern democratic theory: power,
conXict, and partisanship. This, then, was the next step in my work with
the Aalborg Project: to become a partisan, to face conXict, and to exercise
power.
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What should be done?

In deciding on my praxis in relation to the Aalborg Project, I reasoned
that if the arrangements and outcomes of city politics and planning in
Aalborgwere not publicly justiWable, as my studies showed theywere not,
then, perhaps, I could help change things for the better, even if only
modestly, by calling public attention to my results.14 In this way, my
studies would become part of the power relations they had uncovered.

I already mentioned that I chose to study the relationship between
rationality and power because this particular area of researchwas relative-
ly unexplored, and because I hoped to help improve democracy’s reXexiv-
ity on this point. By the time I began the Aalborg study, however, another,
more personal, motive had come along. I had now been a social scientist
long enough to be only too familiar with the problem of the ‘‘so what
results’’ mentioned in chapter nine, research results that nobody cares
about. At one point I considered leaving the university altogether because
of this problem. Social science, without natural science’s link to techno-
logical development, and with only sporadic political relevance and sup-
port, seemed to me too isolated from what is important in life to be worth
the eVort of a lifetime’s work. I chose to stay, however, and tried to solve
my problem, in part by gradually developing and practicing the method-
ology described in this book. Phronetic social science would be an anti-
dote to the ‘‘so what’’ problem.

Instead of natural science’s relevance to technological development, I
would conduct my research in ways that would make it relevant to
practical politics, administration, and planning. I tried to secure such
relevance by adopting two basic criteria. First, I would choose to work
with problems that are considered problems, not only in the academy, but
also in the rest of society. Second, I would deliberately and actively feed
the results of my research back into the political, administrative, and
social processes that I studied. For reasons I will return to below, at one
stage I called this way of working ‘‘research on the body.’’

Employing this approach in the Aalborg study has been a tall order and
has worked much better than I had reason to expect when I Wrst began to
develop it. One day, for example, I found myself in a studio of the Danish
Radio (DR), participating in a direct, national broadcast about prelimi-
nary results from my study. In order to get my feet wet and to gain
step-by-step experience with my new methodology, I had published
partial results of my research as I went along. ‘‘Trial balloons,’’ I called
them. This was the second time I sent up a balloon, and one of the results
that drew public attention, nationally and locally, was the fact that
whereas the Aalborg City Council had decided with the Aalborg Project

156 How social science can matter again



that higher than average traYc accidents for bicyclists in the city center
was cause for special concern and must be reduced by 30–40 percent,
now – several years into the implementation of the project – I
documented that instead of the planned reduction there was a steep
increase in accidents. Moreover, the increase had happened without
politicians and oYcials noticing. They, quite simply, were not monitoring
the project on which they had spent millions for planning and implemen-
tation. I also showed how the increase in accidents was caused by city
oYcials allowing the rationality of the Chamber of Industry and Com-
merce to slowly, surely, and one-sidedly, inXuence and undermine the
rationality of the Aalborg Project as explained above. Also participating in
the radio broadcast were the alderman for planning and environment, the
chairman for the local chapter of the DanishCyclist’s Federation – a force
to be reckoned with in a bicycle nation like Denmark – and two interview-
ing journalists. When the journalists asked the alderman what he thought
about the results of my study, he pulled from his briefcase a sheet of
statistics, waved it, and said to the nation that here he held proof that my
numbers were wrong.

This, of course, is as bad as it gets for a scholar. We are paid to be that
group in society which is best equipped to produce data, knowledge, and
interpretations of the highest validity and reliability. This is a main basis
of our credibility and existence. Consequently, if someone questions that
credibility our existence is at issue.

The journalists immediately turned to me and asked for my reaction to
the alderman’s attack. The green light on my microphone went on, I
crossed my Wngers for luck under the table, and answered that if there
were any errors in my numbers, they must originate with the police, who
do the registration of traYc accidents on location, or with the Danish
Highway Administration, who maintain the national database for traYc
accidents.When the broadcast was over, I went to my oYce and prepared
a large package for the alderman containing the raw computer printouts
of my data and other details of my analyses plus a cover letter asking the
alderman to please identify the errors he said I had made. Three weeks
later the material was returned to me with a message stating that the
alderman’s staV had been able to identify no errors. The same day I wrote
a short press release stating the facts of the matter in order to clear myself
of the accusations of poor scholarship. That evening on television, I
watched with pleasure the alderman retract his accusations. The next day
the printed media carried the story, and I was in the clear again.

There were other incidents like this, and I mention them here to
emphasize four things. Firstly, and most importantly, this way of working
helps eVectively to begin the dialogue with groups outside of academia,
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which is at the heart of phronetic social science. Some groups and
individuals, like the alderman above, may not be interested in beginning a
dialogue; they would rather do without the extra attention and trans-
parency it entails. In the Aalborg case, they would have preferred to turn a
blind eye to the traYc accidents and environmental problems, and not be
held accountable. But the very raison d’être of phronetic social science is to
help society see and reXect, and transparency is a key prerequisite for this
and for democractic accountability. Where there is resistance to seeing
and hearing, the dialogue may need to be jumpstarted as was the case in
Aalborg. Nevertheless, after some initial diYculties, a real dialogue was
established which went on for several years and covered many aspects of
politics, administration, and planning in Aalborg.

Secondly, the dialogical approach to research is also eVective in ensur-
ing that research results reach the relevant target groups. This is a
question of eVective communication. The highly specialized media of
scholarly journals and monographs are well suited for reaching academic
audiences. But they are sorely lacking when it comes to the target groups
that are relevant in the practical world of politics, administration, and
planning. Here public dialogue, including communication via everyday
media, is necessary.

Thirdly, the dialogical approach generates the type of outside stake-
holders in the research that we need in order to get beyond the stigma of
‘‘so what results.’’15 The stakeholders care about the research, for good
and for bad, some as supporters, and some as antagonists.

Fourthly and Wnally, your senses are deWnitely sharpened when you
carry out your research with the knowledge that people with an interest in
the results might do what they can to Wnd errors in your work, like the
alderman and his staV did with my analyses of the Aalborg Project. For
me, the consequence is a state of heightened awareness in data collection
and processing that helps take the drudgery and dullness out of these
activities. External scrutiny is also an excellent motivation for achieving
the highest possible levels of validity and reliability: facts and data have to
be handled with excruciating accuracy, and interpretations have to be
clear and balanced. Otherwise the work will be self-defeating and not
allowed to count as a voice in the phronetic dialogue that it is aimed at.

Because of the stakes involved and because of the engagement with
other actors, I experience an almost bodily responsibility for and involve-
ment in the research. This engagement seems to me to enhance the
learning process, which is in the best of the traditions of experiential
learning and very diVerent from didactics and theory. Learning becomes
embodied. I understand from colleagues in the Weld of education that
recent research corroborates the experience that human learning is gen-
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erally more eVective with this type of engagement and with an excited
sensory system; that learning is more eVective when the proprioceptors
are Wring, so to speak. This is why I called my methodology ‘‘research on
the body,’’ here understood not as research with the body as an object of
study, but as research that is embodied andwhere researchers experience,
on their own bodies, society’s reactions to their research.

As a consequence of my trial balloons and the debates they generated,
when later I published the Aalborg study in earnest – in the two-volume,
640 pages Danish edition ofRationalitet ogMagt – the alderman and other
actors with stakes in the Aalborg Project knew that they would not get
away with postulating another reality for my research than that which
could be documented. That type of tactics may work in politics, but it
rarely does in research. Therefore the debate about the Aalborg Project,
though still spirited, now became much less polemical and confronta-
tional and more dialogical. For instance, the alderman and I would give
back-to-back talks about the project, each presenting our views, followed
by discussion, in and out of Aalborg. Our ‘‘road show,’’ we would
eventually call it. The alderman and his staV began to listen to the
research instead of Wghting it; they realized the research was inXuencing
public opinion about their work together with expectations of accounta-
bility. Soon they were ready to make changes in the Aalborg Project.

Reaching the dialogical mode of communication seems crucial to me
for practicing phronesis in a democratic society. Polemics typically does
not facilitate democracy but is more closely related to the tactics of
rhetoric and antagonistic power play. Dialogue, on the other hand – not
necessarily detached and without combat, but with respect for other
parties and a willingness to listen – is a prerequisite for informed demo-
cratic decision-making. And dialogue is the vehicle by means of which
research can best hope to inform the democratic process, whereas pol-
emics has only limited use for research in achieving its goals. Thus, in
order to be eVective, phronetic researchers avoid polemics and look for
dialogue. They also look for how they themselves may contribute to
establishing the conditions for dialogue where such conditions are not
already present.

The debate about the Aalborg Project, which again was both local and
national, and this time also spilled over into Sweden and Norway, now
placed so much attention on the Aalborg Project that it became hard for
the city government to continue to defend the project and refuse to be
held accountable for what was going wrong with it. At the practical level,
this was the situation I had hoped to bring about by publishing the
Aalborg study. As we saw in chapter seven, the aim of exposing dubious
social and political practices through phronetic research is, in Michel
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Foucault’s words, precisely to bring it about that practitioners no longer
know what to do, ‘‘so that the acts, gestures, discourses that up until then
had seemed to go without saying become problematic, diYcult, danger-
ous.’’16 For the Aalborg Project, my study led to transparency, transpar-
ency led to public attention, and public attention led to accountability.
And after accountability, no more Aalborg Project. Or, to put it more
accurately: after accountability, another Aalborg Project, since the prob-
lems in downtown Aalborg had not by any means disappeared. Quite the
opposite; they had been exacerbated and needed to be taken care of more
than ever.

The alderman put it like this in an interview:
I simply took the consequence of Flyvbjerg’s study, and I could see that the
process we had been through then [with the Aalborg Project] could in any case
not be allowed to happen again. I let myself be much inspired by [the idea that]
now we must have a broad popular element [in city planning] so that it did not
proceed on those power positions [which had dominated the Aalborg Project].17

As mentioned in chapter seven, Foucault said about his work that practi-
tioners are not likely to Wnd constructive advice or instructions in it; they
would Wnd only the kind of problematizations mentioned above.18 Such
problematizations are useful and may lead to action and change in them-
selves. But unlike Foucault, based on my problematizations of the Aal-
borg Project, I reconstructed a set of policy and planning measures for
how city governments may signiWcantly reduce their risk of ending up
with the type of counterproductive and undemocratic policies seen in
Aalborg.19

One of seven key measures I proposed was the use of ‘‘planning
councils’’ in the decision-making process, not as detached Habermasian
or Cartesian fora devoid of power, but as devices that acknowledge and
account for the working of power and for the passionate engagement of
stakeholders who care deeply about the issues at hand.20 I developed the
idea from a set of semi-institutionalized, semi-secret, and often intense
meetings that were already being held on a regular basis between city
oYcials and the Aalborg Chamber of Industry and Commerce. The
problem with these meetings was that only a single stakeholder was
invited to participate; this was one reason why decisions became unbal-
anced. But from the meeting minutes and from my interviews with
participants I could see that such meetingswere not necessarily a bad idea
in themselves. The interactions they involved resulted in additional infor-
mation and in ideas that proved useful in the decision-making process.
And the collaboration between project owner and stakeholder led to
external support for aspects of the project that might not have gained
support without stakeholder participation. Finally, real negotiations and

160 How social science can matter again



real decisions with real commitments took place in the meetings. In my
version of a planning council, however, it would be open to not only one
stakeholder but to all stakeholders in addition to all other interested and
aVected parties. Moreover, as the composition of such councils, and
decisions about who should count as stakeholders, are clearly political
acts, I suggested that city government take an active role in identifying
participants and in facilitating their involvement with councils with the
purpose of ensuring that discussions and decisions would be as demo-
cratic and have as wide support as possible. I suggested that planning
councils should be active in the decision-making process from beginning
to end, from policy idea to design to ratiWcation to implementation.

When the alderman and his staV decided to end the Aalborg Project
and to build something new on its ruins, they looked to the measures I
had proposed. Eventually they launched a new round of planning under
the name ‘‘Aalborg BetterTown’’ (Aalborg Bedre By), including the use of
planning councils, now called ‘‘planning panels.’’ City oYcials took an
active part in identifying external parties to participate on the panels
instead of staying locked with the ideas and initiatives of the Chamber of
Industry and Commerce.

In the process of starting up the panels, oYcials also contacted me and
encouraged me to become a panel member. In this way, I could use my
knowledge about Aalborg to improve the new planning. I was tempted
but felt I had to choose between roles. Also, at this time I was moving into
another area of research, namely that of mega project decision-making,
and I was keen to see what the phronetic research methodology honed on
the Aalborg Project might do in this Weld, which I had chosen, in many
respects, as a contrast to Aalborg. I wanted to move from local issues to
national and international ones, and from small projects to very big and
very expensive ones.21 Right or wrong, I decided not to participate in the
planning panels. Nevertheless, when a few years later, the European
Union in Brussels awarded Aalborg its ‘‘European Planning Prize’’ for
the new planning, I could not help but feel – however impudent this
might seem to others and to myself – that in a small way perhaps I had
a share in what had transpired. Triumphing over 300 nominees from
all over the European Union, Aalborg received the prize for having
developed what the jury viewed as an innovative and democratic urban
policy and planning with particular emphasis on the involvement of
citizens and interest groups.22
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Other examples of social science that take values and power
seriously

What identiWes a work in social science as a work of phronetic social
science is the fact that for a particular area of concern, it focuses social
analysis on praxis in answering the four value-rational questions to which
we have returned repeatedly in this book: (1) Where are we going? (2)
Who gains, and who loses, by which mechanisms of power? (3) Is it
desirable? (4) What should be done? The questions can be answered in
many diVerent ways for a given area of concern. Thus, there exists neither
one Wxed methodology for doing phronetic social science nor only one
type of examples of such work. In chapter nine, I described the method-
ological guidelines which I developed for my own work in this Weld. In the
current chapter I have given an example of how I used those guidelines in
a particular case. By way of concluding the chapter, I would like to
mention brieXy a few other examples of phronetic social science and of
phronesis-like research. I have given most room to my own work, not
because I consider it more important or more interesting than other work
– far from it – but simply because this is what I know about and can
explain best. The list of examples below is by no means exhaustive; it is
selective, perhaps even idiosyncratic in places. It is no more than a brieXy
annotated shortlist of further readings, supplementing the theoretical and
methodological literature mentioned in the previous chapters. The em-
phasis is on literature that takes values and power seriously and adopts a
relational understanding of power.

In the Weld of philosophy and the history of ideas, I have already
mentioned Michel Foucault as a main exponent of phronetic social
science, especially as regards innovative ways of understanding power
relations in phronetic work. The Foucault ofDiscipline and Punish and the
Wrst volume of The History of Sexuality are particularly interesting in this
respect, though there is much to learn from Foucault’s entire œuvre,
including books, articles, lectures, interviews, and his work as an activ-
ist.23 In addition to Foucault’s own work there is also the work of
Foucauldian scholars such as Mitchell Dean, Jacques Donzelot, Jan
Goldstein, Agnes Horváth, Giovanna Procacci, Nikolas Rose, and Arpád
Szakolczai, who have all done work that, though more narrowly academic
in scope, is more or less in the spirit of Foucault and contains elements of
phronesis.24 Finally, I would like to mention the work of Ian Hacking and
JosephRouse, especially Hacking’sRewriting the Soulwhich in many ways
exempliWes Foucauldian genealogy better than Foucault’s own work.25

In sociology, the work of Pierre Bourdieu, a self-declared Aristotelian,
stands out. If Foucault was the heir of Jean Paul Sartre as Paris’s ‘‘master
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thinker’’ who continued the tradition of combining critical thought with
progressive praxis, then Bourdieu may be seen as the successor to
Foucault. And if it was less apparent before, then after the publication of
Acts of Resistance andOn Television, the political Bourdieu has shown that
public dialogue and social action are not coincidental side eVects of his
work; they are placed at its very heart.26 In developing the concept of
phronetic social science described in the previous chapters, I have made
use of Bourdieu’s The Logic of Practice and Outline of a Theory of Practice,
the latter still his most importantmethodologicalwork, in my judgment.27

Bruno Latour is another important Wgure in sociology. In relation to my
own line of work, I have found particularly useful hisAramis, or the Love of
Technology and Science in Action.28 Finally, I have already mentioned in
chapter Wve, Habits of the Heart by Robert Bellah and his associates,
although this particular work is less developed regarding issues of power
than the other works mentioned above.

Political science does not have quite the conspicuous Wgures doing
phronesis-like research that we Wnd in philosophy and sociology. Even
though the thinkers of prudence par excellence, Aristotle and Machia-
velli, are central to the intellectual history of political science, today their
inXuence is limited in the discipline. For reasons that must remain
unexplored here, the mainstream in contemporary political science does
not place at its core the questioning of values and power that was central
to classical political science and is central to phronetic social science.
Outside the mainstream, however, work is being carried out that shares
many of the characteristics of phronetic social science, just as certain
works inside the mainstream have phronetic qualities. In the Wrst cat-
egory, we Wnd Wendy Brown’s States of Injury, Barbara Cruikshank’s The
Will to Empower, Éric Darier’sDiscourses of the Environment, and François
Ewald’s, L’Etat providence.29 Barry Hindess’s work in Discourses of Power
and Governing Australia also comes to mind.30 In the second category a
study like Robert Putnam’s (with Robert Leonardi and RaVaella Nanetti)
Making Democracy Work, which is presented by the authors as a fairly
conventional although exceptionally rigorous work of hypothetico-
deductive political science, has turned out to have important phronetic
eVects regarding our understanding of where we are going with civil
society and what to do about it.31 This again underscores the point made
earlier, that phronetic social science can be practiced in diVerent ways, so
long as the value-rational questions at its core are addressed in one way or
another, and the public has use for the answers in their deliberations
about praxis.

We saw in chapter seven, how feminists and minority groups have been
particularly successful in making use of Foucauldian genealogy and
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power studies in combining critical thought and progressive praxis.
Those who have elaborated genealogies of gender, sexuality, and race
have developed an understanding of how relations of domination be-
tween women and men, and between minority groups and others, can be
changed. In gay studies Martin Duberman’sStonewall stands out.32 From
the large literature in women’s studies, let me mention Sandra Bartky’s
Femininity and Domination, Judith Butler’s Gender Trouble, and Nancy
Fraser’s Unruly Practices.33 On the less academic, though still scholarly
informed, side of things Naomi Wolf’s Promiscuities deserves notice.34

This study is a historical and personal genealogy of female adolescence
and I recommend it to anyone who parents girls and has an interest
in understanding how, as a society and as parents, we may assist our
daughters better than we currently do in making their passage from
girlhood to womanhood. In parenthesis – and as advice from one reader/
parent to another – let me hasten to say that Wolf’s book has more value
for praxis if you read it, not only before your daughters, but before they
reach puberty.

In anthropology, Paul Rabinow’s French DNA and Making PCR are
examples of phronetic works inspired by Foucault and genealogy.35 In
management and accounting there is the work of Peter Miller.36 The Weld
of urban studies and planning still lacks central monographs and a coher-
ent body of work in this area, but contributions are being made by
Jonathan Crush, Raphaël Fischler, Margo Huxley, Ole Jensen, Tim
Richardson, and Oren Yiftachel.37 In geography, there is the work of Ed
Soja, and, Wnally, in the Weld of development studies, that of James
Ferguson.38

In development studies, I have had the opportunity to work over an
extended period in the Kilimanjaro region in Africa with a group of local
colleagues employing both phronetic social science and more conven-
tional approaches to development research. We found one aspect of
phronetic research to be particularly attractive in this context: this ap-
proach turned out to be less Eurocentric than conventionalmethods. The
reason for this lies with the central place of narrative in phronetic social
science.39 Most, perhaps all, cultures have a tradition for doing narrative,
and we may tap into this tradition when doing phronetic studies. Not all
cultures have traditions for doing theory or surveys or other highly struc-
tured methods developed in the North. We found, therefore, that it is
possible to be less obtrusive, to violate fewer local norms, and to gain
more information when practicing phronetic social science. In our Afri-
can studies, my local colleagues, who were born and raised in the area
where we did our work, asked local residents to tell their stories about the
research issues at hand. The issues were struggles over land and water,
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that is, struggles over the basic preconditions of life in that area. On this
basis, we developed our own narratives, embedded in the local context
and with a large element of vox populi. These narratives eventually be-
came the main results of the research, including recommendations for
how to improve the current situation practically, which was deeply prob-
lematic with people literally killing for access to land and water. Part of
our study and its recommendations was later used by forces within the
Government of Tanzania in ongoing eVorts to change the national land-
use planning system from a centralized, top-down system, with roots in
colonial times and postcolonial socialism, and with little capacity for
conXict resolution, to a more contemporary decentralized, bottom-up
approach taking its point of departure in local conXicts and local partici-
pation.40 When my colleagues went into the Weld to record the stories that
would be at the core of the research, I was asked to stay behind. As an
outsider my presence would bias the results, they said. For someone who
loves to be in the Weld this was hard to accept. But my colleagues were
right and, what is worse, they used my own arguments to make their
point. When we were preparing to do the research, I had argued – as I
have in this book – that social science is inextricably bound up with
context and that phronetic social science must be carried out with a high
sensitivity to that context. In a development setting such sensitivity
includes awareness of issues of ethnocentrism as they pertain to social
science methodology, and to social scientists themselves. When my col-
leagues left me in my monk-cell-like room at the Lutheran Uhuru Hostel
at the foot of Kilimanjaro, I would have ample time to ponder these
issues, and to write about them as I have done here.
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11 Social science that matters

Indeed he knows not how to know who knows not also how to un-know.
Richard Francis Burton

If we want to re-enchant and empower social science, and if we want to
recover social science from its current role as loser in the Science Wars,
thenwe need to do three things. First, we must drop the fruitless eVorts to
emulate natural science’s success in producing cumulative and predictive
theory; this approach simply does not work in social science. Second, we
must take up problems that matter to the local, national, and global
communities in which we live, and we must do it in ways that matter; we
must focus on issues of values and power like great social scientists have
advocated from Aristotle and Machiavelli to Max Weber and Pierre
Bourdieu. Finally, we must eVectively communicate the results of our
research to fellow citizens. If we do this, we may successfully transform
social science from what is fast becoming a sterile academic activity,
which is undertaken mostly for its own sake and in increasing isolation
from a society on which it has little eVect and from which it gets little
appreciation. We may transform social science to an activity done in
public for the public, sometimes to clarify, sometimes to intervene, some-
times to generate new perspectives, and always to serve as eyes and ears in
our ongoing eVorts at understanding the present and deliberating about
the future. We may, in short, arrive at a social science that matters.

The development of social science seems to be constantly aVected by
conjunctureswhere we attempt to clarify to ourselves, and to others, what
we can and cannot do with this kind of science. By way of concluding this
book, I would like to develop two scenarios for clariWcation, the Wrst a
perpetuation of ‘‘science as usual,’’ the second, an emergent ‘‘phronetic
social science.’’ In the Wrst scenario, scientism, here understood as the
tendency to believe that science holds a reliable method of reaching the
truth about the nature of things, continues to dominate thinking in social
and political science.1 Epistemic science and predictive theory are re-
garded as the pinnacle of scientiWc endeavor in this scenario. The attempt
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to substitute theory and rules for phronesis will persist. If this state of
aVairs continues, social and political research is likely to weaken further
as a scientiWc activity.We are likely to continue to hear about the ‘‘crisis of
social science.’’ The Science Wars will continue with the kind of attacks
and counterattacks described in chapter one, and with social science on
the losing side. University administrators will continue to see sociology,
political science, and other social science departments as appropriate and
easy targets for cutbacks, when cutbacks are on the agenda. And all with
good reason: the social scientists’ era of glory in the 1960s and 1970s,
when they attempted to be architects in the development of the ‘‘Great
Society’’ and in other projects of the welfare state, has long since passed.
These projects were built upon a natural science-inspired fallacy, which
assumes a close association in social science between, on the one hand,
theoretical, basic science (episteme) and, on the other, practical, applied
science (techne).

The absence of this link between basic and applied social sciences does
not mean that these sciences do not continue to play a role as techne.
There remains a need for social sciences in the activities of the welfare
society. These sciences help with registration, administration, control,
and redistribution of resources among various social groups. But in the
Wrst scenario such a role will consist of a ‘‘headless’’ form of ad hoc
social engineering no longer given credence by a superstructure of
social-science theory. It will instead be dictated by a functional means-
rationality deWned by the ruling relations of power. This kind of practical
social-science activity does not require advanced graduate and post-
graduate specialized institutions of higher learning. The type of social
engineering we are speaking of here primarily demands midlevel general-
ists with an all-round Master’s or Bachelor’s degree: people who are
Xexible enough to administer and execute the kinds of measures dictated
by whatever is considered instrumental at a given moment.

The second scenario replaces the view that the social sciences can be
practiced as episteme with their role as phronesis. In this scenario, the
purpose of social science is not to develop theory, but to contribute to
society’s practical rationality in elucidating where we are, where we want
to go, and what is desirable according to diverse sets of values and
interests. The goal of the phronetic approach becomes one of contribu-
ting to society’s capacity for value-rational deliberation and action. The
contribution may be a combination of concrete empirical analyses and
practical philosophical considerations; ‘‘Weldwork in philosophy,’’ as
Pierre Bourdieu calls it.

A scenario of this kind will also involve the social sciences in their role
as techne. However, when combined with the element of phronesis, it will

167Social science that matters



be a techne ‘‘with a head on it,’’ that is, a techne governed by value-rational
deliberation. As mentioned earlier, it can be dangerous for individuals,
groups, and societies when their capacity for value-rational deliberation is
eroded. Today the erosion of such capacity seems to many to be rapidly
taking place and coincides with the growing incursion of a narrow means-
rationality into social and political life. Simultaneously, there is a marked
need for discussion and reorientation of values and goals; for example, in
relation to environmental risks, work, health, international security, and
political stability. An evolution of the social sciences along the lines of this
second scenario, that is, as phronetic sciences, could help counter the
erosion of value-rationality and thereby help inhibit some of the destruc-
tive tendencies in society and in science.

Today, the dominant streak in social science continues to evolve along
the lines of the Wrst scenario, that of scientism. But scientism in social
science is self-defeating because the reality of social science so evidently
does not live up to the ideals of scientism and natural science. Therefore it
is the second scenario, that of phronesis, which is more fertile, and worth
working for. This is the scenario I have tried to unfold in this book by
clarifying what phronetic social science is and how it can be practiced.
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Giddens also invokes Lévi-Strauss and the gift example. Giddens says:
‘‘[W]hat counts as a ‘gift’ cannot be deWned internally to structural analysis
itself, which presumes it as an already constituted ‘ordinary language con-
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9 METHODOLOGICAL GUIDELINES FOR A REFORMED
SOCIAL SCIENCE
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Aristotle ‘‘as engaged in trying to complete Plato’s work, and to correct
it precisely insofar as that was necessary in order to complete it.’’ See
MacIntyre’sWhose Justice?WhichRationality? (NotreDame, IN: University of
Notre Dame Press, 1988), p. 94. See also MacIntyre’s, Three Rival Versions of
Moral Enquiry: Encyclopaedia, Genealogy, and Tradition (London: Duckworth,
1990).

2 Alexander Nehamas, Nietzsche: Life as Literature (Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press, 1985), p. 63.

3 Michel Foucault, ‘‘The Subject and Power,’’ in Hubert Dreyfus and Paul
Rabinow, Michel Foucault: Beyond Structuralism and Hermeneutics (Brighton:
Harvester Press, 1982), p. 217.

4 Donald T. Campbell, ‘‘Science’s Social System of Validity-Enhancing Col-
lective Belief Change and the Problems of the Social Sciences,’’ in Donald W.
Fiske and Richard A. Shweder, eds., Metatheory in Social Science: Pluralisms
and Subjectivities (Chicago, IL:University of Chicago Press, 1986), pp. 128–9;
Charles E. Lindblom and David K. Cohen, Usable Knowledge: Social Science
and Social Problem Solving (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1979),
p. 84; Charles E. Lindblom, Inquiry and Change: The Troubled Attempt to
Understand and Shape Society (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1990). The
quote in the text is from Campbell.

5 Mary Timney Bailey, ‘‘Do Physicists Use Case Studies? Thoughts on Public
Administration Research,’’ Public Administration Review 52: 1, 1992, p. 50.

6 Action researchers typically identify with those under study; that is, re-
searchers take on the perspective and goals of those under study and use
research results as part of an eVort to achieve these goals. This is not necessar-
ily the case for phronetic research.

7 Michel Foucault, Titres et travaux, pamphlet printed in fulWllment of require-
ments for candidacy at the Collège de France (Paris: privately printed, 1969),
pp. 4–5; here quoted from Didier Eribon, Michel Foucault (Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press, 1991), p. 215.

8 Michel Foucault, ‘‘Nietzsche, Genealogy, History,’’ in Paul Rabinow, ed.,
The Foucault Reader (New York: Pantheon, 1984), p. 89.

9 Henry Miller, ‘‘ReXections on Writing,’’ in Miller, The Wisdom of the Heart
(New York: New Directions, 1941), p. 27; quoted in slightly diVerent form
in C. Roland Christensen with Abby J. Hansen, ‘‘Teaching with Cases at
the Harvard Business School,’’ in Christensen with Hansen, eds., Teaching
and the Case Method (Boston, MA: Harvard Business School Press, 1987),
p. 18.

10 CliVord Geertz, The Interpretation of Cultures (New York: Basic Books, 1973),
p. 6 andCliVordGeertz,Local Knowledge: Further Essays in Interpretive Anthro-
pology (New York: Basic Books, 1983).

11 Foucault, ‘‘Nietzsche, Genealogy, History,’’ p. 76.
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12 CliVord Geertz,After the Fact: Two Countries, Four Decades, One Anthropologist
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1995), p. 40. See also Geertz,
‘‘History and Anthropology,’’ New Literary History 21: 2, 1990 and ‘‘Disci-
plines,’’ Raritan 14: 3, 1995.

13 Friedrich Nietzsche, The Anti-Christ (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1968), p.
182 (§59).

14 Friedrich Nietzsche, Ecce Homo (New York: Vintage Books, 1969), p. 256
(§10).

15 Friedrich Nietzsche in The Wanderer and his Shadow (§11), here quoted from
Nietzsche, The Anti-Christ, p. 191 (Appendix C).

16 After Ludwig Wittgenstein had abandoned any possibility of constructing a
philosophical theory, he suggested that Goethe’s phrase fromFaust, quoted in
the main text, might serve as a motto for the whole of his later philosophy. See
Ray Monk, Ludwig Wittgenstein: The Duty of Genius (New York: Free Press,
1990), pp. 305–6. The Foucault quote is from Michel Foucault, ‘‘Politics and
the Study of Discourse,’’ in Graham Burchell, Colin Gordon, and Peter
Miller, eds., The Foucault EVect: Studies in Governmentality (Chicago, IL:
University of Chicago Press, 1991), p. 72. On the primacy of practices in
Foucault’s work, see also Michel Foucault, ‘‘Questions of Method: an Inter-
view,’’ I&C 8, Spring 1981, p. 5; and Foucault, Titres et travaux, pp. 4–6,
quoted in Eribon,Michel Foucault, pp. 214–6.

17 Foucault, ‘‘Politics and the Study of Discourse,’’ p. 59. See also Foucault,
‘‘Questions of Method,’’ pp. 6–7.

18 Michel Foucault, ‘‘Le Discours de Toul,’’ Le Nouvel Observateur 372 (De-
cember 27, 1971–January 2, 1972), p. 15; here quoted from JamesMiller,The
Passion of Michel Foucault (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1993), p. 191.

19 Friedrich Nietzsche, The Will to Power (New York: Vintage Books, 1968), p.
356 (§675).

20 For more on eventualization, see AndrewAbbott, ‘‘WhatDoCasesDo? Some
Notes on Activity in Sociological Analysis,’’ in Charles C. Ragin and Howard
S. Becker, eds., What is a Case? Exploring the Foundations of Social Inquiry
(Cambridge University Press, 1992).

21 Friedrich Nietzsche,BeyondGood and Evil (New York: Vintage Books, 1966),
p. 55.

22 Aristotle, The Nicomachean Ethics (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1976),
1141b8–1141b27.

23 Foucault, Titres et travaux, p. 7, quoted in Eribon,Michel Foucault, p. 216.
24 Bent Flyvbjerg, ‘‘Socrates Didn’t Like the Case Method, Why Should You?’’,

in Hans E. Klein, ed., Case Method Research and Application: New Vistas
(Needham, MA: World Association for Case Method Research and Applica-
tion, 1989). See also Alasdair MacIntyre, ‘‘Epistemological Crises, Dramatic
Narrative, and the Philosophy of Science,’’Monist 60, 1977.

25 Richard Rorty, ‘‘Habermas and Lyotard on Postmodernity,’’ in Richard J.
Bernstein, ed.,Habermas andModernity (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1985),
p. 173.

26 Alasdair MacIntyre, After Virtue: a Study in Moral Theory (Notre Dame:
University of Notre Dame Press, second edition, 1984), p. 215. For more on
case study research, and on the relationship between case particularity and
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27 Paul Rabinow and William M. Sullivan, ‘‘The Interpretive Turn: a Second

Look,’’ in Paul Rabinow and William M. Sullivan, eds., Interpretive Social
Science: a Second Look (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 1987), p.
8. See also David K. Henderson, ‘‘Epistemic Competence and Contextualist
Epistemology: Why Contextualism Is Not Just the Poor Person’s Coheren-
tism,’’ The Journal of Philosophy 91: 12, 1994.

28 Pierre Bourdieu, In Other Words: Essays Towards a ReXexive Sociology (Cam-
bridge: Polity Press, 1990), p. 9.

29 For more on context, see Daniel Andler, ‘‘The Normativity of Context,’’
unpublished paper, Université Paris X, Nanterre, printed April 29, 1998;
Craig Calhoun, ‘‘E. P. Thompson and the Discipline of Historical Context,’’
Social Research 61: 2, 1994; Susan Engel, Context is Everything: the Nature of
Memory (New York: W. H. Freeman, 1999); Richard F. Fenno, Jr., ‘‘Obser-
vation, Context, and Sequence in the Study of Politics,’’ American Political
Science Review 80: 1, 1986; and Benny Shannon, ‘‘What is Context?’’ Journal
for the Theory of Social Behaviour 20: 2, June 1990, pp. 157–66.

30 MacIntyre, After Virtue, p. 216.
31 FriedrichNietzsche,Twilight of the Idols (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1968), p.

35 (§1).
32 CliVord Geertz, Works and Lives: the Anthropologist as Author (Stanford, CA:

Stanford University Press, 1988), p. 114. See also Geertz, ‘‘History and
Anthropology’’ with response by Renato Rosaldo; and Gerda Lerner, Why
History Matters (Oxford University Press, 1997).

33 Geertz,Works and Lives, p. 9.
34 M. Novak, ‘‘‘Story’ and Experience,’’ in J. B. Wiggins, ed., Religion as Story

(Lanham, MD: University Press of America, 1975), p. 175; and Cheryl
Mattingly, ‘‘Narrative ReXections on Practical Actions: Two Learning Ex-
periments in ReXective Storytelling,’’ in Donald A. Schön, ed., The ReXective
Turn: Case Studies in and on Educational Practice (New York: Teachers College
Press, 1991), p. 237. See also Abbott, ‘‘What Do Cases Do?’’; Hannah
Arendt, The Human Condition (Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press,
1958); D. Carr, Time, Narrative, and History (Bloomington, IN: Indiana
University Press, 1986); MacIntyre, After Virtue; Paul Ricoeur, Time and
Narrative (Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press, 1984); Ann Fehn,
Ingeborg Hoesterey, and Maria Tatar, eds., Neverending Stories: Toward a
Critical Narratology (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1992); David
Rasmussen, ‘‘Rethinking Subjectivity: Narrative Identity and the Self,’’ Philo-
sophy and Social Criticism 21: 5–6, 1995; and Mieke Bal,Narratology: Introduc-
tion to the Theory of Narrative (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, second
edition, 1997).

35 MacIntyre, After Virtue, pp. 214, 216.
36 Mattingly, ‘‘Narrative ReXections on Practical Actions,’’ p. 237.
37 For a discussion of the problems in moving beyond these dualisms, see

Dreyfus and Rabinow, Michel Foucault: Beyond Structuralism and Her-
meneutics, and Thomas McCarthy’s considerations on hermeneutics and
structural analysis in his introduction to Jürgen Habermas’s The Theory of
Communicative Action, vol. I (Boston, MA: Beacon Press, 1984), pp. xxvi–
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xxvii. Other works of interest on this problem, which in my view is one of the
more challenging in phronetic research, are James Schmidt,Maurice Merleau-
Ponty: Between Phenomenology and Structuralism (New York: St. Martin’s
Press, 1985); T. K. Seung, Structuralism and Hermeneutics (New York: Col-
umbia University Press, 1982); and Anthony Giddens, ‘‘Hermeneutics and
Social Theory,’’ in ProWles and Critiques in Social Theory (Berkeley, CA:
University of California Press, 1982).

38 Pierre Bourdieu, Outline of a Theory of Practice (Cambridge University Press,
1977), p. 72.

39 Bourdieu, In Other Words, p. 10.
40 See also Diane Vaughan, ‘‘Theory Elaboration: the Heuristics of Case Analy-

sis,’’ in Ragin and Becker, eds.,What is a Case?, p. 183.
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42 Robert N. Bellah, Richard Madsen, William M. Sullivan, Ann Swidler, and

Steven M. Tipton, The Good Society (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1991) p.
302.

43 Vaughan, ‘‘Theory Elaboration,’’ p. 182.
44 CliVord Geertz, ‘‘Deep Play: Notes on the Balinese CockWght,’’ in Geertz,

The Interpretation of Cultures.
45 Robert D. Putnam with Robert Leonardi and RaVaella Y. Nanetti, Making

Democracy Work: Civic Traditions in Modern Italy (Princeton, NJ: Princeton
University Press, 1993).

46 Stella Tillyard, Aristocrats (New York: Farrar, Straus, and Giroux, 1994).
47 For more on the actor/structure issue, see Bourdieu, Outline of a Theory of

Practice; Bourdieu, Homo Academicus (Stanford, CA: Stanford University
Press, 1988); James Coleman, ‘‘Social Theory, Social Research, and a The-
ory of Action,’’ American Journal of Sociology 91, 1985; Randall Collins, ‘‘On
the Microfoundations of Macrosociology,’’ American Journal of Sociology 86,
1980; Gary Alan Fine, ‘‘On the Macrofoundations of Microsociology: Con-
straint and the Exterior Reality of Structure,’’ paper presented at the annual
meetings of the American Sociological Association, Atlanta, 1988; Anthony
Giddens, The Constitution of Society: Outline of the Theory of Structuration
(Cambridge: Polity Press, 1984); Paul Raymond Harrison, ‘‘Narrativity and
Interpretation: On Hermeneutical and Structuralist Approaches to Cul-
ture,’’ Thesis Eleven 22, 1989; Claude Lévi-Strauss and Didier Eribon, Con-
versations with Claude Lévi-Strauss (Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press,
1991), esp. pp. 102–4; William H. Sewell, Jr., ‘‘A Theory of Structure:
Duality, Agency, and Transformation,’’ American Journal of Sociology 98: 1,
1992.

48 For more on the relationship between the public sphere and science, see
Robert Bellah, ‘‘Professionalism and Citizenship: Are they Compatible?’’
Symposium on RedeWning Leadership: New Visions of Work and Commu-
nity, Wake Forest University, Winston-Salem, North Carolina, May 21,
1993.

49 Robert N. Bellah, Richard Madsen, William M. Sullivan, Ann Swidler, and
Steven M. Tipton, Habits of the Heart: Individualism and Commitment in
American Life (New York: Harper and Row, 1985), p. 307.

50 Friedrich Nietzsche, On the Genealogy of Morals (New York: Vintage Books,
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1969), p. 119 (§3.12).
51 Ibid. See also Friedrich Nietzsche, The Will to Power (New York: Vintage

Books, 1968): ‘‘There are no isolated judgments! An isolated judgment is
never ‘true,’ never knowledge; only in the connection and relation of many
judgments is there any surety’’ (p. 287 [§530]).

52 Richard Rorty, ‘‘Towards a Liberal Utopia,’’ Times Literary Supplement, June
24, 1994, p. 14.

10 EXAMPLES AND ILLUSTRATIONS: NARRATIVES OF
VALUE AND POWER

1 Ronald Abler, John Adams, and Peter Gould, Spatial Organization: The
Geographer’s View of theWorld (Englewood CliVs, NJ: Prentice-Hall, 1971), p.
478.

2 Bent Flyvbjerg, Rationality and Power: Democracy in Practice (Chicago, IL:
University of Chicago Press, 1998). See also Bent Flyvbjerg, The Aalborg
Study: Case Selection and Data Collection, Research Report (Aalborg: Depart-
ment of Development and Planning, Aalborg University, 1997).

3 Michel Foucault, ‘‘Nietzsche, Genealogy, History,’’ in Paul Rabinow, ed.,
The Foucault Reader (New York: Pantheon, 1984), p. 77.

4 Ibid., p. 76.
5 Flyvbjerg, Rationality and Power, p. 86.
6 Ibid., pp. 86–7.
7 As a methodological footnote I should like to remark that in answering the

question of who wins and who loses in the Aalborg Project, I carried out
environmental and social impact audits using statistical and other quantitative
analyses. This was necessary for relating process to outcome in the project.
Here as elsewhere, the sharp separation often seen in the literature between
qualitative and quantitative methods is a spurious one. The separation is an
unfortunate artifact of power relations and time constraints in graduate train-
ing; it is not a logical consequence of what graduates and scholars need to
know to do their studies and do them well. In my interpretation, phronetic
social science is opposed to an either/or and stands for a both/and on the
question of qualitative versus quantitativemethods. Phronetic social science is
problem-driven and not methodology-driven, in the sense that it employs
those methods which for a given problematic best help answer the four value-
rational questions. More often than not, a combination of qualitative and
quantitative methods will do the task and do it best. Fortunately, there seems
currently to be a general relaxation in the old and unproductive separation of
qualitative and quantitative methods.

8 Ibid., p. 110.
9 Ibid., p. 113.

10 The alderman is the city council member with administrative responsibility
for the Aalborg Project and for all other matters regarding planning and
environment in Aalborg. The City Council has four aldermen/-women plus
one mayor, each holding a powerful position with responsibility for a large
budget and a large staV in each of Wve municipal main areas of policy and
administration.
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11 Ibid., pp. 114–15.
12 Friedrich Nietzsche, The Will to Power (New York: Vintage Books, 1968), p.

342 (§643) andOn the Genealogy of Morals (New York: Vintage Books, 1969),
p. 77 (§2.12).

13 See Flyvbjerg, Rationality and Power, pp. 225–36, for the details of this
conclusion.

14 ‘‘Better’’ is deWned here simply as being more democratic and more eVective
in fulWlling the objectives of the Aalborg Project as ratiWed by the City
Council.

15 I here understand a stakeholder to be an organization, group, or person with
an interest in the outcomes of the research.

16 Michel Foucault, Colloqui con Foucault (Salerno, 1981); here quoted from
James Miller, The Passion of Michel Foucault (New York: Simon and Schuster,
1993), p. 235.

17 Morten Rugtved Petersen, Byfornyelse: Bypolitik og beslutninger, Master’s
Thesis (Aalborg: Aalborg University, Department of Development and
Planning, 1993), p. 44.

18 Foucault,Colloqui con Foucault; here quoted from Miller,The Passion ofMichel
Foucault, p. 235.

19 Bent Flyvbjerg, ‘‘90‘ernes traWkplanlægning for miljø, sundhed og bæredyg-
tighed’’ (TraYc Planning in the 90s for Environment, Health, and Sustaina-
bility), Miljø og Teknologi: Nordisk Tidsskrift for Miljøteknik, -forvaltning og
-politik 6: 1, 1991, pp. 28–32; and Flyvbjerg, ‘‘Når demokratiet svigter
rammes miljøet’’ (When Democracy Fails the Environment is Hurt), in
Benny Kullinger and Ulla-Britt Strömberg, eds., Planera för en bärkraftig
utveckling: 21 nordiska forskare ger sin syn, Stockholm: Byggforskningsrådet,
1993, pp. 187–97.

20 For the other six measures, see Flyvbjerg, ‘‘Når demokratiet svigter rammes
miljøet,’’ pp. 194–7.

21 The Wrst results of the work on mega projects may be found in Bent Flyvbjerg,
Nils Bruzelius, and Werner Rothengatter, Mega Projects and Risk: Making
Decisions in an Uncertain World (Cambridge University Press: forthcoming);
Nils Bruzelius, Bent Flyvbjerg, and Werner Rothengatter, ‘‘Big Decisions,
Big Risks: Improving Accountability in Mega Projects,’’ International Review
of Administrative Sciences 64: 3, September 1998, pp. 423–40; and Mette K.
Skamris and Bent Flyvbjerg, ‘‘Inaccuracy of TraYc Forecasts and Cost
Estimates on Large Transport Projects,’’ Transport Policy 4: 3, 1997, pp.
141–6.

22 See also Flyvbjerg, Rationality and Power, p. 237.
23 Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison (New York:

Vintage Books, 1979); Michel Foucault, Introduction: The History of Sexuality,
vol. I, (New York: Vintage Books, 1980). For a brief introduction to
Foucault’s work, see Gary Gutting, ed., The Cambridge Companion to Foucault
(Cambridge University Press, 1994). For a more extensive and in-depth
introduction, see Paul Rabinow, ed., Essential Works of Foucault 1954–1984,
vols. I–II (New York: New Press, 1997, 1998).

24 Graham Burchell, Colin Gordon, and Peter Miller, eds., The Foucault EVect:
Studies in Governmentality (Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press, 1991);
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Power and Rule in Modern Society (Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage, 1999); Jacques
Donzelot, The Policing of Families (New York: Pantheon, 1979); Jan
Goldstein, ed., Foucault and the Writing of History (Oxford: Blackwell, 1994);
Agnes Horváth and Arpád Szakolczai, The Dissolution of Communist Power: the
Case of Hungary (London: Routledge, 1992); Giovanna Procacci, Gouverner
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35 Paul Rabinow, French Modern: Norms and Forms of the Social Environment
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The Cambridge History of Science, vol. VII, Modern Social and Behavioural
Sciences (Cambridge University Press, 1999).

37 Jonathan Crush, ‘‘Scripting the Compound: Power and Space in the South
African Mining Industry,’’ Environment and Planning D: Society and Space 12:
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