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any identity between this object and the "matLer" thai phy~it'i\ts 

Problems of 
Sociological 

BY JACQUES ELLULMethod 

I DON'T intend here to investigate objectively either the:: influence 

that American sociology has exercised on French sociology for the 

past thirty years or the influence that American sociologists have 
had on me. For my part, I relocate myself constantly vis-a.-vis 

American sociology and its methods, as is obvious in most of my 

writings, especially La P·ropagande. I would prefer to deal with 
two related problems, both to be found in American and French 

sociology: that oE the scientific status of sociology, and that of 

verification. 

Sociology as an Exact Science 

Is it possible to treat sociology as an exact science, and to use 

concepts and methods deriving directly from the exact sciences? 

To be sure, some people have thought to do so by using mathe­

matical methods, and science is characterized by mathematical 

exactitude. They have also used concepts drawn from phyS'rc-s-, 

or chemistry, and attributed to their own units of thought various 

designations common in physics (for example, force, field, etc.). 
But this is merely a formal device which hanlJy makes sociological 

thought more scientific; it is the outward appearance of science 

linked to vocabulary. and it fails to account for societal reality 

or even to interpret its functioning. It is merely the artificial 

superimposition of a system of concepts taken from physics onto 

a sociological "object" without the preliminary demonstration of 

study.t<Jr The first d i£ficll Jty arises from the presence of the soc iOJiO)2.! >L
'l:\'~ ~wt	 himself, The physicist and the astronomer call forgel theit lckas, 

\~:	 conceptions, and fam ily tife in conducting their in ve~L igill iom, 
~~, 
p But for the socia logisl, ideas and values are at once a rdket l,m 

~:1; and a part of the very society under scrutiny, and his profe~'>lunal 

and family life is precisely Wh41 he is studying, Usually lw Gl.n', 

I
~F1. 
~; ,. 

~j	 help but have .some SOl'! of con j uga.l re lat lonsh i p and La ke ~()J fie 

~ll sort of political stance, It has often been said thai SOCI<J!ugy 

should be independent ot sociologists, or even that it should be 
(\'. 

I
carried out despite sociologists, in sum. that the very exiStence 

of'the sociologist is contrary to the premises of sociology, But;;{.f 
what is meant her~? That sociology Clmslantly criliq\les lb O\\'[)

I~' 
axioms, wary of any bias introduced by personal preconceptiuns?

f~ So much is obvious, Or is it thaL the sociologist should be absent 

from sociology? This, I believe, is both a dream and d mj~t<lke: 

a dream, because whatever the place of computers. data 1,.1Il'k.5, 

or methodologies, the sociologist remains the only being who can 
;,' ~ pose problems and offer interpretations with human undenwllLi­

{<.;:

:tj	 ing. This he must do through the nIter of his personali ty. It is 

also a mistake, because the sociologist is the tirst witness of the'~r 
.s ~: experiences of his society, If he does not examine in and for 
-fn 
~ himself the meaning of sur:h and such a social movement, if he 

~
~. 

does not take himself as the first object of hiS observation, he is 

neglecting a rna jor part of his work. He is not an independcn t~'i 
- p observer; he IS not a man watching an avalanche. He is a manr" 

observing human phenomen a, in which he is in valved wi Jl)',n ill y, 

I
~
 
I": The first wisdom of such an observer is to admit thac he is
 
! ' 
, ,~"··;	 involved. Then he can take the first step toward, if not oblec­
, . 

tivity, at	 least scientific honesty. He himself sustains the effects 
.~ 

of the forces that he examines; he shares the beliefs that he isL 
~~.	 

trying [Q elucidate; he belongs to the social relationships that he 
~, 

wants to~,t(t<,;	

is honest. 

~ 
1t~ 
~ 

understand, All this he learns to see in himself-If he 

Which obviously doe~n't mean that he can generalize 
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from his individual experience and pass directly from ilHrospec­

tion to soc iologi ca I com prehen 5i on! Ra ther hemust ta ke his 'j> 
r. 
~ .experience into accOunt within the totality of hi~ data. alld avoid 

justifying himself by claiming that he is independem of the sys· t 
(I,.tern. The first step toward sociolog·ical lucidity is to know that 
1;\ 

one belongs to a specific political system and that what one ad­ :" 

vances will necessaril.Y be integrated by and into toat system. Here 

is the great distinction between sociology and physics, chemistry, 

and biology, where sllch utilization is merely possible, ~. 
t ..•.

f: 
Yet it cannot be otherwise. The ideology of a purely scientific :.f! 

sociology erected against the sociologist is an excuse for avoiding l 

r~'· 
the problematicality of sociological axioms. Such an ideology ~~ : 

rgained currency when sociology was based essentially on the knowl· 
L.edge of "primitive" peoples. In the late nineteenth and early r·
!:

twentieth cenmries men thought that an observer of such peoples (, 
~,.--

could be perfectly objective because of his cxteriority, He rould-:::::=..... 1?,'l'. 
observe a Tonga group as he might an ancheap. The interpreter 

in Paris or Rome to whom he relayed his dara could also remain t'l: 
detached, serene and unprejudiced, But such convictions did nOt ~ 

F:
~ 

stand up to close investigation. For the European obseTver was 
;... 

}i.
 
studying phenomena that he knew to be llllmurL, and bOTe within ~.
 

I~.
himself ,1 whole complex of ontological appreciations. He had };' 

~ certain conception of man which he couldn't help projecting. I' 
1,~.
i~,This situation has become aggravated with the advent of con­ or­
,.

temporary sociology, Now no excuses are acceptable. Indeed, the 

presuppositions of our sociology must be scrutinized precisely in t~·,. 
:'1: 

order to render its attitude explicit. In La Propagande I criti­ I 
;',

cized certain American sociologists whose views on propaganda 

are directly inspired by their own democratic beliefs. It is "im­

possible," they claim, that propaganda is X, for then democracy 

itself would be impossiblel Of course their concern was never ,.~ 

'Voiced, hut it was an implicit epistemological underpinning. The ~:·.: 
same goes for certain scholars for whom the class struggle, as an ".­I

~,irreducible axi'Jffi, leads to an entire sociology-without the as­
11:" 

sumption about class struggle ever being openly stated. J~~? 
tl 
i···· 
i·,'''' 
;.(~, . .,t::
'&. 

SOCfOLOCICAL METHOD ~I 

_-­

What seems most pernicious to me right now is (he behavior1.~1 

assumption. One of the obstacles to the trans[ormation of StKi. 

ology into an e)cact science is [hal it concerns human phenomena. 

One might recall what 1\hrx said about the English l<iissedalrt 

political economists: vVhtle granting the s.ciCIUiflC charau<.:r ui 

their economic smdies, he also showed that they had olHained 

their results only by deleting the human faCl:Or, thu.\ redUCing 

economics to an inrerpla)' l)f fOI'<:es and lensions, and i"l1oring tll(­

reality of man; or rather, in remodeling man into a homo DeC07/()­

micw so that he could play exactly the role required of him by 
English liberal economics. The problem, he ~<tid, was to reintc­

grate man in his !Otality, wlI.h his ambiguities. sufferings, and 

hopes, without sacrificing the rigor 0f already 6tablished ecooOlllic 
thought. 

Presently we are watching a repeat of this phenomenon. To 

attain a scientific sociology expressed in ~erms of struCtures, sys. 

terns, functions, fields, strategies, mecbanisl1l~, territories, elc. 

certain researchers have eliminated the aleatory human faClor and 

the uncertainty which the presence of man introduces into all 

calcu la cions and pred inions, Exactly like the English Iihera Is, 

they nominally retain him while reducing him w a system amI 

an interplay of forces (stimulus·response-exactly the same model 

as homo occonumiclu), Such is the thrust of behaviori~m, a~ 

exemplified by, say. Skinner. I daresay that the behaviorists merely 

respond to the stimulus of the sociologists (though I knOlv' that thiS 

isn't true]), who want to he provided with an interpretation of 

man without any uncertain f.actors and th us lH i lizabl e in any 

rigorously scientific clarification of social movements. 

As for the sociologist, he doesn't want to admit w himself thac 

he uses this model of mao; he rucks it away in (he depths of hi~ 

mind, he fights off any attempt to render it explicir.. Yet he 

constructs his sociology as if it were obvious thaL man really is 

like the model proposed by behaviorism. To be sure, there can 

be no science without the eliminati"on of the aleatory factor (of 
course I'm not refeTTing to probability theory or quantum me­

1 
I 
1 
I 
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chanics), and especially all that is unpredictable. I'm not arguing :
I' 

that behaviorism is unscientific, merely that certain assumptions__ •~
....-...

inhabit the sociologist's brain '(and he always unconsciously chooseS-­ r"'I:those which facilitate hiB workl) and render the most rigorous .'I 
objecti vity essentially subjective. t'

But there are still other problems with this wish to treal soci­ Ii 

f'
ology as an exact scien<:e. The last thirty years have seen a k 

certain evolution with regard to the subject of sociology. Broadly i;
f 

speaking, we might say that sociology has shifted from the treat­ 1'-"

ment of '~objects" to the treatment of "changes" or actions. Social [,i 
to 
4'"facts were once considered as things (Monnerot was already pro­ r. 
Iftesting in 1950 that "social facts are not things"). There was a 

certain fixation on the social object; it was treated like an object r 
in mechanics or anatomy, its components analyzed, its typology f( 

f,set. forth, its infrastructure and superstructure posited. The most "t, 
complete of these exercises was that of Gurvitch, and it was not I::; 
without merit. But this methodology seems to have passed. r 

I:Nowadays, it's no longer fluctuations that are studied. or temiolls. , 
11'­

or the balance of forces, or social action, or conflict analysis. j. 
j,

Nowadays we take exception to the notion of society as a sort 0' 
~.of thing and prefer an essentially active and self-generating view 

of society, We're looking for a methodology of change. 

Yet we mustn't deceive ourselves. "\J\Te're not concerned onty [;
r: 

wit.h the deepening and improving of our knowledge, and it's not Lf' 

that we've found some new "object" to study. No, what has I
t\)happened is more profound: ""c're after another conception of r,: 

society (that is, the g'lobally societal) and its composition. (vVe I 

I. 
(might say that society is not a pile of "strata"·but a play of forces t 

-a different preconception.) We're .after a new and different !i'" .;. 
way of interpreting phenomena, certain of which were already I' 
known (we might say that we want a new set of paTadigms), f'

f 

I', 
L ~and this' entails a change in sociological method irself. There is J 

no similarity between object analysis and functional or strategic i
) 

analysis. The scientific method for 

changed,' 

t·"Vapprehending reality has to 

I: 
I
( .. 
\,1 

j< 

SOCIOLOGICAL METHOD 

But we wonder wh), this change has occurred. Is it simply that 

sociologists understand [h ings better now, and so have JdOpltd 

a svbtler, more adeq ua te method? Of course nul. 1t's thaI [11<: 
things themst'lves have changedl Until 1940 il \V<lS plallsible to 

conceive of society as a stable and weil-organi:lt'cJ whole. Nallu,dly 

there were II pheava Is, but they were accidental ones; the-Ie \v c I'c 

changes, hut they took place with in larger, sta ble srruccures, "'nils 

conception corresponded LO a certain reality: The sociologi~[ ~lilJ 

inhabited a stable world and interpreted it as such, with a meth,)d 

adequate to its stability, For forty years, though, we've been 

living in a world of continual flux. The evidence suggests that 

society no longer has permanence, that it is subject to acccicralf':d 

mutalions, and thal hence it must be seen no longer as an object 
but rather as a con tiuua I transformation. Th IS new rea Ii ly re­

quires a new method. Thlls method changes with the apparent 

object. 

One might object that this is perfectly [rut, but only in the 

sense that in physics, for example, one must cbange rnetlwd \\'ht'll 

one studies widely divergent orders of magnitude or scale. But 

really the problem is not at aJl the same. For the apparent challge 

in the sociological object does not result from :l eli fferent or d<)~f'r 

look 'at the same objeer. No, it's history which has rendered the 

earlier societal object obsolete and which has changed wh~t rhe 

sociologist observes. Moreover, th is sh ift of method is in no ·wa)' 

the expression of the sociologist's sovereign initiative. It merely 

results ITom the social reality in which the s(}cldlogisl partici pales 

and in which his method is eventually inseTted. The method i~ 

part of the socie ty in quest ion; it is it'iclf fl socia logical pherlOnlc­

non, In a social body where change is obvious (0 all, where it 
is requisite as an axiom for all thought and intel"pretation (and 

where, indeed, it carries a positive connotation), not only the 

obje~t of study changes but also the method, which becollle.'. rhe­
rigorous scientific explanation of the ideology of change. 

Incidentally, one might say thal all this is )'endered problemali. 

cal by the observation lhat we are presently witnessing the dtvel­
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apment of two concepts: system and stnlcture. Each offers a 

different answer. Now, everyone knows that the only finality 

in the construction of a system is the knowledge of how it 

functions, It's not an object, it's nOt a description of reality, it's 

an artificial construction designed to account not for the inter­

action of the real social pieces but for the real interaction pro­

duced in society. The notion of system returns LlS to the pTOblem 

of development. As for the idea ot structure, and structuralism 

itself, the matter is quite different: Structuralism can deal only 

with traditional societies, that is, those in which change is slow 

(lnd which may be compared to the historical societies originally 

studied by sociologists. In other words, this is a scientific method 

which. retaining object analysis, proves incapable of dealing with 

current societies of the technological type. StrtlCturaJism cannot 

qe correctly used to study our Western society. 

'VVhat, then, is this new scientific method which cootioually 

changesi' Is it the ~ociologist picking a new method every time 

society alters? No, what happens is that the method has ap­

peared as an outgrowth of the society itself. And this has given 

rise to another critil=ism of social "sdence," namely, that it con­

tinues to function as though its subject, society, always preserves 

116 self-identity. Indeed, it is amazing to hear modern sociologists 

speaking en masse of "society" or "groups" as jf there \·..,ere any 

such things-ill·themselves, as if society were always ... society. 

Such is the vexing impression one gets on reading certain highly 
abstract studjes, like those of Talcott Parsons. One can't help 

asking oneself: Just what is rhis analysis being applied to? Is 
it valuable as a whole, and in general, or oilly for the United 

States? In other words, is the sociologist, in escapmg from per­

sonal involvement, not beginning i.O construct a certain ficcive 

society which he takes as the object of his study (and I'm not 

talking about the elaboration of a model-the process I'm describ­

ing is in'lpl~ntary) and finding there certain constants which give 

him the impression th;it he is being scientific, though he himself 

has produce~ his fiction from those very constants? Taking an 

f .. 

I;	 SOCIOLOGICAL METHOD 1'i 

(,	 object that he deems forever che' same, he iIHruduces variatiom 
r. (according to what he notices around him or in hiswry) frulll[ 
I which he derives a typology. This is what is so deceptive HI 
~" r: Max Weber. For a typology always has the weaJ..ne% of del iVlll~
1 
r	 from.a societal whole some given to which value is then attribuled 
i 

by comparing it [Q an idemical given in another societal wh"l" 
f I far off in time or space. From this identification is ohtaillcd 
t, an "ideal type," Hut this undt.:naking is alway~ hazardous in that 
~ ", 

it lead~ one to remove a phenomenon from Its context, though
~} 
i'	 phenomena really deri ve thei r meaning from con text,i: 
i Lastly, we must ask. ourselves if sociological "science" is really 
t similar to the other sciences. We ha.ve seeD bow it was obligedI, to change methods because the sociol agist, folJo wi ng the move­
i'· 

r 
ment of society, had noticed another aspect of (he IVorid in whICh 

he Ii ved, namely, change. H ere precisely lies I he problem: How 

certain is th is change? It is obvious that .~uper ficia! Iy .. t le:dst 

we are witnessing plemy of changes. But I've pointed out else­
t where thal beneath these changes there has been a fuod<:lIUemal 

r:	 continuity from the eighteenth century to our clay, and evell a 

li\	 great rigidity: It is the technological system which in~uTes thiS 

cancin uity. And if one PUtS oneself at the level of I h is "i rI ha­!\; structure!' one secs that the phenomena of chang-e are re la ti vel y 
I •. 

~;~':	 secondary and that nothing fundamemal has been questioned,
r'-.' 

Put another way, it is perhaps not so legitimate tll change method
~1' 
!	 and concepts. The only progress that st'ems to me to have b~t'n 
l··
L.	 achieved here is the notion of system, fat' it covers at once the 
I 

;:' 
)",'	 fundamental structure and its specific role. To sum up, lhe 
t~ 
I	 person of the sociologist is so dominant in soci(jlogy that it is 
t better to	 recognize the fact and cope with it than to claim to be 
,I' 

l
, ­
J.'-	 able to elaborate an objective and independent science. 

l: 
Global SociologyV· 

~~! 
,~ Admittedly, there is a method~perhaps statistical or stochastic,~ 

~. 
l~	 certainly mathematical-which might be rigorollb and indepen.
r' 
~~ 
~. 
f 

~t 
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dem, and whose application the personality of the sociologist I.. 
H
(l"couldn't afiect. So much is undeniable. But I must point out 1:"r..,that contrary to popnla< opinion this method can be used only r,'
f·

in microsociology. Of course to apply a statistical method one ['" 
must have large numbers, but "Ial'ge numbers" in Olultipl.e ex­ f.. 
periments does not necessarily imply large societal units. One I' 
may have large numbers conceming small social units. Addition. J. 

ally, we know how important the determination of the nnLt of L 
Ii.,'

study is for true precision. One studies "the family," for example, f· 
as a function of several predetermined concepts. However, the r 

~ mathematical method can be very fr·uitfuJ. Yet it entails an ~. 

immedIate peril: One becomes attached to this method because I'. 
it is the only really scientific one, and ends by deciding that any-.­

thing this method can't handle isn't available to science. In other 

words, 'one may ignore fields which are important solely because 

one can't apply the mathematical method to them. In France 

there has been a debate over just this in political science. Certain 

~holars have limited their study [0 political parties. In this realm 

on~ can indeed gather statistics and use rather precise techniques 

of observation. Others have maintained that the phenomenon 

of big government and the growth of power in modern society 

were much more important than party politics. Yet in that realm 
no rigorous method is available. Hence the first camp has vir­

tually won. TherefQre the Study of the state has been neglected, 

and those who make it their business are considered "amateurs" 

or "essayists," quite unlike true men of science. 

Implicitly, chen, one may find oneself bowing to the idea that 

.whatever overreaches the mathematical method isn't science. 

·Hence one risks giving preeminence to objects, groups, or move­

ments that have only secondary importance simply because one 

can study them in a suitable way. Inversely, one leaves funda­

mental and decisive phenomena unstudied only because they can­

not be expressed in mathematics, Thus it comes about that 

micro80c1ology is favored over 

recently, scholars have returned 

"global sociology," Still more 

to the latter in hopes that the 
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use of mode Ili cou Id objeer ify these global phenomena. I1Ul j r i~ 

clear that this tendency needs revita Jil<1tion. 1£ we try to app1)' 

this method (0 vaSI and complex societal units. we tind right away 

that we can't construct a satisfactory modtl. \Vc can't integT.1tr' 

all the variables. rm not alluding to any material difficulty III 

making the calculations-that can be pan:ially overcome \,'Itll 

computers--but to an analytical incapacity to discover whar <dl 

the components are in the first place. I've often amused mv~e1f 

by noticing how many variables have been forgotten in quite 

complex models. I've always found plenty. Thus there Call liner 

be anything but the most approximate models, varying in ac­

cordance with the researcher's own interests and concerns. 

Alll'm saying is that a global sociology is nece:>sarily conceptual 

and hypothetical. But this does not mean that it must be inexact. 

It is merely a different sort of science, "unlike the othen." Be­
sides, {his research necessarily must forever remain in the stage 

of research, and it progresses in a rather unusual fashion. More 

than other disciplines, sociology progresses by debate, by continual 

discussion of earlier conclusions. One cannot conceive of an ac· 

quisition so scientifically founded that it couldn't be questioned, 

or that one could ever restrict oneself to progTessing on the basis 

of indisputable fans. It is even inexact co say that a series of 

microsocioJogical studies, however scientifically advanced, could 

ever result, through accumulation, in an understanding of global 

phenomena, of social classes for example. There j$ a ron of 

qualitative change that comes about that one can never take 

stock of. 
Research consists in perceiving facts that are never exhaustively 

known or fully culled. Yet they remain net:essarily typical. It is 

as facts that they are studied, and it is as such that they serve as 

a foundation. It is with them that one may construct an ideal 

type or model that will later 'serve to interpret a whole range of 

phenomena, Yet here again these phenomena cannot be perceived 

and recognized effJcept through th~ creation of some sort of inrer· 

pretive matrix. rhey have a real existence, but they may be taken 
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out oJ their social context only to the degree that the interpretive 

matrix a119Ws one to grasp them. Hence one can understand the 

essential role played by the discussion of earlier researchers' con­

~";
leo 
~., 

j.;, 
1<~
~i" 
!' 

clusions. What's involved is an approach to reality through lhe f~i~i 
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One violem movie, for instance, won't induce violenr behavlOl, 

but when a viewer sees only violent movies for one or two yean. 

and when these are themselves situated in a context of information 

about and discllssioll of violeuce, and when he himself witne"i,o 

qu~st for a new interpretive matrix, a new mode1. But at this 

Jevel one cannot objectively tell what is and what isn't scientific. 

The sociology of Raymond Aron is certainly exact, but so is that 

of CastQf.iadis. And this leads US to the most disquieting ques· 
don, that concerning the exactitude of sociological research. 

Verification by Subsequent Events 

I've said that the search for a global sociology is hypotheticaL 

Ir starts from certain advanced hypotheses and leads to res nits 

which aTe considered equally hypothetical by those who do not 

share th~ auchor's convictionsl 

Can we escape this predicament? Is any scientific guarantee 

possible? There's an oft-repeated truism thac in sociology and 

political science we cannot perform experiments to verify hypothe­

ses. Of course certain people have claimed to have carried out 

sociological experimentation, for example to measure the effects 

oJ mass media Or propaganda. But I've shown that such experi­

ments were meaningless because they did not reproduce the real 

~ocial conditions of the phenomena under study. In physics or 

chemistry we can experiment with a phenomenon by eliminating 

all fortuitous circumstances to observe it in its purity. But the 

same isn't true of sociology or political science. Here, the totality 

is the phenomenon. 
We cannot study a social element jn it~ pure state, for there is 

no such state in concrete reality. For example, we canooe measure 

the effect of a film by testing a group of spectators. Any film 

comes to the viewer as one in a series of films and other shows. 

So we would have to measure the effect of fifty successive films. 

.~. 

r/ occasional scenes of actual violence, the situalLOll is (juite diffcrent. 

This experience cannor he abstracted from life, for the socier<il
hi process is c0711inual; it cannot be arbitrarily halted at a glVenr 
~;. moment. A societal phenomenon can be understand on ly in 

k correlation lO a whole complex of related phenomena. For in­
1.-'
 
Y(l stance, it is lIseless £0 try to experiment \'lith a certain type o[
 

propaganda. Stich a5 one of those used by the N'IZis. One must ill"'II.1./
f,; in Nazi society to know its real efficiency. The reprodunioll of 
b[. a whole societal complex is impossible. and the acctllllulatlon of 

a multitude of Illicrosociological experiments 1I'0n'( help us drawk the sl ightest conclusion abOUl macrostructure. All the socio logislf:, 
I';'
( .. - can do is try to be there when the phenomenon OCCllrs, experience
f 
L it, analyze it, and afrcrward attempt to undentand ir. Since nlJ 
~ ,
 
l~·.
 

f'.' cxperimelHation and reproduction of phenomena are possible:, 

1<'· hypotheses and conclusions can't be verified.
 
k
• Some scientists think that the only guarantee of trmh is method­

r{~. ological rigor. If One elaborates a rigorously sciemific method, 

. . they say, with precise concepts and plentiful. unquestionable data .I:.·,;
.'1;
:-;, 

one must arrive at (rue conclusions. Duc my first point here ,,'a~ 
':~;t;:f: that such a method is theoretically impossible in sociology. Besides, 
f.
[" 

most sociologital concepts are ambiguous and uncertain. while 
I" (he data, though increasingly plentiful, is open to question even 

k when statistical. Non Nh eless, certain sociologisLs re jeet these 
r" criricisUls and concinue to rely on methodological rigor to 1ll5Ul e 
f... 
i·· 

the scientific character of their investigations. Their studies are 

I so abstract that-while the approach is indeed convincing-I)' scien· 
f'« tific--one never rea'JIy knows what societal reality they are di~I· 

cussing. \Vith them it is no longer a question of observahk:
1f"~ societal situations but of the transfiguration of sociology into an
~':i
i ideal world where actions .and concepts can be pure and method-I~'" :.
 

,;

__;2~}' 

h'i-:.!i --" ",'I 

{~.~ 
f~,fi 
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ology absolute. But onc remains at a loss to discover what en· ~~:" 

~.l:.:lightenlllent they provide for an understanding of social 14 , 

'.
;ffexperience. 
IiiI myself have come to believe that the only criterion of exacti­ ~,,: 
f;)

tude for a sociological study comes from subsequent events them· 
~i 
le'selves. This problem is posed directly by opinion polls. Do pre­ i-. ~ 

L\election polls give a true picture of the voters' intentions? Of 
~: 

course the pollsters make a necessary distinction between pre-elec­
1:0lion intentions and the actual vote, which may take place a week !-,
'"',l~;-:,or so later. They allow, for example, a 6- OT 7-percent margin lit
1'1;of error, which is quite reasonable, Now, this margin is wioe 
~tenough to render most elections unpredictable; yet this fact. which 

is very important for politicians, is really of little account for ~, 
i4~ 

sociologists. More important is categorization by age, sex, and ~'~: 
[;(professional group. Nonetheless, for a public-opinion poll the [1< 

proof is in the pudding. that is, the election itselF. The satis· ~F 
factory results generally obtained in this field suggest Lhat similar U;'
analyses of public opinion in areas where no experimental (011­ V 

h 
,f~ ,finnation is possible are also valid. Here is a method which should 

be generalized. I!' 
Ii"

Although there can usually be no rapid test, as there is in the ~.:/' 

k,"case of elections, for a relatively long period (say, twenty.five It
~~-

,:,-years), one can state if the explicit prediClions in a sociologiC:tl­ >,
~':...;,ri':'{descrilAion or system have been borne ouL or not. Note: I say 
~'.' 
'.' 

"explicit" predictions, and some people would challenge me on 
W:'­
~,.this poin 1. It's generally thought that there are 1\'10 totally sepa· 

rate bril,nches of sociology. The first is a sort of photo of the ';-'
k.. 

present, without any future dimension; the second is a prediction, ~.:{ 
r.comprising future variables, models for development, etc., and is ~,--" 

arrived at with particular methods. But I hold [haL Lilis division Ii.:­
1S errol;le,ous in both methodology and interpretation. In effect, ·tf~ 

Mi;the sociologist is never content with a photo of Lhe facts. Obvi­ j:.~ •• 
I~•..:, 

!!if,!ously, ,he interprets, he theorizes, and at times he attains a high 11::;1­
ti:::level of abstraction, In this way he seeks to establish an intellectual ~i~ 
;~~ 
t$, 
If'~. _ 
~, )0' 

framework, a LOol, which, using known facts, encompasses llot 

only the past but also the future. 

All sociological research is by naLUiC hiswrical. 3.fld cannot help 

using some historical methods. By this I'm not suggesting thai 

it must return to ancient times, after the manner of Marx 01 

Weber. But there is always a certain historical depth---even it 

only of twenty' years----to any sociological study. This recovelY 

of past time can Lake place only with the lise of an historical 

method. Now, in just the same way no sociology ,an avoid inclu­

sion of the future in its an,tlyses. Every social phenomenon i'i 

an evolution. There are no "insmnt phenomena" as opposed to 

gradual changes, And gradual changes are always changes atleu­
iog something: groups become more or less coherent, etc. Earliel 

I mentioned the importance of certain shifts of field: how sociolo­

gists may deal with Auetuations, mutations, processes, and so Oll. 

All this implies the futHre. Of COurse this may become quiLc 

explicit, as when one tries to predict the most probable shape of 

the future. But that's not what concerns me here: for a study 

made without explicit reference to the future contains this dimen­

sion anyhow, often witham the author's knowing it. In the eod, 

no sociological theory is interesting unle"s it Lries Ul comprehend 

events which are happening, and is more than purely retrospective. 

I use "comprehcnd" in the etymological sense of "taking with," 

that is, insuring that one's theory allows one to integrate new 

developments as they take place; and thus its lOkdoitudc may be 

verified. Possibly even ts wi II correspond to what is im pli cit!) 

given in the theory. Then the theory will correctly explain or 

integrate them, and may be regarded as au adequate interpreta· 

tion of reality. On the other hand, Lhe faCts might nO[ fiL, might 

require another explanation. In that case, the thcury in question 

not only is wrong but was wrong, too. In other words, it did nm 

correctly account for societal reality even at the moment of its 

construction, and so must be purely and simply rejected. 

Of course this is a 

for the very abstract 

very pragmatic and rather crude criterion 

theories which I have alluded to, because 
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nothing concrete ever bears on them, and indeed one never really 
knows what societal reality they were refeHing to in the first place, 

But any tbeory that can evade confrontation with actual events 

must for the moment be held suspect. Unless an author agrees 

to state explicitly that he as a function of his theory expects X 

in the tertiary sector Or Y in the relationship between academia 

and society at large, he muS[ be regarded with strong doubt. Yet 

in fact sociologists rarely agree to make ~uch predictions. In 

tbeir eye$ these are minor concerns, unworthy of a theorist's at-

t·" SOCIOLOGICAL METHOD 21q{ ._-----------­ ._-----~~--

~U factors. And this requires normadve, though nOl moral, "pprecia. 
f~r, lion. If one takes a phOto one can simply say, for example. "Here 

!~:;' you can see X small businesses with less than len employees and 

fi'j{ Y corporations with over one thousand." But woat sorl of socio­
I'"~ 

t?~ logical research has been done if, having ascenained these facls, 

liG one does not try to find (I) the factor which best denotes [he 

R~ society under study (for example, does it have 10,000 bU$inesses 

~t with two employees each, or one business with 50.000 employees?) 

~f and (2) what the future of that factor is according to the intctpTe­
tention. .aut this future dimension is involved, I believe, in all-.:::::=:.... ~ - -tive theory which one has established. 

5ociological research. It is absolutely unavoidable. This is lrue 

simply because sociologists deal with human phenomena, and 

the human always includes the future. It is as a function of 
t.he Euture----whether explicitly or not-that one acts out a desire, 

.or ~or~s o.n a ~roject, ~r even It.ves. !h:re is no gTOUp life or 
SOClal h£~ Imagmable wlthout. thlS. projectIOn t~ward the fut~rc. 

So to claIm to construct a socwloglcal theory wlthout accountmg 

for this dimension is [Q fail to correspond to reality, 
"To account for" means two things: on the one hand, a count· 

iug, a simple inventory of elements, as when a group takes stock 

of its future. No evaluation is implied here. But when lhat 

group is being "accounted for" or described by somebody else, 

when its factors are numbered and evaluated (and how could 

one help bllt evaluate them?), then this internal interaction re­

quires that the sociologist present his own appreciation of the 

group's probable future. He cannot do otherwise, because he is 

dealing with human phenomena, and for him to restrict himself 

to a "snapshot" of the group at a given moment would actually 

render his study incorrect. As in an action photo, the figures 

would lack real movement, and a sense of movement entails the 

discussion of futurity. In other words, to be exact any sociological 

study must include a statement concerning the probable evolution 

of the phenomenon under consideration. It would be best if this 

statement wer.e conscious and explicit. Of course this presup­

poses a study of the augmentation and diminution of certain 

i~; At this point, of course, the sociologist sticks his lIeck OUl: He 

f~~ may be contradicted by the facts, Th us we are confTonced by a 

1\1 dilemma: Either we can avoid this dimension of sociological 

;\~ theory. in which case we do not aCCOU1H for reality, or we can 

f~\ accept it, and with it lhe test of fire. This is why I said that, 

m though experimentation is impossible in sociology, verification 

t{i, certainly isl Yet this view is hardly to be found among sociolo­

r:T1: giStS and political scientists. One of lhe most remarkable proofs 
~r~ of lhis contempt for verification by examination of subsequent 
"H· 

events is the fallowing: I have noticed that when events flatly dis­
:f;'.
~'Ii: prove a theory this in no way diminishes (he capical of confidence;'f: 
~')i. and scientific esteem enjoyed by those who were wrongl There 
.'~f: 

i~ in France an esteemed and very well known political theorist, 
~; a man highly prized for his brilliant analyses, who has been wrong 

l
lf; every single time that he made a short-term prediction on the basis 
k.)~.. ; of his theory. All the specialists simply forget his errors, and~, 

f~: he is still r~garded as an excellent political Jheorisl. 
g~ 
" 

l
Again, in France in 1968 inn umerable sociologists affirmed eha t 

"the revolutionary process has begun." Among (hem were con­

servative sociologists who deplored this "revolut ion as. well asto 

progressive sociologists who were excited by it. After June, many~?

H~. sociologists announced that an active second push of the "revolu­t;j, 
~:i\.,hi tion" would begin after October, All of them were wrong. Yet
j things go on as if they'd never said anything, and their sociological
,IN 

studies are as highly prized as before. On the other hand, that 

I'll t~, 
l!i~'
{lH, . 
'i'~' 
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'~~t
tiny minority who claimed that the crisis had no political depth ':~ 

'ily­!~;i 
fr'Jand was imponant only as an index of the gap between an im­ tf;

portant segment of French youth and the rest of society (and t{i
that it had to be analyzed as a test of this phenomenon) and that	 ~ 

Fi,~ 
later on this crisis would leave ideological traces and introduce ~f:i 
a certain rather predictable lag; or again that even tinier minority If;~ 
who had actually announced, as early as January that year, that an	 ~\ 

···i~'

I
explosion would take place-none of these men are considered i:~' 

: ':~t~ 

good sociologistsl What a strang'e and fascinating phenomenon! ~!; 

This leads us to ask what sense there is in sociology. For if ~~t 
~(;~it is a discipline satisfied with its methods and refusing ali com­ !i;'S 

parison with reality, a discipline which hones its methodology in t-'~ 
private, as a thing-in-itself, we may well wonder what legitimacy fi~ 
it really has. If, on the other hand, it agrees to confront the ~f1\,facts, it is then obliged to account for a reality so complex that il '; 
no method can grasp it and all positions taken towa-rd it seem ~}. 
rather unscientific. When I speak of taking positions, I obviously fJI~ 

don't mean a siding with some current political orientation, or l~~ 
~"',7 

what Touraine envisions when he speaks of "the function of	 ·~t 

~l:Jsociology" (Which, in his eyes, is to unite cultural and social con­ .t,.!_
/(1

flicts, to "re in tegrate the game w i(h j ts stakes," as he pu [5 j t, the	 11,
I'·j'·
l>",]'"game" being the social conflict and the "stakes" being the culture, "').;, 

<;{"' 

I
~ 

which has somehow become dissociated hom it). Nor do 1 think 

to prevent the confusion of a society's modes of action with an 

existent authority. Such notions presuppose a militant role for 
b:'the sociologist, and I think that one might well take exception 
h·~

to the supposedly scientific character of such research. Yet one t"1­

must be conscious that all sociological research involves either a ~f
j, 

confirmation of the being of society or a challenge to it. No ~£r 
I""rigor, no exactitude, no scientific method can eliminate this fact!	 I:',
1._ 

One .must be aware of it, and consequently be aware of the risk t;;~~· 
one takes in producing ar.y sociological theory. ~'" 

~6·But I wasn't thinking of any oE these things when I spoke ~ 
~t."taking positions." What I meant was the taking of decisTolli­ R"

not qutside one'g own sociological work-so that it may be ori-	 r![
~;r 

r~;c~ 
~f~. 
"'~ 

'!i~~l. 

ented toward some ideology-but within this work, within "'hal 

is properly scientific. I'm speaking, then, of the choice of a 

derermining factor and of the understanding of the process of 

contradiction (a word I use to avoid "dialectic," (hat much-abused 

term which has led to so many confusions)_ I believe thal til" 

option to pick one or more determinants is unavoidable. This 

implies the attribution of a sort of coefficient to any given datum 

This cannot be done abstraclly or purely scientifically, in the clas· 

sic sense of the word. And this coefficient depends on the globa Ily 

explanatory character of the factor or on i£s potenrial as a deter­

minant faT the evolution of the system as a whole. Bence it mns. 

be selected in accordance with two criteria: (I) Which factor ac· 

counts for the greatest possible number of data? (Here I'm HOt 

referring to a sociological system but. to something in th t sociel y 
itself.) (2) Wha t seems to orient the process oE development or 

tbe decline of a group or society? Hence one cannot avoid 

dea ling wi th structured groupings. But strue! ure has n () va! ue 

in itself: it's nOt the articulation of the strucLUre of a group that\ 

most important but-once that structure has been discerned-the 
discovery of whatever has instigated the structure and what can 

cause it to change. There is no permanence in an evaluation of 

this type. No complete generalization is possible in sociology: 

no explanatory theory works for all eras and all types uf regime. 

An ideological, class, economic, or religious faclor may be the 

major determinant for a group at a given ffiOlllellt, but one can'l 

generalize on the basis of this fact. That was one of 1\Jarx's 

cardinal errors. He claimed, on the basis of an exact ~tlldy of 

nineteenth.century Europe, to have found the key (Q all social 

evolution. 

But as soon as we speak of determinants (and none is ever 

unique, exclusive, or permanent) we are obliged to introduce the 

dimension of contlin and contradiction. For this facLOf is never 

dominant in the continuation of the stams quo. There is always 

at least one factor which tends to produce change. Such fac.tOl-s 

are of two types: Either there are radicql upheavals through the 
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intervention of some unexpected disturbance factor (and here one 
cannot properly speak of a determinant) or there is change through 
one of the society's own components. In our global societies 
certain factors Sf'em to follow a developmental Pl'OCCSS which both 

expre~ses the nature of the society and inH uences it tota 11 y. S lIeh 

factors afe a sort of privileged "place" where all sorts of forces 
converge and combine. A polarization of all social forces takcs 
place 4found this node and follows its Jevcl0plllenl. Such an 

evol ution is both Iinear and can fii cwal: Apparenll y l he fauor 
in question develops its own logic, but at the same time this logic 
cannot unfold unless it concentrates within itself other tendencies; 
inversely, as it subsumes the principal orientations of the group 
the factor obliges the group to change. Thus conllicl is necessary. 
But all conflict is not necessarily "social" 01" "political" conflict, 

Everything depends on the phenomenon as it rapidly evolves. Let 
me repeat that there is no certain objective method for asc.el'tain­
ing what the major determinant is. Here the sociologist's initia­

tive, freedom, and personality enter the picture. 
Yet I won't say that my view is antiscientific. I've tried to 

show that the sociologist's personality cannot be eliminate:Q:-~.9. 

matter what method he uses; and that if one does not pick a 
determinant factor, attribute coefficients, and discern conflicts, one 
consl;rl,lcts an empty sociology, that is, one which can never con­
form to reality and which is thus unscientific. Verification through 
examination of subsequent events will bear out the value of such 
aleqtory personal choices. In the end, these choices will always 
be more important than the fact that such and such an accident 

did, or did not, confirm the researcher's predictions. 
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THE term "social science" is here taken in a sOI11e\-vhat broaditt 
connotation to include the ancient and wdl established social 

~u~ 
";(J 

sciences, that is, history, law, and economics. as well as the more
;j~ recent and less venerable ones, such as sociology. pOlitical scienc<:. ,,' 

psychology, cultural anthropology, and so on. Needless to say_:tr 
the Jatter ones will command the bulk of our attention. l'vlore·fiJ~ 

"0, 

over, a caveat should be kept in mind as far as the phenomenon

i- of interaction is concerned. It is doubtful whether any kind of 

interaction is likely LO take place among sciences of a dJffcn:nt~~' 
~,:. substance and orientation without implicadng a direct feference 

to the economic, political, and generally social background of 
-.! 
"~'(""f_~!

.'. 

the specific historical context to which tbose sciences belong and 
in which their mOl-e or less pronounced development un for rl~ 

itself.'If! 
Without falling into the verbal trap of the fashionable I\hrxj'Hl 

",'"
..~:r . phraseology which tends to relate mechanically Unlerbau and 

Ueberbau, it seems safe to maintain that an interaction berwecl) 

;,~{ American and European social science would (lot make mud) 

,:~t~·, sense or become understandable at all without taking into care· 
J•.'t. rul consideration the political and economic circumstance:; and"'~' '.\\11
'~~ the general bistorical features of the American and European'~.itlr.·:,· 
~ ,:;/. 

seuing. In this connection we will not be in a position to go ilUo 

l~f detail as regards the two settings, given the nature of the CUl'soq' 
'rlh;fJ:I:~ . 
(4,1.;" 
l~~'~: 

if', 


