The Devolution of Social Science

How the fragmentation of sociology has led to absurdity

This article has two themes: first, how in ‘soft’ science fields, increased specialization has led to
fragmentation, incoherence and, ultimately, nonsense. And second, an example of the process:
race and ethnic studies (RES) and the concept of color-blind racism (CBR) — the idea that
treating people according to the content of their character, not the color of their skin, is itself
racist. MLK’s famous definition of non-discrimination is not accepted by, for example, the 2018
President of the American Sociological Association.

Some science history

At the dawn of science, practitioners were few and they all had some acquaintance with every
branch. In the original Royal Society of London (founded 1660), for example, papers were
presented before the whole group and everyone felt free to comment on and evaluate what they
heard. There were no well-defined subdisciplines, science — or natural philosophy, as it was then
called — was not a profession, like law or medicine.

Most scientists did serious work in many areas: Isaac Newton (RS President 1703-1727) did
mathematics, optics, astronomy — and astrology and alchemy — as well as what is now termed
“physics”. Christopher Wren, architect by profession, was also an anatomist, geometer,
astronomer and physicist. Edmund Halley, of “Halley’s Comet” fame, made contributions in
mathematics and optics as well as astronomy. Halley could comment competently on an analysis
of the credibility of human testimony or a perceptual phenomenon like the moon illusion® .
There was ample opportunity for any interested party to criticize or comment on any piece of
work. None could be dismissed as inexpert or a non-specialist.

The British Association for the Advancement of Science (now the British Science Association:
BSA), founded in 1831, had by 1873 divided into several sections: Chemistry and Geology,
Zoology, Physiology and Geography. In the 1880s, Engineering, and two somewhat-social
sciences, Economic Science and Statistics, and Anthropology, were added. But originally, all of
physics and mathematics was in Section A, which covered a wide range of subjects: “I have

! Examples from a Royal Society publication, Miscellanea Curiosa, of 1708 that also contains several mathematical
contributions from Halley.
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heard a discussion on spaces of five dimensions and we know that one of our committees ...
reports to us annually on the rainfall of the British Isles,” remarked one commentator.

The diversity of topics led to suggestions that Section A be subdivided. But even in 1873 there
was resistance “...instancing the danger of excessive specialization, and claiming that the bond
of union among the physical sciences is the mathematical spirit and mathematical method...”
Nevertheless, by 2018 the BSA had developed 17 sections.

Social science, restrained neither by a common theory nor a common method, has been less
resistant to subdivision. When the American Psychological Association was founded in 1892 it
had just one division, but after World War Two it merged with various other psychological
organizations and created 19 divisions. By 2007, this number had expanded to 54; in the
meantime, a competing entity, the Association for Psychological Science (APS), had split off
from the APA, and APA Division 25 had itself given birth to an independent organization of its
own called the Association for Behavior Analysis.

Parallel to the APA and with a smaller membership (ca. 13,000 vs. 70,000+) — but with almost as
many sections (53) — is the American Sociological Association.

The reasons for this fissiparousness are more social than scientific. Each area tends to define its
subject matter a bit differently, even though to outsiders it looks as if all are in fact studying the
same thing. Methods thought legitimate in one division are deemed inadequate in another, and so
on. In psychology, for example, behaviorists and cognitivists could not agree on the proper
object of study: is it behavior (the behaviorists) or mind (the cognitivists)? The result: APA
Division 25 and the Association for Behavior Analysis International (ABAI) for the behaviorists,
and many other divisions of APA and most of APS (Association for Psychological Science) for
the cognitivists. Having subdivided in this way, and fortified their different camps, the two
groups could pursue their different approaches without conflict and with little chance those
differences will ever be resolved.

A fatal consequence of this multiplication of social-science sub-disciplines has been a weakening
of criticism. Technical languages — mostly jargon — have evolved and, like natural languages,
isolate speakers from non-speakers, immunizing research from truly independent criticism. The
result has been the emergence of a wide range of new specialties, some truly creative, but many
bearing little resemblance to ‘hard’ science. The most famous example of this erosion of
scientific standards is the ongoing replication crisis in social and biomedical science.

As practical applications of science continued to grow during the nineteenth century, resources
began to flow into the scientific enterprise. First biological and then social topics began to be
studied from a self-consciously scientific point of view. As the number and diversity of
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practitioners and professional sub-divisions increased, so did the numbers of scientific
publications. Each scientific society had at least one journal and usually several. Now, the
number of scientific journals has increased to the point that no one seems to be sure of their
precise number, except that it is very large indeed. The best estimate as of 2018 is between 25
and 40 thousand. The number of published papers each year is of course larger still.

In social science, especially, each sub-division developed its own cluster of journals. A finding
in one area that might have little or no credibility in others, can nevertheless find a safe berth in
its own publication harbor. Results can be supported by citations drawn from a sympathetic
group of like-minded researchers, often publishing in the same journal.

Sociology as a Science

I’'m now going to describe how this unchecked subdivision has led sociology to color-blind
racism. If this argument is hard to follow, the fault is only partly mine. Modern sociology
bounces merrily along from science to anecdote and story-telling, to propaganda, to activism —
often within the same paragraph. | have tried to separate these themes and to identify what is
scientific from what is merely intended to persuade or induce social change, but it isn’t always
easy.

Sociology originated in a self-consciously scientific way: Emile Durkheim (1858-1917), one of
the founders, explained his purpose:

[O]ur main objective is to extend the scope of scientific rationalism to cover human behaviour by
demonstrating that, in the light of the past, it is capable of being reduced to relationships of cause
and effect, which, by an operation no less rational, can then be transformed into rules of action for
the future. (my emphases).

Cause-and-effect and rational analysis, the basics of science, were to be at the heart of this new
social science. But also rules of action — an apparent afterthought by Durkheim that has turned
out to be far from benign.

Durkheim was well aware that sociology touched on many other fields, from psychology to
history, economics and anthropology. Hence, he sought to define what he called social fact, a
kind of fact that lies outside the facts of any other social science. He first acknowledged the
difficulty of the problem:

[The term ‘social fact’] is commonly used to designate almost all the phenomena that occur
within society, however little social interest of some generality they present. Yet under this
heading there is, so to speak, no human occurrence that cannot be called social. Every individual
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drinks, sleeps, eats, or employs his reason, and society has every interest in seeing that these
functions are regularly exercised. If therefore these facts were social ones, sociology would

possess no subject matter peculiarly its own, and its domain would be confused with that of
biology and psychology.

Durkheim goes on to claim that in fact “there is in every society a clearly determined group of
phenomena separable, because of their distinct characteristics, from those that form the subject
matter of other sciences of nature” and gives an example:

When | perform my duties as a brother, a husband or a citizen and carry out the commitments |
have entered into, | fulfil obligations which are defined in law and custom and which are external
to myself and my actions...Considering in turn each member of society, the foregoing remarks
can be repeated for each single one of them. Thus there are ways of acting, thinking and feeling
which possess the remarkable property of existing outside the consciousness of the individual.

These are the facts of sociology, outside the individual consciousness but affecting people
nevertheless: moral rules, the language spoken, the legal currency, the mode of dress ““a category
of facts which present very special characteristics: they consist of manners of acting, thinking
and feeling external to the individual, which are invested with a coercive power by virtue of
which they exercise control over him.” Durkheim laid out a subtle path for his new science,
related to, but separate from, all other human sciences.

Causes and Social Facts

Social facts in Durkheim’s sense are very hard to find. Identifying causes is even more difficult.
Nevertheless, most contemporary sociologists give lip-service to Durkheim’s scientific ideal. For
example, Eduardo Bonilla-Silva, a leader in the color-blind racism (CBR) movement, in the
fourth edition of his landmark book Racism without Racists, cites approvingly a “biting critique
of statistical racial reasoning” by Tukufu Zuberi?, leading the reader to expect a sophisticated
analysis of social causation. And indeed, Zuberi’s article affirms, in a roundabout way, that
statistical correlation is not the same as causation. But then he quotes approvingly another author
who says “the schooling a student receives can be a cause, in our sense, of the student’s

performance on a test, whereas the student’s race or gender cannot” — a peremptory dismissal of
race or gender as part of any explanation of group differences in test performance.

This claim ignores the difference between efficient and material causes, a distinction that’s been
around at least since Aristotle. When you turn on your TV, a picture appears. The switching-on
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was the efficient cause. But the machinery of the TV set and the whole transmission network is
hardly irrelevant: it constitutes the material cause (the term state is also used to describe this
kind of cause). In turn, every material cause is an effect of prior efficient cause(s). The inner
workings of the TV set are an effect of a manufacturing process.

Both race and educational history can be material (state) causes of performance on an I1Q test,
the test questions being the efficient cause of the subject’s responses. Education may be an
efficient cause of test performance, as Zuberi says. But it acts through the constitution of the
pupil, a material cause. And the pupil’s constitution is in turn the effect of genetic and
developmental processes.

| speak, as Zuberi does, of causes. But in fact, experiments on these questions are very difficult
and almost never done. So, what we are left with is just correlation: race and education are both
correlated with 1Q test results.

The point of this rather labored example is to show how in sociology politics can infect
supposedly scientific judgement. Politics says that black-white differences in average 1Q are
solely caused by the social and educational deprivations of blacks, and not by endogenous group
differences between blacks and whites. Any research evidence that implies otherwise is simply
taboo. So, what should have been a straightforward causal analysis is adjusted accordingly.

What about Durkheim’s elusive social facts? Perhaps the most famous candidate is a
contribution of his equally famous contemporary: Max Weber’s idea of the Protestant (work)
Ethic as a major cause of the success of capitalism. Weber’s argument is closer to economic
history than the kind of subtle social analysis envisaged by Durkheim. But Weber also analyzed
bureaucracy in terms of its structure (division of labor), regulatory hierarchy and meritocratic
hiring practices. These factors seem closer to Durkheim’s idea, being both measurable as well as
extra-individual.

Contemporary Sociology

Things are different now. | first got an inkling of this more than three decades ago. Sorting
through some old papers, | found this quote from an unnamed British sociologist speaking at a
talk in 1986: “Theories in science are not constrained in any way by empirical facts.” I noted that
most of those listening agreed with him.

The quote is absurd and in the years that followed | noted how widespread this assault on the
scientific method has become. A whole field devoted to discrediting science has sprung up under
the banner of ‘Science Studies” which, needless to say, is now a recognized academic discipline
with its own association and cluster of peer-reviewed journals. One such is Social Text, which
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published a brilliantly nonsensical piece “Transgressing the boundaries: Towards a
transformative hermeneutics of quantum gravity” by physicist Alan Sokal. Sokal succeeded by
using the right words, like “transgressive” and “hegemony”, and promoting the correct political
views, like “science as gendered domination” and putting “objective” in quotes.

The anonymous sociologist’s claim that empirical facts are irrelevant does apply to much of
social science. It raises an important question: if theories in the social sciences are not
constrained by empirical facts, what are they constrained by? As I will try to show, the answer
seems to be that theories in ‘Race and Ethnic Studies’ (RES) sociology are mainly constrained
by the political opinions prevailing in that branch of the field.

In RES sociology, it is simply assumed that the findings and reasoning of sociologists are
determined by their ethnicity and position in society. Editors Zuberi and Bonilla-Silva in a book
called White Logic, White Methods: Racism and Methodology (2008) write: “Most White
sociologists, reflecting their dominant position in the discipline, have complained that
sociologists of color are ‘biased’ and thus do not take seriously their work or their criticisms.
Conversely, many sociologists of color, reflecting their subordinate position in sociology, have
doubted the research findings by white sociologists to explain the standing of people of color in
America.” This passage is just one of many that either directly or indirectly denies the possibility
of objectivity (which is perhaps why the authors don’t bother to present any research evidence in
defense of their ‘identity epistemology’). We’re just supposed to accept it’s true without
question, although, having said that, the concept of ‘truth’ appears to be equally suspect. Indeed,
in another place, Bonilla-Silva scorns the very idea, speaking of the “devil of ‘objectivity’” (note
the scare quotes).

Without the possibility of objectivity, there is no science. Has sociology become, then, just
political activism? To some extent, yes. According to Zuberi and Bonilla-Silva: “The aim is to
attain epistemic liberation from White logic...We see this edited volume as part of the long
march of resistance to White domination in society and in academe.” The Maoist allusion is
probably not accidental.

By the end of the book Zuberi and Bonilla-Silva have backtracked slightly, making a shallow
bow to objectivity: “Rather than leading to a science of objectivity, White logic has fostered an
ethnocentric orientation...however, scholars of color are potentially much closer to being
objective...”. This will leave many readers puzzled: is the work ‘biased’ when the sociologist is
white — or, rather, “White”, to add the mandatory square quotes — but objective when she is a
person of color? The authors attempt to clarify by quoting Charles W. Mills: “hegemonic groups
characteristically have experiences that foster illusory perceptions about society’s functioning,
whereas subordinate groups characteristically have experiences that (at least potentially) give
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rise to more adequate conceptualizations.” So the worm’s-eye view is more ‘objective’ than the
bird’s-eye view — or, to use the jargon, apparently “subordinate” groups (e.g., people of color)
see things more clearly than “hegemonic groups.” Since Jamaican-American Mills presumably
considers himself a member of a subordinate group (even though he is a distinguished professor
of philosophy in the CUNY Graduate Center) his claim of subordinate superiority invites the
Mandy Rice-Davies response: “Well, he would [say that], wouldn’t he?”

Here are some ideas that are generally accepted by the RES movement as social facts (although
the idea of truth is itself questioned from time to time, as we will see):

White logic is the idea that white people think differently than people of color and that it is
embedded in “the structure that generates racism,” in the words of Anna-Esther Younes,
reviewer of Bonilla-Silva and Zuberi’s White Logic... She concludes that “ultimately, what
connects all authors is their view of academia as ‘a form of [ White] cultural and political
hegemony’.” (Hegemony is a popular term in the RES literature. It seems to mean “wrong ideas
that are accepted by too many people.”)

Editors Zuberi and Bonilla-Silva acknowledge that many readers will find the topic distasteful:

‘Why did you folks write a book on White logic and methods?” They will likely be
incensed. .. The methodologically inclined will say ‘Methods are objective research tools
beyond race, gender and class’. They will argue that ‘social science methodology, like
genetics, can be applied impartially regardless of the racial background of the individual
conducting the investigation.’

Well, yes, they will, so what is the authors’ response? “Before we address these burning
questions, we need to explain our motivations for editing [this] book.” A similar example from
Bonilla-Silva’s Racism without Racists: “[A]t every step of the way, | have encountered people
who have tried to block my path one way or another.” He goes on to list literally dozens of
people who have in fact helped him and then later writes: “How can I, after been elected
president of the American Sociological Association (ASA), be talking about the salience of race
in our business? Isn’t my election proof positive that race is ‘declining in significance’)?” The
obvious answer to this question is “yes.” Why should we answer differently?

In fact, we never get an answer to these questions. Just as the authors seem about to define a
term or justify a claim, the football is pulled away, to be followed by repeated assertions about
links to colonialism or white feelings of superiority. The closest we get to a definition of white
logic is Zuberi’s answer to the hypothetical: “Are you suggesting social scientists practice racism
when they use statistics?”” His conclusion, although he never says so directly, is “yes.” His
reason: Francis Galton, Darwin’s half-cousin and a founder of the statistical method, “[W]as
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obsessed with explaining racial hierarchy in social status and achievement.” Well, yes, Galton
was interested in what made for success in life. In his 1869 book Hereditary Genius, he says that
“the negro race” is an “inferior race,” but he also says that “the average ability of the Athenian
race is, on the lowest possible estimate, very nearly two grades higher than our own — that is,
about as much as our race is above that of the African negro.” He also says: “There is nothing
either in the history of domestic animals or in that of evolution to make us doubt that a race of
sane men may be formed who shall be as much superior mentally and morally to the modern
European, as the modern European is to the lowest of the Negro races.” If Galton was racist he
was even-handed, and by no means biased in favor of modern Europeans. And in every case, he
made a coherent argument based on the best evidence available to him. It is simply ridiculous to
claim that “current statistical methodologies...continue to reflect the racist ideologies” of the
eugenics movement.

As for eugenics — for his interest in which, Galton is banished from most of social science — it is
about political action not scientific understanding. As Galton says, there is no doubt that the
human race, like the race of any animal, could be changed, even improved, by selective breeding.
But whether this should be attempted, and if so how, by whom, and under what authority — all
this involves judgments that are ethical and political, not scientific.

Whiteness White logic is a subspecialty of ‘Whiteness Studies.” A leader in the field is George
Yancy, whose interviews appear frequently on the pages of the New York Times. He describes
his own work as follows (referring to himself in the third person):

[1t] has focused on the theme of whiteness and how it constitutes a site of embedded social
reality and a site of opacity. He links these two foci to such themes as white subject formation,
white epistemic ways of knowing/not knowing, privilege and hegemony, and forms of white
spatial bonding as processes of white solidarity and interpellation. He is also interested in how
such forms of white epistemic bonding constitute sites of white intelligibility formation. Yancy
also explores the theme of racial embodiment, particularly in terms of how white bodies live their
whiteness unreflectively vis-a-vis the interpellation and deformation of the black body and other
bodies of color. Within this context, his work also explores Black Erlebnis or the lived experience
of black people, which raises important questions regarding Black subjectivity, modes of Black
spatial mobility, and embodied resistance....

Many readers, myself included, will find this account hard to follow. But Yancy’s dependence
on jargon — embedded reality, opacity, subject formation, epistemic bonding, interpellation, and
S0 on — is characteristic of many of the sub-disciplines of social science and humanities. The
terms are almost never clearly defined, but serve at least two purposes: they convey expertise —
technical competence — while at the same time obstructing outside scrutiny.
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This kind of academical obscurantism is not new. Thomas Hobbes in Leviathan (1561)
complains about “names that signifie nothing; but are taken up and learned by rote from the
Schooles, as hypostatical, transubstantiate, consubstantiate, Eternal-now, and the like canting of
Schoole-men.”® Theological writing is perhaps clearer now, but the rhetorical techniques of the
Schoole-men have not been lost.

Subjective experience — private feeling, Erlebnis, known to philosophers as qualia — is obviously
very important to whiteness studies and, indeed, to sociology generally (the theme of the 2018
national conference of the ASA is Feeling Race). The problem is: qualia cannot be measured by
a third party. Subjective experience can be shared through drama or literature — or simply story-
telling, which is a major part of RES literature. But qualia are not part of science.

Privilege is a favored term in RES sociology. Privilege is in fact just the flip side of
discrimination: to discriminate against A is to privilege not-A. Discrimination against blacks
implies unfair advantage — privilege — for whites. The term is therefore redundant. It originated
with black sociologist W. E. B. Du Bois but has recently been revived. A New Yorker interview
in 2014 with Peggy Mclintosh, a women’s studies scholar at Wellesley, is instructive for
understanding the history of the term.

Mclntosh in 1988 circulated a list of 46 ‘privileges’ accorded to white people. The piece, entitled
‘White Privilege: Unpacking the Invisible Knapsack’ turned out to be a big hit. It included
questions such as “I can if I wish arrange to be in the company of people of my race most of the
time,” ““I can turn on the television or open to the front page of the paper and see people of my
race widely represented,” “I can be pretty sure that if I ask to talk to the ‘person in charge’, I will
be facing a person of my race,” “I can take a job with an affirmative action employer without
having my co-workers on the job suspect that | got it because of my race,” and many more.

Some of the questions reflect the fact that blacks are a minority in America, some reflect housing
segregation, voluntary and otherwise, and some, like the last, reflect government policy. All the
questions make tacit assumptions about the equivalence of blacks and whites in terms of both
interests and abilities. Basically, what Mclntosh is saying is that blacks more often think about
their race than whites do about theirs, which is probably true for many minorities. The
“knapsack” document makes interesting reading, but as science or proof that privilege is
something other than the obverse of racial discrimination, it fails. Nevertheless, the term has

3 Leviathan (Oxford World’s Classics, 1998, L.5, p. 31.


https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/qualia/
https://www.amazon.com/Scientific-Method-Science-Works-Pretends/dp/1138295353
https://www.newyorker.com/books/page-turner/the-origins-of-privilege

become popular and Mcintosh has found a receptive audience of sympathetic, high-status white
people. (For more on Peggy Mclintosh, see this Quillette piece.)

Systemic Racism, CBR and ‘racism without end’ Systemic racism almost implies color-blind
racism. There seem to be two definitions of systemic racism, one objective and one not. The non-
objective definition, from Bonilla-Silva’s Racism without Racists, is that “racism is, more than
anything else, a matter of group power; it is about a dominant racial group (whites) striving to
maintain its systemic advantages and minorities fighting to subvert the racial status quo” (my
emphasis). But who, exactly, is striving and how can this motivation be demonstrated? As it
stands, this definition is simply an unsupported charge against white people in general.

Racial disparities in mortgage lending, income, wealth, housing crime and incarceration, etc.,
provide, for CBR theorists, objective evidence of systemic racism. (Coleman Hughes, writing in
Quillette, called this the “disparity fallacy’, which holds that unequal outcomes between two
groups must be caused by discrimination.) Example: the claim by Ashley (“Woody”) Doane of
the University of Hartford that “[systemic] racism is embedded in the social and political
institutions of the United States” using as evidence “the disproportionate impact of mortgage
lending upon blacks and Latinos.” “As an anti-racist, when | see racial disparities, | see racism,”
writes Ibram X. Kendi, who directs the Anti-Racist Research and Policy Center at American
University — a definition which makes it unlikely that the Anti-Racism Center will ever succeed
in its mission. The reason, of course, is that individuals differ, and if individuals differ, so will
groups. Under relatively free conditions, and with no prejudice at all, some will rise more than
others. Hence, given the normal distribution of abilities and interests, even in a society totally
free of discrimination, some disparities, group as well as individual, will always exist.

As | have pointed out elsewhere, these disparities can be explained in several ways, of which
systemic racism — a system biased against blacks — is only one. In other words, racial disparities
pose questions. They do not provide an answer. Answers could be found. But the taboos against
researching possible endogenous causes of racial disparities — family structure, the abilities and
interests of African Americans, etc. — have turned out to be almost insurmountable. The research
isn’t done, so systemic racism stands unchallenged as the cause of all these problems.

Systemic racism also performs another function. It allows the charge of racism to stand even if
no individual white person behaves in a racist way. In other words, even if a white person is
genuinely color-blind and follows faithfully MLK’s credo to treat people according to the
content of their character and not the color of their skin, even if he is conscientious, decent and
pure in heart, even so he is guilty of color-blind racism. In other words, absent evidence of
individual racism and given that individuals usually behave in color-blind ways, the supposed
existence of a vaporous systemic racism implies “Racism without Racists”, which is the
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provocative title of Bonilla-Silva’s book, a book which might as well have been called “Racism
without End” since disparities will always prove racism exists, according to Bonilla-Silva, and
disparities will never vanish — unless, that is, the state enforces a totalitarian “equality of results,”
which is precisely the solution proposed by many CBR sociologists.

The problems of sociology have been apparent for many years: In 1986 philosopher Roger
Scruton penned a Times op-ed called ‘The Plague of Sociology’. How did sociology lapse from
Durkheim’s high standard? Political forces are always present. In the ‘harder’ sciences they are
restrained by rigorous methods of experiment and theory that are universally accepted. Sociology
began this way, but differences soon led to many divisions, with each new branch accepting a
different set of standards for what constituted valid data and acceptable methodology. This
separation reduced the variety and force of criticism. Soon, everyone in RES sociology agreed
that anecdote is OK, story-telling is as scientific as chemical analysis, neo-liberal Amerikkka is
to be condemned, activism is scholarship and the politics of Foucault and Marx are settled truth.

The problem seems to be the endless subdivision of the social sciences. Some means must be
found if not to abolish at least to mitigate this protective isolation of sub-disciplines. Perhaps a
modification of a peer-review system that, at present, allows hyper-specialized social-science
scholars to listen only to the like-minded. Perhaps social-science grant applications should be
vetted by a broader range of scientists, a majority from outside the sub-specialty. Perhaps some
other solution can be found to restore the academic status of sociology. For the time being, all we
can do is highlight what seems to be a pernicious degradation of science.
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