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Abstract

Karl Popper may well be the most overvalued philosopher of the twentieth century. His neo-positivism did a lot of damage in the natural sciences. As he had to admit that the 'covering law-model' does not really apply to the social sciences, he developed an alternative model of explanation for the human sciences, and introduced the situational logics of rational choice as second best in the human sciences. I will submit critical rationalism to a metatheoretical critique and question its ontological, epistemological, ideological, ethical and anthropological presuppositions from a realist, phenomenological, hermeneutic, communicative, humanist perspective

I am not a polemical thinker. I am not interested in critique for critique’s sake. Theoretical critique, however just and justified, is all too often only an easy outlet for free floating anger. If I don’t like an author, I just ignore him or her. If I don’t like a book, I simply won’t write a review. So when I criticize someone’s work, it is actually because I value it. Not in spite of the fact that I value it, but because I value it;  because I disagree with it, I submit it to critique. I confess that like all of us, I have occasionally committed character assassinations, mostly in footnotes though. But all in all and as a matter of principle, I try to practice the anthropology of admiration, not just in my academic, but also in my personal life. 

So why did I write such a nasty abstract? Why did I say that Popper may well be the most overvalued philosopher of the twentieth century? Why did I write that he did a lot of damage not only in the natural sciences, but in the human sciences too? Well, I did so, because, as it happens, Popper has succeeded in defending the two very positions that I find intractable: positivism in the natural sciences and rational choice in the human sciences. As a social theorist and a practising humanist, I am willing to contemplate most other positions and I will even incorporate their arguments if I can. Over the years I have studied, learned and benefited from critical theory, structuralism, hermeneutics, pragmatism, phenomenology and ethnomethodology. I do not have much sympathy for psychoanalysis and postmodernism, but if necessary, I’ll even bring them in to argue against positivism and rational choice. Mention these and I quickly get grumpy… 

But before I launch my critique of Popper, let me pay due honour to the deceased. After all I promised a swansong, didn’t I? I admire Popper the teacher, the moralist and the Aufklärer. I appreciate the fact that he became a philosopher in spite of himself and that he refused the complacency and smugness of the academic establishment. As an admirer of Socrates, he cultivated the virtues of intellectual modesty and conceptual clarity. He defended his positions with verve, though not always with talent. What I find interesting in Popper are the unresolved tensions in his work. The problems he poses rather than the solutions he proposes. Although he never openly accepted the fact that his theory of falsification had been falsified, he silently revised his own positions. With stubbornness, he defended his irrational faith in reason and accepted the force of the better argument as the only form of force that can be accepted in science and society at large. Towards the end of his life, he anticipated the theories that his critiques would later advance against his earlier work. I’m thinking here above all about his theory of three worlds (which corrects his methodological individualism), his realist theory of propensities (which overcomes his penchant for nominalism) and his defence of indeterminism (which softens his nomological regularism). He may have overestimated his contribution in rebutting the positivism of the Vienna Circle, as Carnap objected
, he nevertheless should be credited for his trenchant critique of the empiricist dogma of ‘immaculate conception’. And although he refused till the end the irrationalism of his conventionalist detractors, not to mention the constructivist sociology of science, both the over- and the underdetermination theses can be found in his early work. While the overdetermination thesis states that facts are always overdetermined by theories – in other words that facts are really reified theorems, as Bachelard would say-, the underdetermination thesis argues that theories are always underdetermined by facts – in other words that various theories are compatible with a given fact. As Harry Collins has explored all the intricacies and implications of both theses with courage and talent for thirty years, I am only too happy to defer to him and to refer the audience to his work (especially his work on gravitational waves, as well his experiments with Trevor Pinch in spoonbending).

***

Instead of a hypercritique, I’d like to propose a metacritique of critical rationalism.
 By means of a metacritique, I want to submit the transcendental and quasi-transcendental presuppositions of Popperianism to philosophical scrutiny. Unlike a straightforward critique, a metacritique does not directly refute a theory. As a form of immanent critique, it takes theories at its words. It thinks through its presuppositions, and uncovering ‘performative contradictions’, it connects, in good pragmatic fashion, the presuppositions to its consequences.
 When the consequences are in tension with the presuppositions, as is the case for instance, when an author affirms A, but actually does B, it calls for a dialectical supersession (Aufhebung) of the performative tension in a more encompassing framework. 

In good philosophical fashion, a typical metacritique analyzes the ontological, epistemological, ideological, ethical and anthropological presuppositions of any given theory. Coming from sociology, I will focus on Popper’s philosophy of the social sciences. I will not spare his philosophy of the natural sciences, however. On the contrary. Drawing on critical realism, I will basically argue that the deductive-nomological model does not even hold water in the natural sciences. If that’s the case and if the D-N model is indeed displaced in the natural sciences, then I really don’t see why one would like to defend it in the social sciences and the humanities.

Ironically, Popper arrived at the same conclusion. Instead of straightforwardly arguing for naturalism and extending the covering law model to the social sciences, he developed an alternative model of explanation and introduced the situational logics of rational choice as second best in the human sciences. Instead of resuscitating Comte’s social physics, he has nothing better to offer than social economics. As a standing member of the anti-utilitarian movement in the social sciences, known in France under the acronym of MAUSS, which seeks inspiration in Marcel Mauss’s anthropology of the gift, I think, however that this is not good enough.  The social sciences should not take their bearings from economics, but rather the reverse. Resisting the colonization of the social sciences by economics, I’d like to reconnect the social sciences to the humanities. The social sciences belong, by nature, to the human sciences. Standing in between the natural sciences (which are descriptive and explanatory) and the humanities (which are interpretative and normative), they partake a bit of both. As such, they develop a third kind of knowledge. It is not theoretical knowledge (‘know that’, in Ryle’s terminology), nor is it merely a craft, a habit, a skill (´know how´). As a reflexive form of common knowledge, yes, as a methodical extension and systematization of common sense (sensus communis) that is shared by all who speak the same language, the new sciences represent knowledge of the third type. Perhaps we could call it ‘know with’ or, in more Peircean vein, knowledge of “withness”.

***

Taking the notions of critique and reason seriously, I will now proceed to a metacritique of Popper’s philosophy. I will first analyze his contribution to the philosophy of the natural sciences and, then, in a second moment, I will scrutinize his philosophy of the social sciences. 

In an attempt to solve the philosophical problem of induction and to demarcate the sciences from the pre-, the para- and the pseudo-sciences, such as astrology, Adlerian psychoanalysis and Marxism,
 Popper has formalized the deductive-nomological model of Mill, Jevons and Whewell and proposed his famous theory of falsification as a normative description of scientific method. While the D-N model states that a scientific theory has to take the form of a universal law from which, together with clearly specified antecedent conditions, a particular event can be deduced, the criterion of demarcation stipulates that a theory is scientific only to the extent that it can be falsified by a test on observable data. 
A closer look at the D-N model of explanation reveals, however, that it presupposes the existence of a closed model in which all variables are artificially controlled so as to make predictions possible. As Roy Bhaskar has shown in his path breaking critique of positivism, this only happens in experimental conditions which artificially close the system.
 Allowing for meticulous control of all the factors and antecedent conditions (which are otherwise smuggled into the ceteris paribus clause, which, uncontrolled, creates havoc), experiments make causal explanation and prediction possible. By making abstraction of the causal intervention of the scientist in experiments, Popper has unknowingly identified the laws of nature that scientists observe in experimental circumstances with the laws in nature. The tacit identification of the laws of nature with the experimental conditions in which they can be observed leads to the absurd conclusion that scientists cause and even change the laws of nature! 

It is only if the role of the scientist is properly theorized that experiments can be understood as meaningful accomplishments. But paradoxically, that is exactly what Poppers’s theory proscribes. By focusing on covering laws and antecedent conditions, the actions of the scientist are reduced to a form of predictable, exodetermined behaviour. As if one could explain human action by taking the collision of billiard balls (preferably white or red) as the model of explanation! At this point, the inhuman consequences of the Humean concept of causality are brought to the fore. In the second round of the Positivismusstreit (the first round never took place – Adorno never debated with Popper and Horkheimer never read him), Jürgen Habermas and Karl Otto Apel argued convincingly that the communication among scientists was the blind spot of critical rationalism.
 By adopting a scientistic perspective on science, Popper had actually curtailed reason and made his own theory immune against experience and common sense. In spite of its insistence on problem solving and the elimination of errors, Popper’s neo-positivism is anything but pragmatic. Instead of reconnecting the sciences to common experience, as C.S. Peirce, G.H. Mead and John Dewey did, Popper simply ignores the principle of synechism and breaks the solution of continuity that exists between the world of science and the life-world.
 
To properly conceive of the natural sciences, Popper simply won’t do. Like all forms of naturalism, scientism lacks reflexivity. Reducing the world to a billiard table without players to move the balls (an empty Fiasco bar, as it were…), it cannot even conceptualize its own practices. Popperianism is a “nocturnal” philosophy of science, as Bachelard would say. It is a philosophy for scientists, useful for getting grants perhaps, but not a philosophy of scientists. As soon as scientists start to experiment, the theory of falsification is falsified. As soon as they start talking, it is overcome.

One way or another, a connection with the human sciences has to be established. What we are looking for is not causes that determine the actions from without, but the symbolic meanings that orient actors from within. What we need to make sense of the social world are reasons rather than causes. Popper arrived at a similar conclusion, though he did not openly say so. Contra widespread opinion – shared by all my colleagues in the human sciences who put Popper in the curriculum-, our Viennese philosopher is proposing different objectives and methodologies for the natural and the social sciences.
 The sciences may be loosely unified by the method of falsification, they are certainly not unified by the method of causal explanation. In the social sciences, we need to understand the motives of the actors if we are to explain their behaviour rationally. This is no doubt the right moment to invoke the genius loci of this place: Max Weber. So let me quote the opening paragraph of Wirtschaft und Gesellschaft: “Soziologie soll heißen: eine Wissenschaft, welche soziales Handeln deutend verstehen und dadurch in seinem Ablauf und seinen Wirkungen ursächlich erklären will”. Following Max Weber, Popper affirms that in the social sciences, one has to work towards a rational explanation of action. He expressly states that rational explanations are not causal explanations, and wasted a good deal of his energy battling against historicist and futurologist invocations of the laws of history. After all, what distinguishes the human world from the social world is that the latter is a product of Man, whereas the former, allegedly, was created by God.

Unlike Weber, however, who followed Vico’s humanist principle of interpretation – the verum factum principle according to which we can understand what we have made, but have to explain what we cannot understand – Popper is not really interested in hermeneutics and phenomenology. Although the reference to the method of explanatory understanding suggests a qualitative-interpretative approach of the social world in terms of shared cultural meanings actors actualize in their everyday behaviour, Popper has recourse to the modeling of marginal economics. Instead of a cultural reinterpretation of economic action, we thus get an economic interpretation of meaningful action! 

To explain the predominance of instrumental action in modern societies, Weber proposed a cultural sociology of Western rationalism. Following Hayek, who hired him at the LSE, Popper reduces action to rational choice and eliminates culture altogether. Instead of offering a second order interpretation of the meanings that actors give to their action – a second order interpretation that reconstructs the reasons that motivate actors to pursue certain ends with reference to ultimate values, norms and beliefs– Popper takes the ends as given. Assuming with Weber that ends are ultimately arbitrary and subjective, he limits understanding to the rational calculation of the means that a hypothetical actor would have made if he were fully informed about the situation. By introducing a hypothetical actor who would act as Hayek (or any other rational fool) would, Popper has, however, severed the living link of culture that connects the social sciences to the humanities. 

From this point of view, his invocation of methodological individualism (which is hardly compatible with his later theory of “world 3”) can better be understood as an attempt to strip the social sciences of all meaning. When references to meanings, values, norms and beliefs are dispensed with as idealist waffle, material interests are all that remains. But if that is the case, then freedom necessarily disappears as well.
 The protestations to the contrary of methodological individualism should not be taken at face value. If action is reduced to rational choice and the material conditions of action are known, the rational course of action can be determined almost automatically. The actor is reduced to a mere automaton that has no other choice but to act in the most rational fashion if he is to accomplish his ends. All one needs are some logarithms and the optimal course of action can be calculated with precision.

Of course, one could object that the rational man is only a methodological fiction – Weber would say an idealtype – and that it functions better the more real action deviates from the model. But then the question of falsification comes back with a vengeance. By launching the social sciences in the orbit of marginal economics, Popper has transformed the social sciences into analytic sciences that are true, come what may, by definition. Instead of an explanation of the course of action in real life that systematically interrelates ends and means with the values, norms and beliefs the subjects actually adhere to, Popper has nothing else to offer but a series of tautologies that cannot be refuted by reality. Once again, we can see that the theorist of falsification has immunized his own theory against the falsification by the experience and common sense of real people. 
And now to finish my talk on a more positive note, I’d like to suggest a humanist alternative to the utilitarian calculus of preferences: Instead of rational choice, we need to pay more attention to internal voice and listen to what people actually say, what moves them and what they really care about. If only we would listen more carefully to the internal conversations people have with themselves concerning what they want to do not so much in as with their lives, we will find that people are not only driven by material interests, but that they are also moved by ideals, principles and values.
 Precisely because we are living in dark times, we desperately need some glimmers of hope. 

* Professor of sociology at the University Research Institute of Rio de Janeiro. I am grateful to the organizers of the conference for their generosity and the secretaries of the Max Weber Program for their patience. I also want to thank Mathias Delori for his trust and Jennifer Greenleaves for her hospitality. 
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