METHODS IN DIALOGUE : TEN  PROVOCATIVELY PUZZLING PROPOSITIONS

What kind of  interaction is possible between  academic  research  and  the various  communities of interest ( and sometimes disinterest)   that it is supposed to serve? And what  kind of dialogue  might productively take place  between   the  ever more disparate   academic  specialisms   and methodologies  that  make up the field of  social science?     

 I want to  suggest that these questions  turn on a number of  different  axes of  contradiction, which   for the epistemologically squeamish amount  to a network of paradoxes, or conundrums   or  for those   take these things more personally, present  a series of  ethical dilemmas.

1. The questions posed by Western modernity   about it’s own conditions of existence  have given the social sciences their  mandate for the past hundred years. These questions  turn on  constantly changing  relations between  the ‘big three binaries’ :Nature/Culture, Individual/Society, Mind/Body. In the last century, initiatives  originating from each of these poles  attempted to transcend or suppress  these oppositions, but only succeeded in reinventing them in one form or another.  In contrast, the development of  non western science  has explored the  kinds of shape shifting that result from suspending  these antinomies . We were just at the beginning of a  conversation between these two ways of understanding the world  when along came ‘ the clash of civilisations’  which if nothing else has located  the  Western university, and in particular its bipolar  curriculum organised around the  arts  and sciences , in one side of the story only. Is this  why the  idea of a multicultural university, where supposedly East meet West on ground of neither’s choosing has  become  such an important myth  as the home from home of a post colonial   intelligentsia ?   

2.The categorical imperatives of   disciplinary closure – the impulse to construct  self validating  regimes of  knowledge, or methodological orthodoxy via  specialised  scholarly  training and peer review  - is today mainly driven by the need to maintain competitive  edge in the academic marketplace.  In the era of the so called global knowledge economy ,  universities  are supposed to become vital links in a knowledge chain stretching from  corporate enterprise to  state  apparatus   and back again. Yet   the drive to accumulate intellectual capital   that can be realised ( ie via the RAE)  paradoxically privileges   a culture of possessive scholarly individualism that  comes into increasing  conflict  with the  more collaborative , socialised mode of  intellectual  production  mandated by the more directly commodified forms of knowledge.  The alternative move , to create  pseudo- disciplines  composed of    rich mixes  of  bits and pieces of knowledge garnered from  here there and everywhere , and applied to a single topical focus    is an opportunistic response  to these new market conditions,  . The ‘smorgesbroed’ curriculum in which academics  who know more and more about less and less teach  students to know less and less about more and more  is  the major sign of these  new  times. And what price intellectual synergy  when the troubadours of knowledge are forced to make a living selling second hand ideas  to customers who want the  latest thing produced by the intellectual  fashion houses of the post modern world ?    

 3. In the human sciences, the modularisation of  academic knowledge  has  worked to produce a  model of  the human being as a Frankensteinian Monster : a hybrid  being made up of many disparate  parts, none of which fit, but  whose tissues are stitched together into the semblance a more or less functioning  model .  There is a part  of this monster  that  works and a part that plays , a part that  plans  and another that dreams , a part that thinks and a part that is preoccupied with  bodily functions  ;  the problem is   that each of these parts has its  own  exclusive interpreters,   who act as if this being did nothing  but  work, or play , or solve problems, or make rational choices, or have sexual phantasies, or tell stories , or  make things happen.   Do we   need a new school of professional intermediaries or  translators to enable these parts,  and partial accounts to somehow join up . But who will  train  these translators if not the novelists , or rather the novels in whose characters  these parts  are always and already conjoined  in more or less tense  relation   to compose a social drama that unfolds  in  both real and imagined  time/ space?  If  the mise en scene of social science has  moved from the homunculi to  the avatar as  the chief dramatis personae , where must we now look to  reconstitute a ‘flesh and blood’ version of  what is distinctively human  ( and inhuman) about the  world in which we live?      

4.The question of foundations  has  become  radically disconnected from the grand narratives of  science art and religion  which hitherto guaranteed provisionally stable answers. Paradoxically , in the era of globalisation, the big picture is only available by indirection, or through ever more microscopic investigations : the history of the world economy told through  the story of the tomato, the sardine,or the brick;   theories of chaos and catastrophe in which Peruvian butterflies create storms of climactic change on the streets of  Islamabad .   Meanwhile in the field of practical reason and ‘really useful knowledge’,  the  range of intractable problems  grows ever larger, while  the  search for solutions is  increasing subjected   to norms of profitability under which notions of public utility  have been  largely  subsumed. For how much longer  will the  alphabet of  contemporary research    go from autism to zenophobia,  that is   from the fear of speaking to the fear of no-thing? 

5. At  a time when   the claims of social research on public funding and support are increasingly  dependant  on its ability to deliver the goods in terms of providing what is conventionally regarded as  objective , scientifically reliable  information or analysis to  guide  government policy ,  the  intellectual disciplines which  provide these guarantees  are in  profound crisis about   their ability to do just that. The nature of the evidence  generated by  social research , whether quantitative or qualitative, is increasingly seen to be in itself  conflicting , and open to  many different interpretations. And also   to be stating the commonplace in  unnecessarily  complicated language .  Is it then the case, that against their manifest statements of intent ( their so called mission statements)  the latent function of  the ESRC and AHRB  is  defend  the academic freedom to produce really useless knowledge  against   the forces of  public ridicule  and philistinism ? Or are we as researchers guilty of conducting our own dumbing down, because we censor the public dissemination of  our more controversial findings on the grounds that they will inevitably be misunderstood or distorted by  politicians or the mass media ? Is there a way to do ‘scholarship in the community’ that bypasses these intermediaries and  creates  more direct ‘knowledge effects’ ? 

6.As debates on  methodology  grow ever more   theoretically sophisticated  and hence tangled up in philosophical  disputes  about the nature of  knowledge in the social sciences,  they are  carried ever further away from common sense  understandings about what research is and does ,  understandings upon which its  warrant as a public  enterprise  depends. At the same time   the idea of  research as a   necessary  form  of reflexivity embedded in an everyday activity is increasingly  being built into  both  training and work  processes , as part of  generalised  system of monitoring and evaluation  within the    organisational  regimes of ‘late modernity’.  This  audit culture is perhaps the one  thing that  hospitals, prisons,  and  the social services  have in common with universities. But who will inspect the inspectors or evaluate the evaluators ? Is this a new role for  critical sociologists of knowledge , once they  give up their  penchant for  performing Hegelian headstands on the high wire of hegemonic 

( and counter hegemonic ) narrative, and instead concentrate on  getting  their act together as grounded theorists of practical reason  in the age of  it’s institutionalised   destruction.    

7.Historically, quantitative  research methods  have been regarded as the hard nosed guardians of    objective  explanation  in the social sciences whereas  qualitative methods are  the soft nosed and somewhat unreliable narrators of the subjective , human side of the research story.  But this division in the labour  of knowledge  no longer obtains.  Partly this is because quantitative methodologies  have  evolved   to deal with what were  previously regarded  as  qualitative  issues -   for example  network analysis or GIS mapping procedures routinely deal with fuzzy sets - , but   also its because natural scientists  nowadays    inhabit a universe of complex non linear systems in which   the kind of  reductionism  characterised by  using  purely mathematical indices of  cause and effect is  regarded as  bad science. In other words  simplistic  notions of objectivity  derived from positivism have been undermined  from the  side of  the objectifying disciplines  themselves. If  discussions of   methodology  are to become a fertile obsession rather than  a  means of pursuing  tunnel visions to their vanishing point,    the long schism  between  these two cultures of research  has to be ended. But which side is confident  enough  about its own  premises to make the first move ?   

8.Perhaps after all we still  need  phenomenology , that most   subjectifying of  disciplines to remind us that  science is a discourse  or a narrative  quite unlike any other, precisely because of  the peculiar prescience of its formulations, which have nothing performative about them yet exert a real purchase on the world.  This  is to  the argue against the technologists of   de-construction  who    fall over each other in using   scientific  terms   to  authorise  a way of thinking  that  reduces these same terms to mere metaphors, on a par  with magical spells   or ritual incantations, which is precisely the function they have within  post structural discourses, in underwriting    metaphysical  propositions about the limits of its own truths.    Is it enough   to issue  readers  with a mental health warning against taking the text as gospel ? According to the formulaic get out clause : Don’t trust  my judgements or interpretations , because I am telling you that  everything said  here  requires a suspension of disbelief that is entirely unwarranted by the circumstances of its composition.  Otherwise translated into Greek  as : All Cretans are liars, said the Cretan. Is there a way of issuing a ‘caveat lector’ that is not another version of this double bind?    

9.A lot of statistical  and some ethnographic analysis   continues to demonstrate a capacity to generate counter intuitive findings , by  showing that  patterns of  observable or measurable behaviour  exhibited  by large population samples   in no way  correspond to the individual informants  common  sense understandings  of what is going on.  The greater the discrepancy that can be  demonstrated between  the aggregate effect of  structural  variables on human actions , and the   sense that the actors themselves have of  how and why  they are doing   what they do  , the  better  news it is   for sociological realists.  However if    empirical findings     challenge the  adequacy of local situated knowledge and hence   the cultural competence of   informants  as interpreters of their own social worlds,  this  is extremely bad news  for  any  type of account  whose  primary warrant is the  quality of  informant experience   made available through methodologies designed to  provide  some kind of  authorisation   of their standpoint. But perhaps  sometimes advances are made in understanding  social phenomena by having to grapple with the bad news,  rather than by congratulating  oneself about the good ?         
10.The more   social research lacks secure  intellectual foundations, the more its claim to represent or make valid  corroborated statements about the external  world is in doubt. This gives the academic research community even greater power over the internal monitoring and evaluation of the research process  despite the fact that  this  move has been initiated by  those   concerned to empower the informant over and against the researcher.

As a rider to this, it is perhaps worth noting that standpoint epistemologists have argued that social  marginality is a necessary ( if not always sufficient) condition of  a more critical (or even objective) perspective on social reality; but   in terms of this paradigm , the processes of empowerment set in motion by this self proclaimed  emancipatory strategy  have the effect not of generalising  (or mainstreaming ) this truth, but of undermining its validity  (i.e. its power to subvert) , since the more central  and powerful the subjects become in the process of knowledge production  the blinder and less critical they will become about  the  ideological effects of their own  practices .There must be some way out of here said the joker to the clown…..
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