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Introduction 

Thomas McCarthy 

When it first appeared in 1967, On the Logic rifthe Social Sciences chal
lenged the existing division of labor between the sciences and the 
humanities: "While the natural sciences and the humanities are able 
to live side by side, in mutual indifference if not in mutual admira
tion, the social sciences must resolve the tension between the two 
approaches and bring them under one roo£ H At that time discussions 
of the methodology of science were still dominated by logical posi tiv
ism. Kuhn's pathbreaking work, published a few years earlier, had 
only begun to make itself feIt among philosophers of natural science; 
in the philosophy of social science it was, and was to remain for 
some time to come, only a distant rumbling. Thus Habermas's main 
concern was to challenge the hegemony of "empirical-analytical" 
conceptions of social science, to show, in particular, that access to 
the symbolically structured object domain of social inquiry called 
for procedures similar in important respects to those developed in 
the text-interpreting humanities. In making this point, he was 
already able to draw upon insights developed in the phenomeno
logical (Schutz), ethnomethodological (Garfinkel, Cicourel), linguis
tic (Wittgenstein, Winch), and hermeneutic (Gadamer) traditions, 
and on this basis to mount an argument that anticipated in all 
essential respects the subsequent decline of positivism and rise of 
interpretivism. 

If this were all there were to the story, On the Logic rif the Social 
Sciences would be primarily of historical interest as a striking antici
pation of contemporary developments. But there is more. Habermas 
argued just as forcefully against swinging to the opposite extreme 
of "hermeneutic idealism," which has since achieved something of 
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a counterhegemony in the philosophy of social science (but not, of 
course, in the practice of social research). The point was-and is
to bring explanatory and interpretive approaches "under one 
roof," as Max Weber had already seen. Thus we have here not only 
an anticipation of the retreat of positivism, but a critique-in
advance of the absolutizing of interpretive approaches that fol
lowed. If social research is not to be restricted to explicating, recon
structing, and deconstructing meanings, we must somehow grasp 
the objective interconnections of social actions, the "meanings" 
they have beyond those intended by actors or embedded in tradi
tions. We must, in short, view culture in relation to the material 
conditions oflife and their historical transformation. 

With this in mind, Habermas goes on here to examine func
tionalist 'approaches, in particular, the structural-functionalism of 
Talcott Parsons. He finds that the attempt to conceive of the social 
system as a functional complex of institutions in which cultural pat
terns are made normatively binding for action does furnish us with 
important tools for analyzing objective interconnections of action; 
but it suffers from a short-circuiting of the hermeneutic and critical 
dimensions of social analysis: "In the framework of action theory, 
motives for action are harmonized with institutional values .... We 
may assume, however, that repressed needs which are not absorbed 
into social roles, transformed into motivations, and sanctioned, 
nevertheless have their interpretations. Either these interpretations 
'overshoot' the existing order and, as utopian anticipations, signify 
a not-yet-successful group identity; or, transformed into ideologies, 
they serve projective substitute gratification as well as the justifica
tion of repressing authorities." Habermas argues that if the analysis 
of social systems were fully to incorporate these dimensions, it could 
no longer be understood as a form of empirical-analytical science 
on the model of biology; it would have to be transformed into a his
torically oriented theory of society with a practical intent. The form 
such a theory would take is that of a "systematically generalized 
history" that reflectively grasped the formative process of society as 
a whole, reconstructing the contemporary situation with a view not 
only to its past but to its practically anticipated future as well. This 
is in fact what the classical social theorists were after-from the , , 
natural history of civil society of the Scottish moralists, through 
Marx's historical materialism, to Weber's theory of rationalization. 
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And yet, Habermas maintains, they were unable to grasp the meth
odological specificity of such a theoretically informed and practi
cally oriented history; instead, they tried repeatedly, and in vain, to 
assimilate it to the strictly nomological sciences of nature. 

Habermas finds in psychoanalysis the most suggestive model 
for reconceptualizing and reintegrating the explanatory and inter
pretive, functionalist and narrative elements required for social 
theory. Anticipating the extended discussion of Freud in Knowledge 
and Human Interests (which was published in the following year), 
he views psychoanalytic theory as a general interpretive scheme of 
psychodynamic development, whose application to the narrative 
reconstruction of individual life histories calls for a peculiar combi
nation of interpretive understanding and causal explanation, and 
whose corroboration depends in the last analysis on the successful 
continuation of those same life histories. In an analogous way, criti
cal social theory undertakes a narrative reconstruction of the self
formative process of society, with a view to its successful continua
tion: "In place of the goal-state of a self-regulating system, we 
would have the end-state of a formative process. A hermeneutically 
enlightened and historically oriented functionalism ... is guided by 
an emancipatory cognitive interest that aims at reflection .... The 
species too constitutes itself in formative processes, which are sedi
men ted in the structural change of social systems, and which can be 
reflected, that is, systematically narrated from an anticipated point 
of view." 

Since publishing On the Logic rif the Social Sciences, Habermas has 
considerably expanded upon a number of its key elements. Thus, 
for example, symbolic interactionism and ethnomethodology, func
tionalism, and systems theory have come in for extended discussion 
in later writings. And although Habermas could write in 1982 that 
he still found the basic line of argument correct, he has altered his 
position in a number of important respects. The idea of founding 
social-scientific inquiry in a theory oflanguage, which already existed 
in germ in Knowledge and Human Interests, came to dominate his work 
on universal pragmatics and rational reconstruction in the later 
sixties and early seventies. Toward the end of the 1970s he started 
the turn that culminated in The Theory of Communicative Action, a 
turn marked by the warning that methodology and epistemology 
are no royal road to social theory. Rather, questions concerning the 
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logic of social inquiry can fruitfully be pursued only in connection 
with substantive questions-the theory of communicative action 
is not constructed in a methodological perspective. Despite these 
changes and developments, and despite the altered context of con
temporary discussions in the philosophy of social science, the pre
sent work has somehow retained its power and fascination. Perhaps 
this is because it avoids the one-sidedness that still marks the views 
of the principal protagonists, and unlike them finds something of 
value in all of the major contending approaches to social inquiry, 
something worth preserving and reconstituting. Perhaps it is be
cause Habermas here anticipates so many of the issues and themes 
that occupy us today, and does so with a sharpness that has not been 
surpassed. Or perhaps it is because Habermas's earlier sketch of a 
critical theory of the present-in the form of a systematically gener
alized narrative constructed with the practical intent of changing 
things for the better-has lost none of its appeal, even when viewed 
in the light of his later, more emphatically theoretical undertakings. 

Translator's Note 

I ,,:ould li~e to thank Ar~en Nicholsen and Jeremy J. Shapiro for 
theIr help III the preparatIOn of this translation. Both of them read 
drafts of the manuscript and offered many valuable suggestions and 
criticisms. 

Shierry Weber Nicholsen 
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Preface 

This review ofliterature pertaining to the logic of the social sciences 
was written in the mid-1960s, when analytic philosophy of science, 
with its program for a unified science, still largely dominated the 
self-understanding of sociologists.! It contributed to the basic 
changes in that situation that took place in the following decade. 
My discussion not only continued Adorno's critique of positivism 
but also directed attention to the spectrum of nonconventional 
approaches-including the later Wittgenstein's philosophy of lan
guage, Gadamer's hermeneutics, and the phenomenological ethno
methodology stemming from Schutz-which, as Richard Bern
stein noted a decade later, gave rise to a "restructuring of social 
theory." 2 The appropriation of hermeneutics and linguistic analy
sis convinced me then that critical social theory had to break free 
from the conceptual apparatus of the philosophy of consciousness 
flowing from Kant and Hege1.3 The methodological (in the nar
rower sense) fruits of my efforts consisted chiefly in uncovering the 
dimension in which the symbolically prestructured object domain of 
social science could be approached through interpreting meaning.4 

This reconstruction of the buried hermeneutic dimension-whose 
rediscovery within analytic philosophy was to await the Popper
Kuhn debates5-had to be combined with an argument against 
hermeneutics' claim to universality.6 

This review was written for a particular occasion. One reason for 

These remarks are taken from the author's preface to the fifth edition of "On the Logic 'ofthe 
Social Sciences," which appeared in 1982 as part ofa larger collection with the same title: ZUT 
Logik deT So<.ialwissenschajlen (Frankfurt: Suhrkamp Verlag), pp. 89-330. 
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its cursory character is that I am not a specialist in this area. More
over, the logic of research has always interested me only in connec
tion with questions of social theory. To be sure, I was convinced for 
a time that the project of a critical social theory had to prove itself, 
in the first instance, from a methodological and epistemological 
standpoint. This was reflected in the fact that I held out the pros
pect of "grounding the social sciences in a theory of language" in 
the preface to the 1970 edition of this work. This is a prospect I no 
longer entertain. The theory of communicative action that I have 
since put forward 7 is not a continuation of methodology by other 
means. It breaks with the primacy of epistemology and treats the 
presupposition of action oriented to mutual understanding indepen
dently of the transcendental preconditions of knowledge. This turn 
from the theory of knowledge to the theory of communication 
makes it possible to give substantive answers to questions that, from 
a metatheoretical vantage point, could only be elucidated as ques
tions and clarified in respect to their presuppositions. 

Munich 
August 1982 

On the Logic of the Social 
Sciences 
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The DualisDl of the Natural 
and Cultural Sciences 

The once lively discussion initiated by Neo-Kantianism concern
ing the methodological distinctions between natural-scientific and 
social-scientific inquiry has been forgotten; the problems that gave 
rise to it no longer seem to be of contemporary relevance. Scientistic 
consciousness obscures fundamental and persistent differences in 
the methodological approaches of the sciences. The positivistic self
understanding prevalent among scientists has adopted the thesis 
of the unity of sciences; from the positivist perspective, the dualism 
of science, which was considered to be grounded in the logic of 
scientific inquiry, shrinks to a distinction between levels of devel
opment. At the same time, the strategy based on the program of a 
unified science has led to indisputable successes. The nomological 
sciences, whose aim it is to formulate and verify hypotheses con
cerning the laws governing empirical regularities, have extended 
themselves far beyond the sphere of the theoretical natural sciences, 
into psychology and economics, sociology and political science. On 
the other hand, the historical-hermeneutic sciences, which appro
priate and analyze meaningful cultural entities handed down by 
tradition, continue uninterrupted along the paths they have been 
following since the nineteenth century. There is no serious indica
tion that their methods can be integrated into the model of the strict 
empirical sciences. Every university catalogue provides evidence of 
this actual division between the sciences; it is unimportant only in 
the textbooks of the positivists. 

This continuing dualism, which we take for granted in the practice 
of science, is no longer discussed in terms of the logic of science. In
stead of being addressed at the level of the philosophy of science, it 
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The Dualism of the Natural and Cultural Sciences 

simply finds expression in the coexistence of two distinct frames of 
reference. Depending upon the type of science with which it is con
cerned, the philosophy of science takes the form either of a general 
methodology of the empirical sciences or of a general hermeneutics 
of the cultural and historical sciences. At this time the work of K. R. 
Popper l and H. G. Gadamer can be taken as representative of state
of-the-art formulations of this specifically restricted self-reflection of 
the sciences. Neither analytic philosophy of science nor philosophi
cal hermeneutics takes any notice of the other; only seldom do their 
discussions step outside the boundaries of their respective realms, 
which are both terminologically and substantively distinct. 2 The 
analytic school dismisses the hermeneutic disciplines as prescientific, 
while the hermeneutic school considers the nomological sciences as 
characterized by a limited preunderstanding. 

The mutually uncomprehending coexistence of analytical philos
ophy of science and philosophical hermeneutics troubles· the rigid 
self-consciousness of neither of the two parties. Occasional attempts 
to bridge the gap have remained no more than good intentions.3 

There would be no reason to touch on the well-buried issue of the 
dualism of science if it did not in one area continually produce symp
toms that demand analytic resolution: in the social sciences, hetero
geneous aims and approaches conflict and intermingle with one 
another. To be sure, the current state of the various social-scientific 
disciplines indicates a lack of even development; for this reason it is 
easy to ascribe unclarified methodological issues and unresolved 
controversies to a confusion that can be remedied through logical 
clarification and a program of unified science. Hence the positivists 
do not hesitate to start from scratch. According to their postulates, 
a general and, in principle, unified empirical-analytic behavioral sci
ence, not different in structure from the theoretical natural sciences, 
can be produced from the purified corpus of the traditional social 
sciences.4 Steps in this direction have been taken in psychology 
and social psychology. Economics, with the exception of econo
metrics, is organized on the model of a normative-analytic science that 
presupposes hypothetical maxims of action. Sociological research 
is carried out primarily within the structural-functional framework of 
a theory of action that can neither be reduced to observable be
havior nor reconstructed on the model of purposive-rational action. 

3 
I A Historical Reconstruction 

Finally, much research in sociology and political science is histori
cally oriented, without any intentional link to general theories. 

As I shall demonstrate, all three of these theoretical approaches 
can lay claim to a relative legitimacy. Contrary to what positivism 
assumes, they are not based on faulty or unclear methodological 
presuppositions. Nor can the more complex of these approaches be 
reduced, without damage, to the platform of a general science of 
behavior. Only at first glance does the confusion seem capable 
of being eliminated through clear-cut distinctions. Rather, the 
competing approaches that have been developed within the social 
sciences are negatively interrelated, in that they all stem from the 
fact that the apparatus of general theories cannot be applied to 
society in the same way as to objectified natural processes. Whereas 
the natural and the cultural or hermeneutic sciences are capable of 
living in a mutually indifferent, albeit more hostile than peaceful, 
coexistence, the social sciences must bear the tension of divergent 
approaches under one roof, for in them the very practice of research 
compels reflection on the relationship between analytic and her
meneutic methodologies. 

1 A Historical Reconstruction 

1.1 Rickert was the first to try to grasp the dualism of the natural 
and the cultural sciences in a methodologically rigorous way. He 
restricted the claims of Kant's critique of reason to the realm of 
the nomological sciences in order to make a place for the cultural 
sciences, which Dilthey had raised to epistemological status.5 
Rickert's efforts remain within the framework of transcendental 
philosophy. Whereas phenomena are constituted as "nature" under 
~enerallaws through the categories of the understanding, "culture" 
IS formed through the relation of facts to a system of values. Cul
~ural phenomena owe their unique historical significance to this 
~ndivi~ualizing value-relationship. Rickert perceived the logical 
ImpOSSIbility of the strictly idiographic science that Windelband 
proposed. 8 

.He acknowledged as a fact the unique achievement of the 
SCIences based on understanding (verstehende Wissenschaften): they 
~asp the unique, that is, unrepeatable meaning of historical events 
In expressions that are at the same time inevitably general and thus 
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oriented toward what can be repeated. But he could not provide a 
satisfactory explanation for this fact. 

Rickert presupposes-and here he is covertly in accordance with 
Lebensphilosophie-the irrationality of a reality that is integrally 
present only in nonlinguistic experience: it disintegrates into alter
native viewpoints under the transcendentally mediated grasp of 
the mind engaged in knowledge. These complementary aspects, in 
terms of which reality must be grasped in the form either of lawful 
continuity or of heterogeneous particularity, remain separate and 
distinct. In choosing an appropriate theoretical system we are pre
sented with mutually exclusive alternatives in which the statements 
of one system cannot be transformed into statements of the other. 
Only the term "heterogeneous continuum" represents the unity of a 
reality that, from the transcendental perspective, has been divided; 
no synthesis produced by the finite understanding corresponds to 
this purely extrapolated unity. But how can the same reality that is 
grasped as nature under general laws be individualized through 
value-relational categories, if these categories themselves must have 
the logical status of universals? Rickert postulates that values do not 
have the same logical status as class concepts. He asserts that cul
tural phenomena are not subsumed by the values that constitute 
them in the same way that elements are subsumed in a class. 7 But 
this claim cannot be made good within the framework in which it is 
posed, that of transcendental logic. Rickert can only sketch the con
cept of a historical totality, because he distrusts the dialectical tools 
that would allow him to grasp it. A logic of the cultural sciences 
that proceeds on the basis of a transcendental critique of conscious
ness cannot avoid the dialectic of the particular and the general 
that Hegel identified. This leads beyond Hegel to the concept of the 
cultural phenomenon as that which is historically individuated, 
that which demands to be identified precisely as something non
identical. 8 

The philosophy of value (Wertphilosophie) itself arises from the same 
ambivalence of an uncompleted transition from Kant to Hegel. 
Rickert begins by constructing the concept of culture on the basis of 
transcendental idealism. Like the category of nature, the category 
of culture, as representing a totality of phenomena under a system 
of prevailing values, has transcendental significance; it says nothing 
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about objects themselves but rather determines the conditions of the 
possible apprehension of objects. 

To this construction corresponds the optimistic assumption that a 
system of values can be deduced a priori from practical reason. 9 But 
Rickert soon had to abandon this idea. lo The actual profusion of 
so-called values could be deciphered only in the real context of cul
tures in which the value-oriented action of historical subjects had 
been objectivated-even if the validity of those values was indepen
dent of these origins. If this is to be conceded, then the Neo-Kantian 
concept of culture succumbs to the transcendental-empirical ambi
guity that found its dialectical development in Hegel's concept of 
objective spirit, but that Neo-Kantians had to reject. The cultural 
sciences encounter their object in preconstituted form. The cultural 
meanings of empirically functioning values systems are derived 
from value-oriented action. For this reason, the transcendentally 
mediated accomplishments of subjects whose actions are oriented 
to values are at once both incorporated into and preserved in the 
empirical form of historically sedimented and transmitted values. 

With history, a dimension is brought into the object domain of 
science in which an element of transcendental consciousness is ob
jectivaied through the action of historical subjects; that is, a mean
ing is objectivated that in each case can claim validity only in terms 
of a transcendental network of values. Rickert tries to do justice to 
the objectivity of these historically real contexts of meaning with 
the concept of transcendental "ought." 11 But this concept only ex
emplifies the contradictions that the firm distinctions between facts 
and values, empirical being and transcendental validity, nature 
and culture, seek in vain to resolve. Because Rickert will not 
abandon the distinctions made by transcendental philosophy, they 
crumble in his hands despite his intentions. Through the breach of 
the transcendental "ought" a restoration rushes in that, in opposing 
Rickert, openly acknowledges in the philosophy of value something 
that lay hidden in Rickert's philosophy: an insipid ontology of 
ideal being (Max Scheler and Nicolai Hartmann). 

Today the logic of science is no longer based on the Kantian cri
tique of reason; it starts from the current state of self-reflection of 
the nomological and hermeneutic sciences. Analytic philosophy of 
science is content with rules for the logical construction and choice 
of general theories. It establishes a dualism between facts and pro-
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positions and refrains from understanding this dua~ism from a trans
cendental perspective.12 Philosophical hermeneutics no longer de
fines itself in relation to a Kantian concept of nature and general 
law. It relinquishes the intention of constructing a world of cultural 
phenomena and is content with explicating traditional meaning. 
Nevertheless I believe that a resumption of Rickert's attempt to , . 
reflect on the dualism of the sciences, even on a non-Kantian basIs, 
would once again set in motion the movement from Kant to Hegel 
that was so interestingly modified and then abandoned by Rickert. 
Today such a movement can no longer begin with a critique of con
sciousness; it must begin with a transcendental critique of language. 
Neo-Kantianism itself-not that of the Heidelberg school but that 
of the Marburg school-reached this point with Cassirer's philos

ophy of symbolic forms. 

1.2 Cassirer avoids the ambiguous category of value, which was sup
posed to capture the empirical significance of historically realized 
meanings without relinquishing the transcendental significance of a 
validity independent of its origins. Instead, he analyzes the logical 
structure of symbolic forms. In his own fashion Cassirer makes the 
same shift that positivist linguistic analysis makes, from the logic of 
judgments to the grammar of sentences. But he does not restrict 
himself to the formal relationships within the symbol systems used 
in everyday language or by the empirical sciences; the level of sym
bols interests him as a medium of transcendental production. Cas
sirer has read Humboldt from the perspective of a Kant enlightened, 
rather than rejected, by Hamann. The phenomenal object is no 
longer constituted directly through the categories of intuition and 
understanding, but rather through a transcendental achievement 
that can be grasped within the sphere of sense perception through 
the creation of systematically ordered symbols that give objectivity 
to sense impressions. The understanding alone cannot accomplish 
the synthesis of phenomena; symbols are required to make traces of 
what is not given apparent in what is given. The inner world pre
sents itself to the mind to the extent to which the mind creates forms 
that are capable of representing a reality that is not accessible 
through intuition. Reality manifests itself as something represented. 
Representation is the basic function of transcendental conscious
ness' its achievements can be deciphered indirectly from the gram-, 
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matical relationships of symbolic forms. The philosophy of symbolic 
forms, which supersedes the critique of pure reason, aims at a logical 
analysis of language from a transcendental point of view. 

Clearly, the language of symbolic forms is richer than the symbol 
systems constructed for the use of the empirical sciences. In addition 
to science, it encompasses myth, religion, and art. Like Rickert, 
Cassirer tries to extend the critique of strictly scientific knowledge 
to a universal critique of all cultural phenomena: 

Every authentic function of the human spirit has this decisive characteristic 
in common with cognition: It does not merely copy but rather embodies an 
original, formative power. It does not express passively the mere fact that 
something is present but contains an independent energy of the human 
spirit through which the simple presence of the phenomenon assumes a 
definite "meaning," a particular ideational content. This is as true of myth 
as of religion. All live in particular image-worlds, which do not merely 
reflect the empirically given, but which rather produce it in accordance 
with an independent principle. Each of these functions creates its own sym
bolic forms which, if not similar to the intellectual symbols, enjoy equal 
rank as products of the human spirit. None of these forms can simply be 
reduced to, or derived from, the others; each of them designates a par
ticular approach, in which and through which it constitutes its own aspect 
of "reality ." 13 

Each of the various symbolic systems poses a claim to truth from 
its own perspective. Science forfeits its privileged claim to truth; 
philosophy reserves it for itself, in reflexively limited form. "True" 
knowledge is now possible only with respect to the transcendental 
conditions of symbolic representation, no longer with respect to 
what is represented. According to Cassirer, it is only through the 
image-worlds that are articulated in symbolic forms that 

we see what call "reality," and in them alone we possess it: for the highest 
objective truth that is accessible to the spirit is ultimately the form of its 
own activity. In the totality of its own achievements, in the knowledge of 
the specific rule by which each of them is determined ... , the human spirit 
now perceives itself and reality. True, the question of what, apart from 
these spiritual functions, constitutes absolute reality ... , remains unan
swered, except that more and more we learn to recognize it as a fallacy in 
formulation, an intellectual phantasm.!' 

Cassirer believed that with this self-reflection of representational 
reason he had opened the way to a new philosophy of the cultural 
sciences. 



8 
The Dualism of the Natural and Cultural Sciences 

Cassirer makes a clear separation between the levels on which the 
natural and the cultural sciences operate. Rickert had accorded 
both the same status, that of empirical science. Now the cultural 
sciences have achieved the status of metatheory. The nomological 
sciences produce statements about reality within formally defined 
symbolic systems. In this respect they stand on. the sa~e level as 
myth, art, and religion, which also present a reahty selectIvel~ com
prehended within specific frames of.reference. The c~ltur~l SCIences, 
in contrast concern themselves wIth formal relatIonShIps among 
symbolic f~rms. They provide no information ~bout ~eality, b~t 
rather make statements about information that IS pregiven. Their 
task is not empirical analysis of segments of reality that can be 
represented but rather logical analysis of the forms in which they 

are represented. . 
By this means the difficulties of Rickert's theor~ are aV~Ided. The 

problem of the mediation of an individual partIcular. WIth ~ no~
classificatory universal does not arise as long as what IS. reqUlr~d IS 
to analyze given symbolic relations from a formal pomt of VIew. 
Although the grammar of any specific symbolic language will prove 
to be an irreducible totality, Cassirer is convinced that the dIverse 
grammars of art and myth, religion and science operate wit~ the 
same categories. Cassirer then explains the tr~ns~endent.al .u~:llve:
sality of these categories, which synthesize umty 10 multIpliCIty, 10 

terms of symbolic representation. 
Nor is the place of cultural phenomena a problem. Althoug~ as 

physical signs, symbols extend into the sphere of sense perceptI~n, 
they are not to be equated with the empirical phenomena WIth 
which the natural sciences are concerned. Rather, they are the 
transcendental precondition of the world appearing to subjects in 
the first place. Thus the science of cultural forms ~perat~s in formal
analytic rather than causal-analytic terms. It dIrects Itself to. the 
structural organization of works rather than to factual connectIOns 
between events. It shares the reflective viewpoint of transcendental 
logic, even though a moment of historical tradition, and t~us e~
pirical givenness, adheres to symbolic forms. But for Cas~Irer thIS 
moment is not, as it was for Rickert, an unanalyzed resIdue, be
cause Cassirer in the manner of Hegel, no longer separates reason 
from its obje~tivations or transcendental consciousness from its 
symbol expressions, which can be conceived both transcendentally 
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and empirically. In this way, however, Cassirer elevates the cul
tural sciences to a level on which they can no longer be distinguished 
from a philosophy of symbolic forms. He divests them of their char
acter as science. 

Cassirer pays a high price for this interpretation of the dualism of 
science within the framework of a construction of representational 
reason. The statements of the nomological sciences can no longer 
assert their specific claim to empirical validity, because the scien
tific languages in which they are formulated are, in principle, on the 
same level as myth and fable. The validity of scientific statements 
could be legitimated only if Cassirer relinquished the idea of the 
equal primacy of symbol systems in favor of a developmental his
tory of transcendental consciousness. But the dimension of history 
cannot be accommodated within the philosophy of symbolic forms. 
The cultural sciences share this deficiency. They are the exponents 
of a general grammar of symbolic forms. But the historical process 
in which these forms are constituted, the contexts of tradition in 
which culture is transmitted and appropriated, the very dimension, 
that is, in which culture exerts its effects, remains closed to the cul
tural sciences. They proceed ahistorically. They are structural sci
ences under the gaze of which history evaporates. They retain only 
a morphology of forms immanent in cultural works, on the model of 
Walffiin's principles. Thus the historical sciences, whose method
ological status Rickert was attempting to clarify, elude Cassirer's 
grasp.IS 

In 1942 Cassirer once again began to work on the logic of the cul
tural sciences,16 focusing on the phenomenology and psychology 
of the perception of expressions, which was supposed to extend the 
original unity of apperception to a new dimension that is logically 
prior to the operations of the understanding. 17 While this approach 
may have significance for the question of the constitution of the nat
urallifeworId (thereby for the first time placing HusserI's return to 
Kant in its true light), it does not provide a meaningful basis for the 
logic of science. Cassirer wants to derive the various types of science 
from specific sources of experience: it is in the polarity between the 
perception of things and the perception of expressions that the 
opposition that is explicity developed in the methodological frame
Works of the natural and cultural sciences is supposed to reside. IS 
But this view would accord with the philosophy of symbolic forms 
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only if specific conceptual and perceptual structures were derived 
from the employment of specific symbolic systems. 

Both of Neo-Kantianism's attempts to account for the dualism of 
the sciences were fruitless. The problem vanished from philosophical 
consciousness almost as completely as it did from the methodologi
cal self-understanding of the empirical sciences-with one excep
tion. Max Weber began where Rickert stopped and assimilated his 
methodological principles for the social sciences so effectively that 
the discussion of Weber's methodology of the social sciences is still 
going on today.l9 In terms of the history of philosophy this con
stitutes an anachronism. But it is also a symptom of the fact that, 
positivist logic of.science to the contrary, the prob~em that Ca~sirer 
and Rickert addressed has not yet been resolved m the practice of 

the social sciences. 

1.3 Max Weber was not interested in the relationship between the 
natural and cultural sciences from an epistemological point of view, 
as were Rickert and Cassirer. He was not troubled by the impli
cations that the recently arisen Geisteswissenschaften might have had 
for the extension of the critique of pure reason to historical reason. 
From the philosophical investigations that, since Dilthey, had been 
concerned with this question, he took only what he needed to 
clarify his own research practice. He conceptualized the new social 
sciences as cultural sciences with a systematic intent. Clearly they 
combine methodological principles that philosophers had found in 
opposing types of sciences: the social sciences have the task of bring
ing the heterogeneous methods, aims, and presuppositions of the nat
ural and cultural sciences into balance. Above all, Weber analyzed 
the combination of explanation (Erkliiren) and understanding (Ver
stehen). The connection between explanation and understanding 
involves quite different rules, however, depending on whether we 
are concerned with methods, with aims, or with presuppositions. 
Weber's intricate philosophy of science becomes easier to under
stand when one distinguishes among these cases. 

The definition of sociology that Weber gives in the first para
graphs of Economy and Sociery applies to method: "Sociol?gy is a s~i
ence concerning itself with the interpretive understandmg of SOCial 
action and thereby with a causal explanation of its course and con
sequences."20 We may consider this sentence as an answer to the 
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question, How are general theories of social action possible? General 
theories allow us to derive assumptions about empirical regularities 
in the form of hypotheses that serve the purpose of explanation. At 
the same time, and in contradistinction to natural processes, regu
larities of social action have the property of being understandable. 
Social action belongs to the class of intentional actions, which we 
grasp by reconstructing their meaning. Social facts can be under
stood in terms of motivations. Optimal intelligibility of social be
havior under given conditions is not, of course, of itself proof of 
the hypothesis that a lawlike connection does in fact exist. Such a 
hypothesis must also prove true independently of the plausibility of 
an interpretation in terms of motivation. Thus the logical relation
ship of understanding and explanation can be reduced to the gen
eral relationship between hypothesis and empirical confirmation. 
Through understanding, I may interpolate a rationally pursued 
goal as sufficient motivation for an observed behavior. But only 
when the resulting assumption of a behavioral regularity occurring 
under given circumstances has been empirically substantiated can 
we say that our understanding of motivation has led to an explana
tion of a social action. 

This logical connection also makes clear why Weber accorded 
methodological primacy to purposive-rational action. As a rule, the 
interpretively interpolated goal, the assumed intention, will lead to 
an empirically convincing explanation only if the goal provides a 
factually sufficient motive for the action. This is the case when the 
action is guided by the intention to achieve a result to be realized 
through means chosen in a purposive-rational manner, thus in the 
type of purposive-rational action that is oriented to the choice of 
adequate means to achieve an end grasped with subjective clarity. 
Theories that admit only this type of action proceed, like pure eco
nomics, normative-analytically. They can lead to substantive em
pirical hypotheses only within the very narrow limits in which social 
processes actually correspond to the methodological principle of 
purposive-rationality. Thus the discussion leads inevitably to the 
question how it is possible to form systematic assumptions about 
actions that are understandable but irrational in relation to ends. 
Only theories of this kind would combine understanding and ex
planation within an empirical-analytic framework. 

Weber himself believed that, in an interpretive sociology, be-
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havior that was not purposive-rational could be investigated only 
as a "deviation" from a model of purposive-rational behavior con
structed for the sake of comparison. In view of these difficulties, the 
question emerged whether the social sciences should consider the 
intentionality of action at all. The problematic of understanding, 
insofar as it relates to methodology, would be resolved if the assump
tions concerning lawlike regularities were restricted to connections 
among descriptive behavioral variables, whether or not these as
sumptions could be rendered perspicuous through the interpretation 
of motivation as well. Weber, too, reckoned with the possibility that 
"future research might discover non-interpretable uniformities un
derlying what has appeared to be specifically meaningful action." 21 

It would adequately explain social action without fulfilling the 
requirement of adequate meaningfulness. But Weber excluded such 
laws from the domain of the social sciences on principle. Other
wise the social sciences would have the status of natural sciences of 
social action, whereas, since they are oriented toward intentional 
action, they can only be nomological sciences of mind and culture. 

In his essays on the philosophy of science, Weber often remarks 
that sociology must both understand social facts in their cultural 
significance and explain them as culturally determined. Here the 
relationship between explanation and understanding applies to the 
aims of the social sciences. Weber's statements are ambivalent, for 
two opposing intentions are involved. 

On the one hand, Weber always emphasizes the empirical
analytic task of using proven lawlike hypotheses to explain social 
action and make conditional predictions. From this point of view, 
the social sciences, like all nomological sciences, yield information 
that can be translated into technical recommendations for the 
rational choice of means. They supply "knowledge of the tech
nique by which one masters life-external things as well as human 
action-through calculation."22 Technically exploitable knowl
edge of this kind is based on knowledge of empirical uniformities; 
such knowledge is the basis for causal explanations that make pos
sible technical control over objective processes by means of con
ditional predictions. A social-scientific knowledge guided by this 
interest would have to develop and apply its instruments with the 
sole purpose of discovering reliable general rules of social behavior. 
Insofar as the subject at hand demands it, such an analysis can be 
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mediated by an understanding of the meaning of social action. 
Nonetheless, the intention of understanding subjective meaning can 
do no more than open the way to the social facts. These are known 
only when the analysis proceeds beyond propaedeutic understand
ing and grasps their lawlike connection in causal terms. In the con
troversy over value judgments Weber adopted this position, which 
gives a methodologically subordinate status to the hermeneutic in
tention of understanding meaning. But he also had another scientific . . . 
almm VIew. 

For Weber, as a pupil of Rickert, a cultural science cannot ex
haust its interest in the study of empirical regularities. Thus, in 
other contexts in Weber's work, the derivation and verification of 
lawlike hypotheses from which technical recommendations can be 
made is considered a preparatory work that does not, as such, lead 
to "the knowledge which we are seeking." The overarching in
terest by which this work is guided is defined hermeneutically: 
"Analyzing and ordering a particular, historically given and indi
vidual grouping of those factors and their concrete and uniquely 
significant interaction, and, especially, making the basis and nature 
of this significance understandable, is the next task, one to be solved 
through the use of that preparatory work, certainly, but completely 
new and autonomous in relation to it. 23 

In this schema for the progress of social-scientific knowledge, 
causal-analytic and interpretive methods alternate. But in each 
case the knowledge terminates in the explication of a meaning that 
has practical significance for life, thus in "making something under
standable." With this goal in mind, it is the procedure of explana
tion rather than that of the interpretive understanding of meaning 
that is relegated to a subordinate methodological status. 

Weber did not expressly link these two conflicting intentions. He 
was the more easily deceived about their ambivalent character in 
that he had not sufficiently clarified the categories of meaning 
(~inn) and significance (Bedeutung) in their respective usages. Weber 
did not distinguish consistently enough between the understanding 
of motivation, which reconstructs the subjectively intended mean
ing (Sinn) of a social action, and the hermeneutic understanding 
of meaning that appropriates the significance (Bedeutung) objec
tivated in works or events. 

The understanding of motivation can be contained within the 
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framework of an empirical-analytic science as a methodological 
step leading to a knowledge of laws that is nO.t hermeneutic~lly 
intelligible, that is, that has no relation to meamng. Two conflIct
ing cognitive intentions arise in the social sciences only because 
there the knowing subjects are intuitively linked with their object 
domain. The social lifeworld is just as much an intentional struc
ture as is social-scientific knowledge itself. Indeed, it is precisely this 
relationship that was invoked by transcendental philosophy's inter
pretation of the cultural sciences. Nomological knowledge of social 
processes can enter hermeneutically into the explication of the self
understanding of knowing subjects and their social reference groups, 
just as it can be translated into conditional predictions and used in 
the control of the administered domains of society. The controver
sial relationship between the methodological framework of research 
and the pragmatic function of applying the results of research can 
be clarified only when the knowledge-orienting interests invested in 
the methodological approaches have been made conscious. Only 
then will there be a precise answer to the question of when the 
social sciences in their internal structure are pursuing the intention 
of planning and administering, and when they are pursuing the 
intention of self-understanding and enlightenment. Weber neither 
clarifies nor completely suppresses his ambivalence of aims. In any 
case, he did not, as did his positivist successors, exempt the social 
sciences from the repeatedly announced task of interpreting the cul
tural significance of social relations as a basis for making the con
temporary social situation understandable.24 

The problematic relationship of explanation and understanding 
concerns not only the methods and aims of the social sciences but 
also their epistemological presuppositions. Are the social sciences, like 
all cultural sciences, bound in the methodological delimitation of 
their object domain to an implicit preunderstanding of their subject 
matter? Weber adopts the category of value-relation introduced by 
Rickert and uses it in its strict transcendental-logical sense. Value
relation applies primarily not to the selection of scientific problems 
but to the constitution of possible objects of the experience that is 
relevant to inquiry in the cultural sciences. The cultural scientist 
does not communicate with these objects with the naked eye, so 
to speak. Rather, he inevitably places them in the value-relations 
in which his own cultural situation is set. Thus he has to mediate 
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the methodologically determinant value-relations with those that 
are already realized in the preconstituted object. Rickert had failed 
to recognize this mediation as a hermeneutic problem.25 Weber an
alyzes it partially and then counters it with the postulate of value 
freedom. 

In the natural sciences, the theoretical framework of an inves
tigation is subjected to control by the outcome of the investiga
tion itself. Either it proves heuristically fruitful or it contributes 
nothing to the derivation of usable hypotheses. In contrast, the 
value-relations that determine method are transcendent to research 
in the cultural sciences; they cannot be corrected by the outcome of 
an investigation. When the light shed by value-ideas on important 
problems shifts, the cultural sciences likewise prepare to shift their 
standpoint and their conceptual apparatus and "follow those stars 
that alone can give their work meaning and direction." 26 In the 
social sciences, theories are dependent upon general interpretations 
that can be neither confirmed nor refuted by criteria immanent to 
the empirical sciences. Value-relations are methodologically un
avoidable, but they are not objectively binding. Social sciences are 
thus obligated to declare the dependence of their basic theoretical 
assumptions on normative presuppositions of this sort. Hence the 
postulate of value freedom. 

In contrast to this position, the current view is that theory for
mation is subject to the same rules in all the nomological sciences. 
Value freedom is assured through the logical separation of descrip
tive and normative statements; only the initial selection of problems 
is dependent on values. 27 In this narrower formulation, the postu
late of value freedom attains the status of a political value; accord
ing to it, the only theories that are admissible as scientific are those 
whose basic assumptions are free of any historical preunderstanding 
that would require hermeneutic clarification. Such theories could 
thus be introduced by convention. Weber's formulation of the issue 
is excluded by definition. For he denied that underlying theoretical 
suppositions with no relationship to values, thus without ties to his
torical contexts, are possible at all in the social sciences. Not only 
the selection of problems but also the choice of the theoretical 
framework within which they will be analyzed is, according to 
Weber, determined by historically prevailing value-relations. 

Once one has become convinced, as Weber was, of the meth-
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odologically significant interdependence of social-scientific inquiry 
and the objective context to which it is directed and in which it 
itself stands, a further question necessarily arises. Could these value
relations, which are methodologically determining, themselves be 
open to social-scientific analysis as a real context operating on the 
transcendental level? Could the empirical content of the funda
mental decisions shaping the choice of a theoretical principle itself 
be elucidated in the context of social processes? It seems to me that 
it is precisely in Weber's theory of science that one can demonstrate 
the connection between methodology and a sociological analysis 
of the present. 28 Weber himself, however, like the Neo-Kantians 
in general, was enough of a positivist to forbid himself this type of 

reflection. 

2 Sociology and History: The Contemporary Discussion 

2.1 Does our review of these inquiries into methodological dualism 
merely provide a historical retrospect, or does it point to an ongoing 
problematic? The dominant conception today is that the social 
sciences have escaped from the hermeneutic limitations of the Geistes
wissenschaften and attained an unproblematic relationship to his
tory in which general theories of social action are on a different 
plane than the historical context of tradition. Sociology, with which 
we are primarily concerned here, is indifferent to history. It pro
cesses its data without regard to any specific context; the histor
ical standing of the data is thus neutralized from the outset. For 
sociology, all history is made present, but not in the sense of a 
reflective appropriation of an irreversible and unrepeatable pro
cess. Rather, history is projected onto a screen of universal simul
taneity and is thus robbed of its authentic spirit. It is the historical
hermeneutic sciences themselves that created the preconditions for 

this development. 
The historical sciences participate in the dialectic of historical en

lightenment, which precisely by extending historical consciousness 
weakens historical traditions: the historical sciences liberate eman
cipated subjects from the quasi-natural power of traditions that 
control behavior. By relativizing national history in a global con
text and objectifying the totality of history as a plurality of civili
zations, they create a new distance from historical tradition. In 
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this sense historicism marks the dissolution of the unity of history 
(Geschichte) and narrative (Historie) and thus the abolition of the his
torical processes that we experience as living tradition. Joachim 
Ritter relates this function of the historical sciences to the rise of in
dustrial society: 

The development of the sciences of history and of the historical, spiritual 
world of mankind belongs to the real process in which modern society in 
Europe, and now everywhere in the world, constitutes itself through eman
cipation from its pregiven historical worlds of tradition. Wherever, in the 
process of modernization, this becomes the human world, it necessarily 
brings the historically given into flux. Thus the true ahistoricity of society 
becomes visible; human beings as such can be made into subjects of the law 
and the state only by removing them from their existence as something em
bedded in history and ancestry.29 

Ritter reached this insight through an interpretation of Hegel's 
political philosophy.30 In the framework of abstract law, civil 
society appears as a system of needs based exclusively on the natural 
will to self-preservation and the satisfaction of natural needs. The 
theory of nature that civil society develops to explain itself is an 
accurate reflection of the ahistorical nature of modern society, 
which brings with it the danger of total socialization of the subject. 
This society guarantees freedom only in abstract form, as a society 
reduced to a natural basis; only in this reduced form does it leave 
open to a subjectivity divided from itself "the right to its partic
ularity and its freedom, and thus the possibility of its preserva
tion."31 We are concerned here not with Ritter's liberal interpreta
tion of Hegel32 but rather with the dialectic of ahistoricity to which 
it leads. 

Industrial society frees itself from historical traditions and orients 
itself to technical control of natural substrata. In equal measure, 
however, it frees subjects from the organized compulsions of the 
natural substratum and gives them access to a sphere of subjective 
freedom beyond society. We can maintain this freedom, however, 
only if we continually transcend society as a whole by preserving 
the traditions that have in the meantime become objectified and 
arbitrary. Thus we guard against the danger of total socialization 
in which society as matter dominates the efforts of mind to assert 
itself as subjectivity. In this regard the historical sciences become an 
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"organ of spiritual compensation." What they have destroyed as 
tradition, they make accessible as quotation.33 

Helmut Schelsky's conception of a theory of the sciences allies 
itself with Ritter's position, but with a shift of emphasis. 34 He no 
longer seriously expects the historical sciences to transcend the 
realm of social and technical compulsion as a whole through the 
preservation of defunct traditions. Their task is now limited to 
extending, by example, the scope of possible scenarios for action 
beyond the horizon of the immediate present. In other respects they 
have relinquished the role of orienting action to the natural and 
social sciences. Thus the present boundary marking the dualism of 
the sciences runs between the historical Geisteswissenschaften on the 
one hand and the natural and social sciences on the other. The 
sciences of action purport to generate techniques for the regulation 
of social action in the same way that the natural sciences generate 
techniques for the domination of nature. Both the natural and the 
social sciences are among the foremost forces of production in a 
technical and scientific civilization developed on a global scale 
upon the freshly cleared foundation of a neutralized history. Thus, 
like all the other disiplines that produce technologically exploitable 
knowledge, the social sciences belong to the post-historical period; 
even in a methodological sense they have been relieved of the com
plications that formerly seemed to arise from the linkage of their 
theories with a historically embedded situational understanding. The 
historical consciousness of the Geisteswissenschaften has absorbed the 
objectivated contents of world history and deprived it of the force of 
an objectively compelling context. World history as operative his
tory has been brought to a stop: 

In that the past, which in the form of tradition directly prescribed 
courses of action to individuals and collectivities, has been distanced 
through the historical sciences to an object domain that can be researched 
scientifically and critically, modern man has won vis-a.-vis the past the 
freedom of an open future that allows him for the first time to transform 
the natural and social environment in accordance with scientific insights. 
The "historylessness" of modern societies, which finds its express~on ~n n.at
ural and social technologies, is thus created only through the SClenl1zatlOn 
of the past. 35 

In this ahistorical civilization, the nomological sciences, the 
methodology of which excludes a connection to history, take over 
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the "direction of action and knowledge": "Modern society obeys the 
laws of the reconstruction of the world through natural and social 
sciences that have become technologies. The stability and auton
omy of modern industrial and scientific civilization remove the 
effective possibility of a personality guided by ideas, as they remove 
the necessity to understand political and social activity in historical 
terms." 36 

The work of Ritter and Schelsky reflects the historical context in 
which the sciences operate today. Yet if their thesis of the unreality 
of history were accurate, the validity of their own reflections would 
be placed in doubt. The analyses of Ritter and Schelsky belong to 
that class of investigations that can transform the self-understanding 
of those to whom they are addressed and that are intended to orient 
their action. But they are capable of influencing practical con
sciousness not because they belong to nomological science and pro
vide technologically exploitable information but rather because 
they themselves belong to the neglected category of historical reflec
tion. But this puts Ritter's thesis and the philosophy of science that 
Schelsky bases on it into question: instead of comprehending the 
positivistic self-understanding of the period, they only express it. 37 

Once the quasi-natural validity of action-orienting value-systems 
had been broken, historicism contributes to a situation in which 
behavior-steering traditions determine, or could determine, the 
self-understanding of modern societies, and could do so not naively 
but with the clarity of a historically enlightened consciousness. But 
the idea that historicism has been able to make an objectivated 
world history of ideal simultaneity into a cosmos of facts reflects 
only its own positivistic creed. In fact, the hermeneutic sciences be
long, as they always have, to the context of tradition that they eluci
date. We have to admit that their objectivistic self-understanding is 
not without consequences: it sterilizes knowledge, removing it from 
the reflective appropriation of working traditions, and ensures that 
history as such is relegated to the archives. Though effective his
torical continuity may be suppressed in this way, however, it is not 
suspended. Given such a scientifically legitimated suppression of 
history, the objective illusion may arise that with the help of the 
nomological sciences life-praxis can be relegated exclusively to the 
functional sphere of instrumental action. Systems of research that 
produce technologically exploitable knowledge have in fact become 
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forces of production in industrial society. But precisel~ b~cause t~ey 
produce only technologies, they are incapabl: of or~e~t1Og ac.tion. 
Social action is in the first place a cooperative aCtiVity mediated 
by tradition and taking place within ordinary-language communi
cation that seeks answers to practical questions. Praxis could be 
equivalent to instrumental action only if social life wer~ reduced to 
existence in systems of social labor and self-preservatiOn through 
force. The positivistic self-understanding of the nomological 
sciences does in fact promote the suppression of action through 
technology. If practical questions, which involve the adoption of 
standards, are withdrawn from rational discussion, and if only tech
nologically exploitable knowledge is considered t~ ~e reli~ble, the~ 
only the instrumentalist values of effeciency partIcIpate 10 what IS 

left ofrationality.38 
With the current development of the forces of production, the 

relations between technological progress and the social lifeworld 
can no longer take place as they did earlier, in a quasi-natural 
manner. Every new thrust of technological capability that intrudes 
in an unregulated manner into the old forms oflife-praxis intensifies 
the conflict between the results of a strained rationality and tradi
tions that have been overriden. This may appear to be an emanci
pation of scientific and technological civilization fro~ ~istory as 
such. But the objective power of this appearance, whIch IS further 
strengthened by the positivistic self-understanding of all the sciences, 
only conceals the complex of interests that unre~ectively de~er
mines the direction of technological progress. The Idea that obJec
tive technological forces have become autonomous is an ideological 
one. Thus the problem arises how the practical application of tech
nological knowledge in the context of a historical situation can .~e 
rationally determined, how technological knowledge can be leg~tI
mately transformed into practical consciousness. The reflectiOn 
required, which extends to the issue of the incorporation ~f tech
nological means into the social lifeworl~,. must do h~'O t~1OgS. at 
once. It must analYze the objective condItiOns of the situatiOn, 10-

cluding the available and potential technologies. and the existing 
institutions and operative interests. It must also mterpret these con
ditions within the framework of the traditionally determined self
understanding of social groups. Thus I see a connection between 
the problem of a rationally compelling translation of technological 

21 
2 Sociology and History: The Contemporary Discussion 

knowledge into practical consciousness and that of the methodolog
ical preconditions for the possibility of a social science that in
tegrates analytic and hermeneutic procedures. 

What the philosophy of history has anticipated since the eigh
teenth century has been a reality since the middle of this century: a 
unified world in which humanity is drawn into a single unified con
text of interaction. In this respect, history has constituted itself as 
world history. Its basis is an industrial society that will soon span 
the entire world. Traditional consciousness, with its quasi-natural 
unity of history and narrative, which used to be determining for 
civilizations, has been replaced by a historical consciousness. The 
systems of industrial development and nuclear armament compete 
in an altered historical context. But these changes in historical ref
erence systems can likewise be comprehended only historically. As 
long as we are not willing to abandon reflection or be deprived of it 
in favor of a mutilated rationality, we cannot pass over the dimen
sion of mankind's historical development with impunity. Because 
history is the totality in terms of which we must comprehend even a 
civilization that has seemingly emerged from history, we have also 
transcended a system when we have conceptualized it historically. 
Schelsky,who denies history as totality, finally has to take refuge in 
a transcendental theory of society in order to fulfill the cognitive 
intention he pursues.39 

To be sure, it is a strange kind of transcendentalism that com
bines an epistemological intention with a practical one. It has the 
task of clarifying at the same time both the conditions of a possible 
sociology and the boundaries of the social as such.40 This new logic 
of the social sciences can also be formulated as a substantive prob
lem, namely that of man's "freedom from society."41 The impor
tance of this proposal is indisputable. Sociology, which believes 
itself to be completely detached from its historical context, falls 
victim to the immanence of what exists. Thus Schelsky, whose 
work reflects this situation, yet who does not want to become the 
"surveyor and mechanic of the social," can transcend the existing 
society only by relativizing society as such. As a sociologist, he pur
sues this aim by means of a transcend en tal delimitation of sociology. 
He does not foresee that once having attained this level of reflection 
he will no longer be able to take up any empirically substantive 
problems-unless, of course, he allows himself to become involved 
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in that dialectic of the historical implications of methodological de

cisions that he wants to avoid. 
It may be that these difficulties forced Schelsky to revise his pro

posal. In a later study,42 he removes the theme of "man's freedom 
from society" from the sphere of transcendental social theory, in
deed, from scientific analysis and philosopical reflection altogether. 
Schelsky now characterizes this problematic in existentialist terms, 

as one of practiced inwardness: 

If "culture" (Bildung) is a spiritual and ethical sovereignty in the face of 
the compulsions of the world and of practical life, ... then at present it can 
no longer be acquired primarily and immediately through science. To the 
contrary: the fact that practical life has itself become a matter of science 
means that the claim that one is educated now involves the task of distanc
ing oneselffrom science, rising above it, just as the cultivation (Bildung) of 
the humanists and idealists was once elevated above practical life. Today 
the formation (Bildung) of the person consists in intelllectually overcoming 
science, particulary in its technical-constructive aspects. We cannot, 
however, forgo science: in that science has become the substance of the 
world and of practical life itself, science represents the substance of the 
very life that it is a question of "cultivating." Only the passage through 
practical life, through the sciences, will allow mankind to reach the point 
at which the question of self-formation can be posed in new terms. But the 
question can no longer be answered within the dimension of science, 
neither in the form of philosophy nor in the form of a scientific synthesis, 
because science as the construction of the world has gone beyond all 
scientific thought. 43 

I believe that Schelsky's diagnosis of the dangers of scientific ob
jectivism is correct. Institutionalized natural- and social-scientific 
research contributes to the progress of mankind's technical-scientific 
self-objectivation, which Schelsky calls "the new self-estrangement." 44 
But because he believes the positivist notion that the historical Gei
steswissenschaften have eliminated history and the nomological Gei
steswissenschaften have eliminated mind, he no longer credits the 
sciences with the power of self-reflection that would be necessary to 
confront this estrangement in its own dimension. Even if it does not 
anticipate its own futility, this appeal to self-formative processes 
that transcend philosophy and science can be maintained only by 
the hope, not subject to discussion, for a new religiosity. Schelsky is 
led to this position because he too unqualifiedly grants sociology the 
status it claims as a natural science of the social and does not see 
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that sociology cannot remove itself from the dimension of his tory any 
more than can the society on which it is based. 

2.2 Schelsky does not deny the dualism of science; he accepts it 
without question. He unreservedly classifies the social sciences with 
the nomological sciences. Thus he purges them of the ambiguity of a 
nomological Geisteswissenschaft. Schelsky does not, however, estab
lish this thesis in the course of a methodological explication. Rather, 
he analyzes the functions of the sciences in the social context of 
technological-scientific civilization. To the ahistoricity of industrial 
society corresponds the dehistorization of the sciences of action that 
are integrated into it. Positivism proceeds in a more radical fashion. 
It rejects the dualism of science as such. It denies that sociology has 
a connection with history that would extend to the dimension of 
methodology. There is simply no genuine access to history at all. 
Hermeneutics is prescientific, and even the historically oriented 
sciences follow the unitary logic of a unified science that relates sys
tems of abstract statements to empirical data. Methodology cannot 
make a structural distinction between nature and history in the 
mass of phenomena with which it is concerned.45 

. Ernst Topitsch attacks the assertion of methodological dualism 
dIrectly; he critiques the distinction between nature and history as 
an ideological one.46 He derives the ecstatic-cathartic belief in a 
soul from the prehistoric intellectual world of shamanism, in which 
the soul was seen as an entity separable from the body. Through 
Plato, this originally magical conception of a soul elevated to the 
region of the divine and actively superior to the world entered phi
losophy. It is even present in Kant's concept of the "intelligible 
ego.'.'~7 Kant combined this tradition with the patristic-Christian 
tradItlOn of the two kingdoms in the theoretical approach of his 
transcendental philosophy, which envisioned a thorough separation 
between the phenomenal realm of nature, operating under causal 
laws, and the noumenal realm of freedom, operating under moral 
~aws. These moral-metaphysical ideas return in Neo-Kantian form 
In th .. b e OppOSItIon etween nature and culture and find their meth-
od?logical expression in the dualism of the natural sciences and the 
Getsteswissenschaften. 
. Topitsch leaves no doubt that he considers this opposition to be 
Just as ideological as the shaman's belief in the soul. I cannot go into 
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his derivation of Kant's systematic approach here,48 but it can be 
shown that in principle a derivation of this type, in terms of a cri
tique of ideology, cannot support the conclusion that Topitsch 
draws from it. It would be convincing only given a specific concept 
of ideology in terms of which all statements that do not satisfy the 
conditions of scientific reliability established by positivism are con
sidered meaningless. But we would thereby implicitly presuppose 
precisely what is to be proved: that a specific methodological con
ception that is not in accordance with that of positivism is false. The 
attempt to establish a criterion of meaninglessness for that concept 
of ideology would, of course, be no less hopeless than the fruitless 
attempt to establish an empirical criterion of meaning. But if we 
cannot simply derive a standard of evaluation from a positivistic 
concept of ideology accepted as given, then we cannot exclude the 
possibility that a methodological distinction could very ",:ell refle~t 
a moment of truth in the philosophical, religious, or mythIcal tradI
tions to which it can be historically traced. 

Topitsch also overlooks the fact that Rickert and Cassirer de
veloped their methodology in opposition to the Kantian dualism of 
natural science and moral philosophy. It is precisely Kant's distinc
tion between the empirical and the transcendental realms, a distinc
tion that placed nature and spirit in irreconcilable opposition, that 
was put into question when the new historical-hermeneutic s~ienc~s 
analyzed spirit (Geist) as a fact. The methodology of the Gezsteswzs
senschaJten takes into account the fact that transcendental conscious
ness assumes empirical form, be it in historically realized values or 
in symbolic forms. Rickert tends to emphasize the objectivated 
meanings in terms of which intentional action is oriented, while 
Cassirer emphasizes the medium of representation through which 
acting subjects conceive their world. In their own way, both men 
understand that the phenomena of the historical world are related 
to the phenomena of nature as metafacts are related to facts. In cul
tural phenomena, that is, the transcendental achievement through 
which nature is comprehended scientifically has taken on the form 
of an empiricallly accessible "second nature." To use a different 
terminology: natural-scientific theories present themselves in the 
form of statements about matters of fact, whereas the matters of 
fact that the Geisteswissenschaften analyze already incorporate the 
complex relationship between statements and matters of fact. To 
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first- and second-order facts correspond first- and second-level ex
periences: observation and understanding, whereby understanding 
already includes the perception of representational signs. Even the 
logical analysis of language is directed to given data in the form of 
signs. Because in the formal sciences we either posit or produce 
these signs, we usually fail to notice that they too are given through 
experience. We become more conscious of this moment of expe
rience when, as in the Geisteswissenschoften, the symbolic relation
ships we grasp through understanding hold between unsystem
atic and unformalized expressions, that is, between handed-down 
meanings. 

There is no systematic connection between the metaphysical op
position of nature and spirit on the one hand, and the distinction 
between nomological and hermeneutic sciences on the other. Thus 
George Herbert Mead arrived at the same insights as Cassirer in an 
evolutionist context. He demonstrated how social action can take 
shape only under conditions of linguistic communication.49 The 
specific interaction through which mankind reproduces its life is 
tied to the transcendental role of language. Mead disregards the 
opposition of spirit and nature; he recognizes only the objective 
context of the natural history of the species. But because human be
havior is always transcendentally mediated by a sociallifeworld, it 
has a special place within the class of all observable events, to 
which there corresponds a special method of scientific analysis. This 
argument was decisive for the principle of subjective interpretation 
on which Parsons, following Weber, based the theoretical frame
work of a theory of action. 

At this level of discussion, a critique of conceptions of the soul in 
terms of ideology can accomplish nothing. Theses disputing the 
methodological unity of the cultural and natural sciences cannot be 
convincingly challenged in this way. Those who reject the dualism 
of science must demonstrate that the historical-hermeneutical sci
ences can be completely subsumed under the general methodology 
ofthe empirical sciences. 

2:3 Karl Popper conceptualized the unity of the nomological and 
historical sciences in terms of the different functions of scientific 
theori?s. Theories permit us to derive hypotheses concerning laws; 
these In turn serve the purposes of explanation and prediction. 
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These two actIvItIes have a symmetrical relationship to one an
other. Under given initial conditions, one can, with the help of a 
law, deduce a result. Given the final conditions, one can infer the 
antecedent initial conditions on the basis of a law. We call these 
events 'cause' and 'effect' because their relationship is governed by 
natural laws. Only knowledge of laws allows us the specific predic
tion of observable events or their causal explanation. The theoreti
cal sciences have an interest in selecting theories, thus in confirming 
nomological knowledge; they test assumptions concerning laws by 
means of specific predictions. Historical sciences, on the other hand, 
have an interest in explaining specific events. They presuppose 
more or less trivial laws; in this respect, they use theories: "This 
view of history makes it clear why so many students of history and 
its method insist that it is the particular event that interests them, 
and not any so-called historical laws. For from our point of view, 
there can be no historical laws. Generalization belongs simply to a 
different line of interest, sharply to be distinguished from that in

terest in specific events." 50 

Carl Hempel gives a more precise account of this idea: 

The explanation of the occurrence of an event of some speci?c .kin? E. at 
a certain place and time consists, as it is usually expres~ed, m mdicatmg 
the causes or determining factors of E. Now the assertion that a set of 
events-say, of the kinds CI, ... , Cn-have caused the ~vent to be ex
plained amounts to the statement that, according to certam ge~eral laws, 
a set of events of the kinds mentioned is regularly accompamed by an 
event of kind E. Thus, the scientific explanation of the event in question 
consists of 

I. a set of statements asserting the occurrence of certain events Cl' ... , Cn 
at certain times and places. 

2. a set of universal hypotheses, such that 
(a) the statements of both groups are reasonably well confirmed by 

empirical evidence, . 
(b) from the two groups of statements the sentence assertmg the occur

rence of event E can be logically deduced. 

In a physical explanation, group I would describle the initial and 
boundary conditions for the occur~e~ce of t~e. final event; generally, we 
shall say group I states the determmmg condItIons for .the event to be ~x
plained, while group 2 contains the general laws on whIch the expl~natIon 
. based' they imply the statement that whenever events of the kmd de
:~ribed in the first group occur, an event of the kind to be explained will 
take place.61 
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In agreement with Hempel, Ernest Nagel points out that histori
cal explanations do not imply assumptions about universal laws. 
The premise used to deduce the cause normally assumes the form of 
a statistical generalization of the kind that states that under given 
conditions a specific behavior can be expected with a greater or 
lesser probability. Thus the historian must be content with prob
abilistic explanations: 

The point just made in terms of an example can be stated more gen
erally. Let Al be a specific action performed by an individual x on some 
occasion t in order to achieve some objective O. Historians do not attempt 
to explain the performance of the act Al in all its concrete details, but 
only the performance by x of a type of action A whose specific forms are 
AI' A2 , ••• , An· Let us suppose further that x could have achieved the 
objective 0 had he performed on occasion t anyone of the actions in the 
subset AI' A2 , ••• , Ak of the class of specific forms of A. Accordingly, even 
if a historian were to succeed in giving a deductive explanation for the fact 
that x performed the type of action A on occasion t, he would not thereby 
have succeeded in explaining deductively that x performed the specific 
action Al on that occasion. In consequence, and at best, the historian's ex
planation shows only that, under the assumptions stated, x's performance 
of Al on occasion tis probable.52 

Furthermore, the historian is hardly ever in a position to explain 
an event on the basis of sufficient conditions, that is, to give a full ex
planation of it. As a rule, he is limited to indicating a series ofneces
sary conditions. He is left to judge when it makes sense to end the 
search for further "causes." He is methodologically compelled to 
make a decision within an arena that is in principle one of uncer
tainty. Insofar as he has not made this decision unintelligently, he 
relies on the authority of his "historical judgment"; within a posi
tivist frame of reference, justifications of this kind are not susceptible 
of further analysis. The historian's judgment also comes into play 
when complex events, or aggregates, which cannot as such be sub
sumed under a law, are analyzed: 

Historians cannot deal with such an event as a single whole, but must 
first analyze it into a number of constituent "parts" or "aspects." The 
analysis is frequently undertaken in order to exhibit certain "global' 
characteristics of the inclusive event as the outcome of the particular com
bination of components which the analysis seeks to specify. The primary 
objective of the historian's task, however, is to show why those components 
were actually present; and he can achieve this aim only in the light of 
(usually tacit) general assumptions concerning some of the conditions 
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under which those components presumably occur. In point of fact, even 
the analysis of a collective event is controlled in large measure by such gen
eral assumptions. First of all, the delimitation of the event itself-the selec
tion of some of its features rather than others to describe it and thereby also 
to contrast it with earlier states of affairs out of which it presumably 
developed, and the adoption of some particular time or .circ~m~tance for 
fixing its supposed beginnings-depends in part on the historIan s .general 
conception of the "basic" variables in terms of which the event IS to be 
understood. Secondly, the components a historian distinguishes in an 
event when he seeks to account in a piecemeal fashion for its occurrence 
are usually those whose "most important" determining conditions are 
specified by the generalizations he normally assumes about those .com
ponents, so that these determina~ts are freque.ntly the ones he trIes to 
discover in some actual configuratIOn of happemngs that took place ante
cedently or concurrently with the collective event .he is. investigati~g. In 
short, generalizations of some sort appear as essentl~lly In the p.remlses. of 
explanations for aggregative occurrences as they do In explanations of In-

dividual actions.53 

N agel seems to overlook the fact that the selective points of view 
in terms of which the historian distinguishes the aspects of an event 
(and specific classes of variables for each aspect) precede probabil
istic assumptions about the connection of a specific variable with 
a selected characteristic and thus cannot be confirmed directly. 
Those viewpoints belong to the "general interpretations" that 
Popper admits as the temporary, and in principle unconfirmable, 
framework theories used in the work of the historian. Such quasi
theories establish general interpretive viewpoints; they seem to cor
respond to the value-relations in terms of which, according to 
Rickert, a specific object domain may be delimited.54 Howe.ver this 
activity is interpreted, even within the positivist perspective, the 
historian retains a latitude for decision that can be intelligently 
occupied only by historical judgment. The logical achievements of 
this judgment escape the grasp of a methodology that encloses 
scientific analysis within the boundaries of logical explanation 
through general laws. They can be fully comprehended only within 
the framework ofa philosophical hermeneutics.55 

Despite the reservations incorporated into their model, Popper, 
Hempel and Nagel adhere firmly to the notion that the work of the 
historian insofar as it is governed by standards of research other 
than crit~ria of literary presentation, terminates in causal explana
tion of events and circumstances, with subsumption under general 
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laws assumed to be the schema of explanation. William Dray, who 
was influenced by Collingwood as well as by philosophers of the 
analytic school, challenges the applicability of the "covering law 
model" to historical inquiry.56 He tries to show that historical ex
planations do not usually satisfy the condition of subsumption under 
general laws and that, for reasons of principle, they do not need to 
fulfill them. 

Dray illustrates his thesis with the rather unfortunately chosen 
example, "Louis XIV died unpopular because he had pursued pol
icies which were detrimental to the national interests of France." 
The logician insists on formulating explicitly the law to which the 
historian implicitly refers in his explanation: "Rulers who pursue 
policies directed against the interest of their subjects become un
popular." When the historian rejects this suggestion with the argu
ment that it holds only for specific policies under specific conditions, 
the logician incorporates specifications into the law, as for instance, 
"Rulers who involve their countries in wars, persecute religious 
minorities, and maintain a parasitic court become unpopular." 
The logician will attempt to accommodate every further objection 
by the historian in this manner. He will incorporate every new 
specification of Louis XIV's policies and the situation in con
temporary France, even in Europe, into the "law" as specific con
ditions. What conclusions does Dray draw from this hypothetical 
dialogue between the logician and the historian? 

Covering law theorists will no doubt say that what the dialectic elicits 
is a set of sufficient conditions falling under a covering law; for at every 
stage, the logician's revision answers the historian's objection that what the 
law sets out need not be universally true. But opponents of the model may 
very well insist that the series of more and more precise laws which th 
historian's objections force upon the logician is an indefinite one. AI;. 
~ think it is true that, in an important sense of "need," the historian, hav
Ing given his explanation, need not accept any particular candidate the 
10gi.cian formulates. It is always logically possible for the explanation to 
be Just out of reach every time the logician's pincers snap shut. To this 
extent, the logician's argument from meaning still remains inconclusive; 
for the conjunction of an explanatory statement and the denial of any law 
~hat might be suggested, is never self-contradictory, or even strictly un
I?telligible. To put it another way: no matter how complicated the expres
SIon with which we complete a statement of the form, 'E because ... ,' it is 
part of the "logic"of such "because" statements that additions to the ex
planatory clause are never ruled out by our acceptance of the original 
statement.67 
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The historian would be satisfied only with a formulation that 
would no longer have the logical status of a law: "Every ruler who 
follows Louis XIV's policies under exactly the same conditions as 
he did would lose his popularity." This statement includes a proper 
name and thus does not have the status of a statement of a law. It 
can be seen as an expression of the absurd maxim that all possible 
initial conditions of an incompletely formulated law should be 
incorporated successively into the statement of the law itself as 

"qualifications. " 
Evidently the historical explanation of Louis XIV's loss of popu

larity can be considered as a deductive explanation only if it refers 
to a sociological law about the loss of popularity of incumbents in 
positions of authority in any system whatsoever, or even to a social
psychological law at a still higher level of generalization. Even if 
there were such laws, it would be doubtful whether the historian's 
task should consist in formulating characteristics of Louis XIV's 
policies, his system of rule, and the French population of that time as 
initial conditions for one or more of these laws. Rather, the actual 
historical work would already have to be completed before one 
could make a connection between the historical knowledge and 
nomological knowledge. 

Popper gives the investigation of a murder as an example of his
torical explanation. Insofar as it is a question of reconstructing the 
observable steps in the event, logic is adequate for the explanation. 
The immediate somatic cause of death, indirect causes like the use 
of a deadly weapon, or the causal nexus of events that determined the 
behavior of the murderer at the time of his deed-all these can be 
defined as initial conditions for the natural laws invoked in the expla
nation. But as soon as the event is viewed as the consequence of an 
intentional act, the motive of the perpetrator must be explained so 
that we can "understand" the murder. Perhaps the action can be 
classified as a symptom of a disease that has been well researched in 
its physiological aspects and the corresponding oeganic illness can 
be identified in the perpetrator. Then the explanation would fall 
within empirical medicine's domain of competence. Perhaps one 
can find sufficiently reliable indices of purpose-rational behavior so 
that the murder can be understood as action under pure maxims. 
The authors of detective stories operate in this way: the motives are 

31 
2 Sociology and History: The Contemporary Discussion 

"obvious" and are not, as such, at issue. But usually the motive can
not be explained through reference to causal laws or pure maxims. 
It is here that the work of the historian begins. First he investigates 
the life-history of the perpetrator. The circumstances in which he 
was raised reflect the more complex conditions of his surroundings, 
including both the immediate and the larger environment, and ulti
mately even traditions that may reach very far back in time. One 
may succeed in reconstructing the murder of President Kennedy 
and identifying the perpetrator in a relatively short time; but jour
nalists will first write reports and historians will later write books 
about Oswald's motives. Such studies extend far beyond the bio
graphical framework of the individual life-history. During the 
course of these studies many explanations will be brought together; 
as in the example of Louis XIV's loss of popularity, general state
ments will be implicit in them. But each of these general statements 
can claim only tentative validity, because each always presupposes 
qualifications that can only be indicated through examples and for 
the rest must be left to a complex preunderstanding of overall situ
ations that could be explicated, or complex references to overall 
situations that have been explicated elsewhere. Thus historical ex
planations themselves are shown to be only steps in a sequence of 
possible explanations that is in principle infinite. 

Dray gives two viewpoints in terms of which such "explanations" 
can be elucidated. A historical explanation produces a connection 
between an event and conditions necessary for the occurrence of this 
event. These conditions are not the conditions that would be suffi
cient for the prediction of the event; and as necessary conditions 
they are valid only within the framework of a given overall situ
ation. The logical connection between explanandum and explanans, 
between what is to be explained and what explains it, can claim 
empirical validity only in relationship to an unanalyzed system of 
conditions. The explanation would have no meaning if this system 
of conditions could not by grasped in some form, even if only a 
global one. The historian makes his first decision when he defines 
the system of conditions within which he will look for necessary con
ditions. He selects the overall economic, strategic, cultural context 
within which the event is to be explained. He possesses a complex 
knowledge of the overall context, derived from a global preunder
standing or from previous explications. Historical explanation 
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directs itself to events that are conceived as deviations from an 
overall situation: wars and revolutions are exemplary events that 
attract historical interest. Similarly, the stability of an overall situ
ation, that is, the nonoccurrence of an anticipated event, demands 
a historical explanation. When an event y is explained historically 
in terms of an event x, then it is asserted that in a given overall situ
ation x is a necessary, even if not a sufficient, condition for the 
occurrence ofy. In such an "explanation," the historian is saying 
that [in the absence of x ] 

... in that particular situation, if everything else remained the same, the! 
which in fact occurred would not have done so; or, at any rate, that It 
would have been different in important respects. The law, "Only if x then 
y, " might be quite false, without the historian's conclus.ion hav~ng to ~e 
withdrawn. There may, for instance, be a number of thmgs which LoUls 
XIV might have done to make himself unpopular besides pursuing the 
policies he actually did. But the question whether the effect could have 
been brought about in other ways is not directly relevant to the historian's 
judgment that, in the particular situation under examination, the cause 
was necessary. 68 

Strictly speaking, the historical explanation always requires the 
addition of a qualification: "It would read, not other things being 
equal, but, the sitation being what it was-indicating that other 
mentioned and unmentioned features of the particular situation 
have been taken into account in arriving at the causal conclusion." 69 

Certainly the historian's claim always to have an overall situa
tion in view would scarcely be plausible if it implied an analytic 
comprehension of a system of conditions related to observable 
events. Such a claim becomes plausible only with reference to the 
hermeneutic interpretation of a context of meaning, for the latter 
already presumes at the outset a global preunderstanding of the 
whole. Dray does not address this problem, but the second view
point in terms of which he discusses historical explanation refers 
to it. 

The historian is concerned with a context of events that are medi
ated by the intentions of acting subjects. The historian therefore 
fastens onto the subjectively intended meanings and traditional 
significations. In these, the self-understanding of the social life
world and of individual life-histories is articulated. Historical ex
planations relate an observable event, not directly to another obser-
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vable event, but to a context of intentional action. They name not 
a cause but rather a rational basis for the event. The explanation 
does not say why, in factual terms, an event occurred, but rather 
how it was possible for a subject to act this way and not otherwise. 
In this sense Dray distinguishes between "how questions" and 
"why questions." The one class of questions requires dispositional 
explanations; the other, causal explanations. Explanation by sub
sumption under general laws would, in principle, relate to histori
cal events only insofar as their intentional content was ignored 
Those who, like Popper, do not wish to subject historical events to a 
logic of natural relations, but nevertheless want to explain them 
through subsumption under laws, must make a clear distinction 
between explanations based on empirical regularities and expla
nations that refer to maxims of action: 

It is quite true that "reasons for acting" as well as "conditions for pre
dicting" have a kind of generality or universality. Ify is a good reason for 
A to do x, theny would be a good reason for anyone sufficiently like A to do 
x under sufficiently similar circumstances. But this universality of reasons 
is unlike the generality of an empirically validated law in a way which 
makes it especially hazardous to say that by giving a rational explanation, 
a historian commits himself to the truth of a corresponding law. For if a 
negative instance is found for a general empirical law, the law itself must 
be modified or rejected, since it states that people behave in a certain way 
under certain circumstances. But if a negative instance is found for the sort 
of general statement which might be extracted out of a rational explana
tion, the latter would not necessarily be falsified. For that statement would 
express a judgment of the form: "When in a situation of type C1 ••. Cn the 
thing to do is x." The "implicit law" in such explanation is better called a 
principle of action than a generalization.60 

Dray's reflections lead him to distinguish between explanations 
that follow a logic of natural relations and those that follow a logic 
of action. Recently A. C. Dant061 has given a new twist to this point 
of view, a twist that brings analytic philosophy to the edge of her
meneutics. To deductive explanation, Danto opposes the form of 
narrative explanation. We explain an event in narrative form when 
we show how a subject was involved in a story (Geschichte).62 Thus 
we can explain Louis XIV's loss of popularity by telling the story of 
how, under the influence ofa series of events, the French populace's 
attitude toward the king changed from an initial condition of great 
respect to a final condition of predominating indifference or anti-
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pathy. In this story individual names will occur,.for every story is 
concerned with changes in the situation of a subject or ~ gro~p of 
subjects. The unity of the story is established thr~ugh the Identity of 
a horizon of expectations belonging to these subjects; .for the .nar~a
tive reports only on the influence o~ events ~hat occur m a ~oclal h:e
world and attain meaning for actmg subjects, thus altenng SOCial 
conditions. In the use of the designation "the French people under 
the regime of Louis XIV" there is an implicit reference to. the whole 
system of values that concretely determines the meanmg o~ the 
king's behavior for the people and thus the conditions of the kmg's 
popularity. In every new event adduc~d to mak~ the ~oss ~f'popu
larity plausible, the historian's narra.tlve b~ses. Itself Imp~lcltly or 
explicitly on assumptions about socIally bmdmg beha~lO~a~ ex
pectations and institutionali~ed valu~s. The names ?f the m~lvldual 
subjects in the narrative are mstructlOns to the audIence, as It were, 
to explicate further the meaning of the contexts named. In terms of 
that context the historical event can be made understandable to 

any desired degree of precision. . ' 
Such narrative explanations can also be translated l~to d~ductive 

ones. The explanandum must in that case be descr~bed. m terms 
of general expressions. The new description of th.e hlstoncal event 
must already correspond to the universal expresslOns of the expla
nans. This reformulation has surprising consequences. !t becomes 
apparent that the values or expectations t~at ar: stated l~ t~e .form 
of general laws stand in a very loose relatlOnshlp to the mdlvldual 

instances through which they are "fulfilled": 

... any such law is almost certain to have .non-homogene?us and op~n 
classes of instances .,. it is particulary difficult to speCIfy the entIr.e 
membership of the class. Perhaps it is i,?possible. to do ~o, for there. l~ 
always the possibility that human inventiveness WIll ~ontnve a novel m 
stance which we can recognize afterwards as belon~mg to the class but 
which we could not have anticipated even though, m a general way, we 
might have predicted the general description this ins~ance. :alls under .. I~ 
a comparable way even knowing that a man has a dlSP?SltlOn to d~ km 
thin s and knowi~g that a given occasion is one on whIch he can e ex-

gd' d h' k' d l't is not always a simple matter to say what 
Pecte to 0 somet mg m , . . b . . 

. k' d h' h '11 do To be kind is to be creative m emgmty, to 
PreCise m t mg e WI . . f' 'd . eople by a singular appropnateness 0 one s be conSl erate, to surpnse P . II fi 

T 'b h disposition to a person IS then to a ow room or 
gestu~e~. °k.asdcn e suct b:ing a ritual affair, and there being no precisely 
creativity, m ness no 
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enumerable set of things which exhausts the manner in which the disposi
tion functions .... We can recognize them afterwards as proper instances 
without being able to predict them.63 

When specific general propositions about behavioral regularities 
are detached from the context of a linguistically articulated horizon 
of expectations or a value system, these universal laws are not re
lated to their initial conditions in the same way that a class is re
lated to its elements. For behavioral reactions are always mediated 
by interpretations through which the acting subjects understand the 
"influencing" events in terms of their horizon of expectations, in 
other words, within the grammatical framework of their everyday 
language. In the universal expressions of laws formulated in general 
terms, the individual or concrete generality of everyday language 
and the value system articulated in it is suppressed. In the unity of 
a story, which always tells of changes in the situation of a world 
held together by an ego-identity, however, this concrete generality 
is maintained. Because the "influence" of events on an acting sub
ject is dependent on a specific interpretation, the behavioral reac
tion is also mediated by a concrete understanding of the meaning of 
given situations. This involves an application of rules that is guided 
by a complex preunderstanding and that brings the general and the 
particular into a dialectical relationship. Thus laws defined in 
terms of abstract generality prove to be only rules that allow for 
"creative opportunities"-"for the class of events they cover is 
open, in the sense that we can in principle always imagine an 
instance covered by them, which need not in any obvious way re
semble past instances." 64 Danto himself draws no conclusions from 
these insights. With certain reservations, he considers the trans
formation of narrative into deductive explanations possible, with
out seeing that these very reservations invalidate the covering law 
model. 65 

The historian will not be able to limit himself in his explana
tions to a logic of action that incorporates the hermeneutic under
standing of meaning, for the historical context is not exhausted by 
the mutual intentions of human beings. 

Motivated actions are embedded in a quasi-natural context that 
~s mediated by subjectively intended meaning, but not created by 
It. For this reason the historian cannot limit himself to the "inner 
side of events," as Collingwood's idealist proposal would have it; he 
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must also analyze the causal context in which intentions are en
tangled. With this we have raised an issue that neither the positivists 
nor their critics have satisfactorily posed, not to mention resolved. 

2.4 The division of labor between the nomological and the histor
ical sciences is not as simple, nor their methodological unity as 
unproblematic, as it would seem to positivism. If the work of the his
torian were limited to the explanation of individual events through 
their subsumption under laws, it would have a reciprocal relation
ship with that of the sociologist, who uses predicted events to test 
assumptions about laws. In fact, however, the historian has to rely 
on step-by-step explication of contexts of meaning. The relationship 
of the two disciplines is not adequately described by the model in 
terms of which the historical sciences are dependent on nomological 
knowledge provided by the social sciences. The question even arises 
whether, on the contrary, the selection offundamental assumptions 
for sociological theories does not depend of necessity on a historical 
preunderstanding of complex contexts. 

In recent decades, initially in the United States, the ground has 
been laid for a cooperation between the disciplines of historical sci
ence and sociology. The model created by Popper, Hempel, and 
Nagel has been definitive for the self-understanding of both sides. 
Among American historians the reception of social-scientific prob
lems and methods came early, under the influence of analytic philos
ophy of science. The volume Theory and Practice in Historical Studies66 

put out by the Committee on Histor:iography attests to this. One 
does not find a serious initiative on the part of the sociologists until 
the mid-1950s. One result of these efforts is the volume Sociology and 
History,67 which shows how even the return of a dehistoricized soci
ology to history is guided by a positivisic self-understanding. These 
programmatic statements, of course, do not show the actu~l co?
duct of research as inspired by the discussion about the relatiOnshIp 
of history and sociology. 

In the practice of historiography, the initial result of these discus
sions has been greater carefulness with respect to logic. This has 
been true both for certain viewpoints and theoretical assumptions 
that have to be made explicit and for conditional generalizations 
that can claim validity only within a specific realm.6s Further, 
where they have borrowed categories from sociology and used the 
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tools of role-analysis,69 historians have felt encouraged to make 
statements at a relatively high level of generality. Finally, statistical 
procedures have also gained acceptance in historiography. They 
may open up new areas of data that were formerly given scant or 
only imprecise attention (statistical data on election behavior, in
come distribution, occupational stratification, etc.) or they may be 
used in research techniques that permit a quantitatively reliable 
evaluation of data (for instance, content analysis of literary docu
ments).70 In terms of the logic of science, a historiography sociolo
gized in this way does not differ from traditional history. 

The passage from sociologizing historiography to sociological his
toriography, that is, to historically directed sociological research, is 
a fluid one. In general, sociologists gather their data in accordance 
with more abstract points of view and work with them at a higher 
level of generalization than do traditional historians. Their inter
pretation takes account of variables of social structure (as, for ex
ample, demographic composition, social stratification, distribution 
of leadership positions, means of production, and communications 
networks).71 The sociologist is also on the alert for key historical 
events that give a decisive turn to some long-term development. A 
system of reference oriented to structural connections affords a 
better analytic grasp of the points of departure for directional pro
cesses, that is, for the cumulative intensification of emergent histori
cal tendencies. 72 

Many studies that appear to be systematic sociology are in ac
tuality pieces of systematized history. Social analyses that have as 
their aim a global analysis of the present fall into this category: for 
example, the studies by Fromm, Marcuse, Mills, and Riesman of 
structural changes in social systems and personality structures in 
the advanced industrial societies of the West; the studies by Aron 
~nd Perroux of the interaction between the two great systems of 
Industrial development; and finally, the studies by Dahrendorf, Mar
shall, Schumpeter, and Strachey of the development of capitalism 
and democracy in Western Europe. Hypotheses proposed in the con
text of such systematically ambitious sociological history and used 
as a basis for the interpretation of complex developments require 
new research approaches, namely, longitudinal studies and the cross
cultural comparisons developed in anthropological research.73 

Most sociological studies that deal with contemporary subject 
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matter and do not require longitudinal sections or comparisions are 
also, strictly speaking, answers to historical questions. Whether it is 
a question of social stratification and mobility, of family structure 
and social character, of scientific productivity and the organization 
of labor; whether the ideology of a class is being investigated during 
a specific historical period or in specific geographical areas in the 
present, it is always a question of analyses of an individual case. 
The assumptions used in the explanation of the case are often for
mulated as universal propositions, despite the fact that they im
plicitly include a reference to specific conditions within a complex 
overall situation and thus can claim only the validity of historical 
generalizations. 

We find something substantially different only in the case of sys
tematic attempts to use historical material to verify general theories 
or indivduallawlike hypotheses. One leaves the standpoint of socio
logical historiography only when historical data are used to test 
theoretical assumptions in the same way that one uses experimental 
readings. The construction of historical types is an initial step 
toward a more rigorous identification of characteristic indicators 
in areas that are culturally or temporally remote. Max Weber's 
studies of religious sects exemplify an intention that today guides re
search that is more specialized and more theoretically ambitious. 74 

In the more rigorous studies, however, one sees that the theoretical 
assumptions diminish in empirical content to the degree to which it 
is possible to find initial historical conditions to be used as test cases. 
Attempts to develop general theories of social change have fared 
equally badly. In their logical structure, such theories would not 
differ from other sociological theories. Whereas historical data 
can be adduced for verification of sociological theories in general, 
theories of social change necessarily refer to historically observable 
regularities.75 Thus, there results the methodological difficulty that 
for central lawlike assumptions only a few cases can be found in the 
known course of history to serve as tests for verification. This is 
shown by attempts to formulate a theory of revolution, which must 
of necessity contain assumptions about the conditions of stability in 
social systems.76 

Some authors hold the view that attempts to develop general 
theories of social action do not fail accidentally but rather encoun
ter limits of principle. It seems to be the case that theories whose 
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content is historical always proceed on the basis of a system of refer
ence whose elements can be interpreted only in terms of a preunder
standing of a specific historical situation. The categorial framework 
within which we formulate assumptions about sociological laws cor
responds as a rule to the logical form of general theories: the funda
mental assumptions contain no individual names and are not limited 
to a specific time period; nevertheless, the substantive interpreta
tion of fundamental predicates may be dependent upon a specific 
context of meaning that has to be hermeneutically explicated with 
reference to a specific historical situation. Bendix unwittingly pro
vides an example of this when he uses concept pairs to establish a 
historically substantive theoretical framework.' These concepts are 
supposed to exhaust the ambiguity of human relationships: 

The basic concepts of sociological theory should be applicable to all 
societies. With the aid of such concepts, we should be able to formulate 
propositions which are true of men by virtue of the fact that they have 
been members of social groups everywhere and at all times. In order to 
achieve such comprehensiveness, these concepts should, at their appro
priate level of abstraction, encompass the full range of human experience 
in society rather than single out some dominant feature of that experience 
and thereby leave some residue aside. 77 

Pairs of concepts familiar from from older theories are supposed 
to satisfy this condition: status and contract, Gemeinschaft and Gesell
schajt, mechanical and organic solidarity, informal and formal 
groups, primary and secondary relationships, culture and civiliza
tion, traditional and bureaucratic authority, rural and urban com
munity, sacred and secular associations, military and industrial 
society, status and class, and so forth. But C. Wright Mills is correct 
in saying of a list of such categories that they are "historically rooted 
conceptions" that did not arise accidentally in the analysis of the 
unique historical transition of European society from feudalism to 
modern capitalist society. They are particularly suited for grasping 
specific tendencies in this historical development: urbanization, 
bureaucratization, industrialization, and so forth: "Even those who 
believe they do not work historically generally reveal, by their use 
of such terms, some notion of historical trends." 78 

In the same way, categories such as role and reference group are 
dependent on the self-understanding of advanced industrial society. 
None of these categories loses its situation-specific content through 
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formalization. This becomes evident precisely when a theoretical 
framework constructed of historically substantive concepts is to be 
used for the analysis of historically distant and culturally alien con
texts; in the altered context, the tool becomes peculiarly blunt. This 
experience leads one to suspect that in sociology there is an un
expressed relationship between the categorial framework of gen
eral theories and a guiding preunderstanding of the overall con
temporary situation. The further such theories are removed from 
the realm of application in the analysis of contemporary matters, 
the less useful are their hypotheses in the explanation of more dis
tant objects, because without the implicit agreement produced by 
the reference to analysis of the present they contribute less to an 
interpretation; they "signify" or "elucidate" less. 

Among sociologists themselves three positions on the relationship 
between sociology and history can currently be distinguished. The 
first is the positivist one. According to this position, two categories 
of inquiry must be distinguished: on the one hand, theoretically ori
ented research in the strict sense, which serves to validate lawlike 
assumptions; on the other hand, studies that are oriented to his
torical problematics without express historical reference, that is, 
studies that grasp individual context with the aid of generalizations. 
Malewski who advances this thesis of the two sociologies,79 would 
consider ~ll investigations of the second category to be social and 
cultural history, while he would simply incorporate sociological 
theories in the strict sense into the corpus of the behavioral sciences. 
This proposal serves more than a terminological intention; it ex
presses a systematic conviction. As examples of theoretically ori
ented sociology, Malewski mentions only social-psychological 
studies that, like those of Festinger, Hopkins, and Homans, belong 
to the class of experimental small-group research. Apparently gen
eral theories of social behavior are possible only on a level of ab
straction at which the primary experiences of the social lifeworld 
can be resolved into relationships of abstract variables. Theories 
whose basic predicates are still so closely tied to a concretely identi
fiable context of experience that their assumptions can be verified 
through reference to historical evidence do not fulfill those con
ditions of a reconstruction of reality; theoretical knowledge in the 
strict sense cannot be achieved at this level at all. 

The second position, which is the predominant one in con tempo-
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rary sociology, proceeds, however, directly from this assumption. In 
addition to contributions to a sociological historiography, the real 
task of sociology, according to this position, consists in constructing 
general theories of social action, not of behavior as such. The theo
ries constructed are thus at a level of abstraction that allows social 
events to be explained in the dimension of historical processes. This 
position challenges positivism's claim that theoretical knowledge 
in the strict sense can be achieved only through the transformation 
of contexts of action into variables of observable behavior, thus 
through the reduction of sociology to social-psychological behav
ioral research. 

Finally, the third position retains the classical approach of the 
older sociology, which was developmentally oriented. It is in agree
ment with the second position in the view that sociology cannot let 
itself be robbed of its unique object domain; but it shares with the 
first position the conviction that substantive historical theories only 
appear to take the form of general theories, but are limited in their 
claim to validity to specific temporal and cultural contexts. Mills is 
an emphatic advocate of this viewpoint: "All sociology worthy of 
the name is 'historical sociology'." 80 Sociology is the systematic 
attempt to reconstruct the present out of the past; it is an attempt at 
an analysis of the present as history.81 Thus the theoretical frame
work is related to the structural complex of developmental ten
dencies in terms of which the determining conflicts are problems 
that are objectively posed, that is, prescientifically experienced as 
relevant, and that a historically oriented sociology analyzes in 
order to prepare for their practical solution. At one time, the class 
conflict in bourgeois society represented the problematic situation 
that was the point of departure for the construction of theories; now 
it is the conflict between systems of industrial development. From 
a developmental perspective the constellation of the conditions of 
such conflicts becomes apparent. Thus the regularities that express 
the functional relationship of institutions always refer to a specific 
historical society: 

There is, I believe, no 'law' stated by any social scientist that is trans
historical, that must not be understood as having to do with the specific 
structure of some period. Other 'laws' turn out to be empty abstractions 
or quite confused tautologies. The only meaning of 'social laws' or even of 
'social regularities' is such 'principia media' as we may discover, or if you 
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wish, construct, for a social structure within an historically specific era. We 
do not know any universal principles of historical change; the mechanisms 
of change we do know vary with the social structure we are examining. For 
historical change is change of social structure, of the relations among their 
component parts. Just as there is a variety of social structures, there is a 
variety of principles of historical change.82 

What Mills, following Karl Mannheim, calls "principia media" 
is another expression for the concrete generality of social totality. 
So much that is specific to an individual epoch inevitably enters 
into the elementary specifications of a theoretical framework that all 
theoretical statements made within this framework are valid only 
for the social-structural context of a specific social system. Mills did 
not go further into the logic of a historically oriented sociological 
inquiry that aims at an analysis of the present with practical intent. 
The few references he makes can hardly stand up to Popper's cri
tique of the so-called historicism of the older social theories.83 We 
shall return to this discussion after we have clarified the methodol
ogy of general theories of social action.84 

II 

On the Methodology of 
General Theories of Social 
Action 

This review of the methodological inquiries of Rickert, Cassirer, and 
Weber has recalled arguments that, from within the framework ofa 
Kantian critique of knowledge, assert a dualism of the sciences and 
thus also reserve for the social sciences a special status vis-a-vis the 
natural sciences-that of nomological Geisteswissenschaften. Our dis
cussion of the relationship between sociology and history could not 
support the positivistic counterthesis of the logical unity of theoreti
cal and historical sciences. The question remained open whether 
social inquiry is in the last analysis reducible to a systematized histor
ical research or whether sociology as a rigorous science can purge 
itself of historical contamination to the point where, methodologi
cally speaking, the natural sciences and the sciences of action have 
the same status. We shall now attempt to clarify the question how 
general theories of social action are possible. Can they be formu
lated independently of historical knowledge, or do their funda
mental assumptions always include a situation-specific understand
ing of meaning that can be explicated only hermeneutically? 

The rudiments of theories concerning empirical uniformities of 
social action are to be found in all social-scientific disciplines: in 
economics, in sociology and cultural anthropology, and in social 
psychology. Insofar as it is not narrowly concerned with history or 
oriented to intellectual history, political science uses the theoretical 
approaches of related disciplines. In each case, to be sure, these 
disciplines construct general theories within a specific framework: 
either they are theories of pure choice, or they are formulated 
within the framework of the theory of action, or they form part of 
a general science of behavior. Comparing these three theoretical 
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perspectives will allow us to explore three problems. First there is 
the question whether theories whose assumptions are aimed ~t an 
explanation of intentional action must proceed on the basls of 
maxims of action, or whether we may relinquish this normative ap
proach in favor of an analysis of contexts of action. This leads to the 
further question whether an empirical-analytic procedure necessar
ily requires the reduction of intentional action to stimulus-response 
behavior. If, however, as will be demonstrated, nonreductive the
ories of social action must forgo the elementaristic structure of 
behavioral-scientific theories in favor of functionalism, we must con
sider the question under what conditions social-scientific systems 
research can go beyond prescriptive knowledge and contribute to 
the" empirical analysis of social contexts. This last question again 
raises "the issue of the boundaries of general theories of social action. 

Paul Lazarsfeld once complained that methodologists do not aid 
social scientists in the solution of their practical methodological 
problems. l He attributes this to the fact that the social sciences have 
not yet succeeded in developing theory in the strict sense: "What we 
have at our disposal are research techniques and a number of gen
eralizations at a relatively low level of abstraction." For this reason, 
he says, the programmatic aspects of scientific logic pass over prac
titioners' heads. This reflection, I believe, contains false assump
tions. Methodology is concerned with norms of the research pro
cess which claim to be simultaneously logically binding as far as , 
factual context is concerned and factually binding where the re
searcher is concerned. Regardless of whether methodology reflects 
on a research practice that is already in use, as in the case if physics, 
or whether, as in the case of sociology, its recommendations precede 
the research practice, methodology sets out a program to guide the 
advance of science. Thus it is not meaningless to discuss method
ological requirements, even if they have not yet been fulfilled by re
search practice: they influence the way the sciences articulate their 
self-understanding. In part, methodological viewpoints set stan
dards for research, and in part they anticipate its general objectives. 
Taken together, these two functions establish the system of refer
ence within which reality is systematically explored. By reflecting 
on the conditions of possible research, the logic of science fulfills, 
whether intentionally or not, the function of providing a prelimi
nary interpretation of reality. The expectation, however, that meth-
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odology itself should take on the attitude of the sciences and fulfill 
the function of an auxiliary science of research strategies and tech
nologies reflects a positivistic bias. Insofar as methodology accepts 
this bias as its own, it acknowledges the criterion of Lazarsfeld's 
critique and is proceeding in an instrumental fashion. I would like 
to discuss methodological questions from an opposing point of view, 
that of reflection. 

3 NorlDative-Analytic and ElDpirical-Analytic Approaches 
to Social Science 

3.1 The methodological controversy carried on in classical eco
nomics by Schmoller and Menger created distorted battle lines. It 
originated in conflicting conceptions of the role of general theories 
in the social sciences. Whereas the "theoreticians" insisted that 
economics could derive assumptions concerning functional rela
tionships between quantifiable flows of goods and money in the 
form of axiomatic-deductive systems of statements, and thus could 
be established as mathematical economic theory, the "historians" 
understood the economic process as a real social life-process that 
would have to be grasped descriptively in terms of the institutions of 
economic activity. Whereas, according to the "historians," mathe
matical economic theory could only construct models without 
empirical content, a sociological economics proceeding on the basis 
of historical understanding could grasp actual economic processes. 
The historical school's counterargument establishes a suggestive 
link between two theses. The first holds that economics is concerned 
not with the functions of quantities of goods but rather with the in
terdependence of economic actions. The second seems to follow 
from the first: since intentional action can be grasped only by means 
of understanding, there can be no rigorous, mathematically formu
lated economic theories. "Understanding" seemed to be equivalent 
to the historical comprehension of concrete meaning. As early as 
the 1930s, Ewald Schams (in Sckmollers Jakrbuck, volume 58) tried 
to dissolve the conjunction of -these two assertions by pointing out 
that it is precisely mathematical economic theory that, disregarding 
all historical specificities, fulfills the conditions of a verstekende eco
nomics. Continuing this train of thought, Jiirgen von Kempski shows 
that "mathematical economic theory does precisely what verstekende 
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economics, which is intended as a theory of economic actions, would 
have to do." 2 The mathematical expressions that refer directly to 
relationships between prices and quantities of goods are an indirect 
representation of functions of the decisions of acting subjects. For 
the economic theory in which they occur is a system of statements 
that rests on fundamental assumptions about rational economic ac
tion. It presupposes that economic subjects act in accordance with 
maxims; usually this takes the form of maximization strategies. For
malized economic theories make intentional action systematically 
comprehensible by grasping relationships among measurable quan
tities as functions of actions in accordance with maxims. This intel
ligibility is related to the structure of a rational choice among 
alternative uses of means on the basis of specifiable preferences. 
Thus it refers to strategic action. This is the only form of inten
tional action that can be grasped in a theoretically rigorous way 
within a normative-analytic framework. Indeed, a general theory 
of social action seems to be possible only if it proceeds on the basis of 
fundamental assumptions about intelligible action of this specific 

type. . 
Purposive-rational action can intend the use of appropnate 

instruments; the behavior is then guided by technical rules. But 
the choice of strategies can also be a purposive-rational one. Here, 
the behavior is guided by pure maxims that determine decisions 
among alternative uses of means; in the ideal case, the purposive
rationality of the means, that is, the appropriateness of the instru
ments, can be disregarded. Thus economic theory proceeds as 
though the strategic action of economic subjects who choose from 
among alternative courses of action regarding supply and demand 
had no technological aspects. For this reason, von Kempski em
phasizes that theories of strategic action use basic concepts. con~ern
ing actions taken in accordance with maxims in defined SItuatIOns: 
"We take action to be the transformation of situations. This trans
formation of a situation follows a maxim, and in the ideal (that is, 
theoretically relevant) case, it does so in such a way that the end
situation is given by the initial situation plus the maxim of the 
acting subject. If the initial situation involves several persons, then 
the end situation can be thought of as determined by the maxims of 
all participants .... I would like to point out that a mental element 
is included in the action, namely, what IcaH maxims." 3 
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Von Kempski is convinced that all social sciences, including 
jurisprudence and ethics,4 can be construed as theories of strategic 
action on the model of mathematical economics. In contradistinction 
to natural-scientific theories, they base their predictive statements 
on hypothetical normative rules of action rather than on empirical 
uniformities. They constitute nomological Geisteswissenschaften in 
the sense that, rather than explaining phenomena on the basis of 
natural laws, they derive actions of choice from laws of freedom. It 
is not fortuitous that von Kempski works within the Kantian tradi
tion. To the natural laws of the phenomenal realm, Kant opposed 
the maxims of action in the realm of freedom. It is from this same 
perspective that von Kempski draws his distinction between the 
natural and the social sciences: 

The crucial distinction between theoretical social science and physics con
sists in the fact that the human behavior studied by the social sciences is 
always presupposed to be governed by certain maxims to which men may 
hold, or may not hold. Social-scientific models always presuppose the val
idity of certain maxims. For this reason, social-scientific studies based 
on theoretical models are fundamental investigations of possible action, 
whereas theoretical physics is always concerned with actual nature, and 
the determination that nature behaves differently than the theory would 
lead one to expect is fatal for physical theories. Thus a general theory of 
action is problematic in a completely different way than is a general theory 
in physics, for a general theory of action, which would have to cover the 
possible models, inevitably involves man's freedom with respect to the 
maxims of his action.5 

Von Kempski's discussion of the status of general theories of ac
tion is ambiguous. On the one hand, they are supposed to serve to 
explain factual contexts of action; on the other hand, they are not in 
a position to allow conditional predictions of observable behavior.6 
Von Kempski leaves no doubt that the nomological Geisteswissen
schaften analyze possibilities of action, that is, provide information 
about how actions would have to take place in a given situation 
under a given maxim to fulfill the conditions of strategic purposive
rationality. And yet they seem to provide information not only for 
practical but also for descriptive purposes, for actual courses of ac
tion can be elucidated with respect to the field of possible action. 
Here von Kempski is following Weber's proposal that modes of be
havior that are irrational with respect to ends should be conceived 
as deviations from the ideal type. Similarly, the distinction introduced 
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by Felix Kaufmann between theoretical laws that are based on 
idealizing assumptions and protected by corresponding stipulations 
from empirical refutation, on the one hand, and empirical laws that 
under normal test conditions are capable of refutation through 
experience, on the other hand, makes sense only when theories of 
strategic action are used in some way for empirical analysis, and 
thus contribute to descriptive knowledge.? This conception has a 
certain plausibility only in the context of Kantian presuppositions. 
Just as the achievements of transcendental consciousness are not 
a matter of indifference to empirical consciousness, so the laws 
of practical reason through which, as a free person, I determine 
my actions are not a matter of indifference with respect to the 
consequences of these actions in the phenomenal world. For this 
reason, regularities among empirical actions cannot be analyzed 
without reference to the fact that acting subjects are intelligible 
beings, that is, must always act under the presumption of legitima
tion through reason: they act under the force of an imputed free
dom. Such considerations, however, remain arbitrary unless they 
are systematically tied to methodological assumptions. 

The weaknesses of social-scientific normativism are obvious. The 
basic assumptions refer to idealized action under pure maxims; no 
empirically substantive lawlike hypotheses can be derived from 
them. Either it is a question of analytic statements recast in deduc
tive form or the conditions under which the hypotheses derived 
could be definitively falsified are excluded under ceteris paribus stipu
lations. Despite their reference to reality, the laws stated by pure 
economics have little, if any, information content.s To the extent 
that theories of rational choice lay claim to empirical-analytic knowl
edge, they are open to the charge of Platonism (Modellplatonismus). 
Hans Albert has summarized these arguments: 9 The central point 
is the confusion of logical presuppositions with empirical condi
tions. The maxims of action introduced are treated not as verifiable 
hypotheses but as assumptions about actions by economic subjects 
that are in principle possible. The theorist limits himself to formal 
deductions of implications in the unfounded expectation that he 
will nevertheless arrive at propositions with empirical content. 
Albert's critique is directed primarily against tautological proce
dures and the immunizing role of qualifying or "alibi" formulas. 

This critique of normative-analytic methods argues that general 

49 
3 Normative-Analytic and Empirical-Analytic Approaches to Social Science 

theories of rational action are achieved at too great a cost when they 
sacrifice empirically verifiable and descriptively meaningful infor
mation. Apparently von Kempski's justification of mathematical 
economics as a verstehende economics disregards one requirement that 
was also contained in Schmoller's critique of the model-building 
of pure economics, namely, that the factual context of the institu
tionalized actions of economic subjects be taken into consideration. 
This requirement is not met by the reconstruction of economic pro
cesses on the basis of the hypothetical normative context of idealized 
actions. Against the recent normativism of pure economics, Albert 
adduces the old viewpoint that an economic theory must make 
assumptions about the actions of subjects in their social roles. The 
relationships of exchange that economics grasps in systematic terms 
are interactions of persons in social groups: 

The central idea of economic thought is, in a very fundamental sense, a 
sociological idea, namely, that the production and distribution of goods in 
a system, supported by juridical sanctions, of commercial relationships 
among the persons and groups in a society, is regulated quasi-automatically 
in a manlier relevant to the satisfaction of needs. Thus it is a matter of 
analysis of specific effects of events in a sector of society organized in 
market form. In this analysis, the attempt is made to explain all relevant 
events in terms of decisions made by economic subjects in accordance with 
certain maxims .. " The explanation deals primarily with such factors as 
motivational structures, attitudes, and value-orientations, as well as the 
social context of the modes of behavior in question, even external to the 
field of commercial relationships .... The significance of these factors does 
not seem to be limited to special areas of society. For the most part, how
ever, such factors are not incorporated into the models of the pure theore
ticians. Rather, they postulate reaction functions that are clearly either 
completely or at least to a great degree independent of the dispositional 
characteristics of persons as well as independent of all noncommercial 
components of their social milieu.10 

The s~stem of exchange relationships is so little isolated from 
society as a whole that the social behavior of economic subjects 
cannot be comprehended independently of the institutional context, 
that is, the extraeconomic motivational patterns: "Immunization 
against the influence of so-called extra-economic factors leads to 
immunization against experience as such." 11 

On the basis of similar considerations, Grunberg early reached the 
conclusion that the unconvincing constructions of economic theory 



50 
On the Methodology of General Theories of Social Action 

would have to be reestablished on the foundation of an empirical
analytic behavioral science.12 As a theoretical empirical science, 
economics can arrive at empirically substantive hypotheses only in 
the form of an economic sociology. I t would also need to explain 
sociological uniformities in terms of laws of social-psychological 
small-group research. In fact, Grunberg does not exclude the possi
bility that a further reduction to propositions concerning physiolog
ical, chemical, and physical uniformities may prove necessary.13 

3.2 Even if we ignore such extreme variations and limit ourselves to 
the demands of a modest reductionism, the conception of economics 
as a special form of sociology is unsatisfying. On the one hand, the 
arguments against social-scientific normativism cannot be disputed, 
but on the other hand, the incorporation of economics into ortho
dox behavioral science does not really correspond to the intention 
of economic theory. The latter clearly aims to provide a type of in
formation different from anything that sociology or social psycho
logy can provide. Strictly speaking, the critique of economic models 
on the basis of their lack of empirical substance is aimed at a false 
self-understanding, not at the practice of economic research. The 
critique becomes superfluous as soon as theories of rational eco
nomic action relinquish the false claim that they provide informa
tion about empirical uniformities. Von Kempski's interpretation 
of pure economics with the aid of a schema of actions under pure 
maxims can already be seen as an attempt to interpret economic 
theory in terms of the logic of decisions. But he ignores the ques
tion whether one can equate normative-analytic and empirical
analytic sciences of social action. Sciences whose theories incorporate 
basic assumptions concerning idealized action proceed normative
analytically. These assumptions about action under pure maxims do 
not have the character of conditional, thus empirically verifiable, 
hypotheses; their validity is hypothetically unconditional, and thus 
they establish the meaning of the possible validity of normative
analytic knowledge. Such knowledge contains no information about 
empirical uniformities-technologically exploitable knowledge of 
the first order, but only information about a purposive-rational 
choice among strategies that presuppose the use of first-order tech
nological knowledge. We can consider such information second
order technological knowledge. 
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Gafgen has presented an analysis of the logic of the economic sig
nificance of rational action that, following the mathematical game 
theory developed by von Neumann and Morgenstern, systemati
cally incorporates economic theory into a general theory of strategic 
action.t4 Decision theory is not concerned with adaptive behavior. 
To be sure, it is possible to understand any behavior in terms of 
adaptation to a given situation. But to do so is to exclude the analytic 
point of view from which behavior is evaluated as strategic action, 
namely, in terms of whether the movement of adaptation leads to 
an optimal condition of satisfaction for the acting subject. Adaptive 
behavior can, however, be included in the data base of the decision 
calculus as an external condition, along with the techniques avail
able. This calculus is concerned only with strategic action that leads 
from one situation, consisting of the acting subject and his relevant 
environment, to a new situation, through application of a defined 
maxim of decision and a system of values. The value system con
tains rules of preference that indicate how the foreseeable conse
quences of alternative decisions are to be evaluated by the acting 
subject. The decision maxim indicates what choice between differ
ent strategies will be made on the basis of an evaluation of the con
sequences. For every kind of evaluation there is a corresponding 
maxim. The rationality of the action to which decision theory gives 
normative status is the rationality of a choice between alternative 
paths to the realization of ends. It is formal because it does not refer 
to the technological appropriateness of the means. And it is subjec
tive, because it is measured only in terms of the system of maxims 
and rules for evaluation that are binding for the acting subject 
himself. 

The abandonment of a psychological foundation for acts of eco
nomic choice, as suggested by Pareto, was the most important pre
condition for an interpretation of economic theory in terms of the 
logic of decisions. This interpretation has the advantage of rela
tivizing the classical assumptions of maximization as limiting cases 
on a spectrum of possible maxims of choice. In addition, one can 
now calculate choices of action in situations where the economic 
subjects do not possess complete information, and thus have only a 
portion of the variables under control. The general theory of rational 
choice or strategic action covers all situations of choice in which a 
given quantity of resources permits a specific number of alternative 
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uses of available means, whereby each of these alternatives sets 
specific degrees of fulfillment for various goalsY; Economic theory 
can be regarded as a special decision theory relating to situations of 
economic choice. It calculates the market-relevant behavior of indi
vidual and collective households, of commercial enterprises, and of 
trade associations. 16 

The interpretation of pure economics in terms of a logic of de
cisions sacrifices the empirical-analytic claim of general theories 
of strategic economic action. Gafgen reassesses the empirical
descriptive use of decision models and comes to the negative conclu
sion that "decision theory can make weak empirical statements 
about individual economic behavior, but even these weak statements 
could possess only limited empirical validity." 17 Decision theory 
provides no first-order technologically exploitable knowledge. 
Nevertheless, economic theory, like all theories of strategic action, 
can be used for prescriptive purposes. In such cases it serves as a 
normative aid in decision-making and provides second-order tech
nologically exploitable knowledge. The information it provides 
does not require empirical verification, since it can not be "true" or 
"false" in the sense of empirical accuracy. Rather, it has the status 
of conditional imperatives (statements of command, prohibition, 
and permission), which may be deductively "valid" or "invalid." 
Even if one must for this reason forgo a descriptive use of theory, 
"one can still use the model to recommend to specific actors an ac
tion in accordance with the model: by claiming for the maxims of 
action presupposed in the model ethical (social) validity as norms of 
correct action, one can derive 'ought' statements rather than 'is' 
statements from them." 18 Gafgen conceives economic theory as a 
formalized practical system that provides an axiomatic-deductive 
foundation for economic policy formulation. 19 Just as lawlike em
pirical-analytic knowledge can be translated into technological re
commendations and used for'the production of technologies, so 
normative-analytic statements take the form of strategic recom
mendations that, given specific technologies, values, and goals, de
termine the choice of possible strategies. 

Decision theory is a general theory of social action; it concerns 
itself, however, with an extreme variant of action-with the action 
and interaction of subjects acting in a purposive-rational manner. 
For this reason, it is useless for empirical analysis. Does it follow 
from this that to be usable for empirical analysis, theories of social 
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action must disregard the intentionality of action and limit them
selves to stimulus-response behavior? From the positivist perspec
tive, a theoretical empirical science of social action is possible only 
on the condition that lawlike relationships apply exclusively to var
iables of observable behavior. It must abstract from the subjectively 
intended meaning to which the acting subjects are oriented. In this 
way a generalizing behavioral science would take account of the 
historical school's critique of pure theory's lack of empirical sub
stance, but it would do so at the price of a requirement that the 
interpretive theory of strategic action tried to meet, namely, at the 
price of gaining access to social facts through understanding.20 

But is social-scientific reductionism an adequate methodological 
basis for the descriptively useful theories of social action that cannot 
be constructed on the basis of social-scientific normativism? 

4 Intentional Action and Stimulus-Response Behavior 

4.1 At the present time there are two theoretical points of depar
ture for a rigorous empirical-scientific analysis of social processes: 
a general behavioral science, which permeates ethology and social 
psychology, and a theory of action, which is dominant in cultural 
anthropology and sociology. The behavioristic approach restricts 
the choice of fundamental theoretical assumptions in such a way 
that lawlike hypotheses refer to a relationship between stimuli and 
behavioral reactions, whereas the action approach establishes a 
categorial framework within which statements about intentional 
action are made. Learning theory (Skinner, Miller, Dollard), hy
potheses concerning cognitive dissonance (Festinger), and theories 
of small-group behavior (Lippit) document the first successful 
attempts to construct general theories of a behavioral-scientific 
type. The theory of action, on the other hand, is a categorial frame
work (Parsons, Merton, Shils, et al.) that serves for general orienta
tion in social research and, to this point, has led to empirical gener
alizations but not to actual theories, even middle-range ones.21 

The approach in terms of a theory of action was formulated by 
Max Weber. He conceived social action as behavior that is sub
jectively meaningful, that is, oriented to a subjectively intended 
meaning, and thus also motivated. It can be appropriately under
stood only with reference to the goals and values to which the act-
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ing subject is oriented. The methodological rule ~hat result~ fr~m 
this was established by W. I. Thomas as the princIple of subjectIve 
interpretation of social facts: only the meaning intended by the ac
ting subject provides adequate access to behavior performed in a 
situation that he himself has interpreted. Social action is not inde
pendent of a socially binding definition of the situation. For this 
reason, observable social action must be grasped from the per
spective of the acting subject himself, a perspective that is removed 

. h" b " d t d" 22 The from direct observatIOn; t at IS, It must e un ers 00 . 

principle of subjective interpretation, or, better, of verstehende inter
pretation, concerns access to social facts, the gathering of data. 
Understanding symbols takes the place of the controlled observa
tion, for the subjectively intended meaning is given only is symbolic 
contexts. Thus that principle defines the experiential basis of the 
sciences of action. Experience here is not tied to private sensory per
ception, the intersubjectivity of which is guaranteed only throug~ 
monitoring the results of instrumental action (usually in an expen
ment), but to linguistic communication: "On the level of u.nder
standing, scientific research is basically a process of meanmgful 
communication, even when it is a one-sided process, as for example, 
when the objects are dead. In principle, it is always desirable for the 
object to be available for interviews; written statements from ~im or 
reports about him are always appropriate only as second cholCes
thus it would be extremely desirable to have the opportunity to in
terview Brutus about Caesar's death." 23 

If we do not wish to abandon intentional action as data in the 
social sciences, the system of experience in which these data are 
accessible is linguistic communication, not communication-free 
observation. 

There is, however, a limiting case of intentional action, namely, 
strategic action, in which the subjectively intended meaning does 
not need to be appropriated from cultural tradition, clarified an? 
understood in communication as a concrete meaning, thus "expen
enced." The meaning in terms of which strategic action is oriented 
can always be unambiguously specified as a rule for the maximiza
tion or optimization of measurable or at least comparatively specifi
able quantities. Here lack of ambig~ity is guaran.teed by the for~ of 
the statement, which gives a maXIm of purpOSIVe-ratIOnal actIOn, 
and through the universality of the interpretation, which consti-
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tutes the semantic content of the goal being sought. For strategic 
action always has as its goal categories of wealth or power that can 
be operationalized in different ways in accordance with the criteria 
of the institutional framework. Wealth can be measured in terms of 
prices or goods, that is, in terms of potentials for the satisfaction of 
needs; power can be measured in terms of votes or weapons, that is, 
in terms of potentials for the legimitation of domination or for phys
ical annihilation. The semantic content of the predicates used to 
formulate maxims of action, that is, the meaning of wealth and 
power, clearly expresses experiences that are deeply rooted in the 
anthropological sense, and thus universally distributed, so that 
these expressions do not need to be explicated in each individual 
case through communication with the acting subjects themselves or 
with the traditions in terms of which their actions become under
standable. The limiting case of strategic action has the advantage 
that the subjectively intended meaning can be determined mono
logically; it is "unambiguously" understandable, accessible without 
hermeneutic effort. In this area, the experiential basis of under
standing has become almost completely detached from the context 
of ordinary-language communication, so that we appear to ascer
tain it "introspectively"; in fact, however, the "unambiguous" 
meaning of strategic action is an "understandable meaning" only 
because it can be brought into communication at any time and can, 
by way of symbolic interpretation, be interpolated into the actor's 
observable behavior by a partner. 

Strategic action is only a limiting case of social action, which is 
normally oriented to a meaning that can be communicated. This 
meaning is concrete; it stems from the contents of a cultural tradi
tion and, to the extent that it motivates social action, it enters into 
the definition of socially binding norms. Durkheim understood so
cial norms as moral rules (which Freud explained in terms of their 
function of censoring instincts). G. H. Mead, on the other hand, 
understands social norms as social roles. In both cases, the orient
ing meaning takes the form of an obligatory group expectation of 
situation-specific ways of behaving. Social action is an adherence 
to norms. Norms that determine action are collective behavioral ex
pectations. These expectations are a facet of cultural tradition that 
is relevant to institutionalized action. Cultural tradition is a sym
bolic context that defines the world view of a social group, articu-
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lated in ordinary-language form, and therewith the framework of 
possible communications within the group. Thus social action exists 
only with reference to the system of traditional cultural patterns in 
which the self-understanding of social groups is articulated. The 
methodology of the sciences of action cannot avoid the problem of 
understanding meaning, of hermeneutically appropriating cultural 
tradition. 

For this reason, positivism prefers a theoretical approach that 
makes the principle of the subjective interpretation of social actions 
superfluous. If social norms can be understood as behavioral ex
pectations, why should these expectations not be expressible in 
terms of variables of observable behavior? In this way, at the level 
of the experience of social contents a framework of linguistic com
munication would not be necessary; observation, rather than a prob
lematic understanding of meaning, would then suffice. 

4.2 In an essay that has become famous, Abel analyzes the under
standing of motivation.24 He proceeds from a trivial observation: 
On an April day, as it becomes cool, a neighbor gets up from his 
desk, goes to a shed and splits wood, makes a fire in his fireplace, 
and returns to his work. Obviously-so we "understand" his 
behavior-the neighbor built a fire because he was cold. Two 
events are directly accessible to observation: the drop in tem
perature, and the building of a fire in the fireplace. We make the 
external connection between these events-which is at first estab
lished only within the coordinate system of time and space-under
standable through the interpolation of a maxim of behavior. We 
begin by translating the first event (the initial condition) into a sub
jective stimulus and the second event (the resulting action) into a 
response to this stimulus: the "inner condition" of being cold is 
linked with the drop in temperature; the condition of getting warm, 
with the fire in the fireplace. Then the application ofa maxim of be
havior (as for instance, a cold person seeks warmth) suffices to inter
pret the two observed events as parts of a situation that is actively 
changed in pursuit of a subjective goal, and to "understand" the 
nexus of the observed event, the action itself: 

By specifying the steps which are implicit in the interpretation of our case, 
we have brought out two particulars which are characteristic of the art of 
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Verstelzen. One is the "internalizing" of observed factors in a given situ
ation; the other is the application of a behaviour maxim which makes the 
connection between these factors relevant. Thus we "understand" a given 
human action if we can apply to it a generalization based upon personal 
experience. We can apply such a rule of behaviour if we are able to 
"internalize" the facts of the situation.15 

Abel conceives Verstehen as the interpolation of a maxim of be
havior. These maxims are unproblematically given. They have the 
form of universal statements, but they are in no way empirically 
verified laws. They claim to be self-evident on the basis of self
observation. We simply know that one seeks warmth when one is 
cold, that one defends oneself when one is attacked, that one in
clines to caution when one is afraid, that one hates one's enemies, 
avoids injury, seeks advantage, and so forth. The act of understand
ing seems only to make use of such trivial rules but not to be directly 
concerned with them. 

Less trivial rules, however, cannot be simply presupposed as self
evident. This is demonstrated by the second example that Abel dis
cusses. The connection between the success of the harvest and the 
frequency of marriage in a rural community over a period of time is 
made understandable through the assumption that loss of income 
arouses anxiety, and anxiety dampens readiness to take on new 
obligations. In this case the maxim of behavior is not at all un
problematic. Marriage does not need to be evaluated primarily as 
being an economic burden; having one's own family as an intimate 
group promising security could just as well seem desirable, precisely 
in situations of insecurity. How farmers behave within their family 
circles during times of poor harvest clearly depends on traditional 
notions of value and institutionalized roles. But such cultural pat
terns and social norms have to be grasped descriptively. They do 
not belong to the class of behavioral rules that appear to be intro
spectively certain but rather require a controlled appropriation 
through hermeneutic understanding of meaning. 
. In such cases, where the act of understanding is directed to mean
mgs objectivated in symbolic contexts, Max Weber spoke of value
interpretation. Only when the symbolic content of prevailing norms 
has been disclosed through an understanding of meaning can the 
understanding of motives grasp an observed behavior as ·sub
jectively meaningful action in relation to those norms. 
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The distinction between the hermeneutic understanding of mean
ing and the understanding of motivation m~kes. it clear tha.t the 
operation of Verstehen is not limited to the applIcatIOn of a maXim to 
behavior in a given situation. Rather, this application presupposes 
the explication of subjectively intended meaning in terms of cultural 
tradition. Hermeneutic understanding of traditional meanings is 
independent of whether these meanings have also been incorporated 
into the definition of social norms and thus into the intentions of 
acting subjects. If that is the case, we can also interpr:t the. act~on 
itself as meaningfully motivated in relation to the actIOn-onentmg 
meaning. If Abel had chosen examples of actions from foreign cul
tures or distant epochs, he would hardly have escaped noticing that 
the interpreter must determine the relevant nontrivial maxims 
of behavior before he can apply them to meaningfully motivated 
action. The maxims of behavior are not given through something 
like introspection; rather, they are objects of experience at the level 
of the understanding of symbols, just as physical events are objects 
of experience at the level of direct observation. 

Abel's restriction of his choice of examples is not accidental. He 
restricts his analysis to modes of behavior that can be conceived as 
the adaptation of an organism in need to its environment and that 
can thus be ordered within a stimulus-response schema. Without 
discussion, he conceives the initial conditions as a stimulus, the 
manifest behavior as an adaptive response, and the final state as 
the result of stimulus-response behavior. The translation of events 
into psychic conditions interpolates only a subjective apprehen
sion of the tension triggered by the stimulus and the release of ten
sion attained through adaptation. This so-called internalization 
of the initial conditions and the final state permits the application 
of a maxim of behavior in such a way that the event observed as 
adaptive behavior can also be understood as purposive-rational ac
tion: "The generalizations which we call 'behaviour maxims' link 
two feeling-states together in a uniform sequence and imply a func
tional dependence between them. In the cases cited it can be ~een 
that the functional dependence consists of the fact that the feelmg
state we ascribe to a given human action is directed by the feeling
state we presume is evoked by an impinging situ~tion or event. 
Anxiety directs caution; a feeling of cold, the seekmg of warmth; 

59 
4 Intentional Action and Stimulus-Response Behavior 

a feeling of insecurity, a desire for something that will provide 
reassurance." 26 

The triviality of the behavior maxims is due to the fact that Abel 
considers only adaptive behavior that can also be interpreted as 
instrumental action. In these cases, the subjectively intended mean
ing is determined in accordance with need-dispositions that can be 
stimulated and that, in conjunction with technical rules, establish 
specific modes of satisfaction. In this way Abel reduces Verstehen 
to an operation used in interpreting adaptive behavior either as a 
purposive-rational organization of means (the neighbor fetches 
wood and lights the fire to warm himself) or as a purposive-rational 
choice of strategies (the farmers try to avoid additional obligations 
so that the anxieties aroused by loss of income will not increase). 
But such a reduction clearly lacks the understanding of motivation 
directed toward social action, for purposive-rational modes of be
havior are only limit cases of communicative action. Similarly, the 
behavior maxims for purposive-rational adaptation to given situ
ations are only limit cases of norms that determine action. The lat
ter can be understood as behavioral expectations of social groups 
that are by no means simply given in self-evident form but rather 
whose meaning in turn requires explication through Verstehen before 
they can form the basis for an understanding of motivation. 

The intention behind Abel's analysis is a critical clarification of 
what Verstehen actually accomplishes. He assumes that the meth
odologies of the Geisteswissenschaften are attempting to justify the 
substitution of Verstehen for the explanation of actions. This thesis is 
not tenable, for the understanding of motivation is not a procedure 
for verifying the empirical accuracy of assumptions, although it 
may lead to hypotheses. Any maxim whatsoever that can be inter
polated into behavior in given circumstances satisfies the desid
eratum of intelligibility in the same way. No choice between com
peting interpretations can be achieved through Verstehen itself. The 
interpretations remain arbitrary until they are subjected to a test in 
the usual manner. Weber pointed this out unequivocally: "The dis
closure of the meaning of an action in a given situation ... is merely 
a hypothesis taken on for the purpose of interpretation, which in 
principle always requires empirical verification, however certain it 
may seem in thousands of cases." 27 Abel goes one step further; since, 
fundamentally, he understands social action in terms of adaptive 
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behavior, the interpretation of intentions is external to the observed 
behavior. The understanding of motivation is a supplementary 
rather than a necessary methodological step that, aside from the 
satisfaction we derive from incorporating objective events into the 
horizon of our personal experiences, has at most heuristic signifi
cance. When we render an observed event intelligible through inter
polation of a maxim of behavior, we are making conjectures that 
can be translated into verifiable hypotheses: the understanding of 
motivation provides an impetus to the hypothesis-creating imagina
tion.28 This cognitive-psychological point, however, should not be 
confused with a methodological one. 

This argument is correct, but it is irrelevant as long as Verstehen 
is claimed not for the purpose of causal explanation but only for 
access to social fact. Within the framework of the theory of action, 
explication of role behavior through understanding meaning serves 
only to obtain data. Of themselves, the various roles of the farmer 
and the institution of marriage in a rural community explain noth
ing; they serve only to describe interactions. Assumptions about the 
empirical relationships of roles require the usual verification proce
dures. Only a critique that challenged the very need for subjective 
access to social facts would call into question the methodological 
principle of Verstehen. Interpretive sociology, which uses the cate
gorial framework of the theory of action, claims Verstehen for ana
lytic purposes only insofar as hypotheses must be formulated in 
terms of the covariance of quantities that can be understood-but 
the operation of Verstehen is irrelevant to the logical form of the 
analysis of the lawlike regularities of social action. 

The behaviorist argument in the narrower sense is directed 
against the subjective comprehension of social action. In ethology, 
the study of animal behavior, objective methods have proved suc
cessful. Goal-directed, adaptive behavior can be grasped and anal
yzed without reference to intentions. Nagel emphasizes that the 
theoretical approach of the behavioral sciences does not exclude 
"consciousness" or inner states. But when mental states or psychic 
events have an adjectival or adverbial relationship to physical con
ditions or events, the manifest behavior offers a sufficient basis for 
assumptions about social behavior as a whole. Intentional action 
does not need to be denied, but it is sufficient to investigate the 
observable behavior in which it is manifested. Nagel accepts the 
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burden of proving that subjectively meaningful action does not 
necessarily need to be understood in terms of categories of self
understanding, that is, in relation to the subjective meaning of 
action-orienting rules or motivational patterns. He puts forth the 
counterthesis that, on the contrary, culturally transmitted mean
ings or value-orientations can be clearly defined only in variables of 
observable behavior: 

The point I wish to make is that in imputing a certain schema of values 
to a community, one is imputing to its members certain attitudes. But an 
attitude is not something that can be established by introspection, whether 
in the case of our own person or of others. An attitude is a dispositional or 
latent trait; and it is comparable in its theoretical status with viscosity or 
electrical resistance in physics, even if, unlike the latter, it can be usefully 
defined for sociopsychological purposes only in statistical terms. In any 
event, the concept is cognitively valuable only insofar as it effects a sys
tematic organization of manifest data obtained from overt human re
sponses to a variety of conditions, and only in so far as it makes possible the 
formulation ofregularities in such responses.29 

In opposition to the thesis of action theory that socially binding 
behavioral expectations have to be explicated in terms of cultural 
contexts of meaning, Nagel asserts the necessity of expressing be
havioral norms in the terminology of behavior itself: the inten
tional content of the social norms that determine social behavior 
can be clearly defined only in relation to behavioral variables. 

4.3 The transformation of statements concerning subjectively in
tended meaning into statements about objective behavior does, 
however, encounter logical difficulties. Every direct attempt to 
translate intentional statements into the expressions of a strictly 
empiricist language is doomed to failure. 

An empiricist language is extensional; in it, two predicates are 
synonymous when they define classes with the same extension. In 
this framework, a class of metal states is synonymous with the class 
of behavioral variables that regularly accompany those states. Fur
ther, empiricist languages fulfill the condition of truth-functionality. 
Propositions may appear within more complex propositions only 
as a condition of the truth of the latter; that is to say, the truth 
values of global statements are determined by those of their argu
ments. Clearly, however, intentional statements cannot be construed 
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in such a way that their truth value follows from their logical form 
alone. In intentional statements the dependent portion of the sen
tence (that is, the content that is intended, willed, hoped, feared, 
uttered, disputed, questioned, or defended) is not a condition of the 
truth of the statement as a whole: the truth-value of the intended 
content remains to be determined. If A R P is a proposition S in 
which R comprises the class of all intentional expressions, then p 
does not appear as an argument-value in a truth function for S.30 I 
shall not go into the extensive discussion of the status of so-called 
belief sentences here. 

The difficulties encountered in translating intentional statements 
into empiricist language demonstrate unmistakably that, as regards 
the logic of science, statements about facts cannot be equated with 
statements about statements. The metaphysical assumption that in
tentional content and subjectively intended meaning can be reduced 
to mental states and psychic events that stand in clear reciprocal 
correlation with the corporeal world is not tenable. What Neo
Kantianism represented as a problem regarding the epistemological 
status of values or symbolic forms (the empirical externalization of 
the transcendental achievements of consciousness) forces recent pos
itivism to a methodological application of type theory: the contents 
to which intentional statements refer are not at the level of facts but 
at the level of statements about facts. Empirical theories of com
municative action, which refer to an object domain that is already 
linguistically constituted, must therefore be understood to be meta
linguistic theories. But this consequence was not drawn until lin
guistically oriented philosophy drew it, on the basis of the self
reflection of positivism introduced by Wittgenstein. 

To avoid this consequence, recent behaviorism has modified the 
strict demands of the older behaviorism.a1 Whereas formerly a 
direct translation of intentional contents into statements about 
physical events was to permit the complete neglect of so-called 
introspective experiences, now the dimension of language itself, 
which creates difficulties for the reduction, is drawn into the object 
domain: "Professed behaviorists today generally accept introspec
tive reports by experimental subjects, not as statements about 
private psychic states of the subjects, but as observable verbal re
sponses the subjects make under given conditions; and accordingly, 
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introspective reports are included among the objective data upon 
which psychological generalizations are to be founded." 32 

Linguistic communication is conceived as verbal behavior that 
stands in empirically verifiable causal relationships to other modes 
of the organism's behavior; the use of linguistic symbols is part 
of adaptive behavior. The program of behavioral science thus 
presupposes a behaviorist theory of language. Building on the 
earlier work of pragmatists (Peirce, Dewey, Mead) and positivists 
(Carnap), Charles Morris provided the framework for this kind of 
general theory of the use of signs and symbols.33 Morris understands 
linguistic communication in terms of the functional relationship 
between symbols and the behavior that is guided by symbols. lie 
derives this symbolically guided behavior from the sign-controlled 
behavior that can be observed in animals. Thus from a certain le'lel 
of organic development on, verbal behavior belongs to the sphere 
of adaptive behavior and can itself be studied from a strictly 
behavioral-scientific perspective. In the process whereby organisms 
adapt to their environment, signs have a behavior-guiding func
tion. When in a given situation an event A regularly evokes an 
adaptive behavior in the same way as event B, we say that A is a 
sign for B. The organism that reacts to the sign is the interpreter. 
Decisive for the interpretation are the need-dispositions that cause 
the organism to react to signs, and the behavioral schemata in ac
cordance with which the reactions proceed. Every object that is a 
suitable goal for the reactions that have been caused belongs to the 
class of events designated by the sign. All the empirical conditions 
that suffice for the prediction of a designated event make up in their 
totality the meaning of the sign.34 Signs that control behavior are 
thus substitutes for natural stimuli that trigger the adaptive activity 
of an organism in a given situation. Morris calls natural signs 
"signals." When the interpreter himself produces signs that take the 
place of natural signs, we speak of "gestures." Such gestures have 
meaning in the semantic sense only when in communication they 
have the same meaning for the organisms producing them as for the 
interpreter. G. H. Mead calls these gestures with identical meaning 
"symbols"; they have a representational meaning in Cassirer's 
sense. A language consists of signs that all the partners in the lingu
istic community can produce, interpret in the same way regardless 
of situational context, and combine in accordance with rules. But 
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then linguistic communication is equivalent to the reciprocal use of 
systematically ordered symbols that have consistent meanings for a 
given group. The semantic content is determined by observable 
modes of behavior that are symbolically regulated. All responses 
can be described as adaptive behavior. Verbal behavior can thus be 
studied as adaptive behavior and expressed in terms of variables of 
this behavior. 

There does, however, arise a difficulty in the definition of sym
bols with identical meanings. Identity of meaning cannot be re
duced to intersubjective agreement within a group. Within the 
framework of linguistic behaviorism, symbols have the same se
mantic content if and only if any member of the linguistic com
munity responds to them with the same mode of behavior. The 
condition that on the level of linguistic communication all partners 
in the dialogue connect the same meaning to the signs they produce 
is fulfilled when they respond to these signs in the same way under 
given conditions. Morris uses the model of the individual adaptive 
process of the individual organism. He derives all communicative 
events from these elements. For this reason, he has no plausible way 
of distinguishing between coordinated monological responses to a 
symbol and linguistically mediated interaction: 

It is sufficient that organisms perform response-sequences of the same 
behavior family, as would be the case of two dogs each seeking food 
without cooperating in the process. Even if two dogs were competing for 
food, our analysis would permit the genesis of signs of food producible by 
either organism and giving rise to similar interpretants regardless of which 
organisms made the sign in question. And even if the organism had to co
operate to secure food, it is not a social goal which is essential but similar 
response-sequences (and so similar individual goals). Response-sequences 
of the same behavior-family are necessary to secure similar sign-vehicles 
and similar interpretants, but such response-sequences are possible 
without there being cooperative social acts.36 

This argument challenges G. H. Mead's theory of language, 
which assumed that the identity of meaning of symbols that was 
presupposed in linguistic communication is fulfilled not through the 
uniformity of responses as such but only by the reciprocal anticipa
tion of the same behavioral response: "The critical importance of 
language in the development of human experience lies in the fact 
that the stimulus is one that can react upon the speaking individual 
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as it reacts upon the other." 36 A symbol has the same meaning con
tent for two individuals when the speaker can anticipate the re
sponse of the other just as the other can anticipate his anticipation: 
The identity of meanings is constituted not by uniform responses as 
determined by the observer, but by the expectation of a response on 
which the speech partners themselves are in agreement, that is, by 
the intersubjectivity of expectations about behavior. Mead derives 
linguistic communication from role-interaction, where, however, 
role-action includes intentionality. To understand the meaning of 
a symbol means to be able to take on the role of a partner, to an
ticipate his behavioral response. Conversely, symbolically regula
ted behavior is precisely not sign-controlled adaptive behavior in 
Morris's sense but rather intentional action-behavior guided by 
the other's anticipation. It takes the other's role as its own. Interac
tion in roles is correlated with the intersubjectively intended mean
ing of an expectation of responses that is shared by the actors. The 
meaning content of symbols is defined by the behavioral expectations 
and not by the modes of behavior themselves. For this reason, the use 
of symbols cannot be reduced to mere behavior. Morris, on the 
other hand, wants to derive verbal behavior from stimulated be
havior, and intentional action from verbal behavior. In his view, 
linguistic communication makes reciprocal action in accordance 
with anticipated roles possible; but interaction in roles is not the 
precondition of linguistic communication: 

At times [Mead] talks as if role-taking were a precondition of the sig
nificant symbol and at times as if it were made possible by such symbols. 
The ambiguity is at least partially resolved, if we recognize two senses of 
role-taking; the sense in which a person simply as a fact responds to a 
sound he makes as others respond, and the sense in which a person iden
tifies the response he makes to this sound as the kind of response another 
person makes. Role-taking in the first sense is involved in language signs, 
but adds no new factor to our previous account; role-taking in the second 
(and more usual sense) would seem to require complex signs (and perhaps 
even language), since it requires the signification of another person and the 
attribution to that person of a disposition to respond similar to that of the 
interpreter himself. The distinction is important, since there is no evidence 
that taking the role of the other in the latter sense is required to explain the 
genesis of the language sign.37 

Morris's distinction does not do away with the logical difficulties 
of reducing language to behavior but rather makes them clear. Like 



66 
On the Methodology of General Theories of Social Action 

Mead, he establishes as a criterion for linguistic communication 
that the meanings symbolized must remain constant in changing 
contexts and must be identical for any member of the linguistic 
community. This criterion is derived from the intuitive knowledge 
of those who have taken part in such communications. As speakers, 
we experience the intersubjective validity of norms, which consists 
in the fact that we can all follow them. The community of inten
tions or obligations is the basis on which we communicate; the iden
tity of a meaning is measured by intersubjective agreement in a 
symbolically expressed expectation of behavioral responses. Now 
this subjective grasp of the identity of meanings is to be replaced by 
an objective one. The intersubjectivity of roles, which can be main
tained for the actors only through successful interaction, is now 
replaced by the identity of observed modes of behavior. If the 
meaning of a sign can be adequately established via the criteria of 
the modes of behavior stimulated by the sign, then a symbol, to 
which different organisms react in the same way, fulfills this condi
tion of identical meaning for these interpreters. Strictly speaking, 
this definition establishes an interpretation only for the observer 
who, because he is able to speak, knows in advance what identity of 
meaning is. He can identify modes of behavior as being similar in 
terms of a criterion, or, if sufficiently similar, as identical, because 
he himself can maintain an identical perspective; that is, he can 
follow an intersubjectively valid rule. A preunderstanding that 
cannot be confirmed on the level of the interpreted behavior enters 
into the interpretation of the observer. In a discussion with Straw
son, who took Morris's position, Winch develops this argument in 
the following way: 

Strawson argues that we can quite well imagine, as a logical possibility, a 
desert-islander who has never been brought up in a human society devising 
a language for his own use. We can also, he says, imagine the introduction 
of an observer (B) of the user of this language who 
observes a correlation between the use of words and sentences and the 
speaker's actions and environment .... Observer B is thus able to form hy
potheses about the meanings (the regular use) of the words of his subject's 
language. He might in time come to be able to speak it; then the practice of 
each serves as a check on the practice of the other. But shall we say that, 
before this fortunate result was achieved (before the use of the language 
becomes a shared "form of life"), the words of the language had no mean
ing, no use?38 
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To Strawson it seems self-evidently absurd to say such a thing. The per
suasiveness of his position lies in the fact that he appears to have succeeded 
in giving a coherent description of a situation which, on Wittgenstein's 
principles, ought to be indescribable because inconceivable. But this is 
only appearance; in fact, Strawson has begged the whole question. His de
scription is vitiated at the outset as a contribution to the problem under 
discussion by containing terms the applicability of which is precisely what 
is in question: terms like "language," "use," "words," "sentences," "mean
ing"-and all without benefit of quotation marks. To say that observer B 
may form hypotheses about the meanings (the regular use) of the words in 
his subject's language is senseless unless one can speak of what his subject is 
doing in terms of the concepts of meaning, language, use, etc. From the 
fact that we can observe him going through certain motions and making 
certain sounds-which, were they to be performed by somebody else in 
another context, that of a human society, it would be quite legitimate to 
describe in those terms, it by no means follows that his activities are legiti
mately so describable. And the fact that B might correlate his subject's 
practice with his own does not establish Strawson's point.39 

Once again this difficulty results from the reflexive relationship of 
theoretical level and object level, which was to have been eliminated 
through the reduction of language to stimulated behavior. Only 
one path leads out of this logical difficulty: the inclusion of the 
methodological rules in the empirical investigation itself. Com
munication among researchers can be conceived as verbal be
havior, and the application of theories to reality can be included in 
the object domain of the analysis of behavior. That would be a nat
uralistic application of the behavioral-scientific theory of language 
back onto the communication of the behavioral scientists them
selves. In this way, the behaviorist approach would become depen
dent on an empirically decidable question. If we accept this pro
posal, the value of the behavioral-scientific model would no longer 
be measured in terms of the criteria of a research strategy but would 
rather be submitted to a test: the model is meaningful if it succeeds 
in grasping the genesis of language in causal-analytic terms such 
that any form of verbal behavior, including the verbal behavior of 
the behaviorist researchers themselves, can be predicted with suffi
cient reliability. 

4.4 B. F. Skinner attempted this with a learning theory of lan
guage. His theory claims to indicate the conditions under which 
rules for the application oflinguistic signs are acquired.40 
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In a thorough critique of Skinner, Chomsky has shown that the 
process of language learning cannot be adequately grasped within 
the framework of learning theory. He shows that the concepts of 
stimulus and response, reward and punishment, reinforcement and 
extinction-concepts established in behavioral research-lose their 
operational clarity when applied to verbal behavior and are in fact 
only vague translations of the traditional expressions of mentalistic 
linguistic analysis. Skinner does not take into consideration the syn
thetic achievement of the rules that organize the elements of lan
guage. It is precisely the failure of the attempt to reduce language 
to behavior that makes the particular role of grammatical rules evi
dent. They are not directly manifested in observable verbal be
havior, and they cannot be derived from the sequence of behavioral 
responses to external stimuli or from corresponding combinations of 
signs. The grammar that we have mastered enables us to distinguish 
correctly constructed sentences from incorrect sentences, to gener
ate or understand new sentences in given situations, and to produce 
and comprehend the ambiguity of reflexive, metaphorical, or ironic 
expressions, that is, the ambiguities of language use. These creative 
achievements of language can be analyzed with reference to an 
apparatus of internalized grammatical rules but cannot be derived 
from cumulative experiences in trial-and-error form: 

We constantly read and hear new sequences of words, recognize them as 
sentences, and understand them. It is easy to show that the new events that 
we accept and understand as sentences are not related to those with which 
we are familiar by any simple notion of formal (or semantic or statistical) 
similarity or identity of grammatical frame. Talk of generalization in this 
case is entirely pointless and empty. It appears that we recognize a new 
item as a sentence not because it matches some familiar item in any simple 
way, but because it is generated by the grammar that each individual has 
somehow and in some form internalized.41 

Chomsky conceives of grammar in terms of synthetic, or, in his 
terms, generative achievements. As an internalized sy~tem, gram
mar makes possible the selection of rules for the use of symbols and 
for new combinations of symbols that are compatible with a suit
able sentence. In this generative perspective, grammar appears 
as the very essence of transcendental achievements. It is itself the 
product of a learning process, for children have to grow into the 
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language system of their environment. But once it has been inter
nalized, grammar sets the conditions for possible learning processes. 
It provides the person who has mastered it with possible forms of 
the interpretation of reality, thus with schemata for understanding 
the world, or with learning models. The learning of language takes 
place on a transcendental level that is different from the level of the 
learning process (behavior, attitudes) that has already been lingu
istically conditioned. Observation of children's rapid acquisition of 
extraordinarily complicated language structures leads Chomsky to 
postulate that we are organically equipped with a system of "lan
guage as such." He assumes "that the structure of the grammar in
ternalized by the learner may be, to a presently quite unexpected 
degree, a reflection of the general character of his experience. It 
seems not unlikely that the organism brings, as its contribution to 
the acquisition of a particular language, a highly restrictive char
acterization of a class of generative systems from which the gram
mar of its language is selected on the basis of the presented linguistic 
data." 42 Be that as it may, in any case an analysis of the behavior of 
people who speak, understand language, and learn language that 
does not take into account the grammatical rules that are grasped 
independently thereof has no prospect of success: "It seems natural 
to suppose that the study of actual linguistic performance can be 
seriously pursued only to the extent that we have a good under
standing of the generative grammars that are acquired by the 
learner and put to use by the speaker or hearer." 43 

Here Chomsky rejects linguistic behaviorism, pointing out that 
"the common characterization of language as a set of verbal habits 
or as a complex of present dispositions to verbal behavior, in which 
speakers of the same language have perforce come to resemble one 
another (Quine) is totally inadequate. Knowledge of one's lan
guage is not reflected directly in linguistic habits and dispositions, 
and it is clear that speakers of the same language or dialect may 
differ enormously in dispositions to verbal response, depending on 
personality, beliefs, and countless other extra-linguistic factors.44 

Linguistic communication cannot be adequately understood on 
the level of stimulus-response behavior alone. It is the grammatical 
pattern that establishes the framework for the learning processes 
from which linguistic behaviorism tries to derive the grammatical 
pattern. At the same time, the system of rules, which plays a quasi-
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transcendental role, is not a constant of nature. In the processes 
through which it mediates the internalization of rules and thus the 
socialization of individuals, it is itself subject to social change. 

The attempt to reduce language to behavior remains prob
lematic. In principle, communicative action cannot be completely 
expressed in terms of adaptive behavior. Bennett reaches the same 
conclusion through a sort of thought experiment. He starts with the 
signal behavior of a bee dance and introduces new assumptions one 
by one in order to bring an idealized bee behavior nearer to the 
model of linguistic communication.46 At the end of this fable of the 
bees the author has provided his creatures with language. Actions 
governed by norms have taken the place of regular ?ehavioral 
responses controlled by signs and stimuli. Bennett mtroduces 
behavior contrary to norms as the criterion of linguistic communi
cation. Only when the bees in his fable can break the rules that 
symbolically govern their behavior, and can thus act in accordance 
with maxims or expectations, does the expression "bee language" 
have a precise meaning. The steps in the fable, which are precisely 
constructed, show that the bees cannot reach this stage without the 
presentation overstepping the vocabulary of observable behavior. 
In contradistinction to behavior controlled by signs, action gov
ernttd by norms presupposes rules the validity of which is guaran
teed not by a natural law but rather intersubjectively through 
acknowledgment by the participating interpreters. Thus action 
taken by an interpreter in accordance with prevailing norms 
cannot be derived from an isolated connection between behavior, 
signal, and environment. Norms always rest on mutual recognition 
and thus presuppose an identity of meaning for the universe of all 
who participate, continuously over a period of time. Meanings that 
are constant in the sense of having intersubjective and temporally 
continuous validity can be constituted only as language. 

Macintyre also follows this line of argument in his critique of the 
conceptions of Marx and Pareto on the one hand and Weber on the 
other. They all seem to presuppose a causal relationship in social 
action between subjective convictions and manifest behaviors.46 
They claim that there is an empirical connection between the ~deas 
and the behavior of acting subjects, regardless of whether the Ideas 
or the modes of behavior are thought of as the dependent variable. 
Beliefs and ideas influence social life, and social life influences be-
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liefs and ideas. Macintyre challenges the idea that the distinction 
between these classes of variables is meaningful for social action. It 
is true that intentional contents can be studied independently of the 
actions they serve to orient. They have an existence in symbolic 
contexts that is independent of actions. The converse, however, is 
not true. Actions cannot be understood without reference to the in
tentions that guide them; that is, independently of something like 
ideas, they cannot be studied at all. An empirical connection 
cannot exist between actions and intentions, because they are not 
independently identifiable quantities. Rather, they relate to one 
another in the same way that signs and meanings relate to one 
another in words. Actions express intentions in the same way; or 
better, they represent them in the same way that linguistic sym
bols represent their meanings. Just as signs cannot be understood 
without the symbolized content, actions cannot be understood 
without their intentional content, unless they are no longer iden
tified as signs or as actions. But if intentions appear independently 
of actions only in linguistic expressions, the relationship between 
idea and behavior merely reproduces the connection between a 
symbolized meaning and an observable behavior we assume can be 
interpreted as action. This connection is a logical, not an empirical 
one. To determine whether specific ideas "go" with specific ways 
of behaving, we carry out operations that correspond more closely 
to hermeneutic than to empirical-analytic procedures. We test 
whether the hypothetically assumed intention that allows an ob
served behavior to be interpreted as action can be formulated in 
propositions that accord with the expressed or reported ideas. In 
this sense we test the "consistency" of behavior and ideas: "It is be
cause actions express beliefs, because actions are a vehicle for our 
beliefs that they can be described as consistent or inconsistent with 
beliefs expressed in avowals. Actions, as much as utterances, belong 
to the realm of statements, concepts and beliefs; and the relation 
of belief to action is not external and contingent, but internal and 
conceptual." 47 

If action is linked with intentions in such a way that it can be 
derived from the propositions that bring these intentions to expres
sion, then conversely the thesis is also true that a subject can carry 
out only those actions whose intentions he can in principle describe. 
The limits of action are determined by the range of possible descrip-
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tions. This in turn is established by the structures of language in 
which the self-understanding and world view of a social group is 
articulated. Thus the boundaries of action are drawn by the bound-

aries oflanguage. 
All relevant investigations-the logical discussion of intentional 

statements, the empirical analysis of linguistic behavior, the linguis
tic analysis of language-learning, and the methodological investiga
tion of the relationship of ideas and modes of behavior-agree on 
one conclusion: the reduction of intentional actions to stimulated be
havior is not possible. But the fact of successful behavioral-scientific 
analyses in the area of social action contradicts this. This contradic
tion can be cleared up, provided that we do not confuse the strategy 
of the behavioral sciences with their declared self-understanding. 

The program of behavioral science requires that animal ~nd 
human behavior be analyzed according to the same methodologIcal 
rules as natural events in physics, namely, without reference to 
meaning that is supposedly accessible only through introspection. 
In fact, however, the restriction of the procedure to observable 
behavior does not satisfy this postulate. For an anticipation of in
tentional relationships has slipped into the theoretical approach 
unnoticed. Behavior itself is defined as intelligible behavior; it only 
appears to be "objective." Behavior is always interpreted fro~ the 
perspective of a situation we interpolate from our own ~xp,~r~en~e. 
The class of observable events we call "modes of behavlOr IS dlS
tinguished from the class of other events through a reference sy~tem 
that makes an intelligible connection explicit. The latter estabhshes 
a functionalist relation among the initial state of an organism, its 
environment (with conditions of existence and stimuli), and the end 
state of the organism: they are linked by an observable behavioral 
response. Functionalistically this connection is made from the per
spective of a need-satisfaction that is inaccessible to direct observa
tion. This means -that we have always already understood how to 
satisfy a need; we would never understand the need through obser
vation alone. This interpretation is not simply added from the 
realm of one's own experience; it furnishes the preliminary criterion 
for delimiting the class of events that can be understood as be
havior' it also permits theoretical assumptions about the constant 
meani~g of classes of events for a given organism. Thus biological 
behavioral research deals with stimuli that "mean" enemy, prey, 
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nesting, or sex. Learning theory deals, independent of instinctual 
tendencies, with two classes of stimuli that the organism can clearly 
distinguish as reward or punishment. Thus in both cases behavior is 
functioning within an intentional context.48 The hypotheses of be
havioral science cannot refer to events that are completely free of 
intentional content. 

On the level of animal behavior, on the other hand, the moment 
of intentionality has not yet become detached from the modes of 
behavior and incorporated into symbolic contexts. Only the auton
omy of intentional contents in language makes action possible. A 
more or less rigid system of instincts that defines meanings specific 
to a species from behind, so to speak, and attaches them to selected 
environmental conditions, is only freed from one-to-one correla
tions with the environment at the cultural level. Only then can the 
system of instincts be subjected in turn to new definitions, through a 
linguistic system with variable meanings. Whereas meanings that 
are signaled depend on need dispositions and merely indicate pre
selected objects of drives, symbolic meanings that have become 
autonomous in linguistic systems have acquired the power to inter
pret needs retroactively. Action theory bases itself on this in assum
ing that the course of an action must be understood through the 
interpretation of the acting subject himself. The motive for the 
action shifts from the level of a system of drives to that of linguistic 
communication. Behavioral research, in contrast, maintains an 
attitude even toward social action in which, again, linguistic sym-

. bois are understood as signals, motivations through symbolized 
meaning are understood as drive motivations, and intentional 

· actions are understood as stimulated modes of behavior. This is 
.• achieved not through the complete suspension of meaning and its 

understanding but rather through a radical limitation of the hori-
Zon opened by language to a few elements. In this way the reduced 
components remain fundamentally tied to the horizon of linguistic 

· communication. When we call the abstraction of need satisfaction 
and deprivation "reward and punishment," we are referring to a 
sy~tem of prevailing norms; and no matter how elementary the 
dnves we distinguish qualitatively from one another by referring 

· to "enemies," "prey," and "sex" may seem to us, we shall never 
~rrive at such a thing as drives that have not been linguisti~ally 
IOterpreted. 
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The indissoluble but unadmitted connection of the behaviorist 
perspective with a preunderstanding, articulated in ordin~r.y. lan
guage, of experiences in our sociallifeworld makes the pOSSIbIlIty of 
behavioral-scientific theories of human behavior plausible. Although 
language cannot be reduced to behavior, under the presupposition 
of a preunderstanding, bound to linguistic communication, of the 
secret intentionality of behavior, we can analyze intentional action 
from the perspective of behavioral research. Because the behavioral 
sciences systematically disregard what is specific to collective cul
tural life, the information they produce has meaning only within 
specifiable limits. If we do not wish to pay this price to reduce ac
tion to behavior, we shall have to have recourse to general theories 
of intentional action, and they will have to gain access to social facts 
through the understanding of meaning. 

5 Three Forms of Functionalism 

5.1 The behaviorist approach has the advantage that it encounters 
no fundamental complications in the construction of theories. If we 
have accepted the basic assumptions of behavior theory, we can 
proceed as we do in the natural sciences: as in the natur~l sciences, 
we are concerned with deriving and confirming assumptIOns about 
empirical uniformities; we are not concerned with structural ~is
tinctions between object domains. When, in contrast, the object 
domain is designated as a class of social facts, which, as intentional 
actions, can be understood only through interpretation based on 
the understanding of meaning, theory formation is affected. How 
are general theories of social action possible at all? 

If we understood social action as action under prevailing norms, 
theories of action must refer to contexts of norms that permit us to 
predict the course of interactions. Since norms are given in sym
bolic form it seems obvious to derive systems of action from the 
conditions' of linguistic communication. Where the boundaries of 
language define the boundaries of action, the structures of langua~e 
determine the channels of possible interaction. Thus a systematIC 
extension of the understanding of meaning, which in any case pro
vides access to social facts, will suffice for the analysis of the contexts 
of communicative action. We can make use of the methods of lin
guistic analysis or linguistic hermeneutics. Linguistics. concerns 
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itself with the grammatical rules for communication within a given 
society, and hermeneutics concerns itself beyond this with the tradi
tions that are appropriated culturally within the linguistic frame
work ofa society.49 

These procedures, however, are too far-reaching for an interpre
tive sociology-following this path, sociology would be dissolved 
into intellectual history or comparative linguistics. We may ask, in 
fact, whether linguistic analysis and linguistic hermeneutics actu
ally cover the domain of social action. There is certainly always an 
element of cultural tradition in the definition of prevailing norms, 
and the communicative context that regulates interactions is cer
tainly established through the rules of a binding grammar. But 
these systems of traditional and systematically ordered symbols only 
provide the material, of which part is used for the institutionaliza
tion of action. In the terminology of Max Weber, which is wide
spread in current sociology because of Weber's influence in America , 
we can say that in a certain way sociology presupposes the value
interpretation of the hermeneutic sciences, but is itself concerned 
with cultural tradition and value-systems only insofar as they have 
attained normative power in the orienting of action. Sociology is 
concerned only with institutionalized values. We can now formu
late our question in a more specific form: How are general theories 
of action in accordance with institutionalized values (or prevailing 
norms) possible? 

General theories of this kind must proceed from basic assumptions 
.that cover neither only the empirical context of observable events 
nor only the logical context of symbolized meaning. For, on the one 
hand, prevailing norms are institutionalized contexts of meaning 
that cannot be adequately expressed in variables of observable be
havior; and, on the other hand, they do not have the form of pure 
maxims of strategic action from which possible decisions can be de
duced. The required theories must permit assumptions about the 

. empirical context of prevailing norms. In one sense this context ex
tends beyond the subjectively intended meaning of those who act in 
accordance with norms; but as a real connection among norms it 
shares with them the element of meaningfulness. The connection is 
not intended by the acting subjects, but at the same time it is in ten-

• tional. We can also say that the meaning institutionalized in rules 
and roles is manifest, whereas the meaning of the objective context 
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of these roles remains latent. Lawlike assumptions appropriate for 
the explanation of communicative action refer to covariances ?f 
grammatical rules, social roles, and empirical conditio~s th~t ~r:.m 
turn latently meaningful. This is a consequence of the mtelhglblhty 

of social facts. 
The meaning intended in action and objectivated both in lan-

guage and in actions is transferred from social facts to the rela~ion
ships among facts; there is no empirical uniformity in ~he domam of 
social action that is not intelligible, even though not mtended. But 
if the covariances asserted in the lawlike hypotheses are to be mean
ingful in this intelligibility, they must themselves b~ conceived as 
parts of an intentional context. From the ?e.rspectlve of normal 
empirical-scientific theory with an elementanstlc st~ucture, t~e va.r
ious lawlike hypotheses have an exclusively logIcal relatIOnshIp 
with one another that in no way expresses a real connection be
tween the covariances asserted in the individual laws. For this 
reason the additional assumption of an objective context within 
which 'empirical uniformities appear as meaningful is required; it is 
introduced in the form of a functionalist assumption. One proceeds 
on the assumption that general theories of social action refer to sys
tems in which elements fulfill specifiable functions for a defined 
state or for a continuous change of state of the system. The func
tionalist assumption presumes that a systematic connection exists 
in reality, not only for purposes of analysis. It permits the usu~l 
functional connection between individual variables, formulated m 
statements of laws, to be further interpreted as meaningful with 
reference to the overall functional context of system maintenance. 

The philosophy of history has made us familiar ~ith propos~ls for 
such objective-intentional contexts. They are ascnbed to the mten
tion of a collective subject that achieves its goal over the heads of 
acting individuals. The plan can be understood teleologically,. in 
which case it is based on the artisan model of instrumental action 
through which an end is reached throu~h ap~ropriat~ ~eans. Th~ 
plan can also be conceived diale~tic~ly, 10 ~hlC~ case. It IS based 0 

the dramaturgic model of commumcatlVe actIOn, m whl~h an author 
makes an experience transparent through the role-playmg of actors. 
Whereas the state of a completed production process can be identified 
through observation, the experience of a dramatic event can be ex
plicated only in speech. In the first case the intention is concerned 
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with the work that is finished; in the second, with the word that re
solves. Both intentions are appropriate for interpretations in terms 
of the philosophy of history, but not for an empirical-scientific func
tionalism that has to avoid any world-historical subject. 

Another model is borrowed from biology: the reproduction of 
every individual organism seems to warrant the assumption of pur
posiveness without purposeful activity, and thus of an objective
intentional context. According to this model, systems can be under
stood as organized unities that, under changing circumstances, 
maintain themselves in a specific state through self-regulation. The 
adaptive behavior of self-regulating systems can also be interpreted 
as instrumental action, but the assumption of an acting subject is 
superfluous. The intention of self-preservation is objective, as it 
were, not only for the elements within the system but also "in 
itself"; for it does not need to be justified by being ascribed to a col
lective subject that acts behind the backs ofindividuals and groups. 

The social sciences have taken over this functionalist approach 
from biology. This gives the appearance of being unproblematic 
because in the realm of social action there is a structure that corre
sponds to that of the organism-the organization. Social organiza
tions can be planned and directed, but afterward they reproduce 
themselves in the manner of self-regulating systems. Just as strategic 
games provide the model for the theoretical framework of decision 
theory, so social organizations provide the model for the theoretical 
framework of systems research. Nature, however, provides no pro
totype for social games as it does for the social arrangements of 
the organism. After initial steps in the older German sociology and 
in Durkheim, the English cultural anthropologists (Malinowski, 
Radcliffe-Brown) were the next to adopt a functionalist framework 
for empirical analyses.5o The biological model is in evidence: 

Ifwe consider any recurrent part of the life-process (of an organism), such 
as respiration, digestion, etc., its function is the part it plays in, the contri
bution it makes to, the life of the organism as a whole. As the terms are 
here being used a cell or an organ has an activity and that activity has a 
function. It is true that we commonly speak of the secretion of gastric fluid 
as a "function" of the stomach. As the words are here used we should say 
that this is an "activity" of the stomach, the "function" of which is to 
change the proteins of food into a form in which these are absorbed and 
distributed by the blood to the tissues. We may note that the function of a 
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recurrent physiological process is thus a correspondence between it and the 
needs (i.e., necessary conditions of existence) of the organism.... . 

To turn from organic life to social life, if we examine such a commumty 
as an African or Australian tribe we can recognize the existence of a social 
structure. Individual human beings, the essential units in this instance, are 
connected by a definite set of social relations into an inte.grated whole: The 
continuity of the social structure, like that of an orgamc structur~, IS not 
destroyed by changes in the units. Indi~iduals may.lea.ve the society, by 
death or otherwise; others may enter It. The contmUity of structure IS 
maintained by the process of social life, which consists of the a~tivities and 
interactions of the individual human beings and of the orgamzed groups 
into which they are united: The social life of the community is here defined 
as the functioning of the social structure. The function of any rec~rrent ac
tivity, such as the punishment of a crime, or a funeral cere~on~, IS .the part 
it plays in the social life as a whole and therefore the contnbutIon It makes 
to the maintenance of the structural continuity.51 

Primitive societies, with which cultural anthropology is primarily 
concerned, have the advantage of being units that are relatively 
easy to delimit and relatively static. Merton and above all Parsons 
have gone on to elaborate the functionalist framework for social
scientific theories as such.52 This development follows an internal 
logic, for as soon as we conceive social action to be intentional, gen
eral theories with elementaristic structures become unusable. 53 

Only when social norms that institutionalize cultural patterns or 
values are understood as structures within self-regulating systems 
can social processes be analyzed on the basis of assumptions about 
the understandable empirical context of organized behavioral 
expectations. The functions that they then have in maintaining 
or changing a defined state of the system are an expression of the 
latently meaningful empirical context of the manifestly, tha~ is, sub
jectively, meaningful actions of individuals and groups. WIthout a 
functionalist framework, assumptions about the empirical context 
of social norms would be possible only under the condition that .the 
norms be expressed exclusively in variables of observable behaVIOr, 
and thus that social action be reduced to behavior and stripped of 
its intentional content. This would contradict our presupposition. 

Parsons conceives social systems as the functionalist context of 
institutions. In them, cultural values, which enter the system from 
above, as it were, are made binding for social action. The norma
tive validity of the roles and rules defined on the basis of the stock of 
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cultural traditions is secured through their adequate integration 
with drive energies, which, along with personality traits, enter the 
system ".fro~ below." The institutions mediate action-orienting 
values wIth mterpreted need-dispositions (value orientations with 
motivational forces or potency). Institutions are composed of roles 
and norms that are binding for groups and individuals. Institu
tions stand in a functional relationship when they can be delimited 
as a system (with controlling values and internal conditions) from 
the external conditions of the environment. 

In recent studies Parsons has been using the language of cyber
netics.54 Control values define the equilibrium state in which the 
system maintains itself. Internal conditions define the drive poten
tial that the system must process. External conditions define the en
vir?nment to which a system, if does not control them, must adapt. 
It IS assumed that every system tends toward the maintenance or 
achievement of a desired state. Every state of a system can be de
scribed with the help of values that can be independently varied in 
four dimensions. These are measures of the fulfillment of four basic 
functions on which the maintenance of the system depends: the de
gree to. which given goals have been achieved, the flexibility of 
adaptatIOn to external conditions, the degree of integration, and 
the st~bility of existing institutional patterns: "The four exigencies 
to whIch a system of action is subject are those of 'goal attainment' 
'adaptation,' 'integration,' and 'pattern maintenance.' These a:e 
di~e~sions. of a space in the sense that a state of the system or of its 
UOltS relatIOns to each other may be described, relative to satisfac
tory points of reference, as 'farther along' or less far along on each 
?f these dimensions; a change of state may be described in terms of 
clncreases or decreases in the values of each of these variables." 55 

Institutions stand in a functional relationship when a change in 
elements can be measured in terms of how they influence a 

, Of. the system determined by control values. The steering 
tnechamsms through which the system maintains its equilibrium 

on the model of cybernetic governors: even when they possess 
lesser amount of energy, universal media, such as gold in eco

systems, regulate systems with essentially greater amounts of 
'Cl1lprn-". ~a~sons attempts to conceive media such as power and 

opm~o~ a~ re?ul~tive languages, like money. They regulate 
wIthm mstItutlOns, and changes in the relations of insti-
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tutions to one another, in such a way that the control values of the 
system are adhered to. 

These few remarks will have to suffice for the characterization 
of the functionalist approach in social-scientific systems research. 
Parsons himself has elaborated this approach for processes of the 
macroeconomic cycle and political will-formation. 56 Clearly, like 
living organisms, domains of social organization can be understood 
and analyzed as self-regulating systems. If the logic of systems re
search is the same in both cases, and if the similarity between orga
nization and organism from the functionalist perspective is not a 
false one, then Parsons has demonstrated the conditions of the pos
sibility of general theories of social action. But this is disputed by 
the positivists, with good reason. 57 

5.2 Hempel and Nagel have analyzed the logical form of func
tionalist explanation. In every case, two preconditions must be met: 
the empirically reliable delimitation of a system and the identifi
cation of a specific state of the system, under the assumption that 
the system tends to stay in this state of equilibrium even under altered 
external conditions. The task of a functionalist analysis consists in 
grasping the connections among variables that influence the equi
librium state of the system in order to establish how these covarying 
quantities are related to other variables, both inside and outside the 
system. If the state of equilibrium is characterized by a process P, 
then the function that an element or a relationship among elements 
A has for the maintenance of the state of equilibrium may be ex
pressed as follows: "Every system S with organization C in environ
ment E engages in process P; if S with organization C and in en
vironment E does not have A, then S does not engage in P; hence, 
S with organization C must have A" 58 

The functionalist explanation makes possible statements about 
the consequences that a part of the system has for the maintenance of 
a specific state of the system; this teleological statement can also 
be employed in a non teleological form. In that case it gives the 
sufficient conditions for the designated state of equilibrium of a 
system. Both statements are arrived at through deduction and are 
equivalent; both establish the same empirically verifiable causal 
relationship between identifiable quantities. To this extent, the 
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logic of functionalist explanation does not differ from that of causal 
explanation. 

Despite this equivalence, the functionalist approach is not inter
changeable with the traditional one. For not all physical systems 
are organized in such a way that they adhere to specific control 
values in changing external environments. It is especially the or
ganization of living beings that lends itself to analysis in terms of 
such self-regulating mechanisms. The functionalist viewpoint corre
sponds to a specific class of objects that are organized on the model 
of purposiveness without purposeful activity: 

On the hypothesis that a teleological explanation can always be translated, 
with respect to what it explicitly asserts, into an equivalent nonteleological 
one, let us now make more explicit in what way two such explanations 
nevertheless do differ. The difference appears to be as follows: Teleological 
explanations focus attention on the culminations and products of specific 
processes, and in particular upon the contributions of various parts of a 
system to the maintenance of its global properties or modes of behaviour. 
They view the operations of things from the perspective of certain selected 
"wholes" or integrated systems to which the things belong; and they are 
therefore concerned with characteristics of the parts of such wholes, only 
insofar as those traits of the parts are relevant to the various complex 
features or activities assumed to be distinctive of those wholes. Non
teleological explanations, on the other hand, direct attention primarily to 
the conditions under which specified processes are initiated or persist, and 
to the factors upon which the continued manifestations of certain inclusive 
traits of a system are contingent. They seek to exhibit the integrated be
haviours of complex systems as the resultants of more elementary factors, 
frequently identified as constituent parts of those systems; and they are 
therefore concerned with traits of complex wholes almost exclusively to the 
extent that these traits are dependent on assumed characteristics of the 
elementary factors. In brief, the difference between teleological and non
teleological explanations, as has already been suggested, is one of emphasis 
and perspective in formulation. 59 

What is crucial here for the positivist expounding the logical 
unity of the sciences is that the causal connections among the vari
ables in a self-regulating system, as well as those between the system 
and its environment, can be analyzed without reference to a mean
ing or goal that is anchored in reality itself. Teleology is a matter of 
formulation, not a formulation of the matter. Hempel too under
stands functionalism from this perspective, as a useful research 
strategy that proves its value heuristically through the fruitfulness 
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of its hypothesis construction. But the moment of intelligibility ~n 
self-regulating systems, which we can interpret as purposeful m 
terms of the model of instrumental action, remains external to the 
functionalist method.60 This is certainly true of biological research. 
Nagel and Hempel, however, overlook the fact that the function.alist 
approach recommends itself for social-scientific analyses precisely 
because of the moment of intelligibility. We have shown that the 
meaningful structuring of facts with which interpretive sociology is 
concerned permits a general theory of social action only if the rela
tionships among facts are understandable. Under these conditions 
the functionalist framework has not only an analytic significance; 
rather, it represents, on the theoretical level, one of the character
istics of its object domain-namely, the intentionality of the inter
connections of social systems themselves, which, of course, is not 
ascribed to a subject. 

Since they remain fixated on the model of a behavioral science, 
positivists are naturally blind to this state of affair.s; but .their lo~ical 
clarification of the functionalist mode of proceedmg bnngs to lIght 
a point that is critical for the social sciences. In biology, a .f~nc
tionalist explanation can generally satisfy the stated preconditIOns 
without difficulty. A biological organism is by nature a delimited 
system; and the state in which an organism reproduces its life can 
easily be identified through a series of important life process~s .(metab
olism). In sociology, on the other hand, both precondItIOns are 
either difficult to fulfill or cannot be fulfilled at all. In terms of de
limiting social systems from their environment, it may be a question 
of a pragmatic difficulty that can be overcome through skillfu! defi
nitions' but it seems doubtful to me that systems research m the , . 
strict empirical-analytic sense is possible when the syst~~ umts are 
not merely introduced but actually constructed by defi~ItlOn: . 

The other difficulty, the need for an adequately relIable IdentIfi
cation of the equilibrium state, is fundamental in nature. The re
production of social life is not determined t?r~ugh val~es that ~a~ 
be grasped descriptively, as is that of orgamc lIfe. PhYSIcal survI:a 
is a necessary but in no instance sufficient condition for the m~m
tenance of social systems. Nor can one find in social processes Im
portant life functions that suffice t? define the. mainten~nce of. the 
system in a state of equilibrium, a~ IS the case wI~h ~rgamc f~nctl.ons 
in living creatures. The difficulty IS clear: the cntenon for histoncal 
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life and survival is dependent on the interpretations that have va
lidity in a social system; but these interpretations are in turn depen
dent on the objective conditions of the system and its environment. 
Parsons makes the mistake of regarding whole social systems as if 
they were individual social facts. He presumes that the control 
values that define a system's equilibrium are "given" in the same 
way as the cultural values that determine social norms: "We can 
say that the regulating elements have primarily normative and cul
tural reference." 61 In fact, parameters for the desired state of a 
social system cannot be determined in the same way as for the pa
rametrically determined state of equilibrium of an organism. Thus 
the empirical values that can be determined in the dimensions 
specified for a given system cannot be given an optimal value. Such 
control values are not "given," although they could be "found" 
through political will-formation. But this would be possible only 
-under the presumption of a general and public discussion of the 
assembled members of the society based on information about given 
conditions for the reproduction of the system. In this way, relative 
agreement about a value system could be achieved that would in
clude the objective control values that had previously been with
held from the knowledge and will of the citizens. In such a form of 
communication, previously acknowledged cultural values would 
not only function as criteria; the cultural values themselves would 
be submitted to discussion. They would be pragmatically reviewed 
in conjunction with available techniques and strategies, takirig both 
given and potentially changing circumstances into consideration, 
and would be purged of their ideological components. 

The control values that Parsons introduces for social systems refer 
not to actual but to possible conditions of functioning. They are de
pendent on rules of evaluation that would have to be constructed 
through a hypothetically specifiable procedure of will-formation. 

'Without these standards we do not have a system of reference 
. within which we could measure the values for goal-attainment, in
tegration, adaptation, and pattern maintenance in terms of control 
values for an equilibrium state. Nagel's critique of social-scientific 

. functionalism seems compelling: 

It follows that proposed explanations aiming to exhibit the functions of 
various items in a social system in either maintaining or altering the system 
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have no substantive content, unless the state that is allegedly maintained 
or altered is formulated more precisely than has been customary. It also 
follows that the claims functionalists sometimes advance (whether in the 
form of "axioms" or of hypotheses to be investigated) concerning the 
"integral" character or "functional unity" of social systems produced by 
the "working together" of their parts with a "sufficient degree of har
mony" and "internal consistency," or concerning the "vital function" and 
"indispensable part" every element in a society plays in the "working 
whole," cannot be properly judged as either sound or dubious or even mis
taken. For in the absence of descriptions precise enough to identify un
ambiguously the states which are supposedly maintained in a social system, 
those claims cannot be subjected to empirical control, since they are com
patible with every conceivable matter of fact and with every outcome of 
empirical inquiries into actual societies.62 

Ru,schemeyer63 draws the conclusion from these considerations in 
the logic of science. He formulates the following conditions for func
tionalist analysis: first, the social system about which statements are 
to be made must be empirically delimited; second, the state of the 
system for which self-maintaining tendencies are assumed must be 
operationally determined; third, the functional requirements of this 
state must be identifiable; fourth, it must be possible to specify the 
alternative processes that correspond to the same requirements. 
Riischemeyer does not see, however, that in the social sciences con
ditions two and three (and condition four, which depends on them) 
can be fulfilled only through normative prescription. We cannot 
grasp a state of equilibrium for a delimitable social system descrip
tively; rather, we may prescribe control values for such a state from 
a pragmatic point of view. This is how systems research operates in 
the economic domain. In making the transition from organisms to 
organizations, which are not "determined" in the same way, we 
have to abandon functionalism's descriptive claim. But then what 
Parsons proposes with an empirical-analytic intention becomes a 
mode of systems research that investigates the functioning of social 
institutions given pragmatically predetermined system goals. Tech
nical imperatives assume the logical position occupied in theories of 
strategic action by hypothetical maxims. In both cases, the status of 
statements-which hold more information, the more empirically 
derived data are included in the calculation-is the same: like deci
sion theory, systems research produces information that can be em
ployed prescriptively, thus the kind of information that we have 
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called second-order technological knowledge. We would do well to 
distinguish between the systems research with empirical-analytic 
intent that is spreading in the biological sciences and a systems re
search that, in view of its object domain, must proceed normative
analytically, whether or not it is aware of this. 

5.3 The logical restriction of functionalist theories of action to the 
validity of normative-analytic sciences is not satisfying. Discussions 
of the meaning and limits of functionalism64 still exhibit the intent , 
with all due reservations, to find a usable empirical-analytic frame 
of reference. The older, historically oriented sociology was also sys
tems research with an empirical intent. I suspect that if we aban
doned the claim to establish general theories of social action, we 
could achieve a historically substantive functionalist investigation 
of social systems. This method corresponds not only to a contro
versial scientific traditiQn but also to a not very widespread scien
tific practice (I am thinking here of the work of Mills, Marcuse, 
Riesman, Schelsky, and Dahrendorf). At this point I would like to 
discuss two difficulties that point toward a solution through rehis
torizing social analysis. 

The first difficulty results from the fact that the analysis of role
systems presupposes comprehension of so-called cultural value sys
tems. The action-orienting meaning of cultural norms derives from 
an accompanying cultural tradition. True, the social sciences are 
concerned with traditional semantic contents only insofar as they 
are incorporated in institutions; but the problematic of the under
standing of meaning cannot on that account be displaced onto the 
historical-hermeneutic sciences through a kind of division of labor. 
For this would not eliminate the hermeneutic problematic but 
simply reduce it to the level of an unreflected point of departure. If 
they are to be grasped descriptively as facts, and not construed as 
pure maxims of behavior, value systems pose the same methodologi
cal problem for the social scientist as the meaning of documents 
d?es ~or t~e historian or the meaning of texts for the philologist. In
StItutIOnahzed values also form part of the worldview of social 
groups that is handed down in ordinary language, is more or less 
articulated, but is always historically concrete. Parsons divests the 
understanding of handed-down meanings of its problematic through 
the simplifying assumption of value-universalism. According to that 
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assumption, the meaning-contents objectivated in value systems are 
not embedded in unique cultures and traditions; rather, they are 
constructed of fundamental value-components that remain con
stant in different cultures and epochs while merely appearing in 
different combinations.65 This elementaristic assumption, in con
junction with the presumption of the autonomy of the value system 
of institutionalized science, precludes the question whether theories 
of action, in the unavoidable dimension of a hermeneutic appro
priation of traditional meaning, must not confront the problem 
that Max Weber always considered under the name of value
interpretation. The reconnection of Verstehen to the initial herme
neutic situation is linked with value-interpretation, which has to 
direct itself to historically objectivated cultural meanings from 
within the irreducible value relationships of its own situation. 

A social science that does not simply turn its back on the emerging 
hermeneutic problematic cannot avoid admitting that a preunder
standing of historical situations is inevitably incorporated into the 
fundamental assumptions of its theories. This may make the identi
fication of social systems easier; but it does not accomplish much in 
terms of the identifitation of a state of equilibrium. For cultural 
values not only serve to regulate social systems; they also function as 
goals within the system, goals that are not reflected in the values 
themselves. Only if it were possible to distinguish the utopian, the 
purposive-rational in pragmatic terms, and the ideological contents 
of value systems, could we specify for a given system the objectively 
possible conditions of a state of equilibrium. Thus the second 
difficulty consists in the fact that the categorial framework proposed 
by Parsons does not permit such distinctions. 

In the theoretical framework of action theory, motives for action 
are harmonized with institutionalized values, thus with the inter
subjectively prevailing meaning of normatively binding behavioral 
expectations. Drive energies that have not been integrated and find 
no legitimate chance of satisfaction in role-systems cannot be 
grasped analytically. But we may presume that these repressed 
needs that have not been reabsorbed by social roles, transformed 
into motivations, and sanctioned have their interpretations never
theless. Either these interpretations transcend what exists and re
present a group-identity that has not yet been formed, in the form 
of utopian anticipation, or, transformed into ideologies, they serve 
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to legitimize instances of drive-suppression and projective substitute 
gratification; in other words, they serve to legitimate positions of 
authority and to direct socially undesirable drive impulses-that is, 
those that cannot be used for collective self-preservation-into non
threatening channels. Given such criteria, a state of equilibrium 
would be determined by whether the authority system of a society 
realized the utopian contents and dissolved the ideological contents 
to the degree made objectively possible by the given state of the 
forces of production and technological progress.66 In that case, 
however, society can no longer be conceived exclusively as a system 
of self-preservation; the objective-intentional context is no longer 
determined by the purposive-rational adequacy of instrumental ac
tion or adaptive behavior, that is, by technical rationality. Rather, 
the meaning in terms of which the functionality of social processes 
is measured is now linked to the idea of a communication free from 
domination. The functionalism of the artisan model gives way, 
without falling back into philosophy of history, to that of the dra
maturgic model. 67 

These two approaches to theories of social action are com
plementary: the level of adaptive behavior is too low, that of com
municative action too high. In the span of historical memory, social 
action has always been both. This is what we need to understand. 
The reduction of action to stimulated behavior runs up against the 
limits of linguistic communication; it is not possible to eradicate 
intentionality completely. But the projection of behavior onto the 
level of intentional action proves to be an anticipation that is in 
need of correction: action cannot be completely inferred from sub
jectively intended meanings. The empirical context of actions regu
lated by social norms transcends the manifest meaning of intentions 
and calls for an objective frame of reference in which the latent 
meaning of functions can be grasped; for in the final analysis, the 
actors' orientation is not the same thing as their motives. Tradi
tional meanings or cultural values are institutionalized and thereby 
gain normatively binding power over social action. Institutional
ization takes previously free-floating intentions or behavioral ex
pectations and binds to them a sufficient quantity of energies or 
needs whose interpretation accords with the content of role
definitions. The institutionalization of values is equivalent to a cor
responding channeling of drive energies. If we do not proceed on 
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the basis of unfounded presuppositions of harmony, however, the 
binding of instinctual energies to rules and roles is always coupled 
with the repression of interpreted needs that cannot be integrated 
into the roles offered. The rigidity of institutions, which hinders re
flection, can be measured by the relationship of integrated to sup
pressed needs. When both motivate behavior equally, it becomes 
evident that we need to understand the institutionalization of 
values dialectically. By giving intentional behavioral expectations 
intersubjective validity and thus motivating force, the institutional
ization of values transforms repressed needs both into stimuli for 
unintended modes of behavior and parapraxes and into a potential 
for dreams that transcend conscious intentions. Thus social action 
is the combined result of reactive compulsions and meaningful in
teractions. The ratio of action that is merely elicited by split-off 
motives to action that is intentionally guided by the communication 
of meaning determines the degree of freedom of the social action
the degree of flexibility of institutions and the degree of individua
tion of the individuals. These can be read in the aggregate condi
tion of history at any point. The emancipation of the human race 
from the compulsion of nature is mirrored in it, as is the reproduc
tion of that compulsion. 

Only when split-off motives and deeply internalized rules have 
been understood in their objective connection with the rational 
compulsions of collective self-preservation on the one hand and the 
irrational compulsions of superfluous authorities on the other, when 
they have been reconciled with subjectively meaningful motives in 
the minds of the acting subjects themselves, can social action de
velop as truly communicative action. But a theory that does not 
incorporate this understanding will make unreflected predetermina
tions in a matter about which we have no apriori certainty; it will 
be making methodological decisions about whether we more closely 
resemble animals or gods. Those who have prematurely concluded 
that we resemble gods lead their heroes through a back door into 
the animal realm again. The acting subjects whose intentions have 
been acknowledged suddenly find themselves and their cultural 
values yoked in systems that respond only to the fundamental bio
logical values of survival and efficient adaptation. 

So much extravagant wisdom must positivism claim before it can 
place dimensions of what is knowable off limits of itself and to 
others. 

m 
On the Problem of 
Understanding Meaning in the 
-Empirical-Analytic Sciences 
of Action 

The understanding of meaning (Sinnverstehen) becomes a meth
odological problem when the appropriation of traditional meanings 
is involved: the "meaning" to be explicated has the status of a fact, 
something encountered empirically. The understanding of symbolic 
contexts that we produce ourselves is unproblematic. Thus, for
malized statements such as mathematical propositions or rigorous 
theories do not impose tasks of hermeneutic interpretation on us as 
do traditional texts or documents. For metalinguistic rules of con
stitution are part of formalized languages, and with their help we 
can reconstruct given statements, that is, produce them again our
selves. In this respect, analytic thinking is justly contrasted with 
hermeneutic discussion. 1 

Nor does the problematic of understanding meaning arise in the 
social sciences as long as they proceed in a normative-analytic 
manner. Behavioral maxims (or, in systems research, the values of 
the goal state) are introduced analytically. The theory preestablishes 
the "meaning" of social action (or of the behavior of the parts of a 
system). It is defined on the theoretical level and does not need to 
be grasped and explicated on the level of data. Insofar as the social 
sciences proceed in an empirical-analytic manner, the understand
ing of meaning cannot be formalized in this way. If they follow the 
model of the behavioral sciences, the problem of understanding 
meaning is simplified by limiting the data to observable events. Be
haviorism does not, as we have shown, achieve a complete suspen
sion of meaning and its understanding; but because of its radical 
restriction of the linguistic horizon to a few elementary and well 
operation ali zed meanings (satisfaction of needs, punishment and 
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reward), the preunderstanding that it assumes does not need to be 
thematized. To the extent that the empirical-analytic sciences 
of action do not accept behavioristic restrictions on their object 
domains, their theories have reference to objectively meaningful 
contexts of subjectively meaningful action. The result is the func
tionalist approach to theory construction. In that framework the 
problematic of understanding meaning cannot be eliminated 
although it can be reduced to the level of an unreflected point of de
parture. Parsons's thesis of value universalism is an example of that. 

Since Dilthey, we have been accustomed to thinking of the dis
tinguishing feature of the Geisteswissenschaften as the relationship 
within them of the epistemological subject to an object domain that 
itself shares the structures of subjectivity. In the idealist tradition, 
this particular position of subject and object can be interpreted 
as spirit encountering itself in its objectivations. Collingwood still 
adopts this view. Historians and philologists are concerned not with 
an objective context of events but with the symbolic context of a 
spirit that expresses itself in them. Reflection on what the her
meneutic sciences do must thus first clarify how the formative pro
cess in which spirit objectivates itself is to be understood, and how, 
complementarily, the act of understanding that translates what has 
beetn objectivated back into something inward is to be understood. 
In this tradition, methodological considerations, in the narrower 
sense, of the logical structure of theories and the relationship of 
theories to experience were superseded by epistemological investi
gations of the transcendental-logical structure of the world of pos
sible subjects and the conditions of the intersubjectivity of under
standing. The phenomenology of understanding meaning then took 
the place of the psychology of understanding expressions that was 
grounded in Lebensphilosophie. This problematic was then linked 
with linguistic communication and developed, on the one hand, by 
linguistic philosophy via the indirect route of positivist linguistic 
analysis and, on the other hand, by philosophical hermeneutics, fol
lowing Husserl and Heidegger. 

These discussions, which are certainly not less articulate or con
ducted on a lower level than those of analytic philosophy of science, 
have nevertheless failed to have an impact on recent work in the 
logic of the social sciences. This is due in part to the idealist pre
suppositions that, especially in Germany, have been borrowed from 
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the philosophy of reflection [Reflexionsphilosophie, i.e., German Ideal
ism-translator] almost as a matter of course. Among these is the 
model of a spirit that understands itself in its objectivations. In part 
the reception of these discussions has been inhibited by the fact 
that the relevant phenomenological, linguistic, and hermeneutic 
studies have not been conducted in the only dimension that posi
tivism considers appropriate for methodology. Whereas positivism, 
with the direct attitude characteristic of the sciences, discusses 
methological rules for the construction and verification of theories 
as if it were a question of the logical connection between symbols, 
phenomenological, linguistic, and hermeneutic analyses, with the 
indirect attitude characteristic of reflection, are directed to the epis
temological context in which methodological rules are considered 
to be rules of synthesis and conceived in terms of the constitution of 
possible experience. 

I would like to discuss the problematic of understanding meaning 
not so much directly in terms of this transcendental-logical frame
work, but rather on a methodological level that even positivist 
prejudices cannot eliminate. Kaplan's recent methodology of the 
sciences of action,2 which takes the viewpoints of instrumentalism 
into consideration, offers a point of departure. This tradition, 
which goes back to Dewey and Peirce, has the advantage of being 
closely linked to a logical analysis of inquiry without assuming the 
positivist restriction of methodology to linguistic analysis. Pragma
tism has always conceived methodological rules as norms for the 
practice of inquiry. The frame of reference for the philosophy of 
science is therefore the communicative context and the scientific 
community of researchers, thus a network of interactions and op
erations based on linguistically secured intersubjectivity. Thus 
Kaplan makes a distinction from the outset between logic-in-use 
and reconstructed logic. The task of methodology is to reflect on the 
rules of research practice in terms of the intentions of that practice 

, rather than, conversely, making research practice fit the abstract 
principles that are valid for the deductive structure of formalized 
languages. 3 

Not only does the pragmatist logic of science emphasize the de
scriptive moment in contrast to the constructive; it also avoids the 
positivist prejudice concerning the status of the rules that govern 
research practice. It does not conceive them as grammatical rules 
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from the outset, but rather knows that in another respect they are 
also equivalent to rules of social action. In other words, it does not 
preclude a transcendental analysis. Yet in doing so it does not suc
cumb to the prejudice of subjective idealism according to which the 
rules of synthesis are part of the makeup of an invariant conscious
ness that transcends experienceable reality. This approach is so lib
eral that it allows the problematic of the understanding of meaning 
to become visible. But even within this frame of reference, the full 
implications of the problematic are not understood. Thus, un
fortunately, this thematic complex has retained something of the 
appearance of a European speciality that belongs to the unassimi
lated residue of traditional philosophy and can make no serious claim 
to a place in the corpus of the philosophy of science. But the prob
lemati.c can be thoroughly expounded on the level of methodology 
in the strict sense. It is the doorway through which methodology 
must pass if reflection, which positivism has immobilized, is to be 
revived. 

6 The Phenomenological Approach 

6.1 The object domain of the sciences of action consists of symbols 
and modes of behavior that cannot be conceived as actions inde
pendently of symbols. Here access to data is constituted not solely 
through the observation of events but at the same time through the 
understanding of contexts of meaning. In this sense we can distin
guish sensory from communicative experience. Naturally, all sensory 
experiences are interpreted; to that extent they are not independent 
of prior communication. And conversely, understanding is not pos
sible without observation of signs. But communicative experience is 
directed not to matters of fact, as observation is, but rather to pre
interpreted matters of fact. It is not merely the perception of facts 
that is symbolically structured, but rather the facts as such. Unless 
we artificially privilege one of the two modes of behavior and largely 
ignore the other one, as the behavioral sciences do, difficulties arise 
that "are not diminished by assertions of the universal applicability 
of the scientific method."4 A broadened experiential basis for the 
sciences of action allows for the intersubjectivity of experience. In 
confirming strictly empirical theories, only standardized, not arbi
trary, observations are allowed; the conventional rules for oper
ations of measurement suffice as standards. Can the intersubjectivity 
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of communicative experience be sufficiently guaranteed by stan
dards of measurement in the same way? 

As the name indicates, communicative experience originates in 
an interactive context in which at least two subjects are linked 
within the framework of a linguistically produced intersubjectivity 
of agreement on meanings that remain constant. In that framework 
the "observer" is just as much a participant as the "observed." The 
situation of "participant observation" attests to that just as clearly 
as does the technique of questioning. The relationship between ob
serving subject and object (Gegenstand) is certainly extremely com
plex and is rendered unproblematic only by the assumptions of 
correspondence made by epistemological realism. The relationship 
between subject and partner (Gegenspieler) that replaces it is even 
more complex. Here experience is mediated by the interaction of the 
two partners. Its objectivity is threatened from both sides: by the 
influence of the "observer," whose instruments distort the answers, 
just as much as by the reactions of the partner, which make the 
participant observer self-conscious. By describing the threats to 
objectivity in this way, we have, it is true, already adopted a per
spective that is suggested by the familiar preconditions of controlled 
observation. It seems as though communicative experience can be 
purged of subjective distortions only by a countervailing suspension 
of the claims that entangle the observer in the interaction. But the 
role of a disengaged observer may be a false model for the ex
periential domain of communication; perhaps the role of the re
flective participant is more appropriate. This is the reason why 
psychoanalysis defines the role of the therapist in dialogue with 
the patient as that of the reflective participant. Transference and 
countertransference are mechanisms that cannot be excluded from 
the experiential basis of clinical work as sources of error but instead 
are derived from the theory itself as constitutive elements of the ex
perimental design. Transference phenomena come under control 
by being systematically produced and interpreted. The communi
cative situation is not made to approximate the seemingly more re
liable model of controlled observation through restrictive measures; 
rather the theory addresses the conditions of intersubjectivity of ex
perience that arise from communication itself. 

Kaplan does not conceal these difficulties; he takes them as his 
starting point: "Most of the problems of observation in behavioral 
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science (and some problems of theorizing too) stem from the shared 
humanity of the scientist and his subject-matter, or rather from the 
richer and the more specific commonalities to which the abstraction 
'humanity' points." 5 

Kaplan also sees that the fact that the object domain of the social 
sciences is subjectively prestructured has consequences not only on 
the level of the data but also on the theoretical level. He makes 
a careful distinction between "act meaning," the "meaning" to 
which the acting subject is oriented, and "action meaning," the 
"meaning" that an action can have for the scientist from a theoreti
cal point of view.' To this distinction correspond two categories of 
explanation: the semantic explanation of the subjectively intended 
meaning, which grasps social facts descriptively; and the causal, or 
functional explanation, which represents the connection of social 
facts in relation to a lawlike hypothesis. The explanation of the 
action-orienting meaning refers to the level of data; the explanation 
of subjectively meaingful action refers to the theoretical level. The 
question arises, however, whether data and theories can be sepa
rated in the usual way when the facts themselves are symbolically 
mediated and preinterpreted. For if theory formation must be 
linked to the categorial formation of the object domain, theoretical 
perspectives are no longer external to social facts in the same way 
that hypotheses are external to the observable events through 
which they can be falsified. It is unclear whether under these cir
cumstances theoretical explanations do not also take the form of 
an explication of contexts of meaning, or whether perhaps the 
semantic interpretations already perform the function reserved for 
causal explanations: 

Many other methodological problems concerning explanations in be
havioral science stem from the complex interrelations between the two 
sorts of interpretation-of acts and actions; it is easy to understand why 
they are so often confused with one another. In particular, the behavioral 
scientist often makes use of what might be called the circle of interpreta
tion: act meanings are inferred from actions and are then used in the ex
planation of the actions, or actions ~re construed f~om the acts a~d t~en 
used to explain the acts. Thus CollIngwood has said about the hlstonan 
that "when he knows what happened he already knows why it happened." 7 

We shall see versions of an interpretive sociology that are so taken 
up with the problem of an accurate description of symbolically 
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mediated modes of behavior that explanation of social action coin
cides with interpretive explication. 

We are faced with the alternative whether the problematic of 
understanding meaning remains external to the methodology of the 
sciences of action and in the last analysis has no fundamental bear
ing on the logic of research, or whether the problematic has such 
weight that it cannot be incorporated easily into the positivist 
model of a strict empirical science. If we should have to abandon 
the generally presumed relationship of theory and reality in the 
case of the sciences of action, the traditional path of epistemology, 
which transcends the actual methodological domain, suggests itself. 
In that case, a discussion of research techniques and data prepara
tion is no more helpful than an explanation of hermeneutic state
ments in terms of the logic of language. The experiential basis 
proper to theories of action should rather first be investigated from 
the transcendental point of view: under what conditions are com
municative experiences as such constituted? The starting point for 
such analyses is no longer the research situation but rather the net
work of interactions in which the practice of research is embedded. 
What is at issue here is the transcendental conditions of the inter
subjectivity oflinguistically mediated systems of action as such, and 
thus the logical structure of the social lifeworld, which has a twofold 
status in research. On the one hand it is the object domain of re
search; in this respect a transcendental analysis yields information 
about structures of reality that are prior to any empirical analysis. 
On the other hand, however, the social lifeworld is also the very 
basis of research; in this respect a transcendental investigation 
permits a self-reflection of the methods employed. We find three 
approaches to analyses of this kind in the tradition. The phenome
nological approach leads to an investigation of the constitution of 
everyday life-practice. The linguistic approach concentrates on lan
guage games that at the same time transcendentally determine 
forms of life. Finally, the hermeneutic approach conceives the 
transcendental linguistic rules of communicative action in terms of 
an objective context of effective tradition-and in doing so it goes 
beyond the transcendental-logical frame of reference. 

Kaplan, who does not deny the problem of understanding mean
ing in the social sciences, is nevertheless of the opinion that it does 
not necessitate such systematic reflection. According to him, the dis-
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tinction between semantic clarification and causal explanation suf
fices to purge theory formation of the problem. It can be confined 
to the level of data and trivialized if we can show that social facts, 
despite their being mediated by communicative experience, can be 
grasped operationally in the same way as observable events. For 
then they would have, methodologically speaking, the same status 
as other data. Thus the crucial question for the problem is whether 
and how we can measure social facts. 

We can think of measurement as the essence of procedures that 
allow objects of experience to be symbolically ordered according to 
a rule. Normally this involves number systems, but counting is only 
one kind of possible measurement. For measurement to occur, it 
suffices that we coordinate objects with systematically ordered sym
bols so that each element of experience corresponds unambiguously 
and reversibly to a symbol. We should not confuse measuring with 
the logical act of coordination; rather, measurement includes the 
technical operations on the basis of which coordination is possible. 
In measuring we apply a standard that is a matter of convention 
but may not be arbitrarily chosen.8 Logically, measurements can 
never be better than allowed by the operations we use in making 
them. These operations often presuppose knowledge of empirical 
regularities; in that case, we are dealing not with elementary but 
with "derived" measurements. Every scale employed in the social 
sciences as a measuring instrument rests on theoretical assumptions. 
It rests on proven lawlike hypotheses and not merely on con
ventions; of course, the inventor's spontaneity also enters into the 
construction of such measures. 

Methodologically speaking, measurements fulfill two functions. 
Data that have been measured have the advantage of making pos
sible a reliable simplification of controversies about the accuracy of 
existence claims; measurement operations that can in principle be 
repeated guarantee the intersubjectivity of experience. Measure
ments are also of interest in the construction of categories. Data that 
have been measured have the advantage of being precisely defined 
through operations; the measurement standards permit subtle dis
tinctions and thus more precise descriptions than are possible in 
everyday language, even though the operational definitions them
selves remain dependent on ordinary-language explanations. 

As long as we define the criteria and the accomplishments of 
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measurement on this abstract level, it is not clear why social facts 
should not always be accessible to measurement. Nor are symboli
cally mediated modes of behavior barred by their structure from 
being transformed into measured data. Kaplan can point to the 
arsenal of empirical social research, which has been enriched with 
an abundance of techniques in recent decades, when he asserts 
"that whether we can measure something depends, not on that 
thing, but on how we have conceptualized it, on our knowledge of 
it, above all on the skill and ingenuity which we can bring to bear 
on the process of measurement which our inquiry can put to use .... 
To say of something that it is incapable of being measured is like 
saying of it that it is knowable only up to a point, that our ideas of it 
must inevitably remain indeterminate." 9 

That social facts are in principle measurable says nothing, how
ever, about how they are subjected to the operations of measurement. 

We know that there are no uninterpreted experiences, neither in 
everyday life nor, especially, within the framework of scientifically 
organized experience. Standards of measurement are rules in accor
dance with which everyday experiences that have been interpreted 
in ordinary language are reorganized and transformed into scien
tific data. No such interpretation is fully determined by the experi
enced material itself. It could be the case that we transform sensory 
experiences into data through measurement differently than we do 
communicative experiences. Perhaps the modes of transformation 
are different in the sciences of action than in physics; and perhaps 
as a consequence the relationship of data and theories is different in 
the latter than it is in the former. 

Paul Lorenzen has outlined the transcendental framework of the 
object domain of physics in the form of a protophysics, that is, a 
nonhypothetical theory of time, space, and mass. 10 This theory con
tains the basic principles of geometry, kinetics, and mechanics; they 
can be thought of as a system of ideal requirements for operations of 
measurement. Measurement deals with times, spaces, and masses. 
Taken together, these three classes of operations make possible 
what we call physical measurement. They all derive from the mea
surement of moving bodies. The theory of time, space, and mass, 
conceived as a protophysics and presupposing nothing but arith
metic, makes explicit our transcendental preunderstanding of the 
domain of possible physical objects. It contains only derivations of 
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propositions that express the idealized relationship of measurement 
operations practiced every day. We could also say that protophysics 
is the elaboration of the grammar of a specific language game that 
we call "physical measurement." 

All physical theories are formulated in such a way that their ex
pressions relate directly or indirectly to this language game. For 
every test, instructions regarding measurement can be derived from 
the theory. In the social sciences such a continuum does not exist. 
For there is no protosociology that would explicate a unified tran
scendental preunderstanding of its object domain in the manner of 
protophysics. There is no language game in actual practice that 
corresponds to the abstract requirement to measure social facts 
and to which the expressions of sociological theories could refer. 
Meas:urement techniques are constructed on a case-by-case basis 
after the fact. The operationalization of theoretical expressions is 
external to the theory itself. It requires additional steps of inter
pretation. Only through this interpretation are communicative 
experiences transformed into data. There is no counterpart to this 
in the exact natural sciences. Even in physics, operational concepts 
define only the conditions of application of theories, the basic theo
retical predicates of which do not refer directly to experience and 
do not exhaust their semantic content in the operational conditions 
of application; nevertheless, there is a deductive relationship be
tween theoretical and operational expressions. Carnap in partic
ular has analyzed this relationship between the theoretical lan
guage and the language of observation in which hypotheses must be 
formulated. 

This continuum from categorial framework to standards of mea
surement to experiential basis does not exist in the empirical
analytic sciences of action. There, instruments of measurement are 
selected on an ad hoc basis without knowing whether the assump
tions implicit in them have a systematic relationship to the theories 
to be confirmed. Cicourel has elaborated upon this point: 

Our lack of methodological sophistication means that the decision pro
cedures for categorizing social phenomena are buried in implicit common
sense assumptions about the actor, concrete persons, and the observer's 
own views about everyday life. The procedures seem intuitively "right" or 
"reasonable" because they are rooted in everyday life. The researcher 
often begins his classification with only broad dichotomies, which he ex-

r 
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peets his data to "fit," and then elaborates on these categories if appar
ently warranted by his "data." Finally, he may employ classification pro
cedures which conform to the progression (from rating and ranking scales 
to interval or ratio measures) mentioned by Lazarsfeld and Barton. 
Although some "rules" exist for delineating each level of classification, our 
present knowledge seldom permits us to link category and thing according 
to theoretically and substantively justified derivations; instead, the cou
pling between category and observation is often based upon what are con
sidered to be "obvious" "rules" which any "intelligent" coder or observer 
can "easily" encode and decode. Each classification level becomes a more 
refined measurement device for transforming commonsense meanings and 
implicit theoretical notions into acceptable "evidence." The successive 
application of classificatory operations produces "data" which assume the 
form of conventional measurement scales.l1 The lack of a developed social 
theory forces all researchers in sociology to employ common-sense con
cepts that reflect common knowledge known to both sociologists and the 
"average" members of the community or society. By assuming from the 
outset that the social scientist and his subjects form a common culture 
which each understands in more or less the same way, the "obvious" 
meanings of the operationalized questionnaire items on which the indica
tors are based, will incorporate properties only vaguely defined in social 
theory but nonetheless taken for granted as relevant to the research project.12 

Cicourel does not shrink from the radical conclusion: "The fact that we 
cannot demonstrate a precise or warranted correspondence between exist
ing measurement systems and our theoretical and substantive concepts but 
must establish the link by fiat, means we cannot afford to take research 
procedures and, therefore, the conclusions based on them for granted." 13 

It may be the case that this unsatisfactory situation reflects not 
difficulties of principle but rather the unsatisfactory state of theory 
formation. If this were the case, we would need only to try to develop 
analytic systems of reference that accord with natural-scientific 
theories in that numerical characteristics corresponding to existing 
standards of measurement could be derived from its basic predi
cates. If we accept Lorenzen's proposal, then the correspondence 
between categorial framework and experiential basis in physics is 
secured from the outset through a protophysics, that is, through a 
theory of time, space, and mass in which rules for elementary oper
ations of measurement appear in the form of axioms; the language 
game of physical measurement transcendentally determines the 
domain of possible objects of relevant scientific experience. In the 
sciences of action there is also an antecedent correspondence be
tween the experiential basis and the analytic framework, but it is 
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produced by completely different language games, independently of 
possible measurement operations, namely, by ordinary-language in
terpretations of everyday life-praxis. Sociological concept-formation 
builds directly on communicative experiences that are prescientifi
cally structured. Operations of measurement must adapt after the 
fact to a transcendental consensus developed in the cultural self
understanding of social lifeworlds without regard for the practice of 
measurement, that is, the practice of making things available tech
nologically. For this reason there cannot be a protophysics for the 
sciences of action. Strictly speaking, what would correspond to it 
would be an analysis of the rules that transcendentally determine 
the structure of social lifeworlds. Since these rules certainly do not 
coincide with the ideal requirements for measurement operations, 
the problematic relationship between theories and data is not acci
dental, and in any case it is not dependent on progress in theory 
itself. The arbitrariness of operationalizations could be limited, 
however, if we could make conscious the process whereby measure
ment procedures are adapted, after the fact, to a prescientifically 
grounded correspondence between sociological concepts and com
municative experiences. This is why Cicourel returns to Husserl's 
phenomenological analysis of the life world, available to him in the 
interpretation of Alfred Schutz. 

6.2 The problem of the measurement of social facts is linked to that 
of the transformation of communicative experience into data. It is 
of less importance in those social sciences that are not dependent 
on the hermeneutic understanding of meaning. Insofar as those 
sciences proceed in a normative-analytic manner, measured data 
can be defined unambiguously within the framework of theory. The 
relevant behavior, which can be either directly observed or indi
rectly measured via movements that can be ascribed to behavior 
(such as the flow of goods), is interpreted, in accordance with rules 
established by theory, as rationally chosen behavior, and thus as an 
index of decisions. The standards of measurement correspond to 
prescientifically institutionalized computations (such as criteria of 
rationalized economics, bureaucratic domination, or weapons tech
nology). The operational determination of preferences in dimen
sions such as power or wealth is not difficult because the systems of 
action to be calculated (economic exchange, political contests, war-
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fare) are already established as institutional domains of purposive
rational action. Theories can adopt standards developed in the 
object domain (prices, votes, or weapons, for example) and put 
them into idealized form. Such standards can also be used as 
criteria in delimiting the object domain: modes of behavior that 
meet the standards are identifiable as relevant objects. Here, then, 
rules for measurement operations establish a transcendental frame
work, as in protophysics. The data measured do not stand alone but 
are rather symbols for decisions within a theoretically determined 
system. 

Nor is measurement problematic within the strict behavioral 
sciences, but not because, as in decision theory, the data measured 
are only indices of logical relationships-rather, on the contrary, 
because the data approximate observed events in physics. The sym
bolic relationships between events and subjective meaning are 
restricted in such a way that the residual meanings can be easily 
standardized. When categories like "reward" and "denial" are in
corporated into the theoretical framework, the experimentally pro
duced stimuli that are interpreted as reward or denial by a given 
organism are certainly not meaningless data. But if we know the 
normal need for nourishment, we can reliably measure the subjec
tive meaning of "hunger" through deprivation of nourishment over 
a given time period. In animals, the horizon of meaning has not 
acquired linguistic autonomy vis-a.-vis the interpreting instinct 
system; it has not yet become historically variable. In experiments 
with human subjects the linguistic horizon can also be restricted in 
such a way that we can make attributions with analogous certainty. 
The measurement of behavior that occurs in response to a stimulus 
appears to remain unproblematic as long as one is successful in ex
cluding intentional action as something intentional. 

But as soon as observed modes of behavior have to be interpreted 
in relation to expectations, the conditions of action are no longer 
given independently of the interpretation of the actor himself. In
terpretive schemata are interposed between the stimulus and the 
responding behavior, and they must be uncovered, because they 
preform the world view as well as the needs of the actor. This has 
been well understood in sociology since W. I. Thomas elaborated it 
once again with clarity: "If men define situations as real, they are 
real in their conseq uences." 14 
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Action-orienting meaning is accessible only in communicative 
experience. The attempt to predetermine it through criteria of 
observable behavior is circular. For we encounter the symbolic con
tent of an action only because on the level of intentional action the 
immediate correlation of stimulus and response becomes blurred: 
the same stimuli can evoke different reactions when they are inter
preted differently by the actor. At the same time, we must be able 
to correlate measured data with the action-theoretical concepts 
that are to deal with this symbolic mediation of behavior. There 
are no fixed rules for this correlation, because the operations of 
measurement are not themselves anchored in the theoretical frame
work. The standards of measurement that we develop for inter
views, participant observation, and experiments in order to pro
duce Qrdered data (behavior and symbols) do not establish anything 
like a transcendental framework. The rules that determine the 
domain of possible objects have been constituted in everyday com
municative experience, prior to any measurement. We interpret a 
succession of observable events as social action or as part of an ac
tion situation if the events can be identified as meaningful elements 
of interactive contexts and thus pass the prescientific test of com
municative action. For this reason, in the sciences of action there is 
no theory of measurement that would preexplicate the relevant seg
ment of possible experience as protophysics does for nature. For 
society, this explication has already been accomplished, prescien
tifically and informally, without explicit reference being made to 
operations of measurement. Therefore the relationship between 
objects that have been identified as something in communicative 
experience, on the one hand, and measured data, on the other 
hand, must be established after the fact. The relationship is not pre
defined by the measurement operations themselves. Methodologists 
have often emphasized this, particularly with respect to scaling 
procedures: 

We might call this measurement by fiat. Ordinarily, it depends on pre
sumed relationships between observations and the concept of interest. 
Included in this category are the indices and indicants so often used in the 
social and behavioral sciences. This sort of measurement is likely to occur 
whenever we have a prescientific or common-sense concept that on a priori 
grounds seems to be important but which we do not know how to measure 
directly. Hence, we measure some other variable or weighted average of 
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other variables presumed to be related to it. As examples, we might men
tion the measurement of socio-economic status, or emotion through use of 
GSR, or of learning ability through the number of trials or the numbers of 
errors it takes the subject to reach a particular criterion oflearning.15 

For this reason, Coombs has developed a theory of data. It 
attempts to restrict the inevitable scope for discretion on the part of 
the sociologist who cannot derive standards for measurement from 
his theoretical framework. A number of years ago, he explained the 
general program of his project: 

The method of analysis, then, defines what the information is and mayor 
may not endow this information with certain properties. A "strong" 
method of analysis endows the data with properties which permit the 
information in the data to be used, for example, to construct a uni
dimensional scale. Obviously, again, such a scale cannot be inferred to be a 
characteristic of the behaviour in question if it is a necessary consequence 
of the method of analysis.-It therefore becomes desirable to study 
methods of collecting data with respect to the amount and kind of informa
tion each method contains about the behaviour in question as distinct from 
that imposed. Similarly, it becomes desirable to study the various methods 
of analyzing data in terms of the characteristics of properties each method 
imposes on the information in the data as a necessary preliminary to ex
tracting it.l6 

Coombs seems to presuppose that we can determine the degree of 
adequacy of measurements for given object. We can question the 
data, as it were, about whether they were produced arbitrarily or 
by an adequate application of standards of measurement.17 This 
alternative, however, is not reasonable, for data are simply not pro
duced without a transformation of experience. Physical measure
ments appear to be less arbitrary than those of empirical social 
research because the protophysical rules for measurement simulta
neously establish the transcendental conditions of possible experi
ence. Because that is not the case with the empirical-analytic 
sciences of action, their measurement operations are always bur
dened with subsequent reconstruction. The moment of arbitrariness 
cannot be eliminated from them. Cicourel understands this: 

The present state of sociological method makes difficult the adherence to 
Coombs' earlier remarks about mapping data into simple or strong mea
surement systems because the correspondence between measurement scale 
and observed and interpreted objects or events is imposed without our 
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being able to ask-much less determine-if it is appropriate. Once im
posed, the measurement framework "translates" or "transforms" the 
common-sense responses into "data." The logic of the measurement oper
ations assures the necessary transformation for producing the desired 
product. I8 

Cicourel deserves credit for not displacing the difficulties that 
arise in establishing data onto the level of research techniques but 
rather making us aware of them in their epistemological significance. 
He sees that (instead of a protophysics, which cannot exist for the 
sciences of action) we need a theory that explicates the structures of 
the everyday lifeworld articulated in ordinary language. Without 
recourse to a preunderstanding of the social lifeworld we cannot 
know what we are grasping with measurement operations. Hence 
we have to begin by subjecting the transcendental framework of 
communicative experience, within which we relate measured data 
to theoretical concepts, to a process of reflection. If we do not want 
to continue to grope around blindly, the role of a protophysics of 
the social must be filled by a theory of culture. Cicourel does not 
seem to recognize clearly that such a theory of the lifeworld can 
only have the status of a theory of the transcendental conditions of 
the constitution of lifeworlds; the "theory of culture" he calls for 
should not be confused with an empirical science of culture. Given 
!his qualification, Cicourel's program is clear and consistent: 

What are the appropriate foundations for measurement in sociology? The 
literature discussed above implies that with our present state of knowledge 
rigorous measurement (in the literal sense which obtains with the use of ex
plicit theoretical systems) cannot be obtained in sociology for properties of 
social process. The precise measurement of social process requires first the 
study of the problem of meaning in everyday life. Social inquiry begins 
with reference to the common-sense world of everyday life. The meanings 
communicated by the use of ordinary day-to-day language categories and 
the non linguistic shared cultural experiences inform every social act and 
mediate (in a way which can be conceptually designated and empirically 
observed) the correspondence required for precise measurement. The lit
eral measurement of social acts (which implies that conceptual structures 
generate numerical properties corresponding to existing or constructable 
measurement systems) requires the use of linguistic and nonlinguistic 
meanings that cannot be taken for granted but must be viewed as objects of 
study. In other words, measurement presupposes a bounded network of 
shared meanings, i.e., a theory of culture. The physical scientist alone 
defines his observational field, but in social science the arena of discourse 
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usually begins with the subjects' preselected and preinterpreted cultural 
meanings. Because the observer and subject share cultural meanings inter
woven with the language system they both employ for communication, the 
shared everyday meanings and the particular language used by the sociol
ogist form a basic element of the measurement of social acts. The "rules" 
used for assigning significance to objects and events and their properties 
should be the same, i.e. the language systems should be in some kind of cor
respondence with each other. But in sociological discourse the "rules" are 
seldom explicit even though there is a concern for precise definition and 
operational criteria. The "rules" governing the use of language and the 
meanings conveyed by linguistic and nonlinguistic utterances and gestures 
are unclear and remain an almost untouched problem for empirical re
search. If the "rules" governing the use oflanguage to describe objects and 
events in everyday life and in sociological discourse are unclear, then the 
assignment of numerals or numbers to the properties of objects and events 
according to some relatively congruent set of rules will also reflect a lack of 
clarity.l9 

The rules to which Cicourel refers are not the grammatical rules 
ofJanguage games; rather, like Alfred Schutz, he has in mind fun
damental rules to which communicative action in the world of 
everyday life conforms: "These 'rules' and properties are invariant 
to the actual content and types of 'norms' which govern social ac
tion in particular situations. The study of these 'rules' and prop
erties provides an experimental foundation for the measurement of 
meaning structures basic to all sociological events." 20 

Cicourel examines the difficulties of determining data that arise 
in various domains of sociological research technique as a result of 
the fact that the object domain is preinterpreted by the actors 
themselves. He is able to demonstrate that, from content analyses 
and surveys, to techniques of participant observation and socio
graphic investigation, and ultimately to the experiment, the re
searcher cannot completely step out of the role of communicative 
participant.21 The things taken for granted in any sociocultural 
world are the indispensable basis of communicative experience that 
inconspicuously binds subject and object together. There are in
variant properties and constitutive rules for the primary lifeworld 
that are accepted without question as the conditions of possible 
communication. It is essential that they be brought to awareness 
through phenomenological reflection. Thus by grasping the struc
tures of everyday life, Cicourel hopes to make explicit a system of 
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reference that always implicitly predetermines the transformation 
of communicative experience into measured data. 22 

Cicourel's program can be fully understood only against the 
background of Alfred Schutz's theoretical work. In the 1920s, 
Schutz was already occupied with the transcendental structure of 
the sociallifeworld. Der sinnhafte Aufbau der so;:.ialen Welt appeared in 
1932.23 In it Schutz makes a systematic attempt to take the funda
mental problems of an interpretive sociology, as posed by Max 
Weber, out of Rickert's frame of reference and bring them within 
the horizon of a phenomenology of the lifeworld that follows Hus
serl closely. In retrospect, this closeness to the work of the late 
Husserl, especially the Cartesian Meditations, creates a false impres
sion. At that time, Schutz could draw only on the phenomenology 
of inner time consciousness, and he extrapolated from it a recon
struction of the world of everyday life that also anticipates the point 
of view of Husserl's analysis of the lifeworld. Weber's methodologi
cal concept of subjective meaning provides a guide for a phenome
nological clarification of constructive subjectivity and of access to 
an intersubjective world of social action: "Only such a clarification 
of the hitherto obscure nature of the root phenomenon of social 
being can guarantee a precise grasp of social-scientific methods." 24 
Today this emphatic appeal to the phenomenal facts of conscious
ness sounds somewhat outmoded; but even in the alien Anglo
Saxon context of the works written during the emigration, the old 
design and even the Husserlian terminology are still easily recogniz
able. Certainly Schutz learned a great deal from contact with the 
pragmatic tradition, above all from Dewey, and he involved him
self very seriously with Parsons's theory of action, into which the 
great European sociology has been assimilated; but if one looks 
closely, the basic outlines of his analysis of the constitution of the 
lifeworld remain unchanged. 25 

Schutz begins with the intersubjectivity of the world of everyday 
interaction. On this level of intersubjectivity we are oriented to 
other people as subjects; we are not involved with them as natural 
objects, but rather find ourselves speaking and acting with one 
another in reciprocally interlocked perspectives and reciprocal roles 
within the same communicative context. Nor can sociology ever 
completely emancipate itself from this perspective of communica
tive experience, except at the price of interpretive access to its data. 
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It cannot detach the facts in its object domain from the level of 
intersubjectivity, on which they are constituted. And even when 
equated with nature for purposes of investigation, society does not 
completely surrender its identity. The object domain is prestruc
tured in itself by the intersubjective context of sociocultural worlds. 
Social subjects put forth interpretations of their realm of action. 
Their manifest behavior is only a fragment of communicative action 
as a whole. The methodological consequence of this is the require
ment of subjectively oriented interpretation. Scientific concepts 
must be linked to the interpretive schemata of the actor himself. 
Conceptual constructions both draw from and reconstruct the stock 
of traditional knowledge which guides and interprets the conduct of 
everyday life. Scientific constructs are second-order constructs. 26 

The point of departure for the reconstruction of the lifeworld 
is the biographical situation. It is egocentrically structured, with 
multidimensional reference systems of the here and the there, the 
familiar and the strange, the remembered, the present, and the 
anticipated. I find myself in these coordinates of my life history, 
among contemporaries and in the midst of traditions that have been 
handed down by my ancestors and that we shall hand on down to 
those who come after us. As children we grow into these traditions 
in order to win from them our individual life plan with its specific 
expectations, based on accumulated experience and on memories 
selected and stored from a certain perspective. The everyday knowl
edge with which tradition provides us equips us with interpretations 
of the people and events within the scope of our immediate or poten
tial experience.27 

Schutz speaks of the "stock of knowledge at hand," of the 
"commonsense knowledge" to which the "everyday world" con
forms. The foreknowledge handed down in everyday language is 
intersubjective; in it is constituted the world in which I can take the 
perspective of the other. This foreknowledge consists of prescrip
tions for what I can typically expect in interaction with others 
and in encounters with the natural environment. It also orients me 
to the relevance of behaviors and events. Thus the lifeworld is 
articulated in culturally determined and differentially distributed 
contexts of meaning that circumscribe the scope of intentionality 
within which social action can occur. They determine the scope of 
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possible action projects and actual motivating schemata of inter
pretation. The type concepts of interpretive sociology must accord 
with this basic stock of typifications. Its theoretical framework may 
no more transgress against the structure of the sociocultural world 
that phenomenology has made visible than may its techniques of 

investigation.28 

6.3 The phenomenological grounding of interpretive sociology 
bursts the bounds of a general methodology of the empirical 
sciences. This is not due to the specific procedures for gathering 
data; interpretive sociology is intended not to exclude but to make 
possible adequate measurement of social facts. But sociology now 
acquires its own status vis-a.-vis the natural and behavioral sciences. 
It stands in principle on the same level as transcendental investiga
tions; what it grasps empirically are relationships between inter
related sociallifeworlds that prestructure the object domain. Social 
reality is the totality of the events that take place on the level of 

intersubjectivity. 
In an exchange with Nagel and Hempel, Schutz points out that 

this level of intersubjectivity disappears in the hands of positivism, 
which must nevertheless presuppose it, without discussion, on the 
level of theory formation: 

All forms of naturalism and logical empiricism simply take for granted this 
social reality, which is the proper object of the social sciences. ~nter
subjectivity, interaction, intercommunication, and language are sImply 
presupposed as the unclarified foundation of these theories. They assume, 
as it were that the social scientist has already solved his fundamental prob
lem, befo~e scientific inquiry starts. To be sure, Dewey emphasized, with a 
clarity worthy of this eminent philosopher, that all inquiry st~rts and ends 
within the social-cultural matrix; to be sure, Professor Nagel IS fully aware 
of the fact that science and its self-correcting process is a social enterprise. 
But the postulate of describing and explaining human behavior .in ~erms of 
controllable sensory observation stops short before the descnpt~on and 
explanation of the process by which scientist B co?trols and venfi.es the 
observational findings of scientist A and the conclUSIOns drawn by hIm. In 
order to do so B has to know what A has observed, what the goal of his 
inquiry is, wh; he thought the observed fact worthy ?fbeing obser:ed, i.e. 
relevant to the scientific problem at hand, etc. ThIS knowledge IS com
monly called understanding. The explanat~on of how such a mutual ~n
derstanding of human beings might occur IS apparently left to the sOCIal 
scientist. 29 
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What in the empirical-analytic sciences is surreptitiously presup
posed by participants in the research process as the basis of their 
mutual understanding, is reclaimed by interpretive sociology as its 
proper domain. The communicative context and the experimenting 
community of the researchers operate on the level of the inter
subjectivity of the background knowledge articulated in ordinary 
language. The strict empirical sciences remain within this horizon 
without questioning it; the task of sociology is to comprehend it 
by thematizing it. Consequently, sociology cannot separate the 
language-immanent level of interaction, on which theoretical 
assumptions are made, discussed, and tested, from the language
transcendent level of facts in the same way the empirical sciences 
can: the transcendental level is also the level of its data. In the 
phenomenological approach, the paradoxical implication that 
Neo-Kantianism saw itself forced to draw arises again. A cultural 
science like interpretive sociology is concerned with objectivations 
in which the objectivating subjectivity has renounced transcenden
tal consciousness. Although these facts are symbolically mediated, 
they are not produced in accordance with logical rules but rather 
first encountered contingently. Thus a sociology that does not 
objectivistically project its facts onto the level of natural events is 
required to perform an empirical analysis from a transcendental 
perspective. 

In America, Schutz found disciples who took up his constitu
tional analysis of the lifeworld without concerning themselves about 
its transcendental-logical level; they submitted his theories to experi
mental testing. Cicourel reports on tests stemming primarily from 
the work of Harold Garfinkel. 30 Garfinkel conceives the structures 
of the lifeworld as the general rules of interpretation in accordance 
with which actors define everyday-life situations and themselves. 
These rules are as stable or as transient as the world in which the 
socialized individual lives. We can understand them as transcen
dental conditions for the social ordering of a life-historical situation. 
They establish the individual reference points in terms of which the 
normality of events is measured. The transcendental structure of a 
person's social lifeworid is shown in what the person considers to be 
"perceivedly normal": 

The notion of perceivedly normal events directs the researcher's attention 
to (I) the typicality of everyday events and their likelihood of occurrence, 
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(2) the ways in which they compare with events in the past and suggest 
how future events might be evaluated, (3) the actor's assignment of causal 
significance to events, (4) the ways events fit into an actor's or society's 
typical means-end relationships, and (5) the ways events are deemed neces
sary to an actor's or society's natural or moral order. How the actor per
ceives his environment is rooted in a culturally defined world. Practiced 
and enforced norms or rules of conduct would vary by typicality, compar
ability, likelihood, causal significance, means-end schema, and the nature 
of the natural or moral order.31 

Garfinkel's strategy in the experiments he undertakes to isolate 
the basic pattern of the social lifeworld that provides stability is 
simple. He starts with situations that are considered normal, either 
informally on the basis of everyday experience or formally through 
rules of the game (chess or bridge), and systematically alters the 
conditions until situations arise that the experimental subject finds 
first abnormal, then disorienting, and finally chaotic: the controlled 
collapse ofa world supposedly reveals the conditions of its stability. 

In order to evaluate the logical status of these unusual experi
ments, we must bear in mind the function that they are to have. 
Cicourel hopes to overcome in this way the discrepancy between 
social facts and the measuring instruments applied to them and 
thereby to satisfy the immanent claim of communicative experi
ence. If it is possible to lay bare the constitutive ordering of the 
world that experimental subjects owe to their own interpretive 
rules, then the process of translation between them and the observer 
can be done away with. The experimenter can make use of those 
rules from the outset in determining the research design: 

If the experimental variations are not accepted or perceived by the subject 
as intended by the experimenter, a common basic order operating for the 
experimenter and subject(s) may still be presumed to hold. This common 
order is present before the experiment, is temporarily "dropped" or 
"suspended" during the experiment, and is adopted again after the experi
ment is concluded. If the experimental order is a simulation of the 
common order, then the former can be understood only by references to 
properties of the latter. The constitutive order or set of rules provides the 
actor with the basis for assigning meaning structures so that he can under
stand what has happened or what is happening.32 

Cicourel makes experimental comprehension of the transcenden
tal structure of lifeworlds the precondition for any reliable measure
ment in social research. In so doing, he entangles himself in a cir-
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cular argument. For it is not evident how the basic biographical 
pattern is to be adequately measured if only these measurements 
can provide the criteria for the adequacy of measuring instruments. 
One also asks oneself what domains an interpretive sociology would 
still need to measure once it had completed the prior task of a de
scriptive understanding of particular sociocultural worlds. These 
contradictions are the consequence of a misunderstanding of the 
phenomenological approach, which draws its strength from the re
flective representation of constructive subjectivity and cannot be 
turned outward in experiments. If phenomenological description 
has meaning in methodological terms, then the meaning is certainly 
that the phenomenological description can be reviewed through in
dividual meditation but not tested intersubjectively. Garfinkel's 
experiments could fulfill their declared intention if all the experi
mental subjects were trained phenomenologists who brought their 
own interpretive rules to awareness under varied conditions; but in 
that case, the test would be superfluous, and we could return to the 
private methods of Husserl, who demanded that every phenome
nologist be his own experimenter and vary the conditions of a situ
ation through controlled fantasy. 

On the other hand, no one can seriously expect an empirical sci
ence to consist only of meditations on the transcendental structure 
of the social world. Clearly, a sociological investigation focused on 
the level of intersubjectivity cannot be conducted in the classical 
form of a transcendental analysis of consciousness, whether the 
analysis be a Neo-Kantian or a phenomenological one. Because the 
transcendental rules that an interpretive sociology must clarify are 
altered under empirical conditions, because they can no longer be 
considered to be invariant properties of a consciousness that tran
scends phenomena as such, they can be made accessible to empiri
cal investigation. Thus Garfinkel's intention is not false as such. But 
to carry it out he would have to abandon his phenomenological 
presuppositions and shift to the realm of linguistics. Then he would 
be able to understand the interpretive rules in accordance with 
which the actor defines his situation and his self-understanding as 
what they are-rules for action-related communication. 

The limits of the phenomenological approach become clear when 
we recall the two tasks that a constitutional analysis of the lifeworld 
was to perform for sociology. We have already mentioned the first: 
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it was to eliminate the difficulties that arise in the measurement of 
social facts. If we know exactly how events and persons are inter
preted in the lifeworld of the experimental subjects, we can adapt 
our measurement standards accordingly. Cicourel's argument rests 
on this basic assumption. The analysis of the lifeworld is intended to 
create the preconditions for the objectivity of measurement pro
cedures, something that is unattainable as long as we suppress the 
filtering layer of subjectivity. But this line of argument is deceptive. 
It proceeds from the implicit assumption that the analysis of the 
lifeworld is not bound to precisely the same translation process that 
it is supposed to enable us to bypass. 

Phenomenologists have always proceeded from the experience of 
their own individual lifeworld in order to reach, through abstrac
tion and generalization, the accomplishments of the subjectivity 
that creates meaning. The constitution of the lifeworld in its 
abstract universality can be investigated in this way. But by this 
method we shall not encounter a single historically concrete life
world except that of the phenomenologist himself We may describe 
phenomenologically how there can in general be only lifeworlds 
that are inalienably individual. But this abstract statement does not 
help us to cross the line that separates a phenomenological descrip
tion of the structure of the social lifeworld as such from the com
prehension of every possible individuallifeworld, whether it be that 
of an individual or that of a social group. In this case generalization 
from one's own experience, which Schutz, as a good student of Hus
serl, never went beyond, is no longer sufficient. Now the phenome
nologically oriented sociologist must converse with the Other. He 
must engage in a communication that links him with an other, and 
that, if the individuality of the lifeworld is of any importance, is also 
the only way to encounter the particular through the mediation of 
general categories; for the spoken language in which we maintain 
our own identity and that of others is the only medium in which the 
dialectic of the general and the particular is carried out every day. 
We do not satisfy the methodological conditions of communicative 
experience by evading them phenomenologically. If this experience 
is not to be prematurely cut off through seeming objectivation, it 
requires training in an already constituted realm, that of the inter
subjectivity of acting subjects who live together and interact with 
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one another; it demands, then, the learning of concrete language 
patterns. 

The constitutional analysis of the lifeworld cannot deliver what 
Cicourel hoped for from it in methodological terms. A sociology en
lightened by reflection on the prior decisions involved in the prac
tice of everyday life can no longer naively impose its standards of 
measurement on social facts. But reflection on the preconditions of 
communicative experience cannot relieve us of the methodological 
constraints of this communication itself; at best, we can systemati
cally adapt to them. We grasp the structure of individual life worlds 
only through communication experienced in a social context; one 
learns the specific rules of communication through systematic par
ticipation and not, as Schutz assumes, through phenomenological 
intuition or, as Cicourel and Garfinkel assume, through phenome
nologically guided experiments. 

Sociology's recourse to phenomenology has more than the func
tion of justifying the so-called subjective approach in opposition to 
the objectivism of the usual ways of proceeding. It is also intended 
to help differentiate this approach so that interpretive sociology 
can do without a functionalist frame of reference, without thereby 
having to become a history of ideas. The descriptions of cultural 
values and the analyses of roles are directed to the explication of 
subjectively intended meaning. But since role analyses are clearly 
inadequate for causal explanation or prediction of the actual out
come of social actions, it seems unavoidable that we either limit 
ourselves to the systematic history of ideas or return to objectively 
oriented analysis. A functionalism that includes non normative con
ditions and that attempts to represent role systems in their objective 
context takes this path. Phenomenology, in contrast, seems likely 
to preserve the claim to exclusivity of the subjective approach in 
social-scientific analysis. 

Role analysis presumes that social action is motivated by sanc
tioned behavioral expectations. What in groups is institutionalized 
in the form of typical expectations takes the form of obligation in 
the individual. To explain the deviation of actual behavior from be
havioral norms, with which we must always reckon, it is sufficient 
to shift the point of view: instead of recurring to the objective con
texts that reshape or permeate the motivating force of subjectively 
intended meaning, we need only, or so it seems, deepen the sub-
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jectively oriented aspect of the analysis. If we distinguish the role as 
a social norm from the actual role performance, the biographical 
situation of the actor provides the key to the explanation of the un
avoidable incongruence. As soon as we analyze role behavior from 
the perspective of the actor relating to his own roles, deviations 
from the norm can be explained phenomenologically. Erving Coff
man, who through his ingenious studies was the first to gain acclaim 
in sociology for an eye sharpened by phenomenology, and who is 
thus considered a representative of the new "West Coast approach," 33 

distinguished "role" from "role performance" or "role enactment" 
in this sense: 

Role may now be defined, in this corrected version, as the typical response 
of individuals in a particular position. Typical role must of course be dis
tinguished from the actual role performance of a concrete individual in a 
given position. Between typical response and actual response we can usu
ally expect some difference, if only because the position of an individual, in 
the terms now used, will depend somewhat on the varying fact of how he 
perceives and defines his situation. Where there is a normative framework 
for a given role, we can expect that the complex forces at play upon indi
viduals in the relevant position will ensure that typical role will depart to 
some degree from the normative model, despite the tendency in social life 
to transform what is usually done to what ought to be done. In general, 
then, a distinction must be made among typical role, the normative aspects 
ofrole, and a particular individual's actual role performance.34 

Roles are situated in each case in the sociallifeworld of the actor. 
The situated role is not equivalent to the role norm.35 

Coffman examined this incongruence primarily in terms of the 
notion of role distance.36 With a great degree of role distance comes 
mastery of the repertoire of behavioral expectations; then we can 
juggle roles, put them into play for manipulative purposes, play 
them out, refract them ironically, or retract them. With a high 
degree of role identification, in contrast, we are dependent; we are 
scarcely equal to the demands of the roles; we live according to 
their dictates. Cicourel gives other dimensions of the embeddedness 
of social roles in the context of the lifeworld. In all cases, the sub
jective interpretation of the action situation determines role-taking. 
The context of the role, and thus the conditions for the translation 
of prevailing norms into motivations for action, can thus again be 
clarified only through lifeworld analysis. We have to move back 
from the typically intended meaning of the sanctioned behavioral 
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expectations to inquire about the rules of interpretation in terms of 
which the actor defines his situation and his self-understanding: 

Patterns of the responses may enable us to infer the existence and substan
tive properties of norms, but these patterns do not tell us how the actor 
perceives the role of the other and then shapes his self-role accordingly. 
They do not explain the differential perception and interpretation of 
norms and their practiced and enforced character in everyday-life .... 
"Typical," and often unstated conceptions about what is appropriate and 
expected provide the actor with an implicit model for evaluating and par
ticipating in (practiced and enforced) normative behavior. An empirical 
issue which sociology has barely touched is how the actor manages the dis
crepancies between the formally stated or written rules, his expectations of 
what is expected or appropriate, and the practical and enforced character 
of both the stated and unstated rules.3? 

Cicourel emphasizes the distinction between rules of conduct and 
basic rules of everyday life; the transcendental rules in terms of 
which the social lifeworld of an individual is structured thus attain 
the status of transformational rules for the translation of prevailing 
norms into motives for action. They determine the action situation 
in which norms are "taken up." 

These rules of interpretation are not part of the invariant equip
ment of the conduct of life by either individuals or groups; they 
change constantly with the structures of the lifeworld, sometimes 
through continual inconspicuous shifts and sometimes in a dis
continuous and revolutionary way. They are expressly claimed as 
an object of empirical research. They are not something ultimate 
but rather are themselves the product of social processes that it is 
important to understand. Clearly, the empirical conditions under 
which transcendental rules are formed and that establish the con
stitutive order of the lifeworld are themselves the result of processes 
of socialization. Thus I cannot see how these processes can be un
derstood without reference to social norms. But if this is the case, 
the rules of interpretation can in principle not be distinguished 
from the rules of social action. Without recourse to social norms, 
neither the origin of nor change in the "constitutive order" of a life
world could be understood; and yet the latter is the basis for the 
individual translation of norms into actions, which in turn allow us 
to tell what is accepted as a norm. 

There is a good reason for analytically distinguishing between 
rules of interpretation and social norms. But the two categories of 
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rules cannot be analyzed independently of one another; both are 
moments of the same social life-context. But if the analysis of the 
lifeworld is no longer given priority, which strictly speaking is appro
priate only in a transcendental-logical investigation, then those 
background rules of interpretation are the same as the grammatical 
rules of a language in whose categories the actor defines his situation 
and his self-understanding. In the obscure relationship between 
basic rules and rules of conduct we can recognize the relationship 
between an internalized ordinary language and role systems. The 
two, language and practice, are linked in communicative action. 
Wittgenstein calls this the relationship between language game and 
form oflife. 

The phenomenological approach remains within the limits of the 
analysis of consciousness. This is why Cicourel and Garfinkel do 
not take the obvious step from analysis of the lifeworld, the logical 
status of which remains dubious within the frame of reference of an 
empirical science, to linguistic analysis. They are not able to rec
ognize the obvious rules of the grammar of language games in the 
structures of consciousness. It is easy to show the systematic basis 
for this incapacity in the work of Schutz; the trail leads directly 
to Husserl. 38 Following closely Husserl's Cartesian Meditations and 
Experience and Judgment, Schutz describes the symbolic structure 
of the lifeworld. It is constituted on all levels as a referential con
text in which every element perceived is grasped within a halo of 
other elements that are also given but not immediately intuited. 
What is given is apperceived within the horizon of what is merely 
cogiven: "Experience by appresentation has its particular style 
of confirmation; each appresentation carries along its particular 
appresented horizons, which refer to further fulfilling and con
firming experiences, to systems of well-ordered indications, includ
ing new potentially confirmable syntheses and new nonintuitive 
anticipations.39 

Because primary experience is characterized by relationships of 
appresentation in this way, there can be systems of signs that be
come autonomous on the level of symbols in the form of a language. 
Just as for Cassirer language, as one symbol system among others, is 
grounded in the representational function of consciousness, and the 
structuring of consciousness cannot be derived from linguistic com
munication, so for Husserl and Schutz as well, linguistic symbols 
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are grounded in the comprehensive appresentational activity of the 
transcendental ego. Monadological consciousnesses spin linguistic 
intersubjectivity out of themselves. Language has not yet been un
derstood as the web to whose threads subjects cling and through 
which they develop into sl,lbjects in the first place. 

7 The Linguistic Approach 

7.1 Today the problem of language has taken the place of the 
traditional problem of consciousness: the transcendental critique of 
language takes the place of that of consciousness. Wittgenstein's life 
forms, which correspond to Husserl's lifeworlds, now follow not the 
rules of synthesis of a consciousness as such but rather the rules of 
the grammar of language games. In consequence, linguistic philos
ophy no longer grasps the connection between intention and action, 
as does phenomenology, in terms of the constitution of meaning con
texts, that is, within the transcendental frame of reference ofa world 
constructed from acts of consciousness. The linking of intentions, a 
problem that the study of intentional action also encounters, is now 
explained not in terms of a transcendental genesis of "meaning" 
but rather in terms of a logical analysis of linguistic meanings. Like 
the phenomenological approach, the linguistic approach leads to the 
grounding of an interpretive sociology that examines social action 
on the level of intersubjectivity. But intersubjectivity is no longer 
produced by the reciprocally interlocked and virtually interchange
able perspectives of a lifeworld; rather, it is given with the gram
matical rules of symbolically regulated interactions. The transcen
dental rules in accordance with which lifeworlds are structured now 
become graspable through linguistic analysis in the rules of com
munication processes. 

This shift of analytic approach has as a consequence a transposi
tion of the level of investigation: social actions can now be analyzed 
in the same way as the internal relationships between symbols. The 
paradoxical requirement of an empirical investigation from a tran
scendental perspective no longer needs to lead to misunderstand
ings; it can easily be fulfilled by linguistic analysis. For the linguistic 
rules in accordance with which symbols are connected are on the 
one hand accessible to empirical analysis, as subject matter to be 
grasped descriptively, but on the other hand they are higher-order 
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data that are constituted not on the level of facts but on the level of 
propositions about facts. Linguistic investigations have always been 
empirically directed logical analyses. Now interpretive sociology is 
also directed to this level; this focus has the advantage of being 
unambiguous. Transcendental-logical methods of proceeding, which 
had been reserved to philosophy and had proved themselves only 
within a specific tradition, are no longer needed. The possibility 
of a confusion between this level of reflection and the level of 
experimentally testable propositions is excluded. As an analysis of 
concepts, linguistic analysis is unmistakably distinguished from a 
testing of hypotheses. 

The linguistic approach owes this lack of ambiguity to its 
extreme contrast with behaviorism. Whereas the latter identifies 
society with nature by reducing action to behavior and takes a de
cidedly agnostic position on structural distinctions between object 
domains, linguistics removes any trace of nature from symbolically 
mediated modes of behavior and idealistically sublimates society to 
a context of symbols. It puts social facts completely on the side of 
symbol systems. Both positions appeal to the same basis for sociology 
as an empirical science-a strict distinction between propositions 
and facts. The internal connections among signs are logical; the 
external connections among events are empirical. The behavioral 
approach claims social actions for the one side, and the linguistic 
approach claims them for the other; in this respect the two are com
plementary. The identification of social relationships with internal 
relationships would be even less convincing than the positivist iden
tification of them with external relationships iflinguistic philosophy 
conceived of language merely as a system of signs. The approach of 
linguistic analysis to the realm of social action is plausible only if 
internal relationships among symbols always imply relationships 
among actions. The grammar oflanguages would then be, in accor
dance with its immanent sense, a system of rules that determines 
connections between communication and possible praxis: "It will 
seem less strange that social relations should be like logical relations 
between propositions once it is seen that logical relations between 

. I I' b "40 propositions themselves depend on SOCIa re atlons etween men. 
Linguislic analysis could become relevant for the methodology of 

an interpretive sociology only after logical positivism had passed 
through two stages of self-criticism; both stages are in evidence in the 
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work of Wittgenstein. The Tractatus points out the transcendental 
status of the intended universal scientific language. The Philosophical 
Investigations reveals this transcendental "language as such" to be a 
fiction and discovers in the grammars of ordinary language com
munication the rules in accordance with which life forms are con
stituted. We can distinguish between the transcendental stage of 
reflection and the sociolinguistic one. At a turning point in Witt
genstein's biography a systematic transition is evident that does not 
appear in the analogous development of phenomenology in the 
work of Schutz. From this point on, Wittgenstein's work sheds light 
on problems that would have been posed if a sociologically oriented 
phenomenology had become aware in such a fundamental way of 
the gap between the transcendental analysis of the lifeworld as such 
and the analysis of the constitution of specific empirically existing 
lifeworlds. 

The linguistic transcendentalism of the early Wittgenstein is analogous 
in many respects to Kant's transcendental philosophy of conscious
ness, as Stenius has seen and Apel has discussed:41 the universal lan
guage that depicts the world corresponds to transcendental con
sciousness as such. The logical form of this language establishes a 
priori the conditions of possible statements about states of affairs. 
If they exist, states of affairs are facts; the totality of all facts is the 
world-in Kantian terms, the world of phenomena. To the cate
gories of the intuition and the understanding, as the transcendental 
conditions of the objectivity of pcssible experience and knowledge, 
corresponds the syntax of the universal scientific language, which 
establishes the pattern and the limits within which empirically 
meaningful statements about what is the case are a priori possible. 
This linguistic transcendentalism recapitulates the critique of pure 
reason in linguistic-analytic form. At the same time, it brings to 
completion the old nominalistic critique of language that was taken 
up by neopositivism. 

The critique of language was always concerned with making 
ordinary language, which is a vexation to pure thought, more pre
cise. It is based on the presupposition of a difference between the 
form of though t and the structure of expression in ordinary language. 
The later Wittgenstein reckons candidly with a transcendental illu
sion that results from the fact that we use linguistic categories in 
ways broader than the logical relationships that are the only con-
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text in which they can be meaningful. On the level of a critique of 
language, the critique of pure reason takes the form of a "struggle 
against the enchantment of our understanding by means of our lan
guage." In contrast to his later view, however, the Wittgenstein of 
the Tractatus is convinced that the logical form of the understanding, 
which provides the criterion for the correct working of language, 
should not be sought in the established grammars of ordinary lan
guage itself: "It is not humanly possible to gather immediately from 
it (everyday language) what the logic of language is. Language dis
guises thought. So much so, that from the outward form of t~e 
clothing, it is impossible to infer the form of the thought beneath It, 
because the outward form of the clothing is not designed to reveal 
the form of the body, but for entirely different purposes." 42 

Ordinary-language formulations can, however, be judged by the 
standard of an ideal language that depicts the world, and the log
ical structure of which determines the universe of possible empiri
cally meaningful statements. Thus for every sentence in ordinary 
language there is one and only one complete analysis; it is equiva
lent in meaning to the reconstruction of the sentence in the logically 
transparent language of science. All natural sentences that are not 
capable of this transformation can be eliminated as meaningless. 

The Principia Mathematica provides the model for a unitary scien
tific language. The universal language is constructed in atomistic 
fashion: every complex proposition can be reduced to elementary 
propositions. It is truth-functional: the truth values of the proposi
tions are dependent on the truth values of their arguments. This 
language corresponds to reality in the sense of a representational 
function: every elementary sentence is correlated with a fact. Witt
genstein's actual radicalness shows not so much in his recommenda
tion of such a universal language as in his reflection on its status. 
Whereas positivism pursues linguistic analysis with a methodologi
cal intent and develops it to a formal science, Wittgenstein, oppos
ing the trend to reductionistic thought, raises the epistemological 
question how language makes knowledge of reality possible. From 
this point of view the logical syntax of the unitary language reveals 
itself as a transcendental logic in the strict sense. 

Wittgenstein's point of departure is the nominalistic conception 
that excludes reflexivity of language: "No proposition can make a 
statement about itself, because a propositional sign cannot be con-
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tained in itself." 43 He makes epistemological use of Russell's theory 
of types in applying it to the universal language: "Propositions can 
represent the whole of reality, but they cannot represent what they 
must have in common with reality in order to be able to represent 
it-logical form. In order to be able to represent logical form, we 
should have to be able to station ourselves with propositions some
where outside logic, that is to say outside the world. Propositions 
cannot represent logical form; it is mirrored in them .... What ex
presses itselfin language, we cannot express by means oflanguage."44 

The propositions permitted in the universal language correspond 
exclusively to states of affairs that, if they exist, are facts in the 
world. Propositions that, like those in the Tractatus, are intended to 
express the logical form in which we can meaningfully represent 
states of affairs are reflexively related to the universal language and 
thus cannot belong to it. They do not fulfill the logical conditions of 
empirically meaningful statements. By formulating the inexpressible, 
they draw attention to the transcendental status oflanguage. 

Like Husserl, Wittgenstein uses the analogy of the horizon: every
thing that can be perceived optically is given in a field of vision, but 
we do not see the perspective, the body-centered view of the seeing 
eye, as such; it shows itself in the horizon of what is perceived. It 
is the same with the logic of language; in establishing the logical 
form for all conceivable statements about what is in the world, it 
also establishes the structures of the world itself: "The limits of my 
language mean the limits of my world."45 But the truth of these 
metalinguistic propositions shows itself in their logical impossibility: 
because the logic oflanguage establishes with transcendental neces
sity the framework of our conception of what is in the world, that is, 
what the world as such is, that cannot be expressed in this language 
itself: "Logic pervades the world: the limits of the world are also its 
limits. So we cannot say in logic, 'The world has this in it, and this, 
but not that.' For that would appear to presuppose that we were 
excluding certain possibilities, and this cannot be the case, since it 
would require that logic should go beyond the limits of the world; 
for only in that way could it view those limits from the other side as 
well ... ; so what we cannot think we cannot say either." 46 

Wittgenstein avoids Hegel's dialectic of the limit, because it is 
only in a self-critical form that he repeats Kant's critical restriction 
of the use of reason to knowledge gained through the understand-
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ing: the language of his own transcendental philosophy is no longer 
affirmative. 

Wittgenstein explains the principle that logic is transcendental 
with the proposition, "Logic is not a body of doctrine but a mirror
image of the world." 47 This does not mean that it can be formulated 
as a system of propositions that would represent the world as a whole 
the way elementary propositions represent individual facts, for logic 
is precisely not a doctrine. Rather, in the use of propositions, the 
structure of the world is reflected in logical forms, as something also 
given, something that shows itself in speaking but cannot be ex
pressed in propositional form. In this sense of ineffable speculation, 
Wittgenstein says in the Philosophische Bemerkungen, which prepare 
the transition to his later philosophy, "What belongs to the essence 
of the .. world cannot be said. And if philosophy could say anything, 
it would have to describe the essence of the world. The essence of 
language, however, is an image of the essence of the world; and 
philosophy as the mistress of grammar can actually grasp the es
sence of the world, but not in sentences in language but in rules for 
this language that exclude m~aningless connections of signs." 48 

By demonstrating the meaninglessness of metaphysical proposi
tions, the critique of language makes us aware that what cannot be 
said may very well be shown: "It will signify what cannot be said, 
by presenting clearly what can be said." 49 In conformity with mys
tical traditions, Wittgenstein recommends the practice of the cri
tique of language as an exercise that allows the one who has thus 
been silenced to see the inexpressible essence of the world. He is 
enough of a positivist to continue the relentless expulsion of reflec
tion in the name of understanding and to leave no middle ground 
between the coercion of deductive representation and the pathos of 
unmediated intuition. But the early Wittgenstein also broke the 
posi tivist spell insofar as he became. a ware of the logic of language 
as a transcendental net woven around the block of facts. He notices 
that the purgative efforts of the critique of language must them
selves make use of a language that is just as metaphysical as the one 
against which they are directed, and that at the same time refers 
to experiences that are not nothing. On this self-negating path of 
the mystic who speaks indirectly, Wittgenstein comes again to the 
transcendental-philosophical insight: "The subject does not belong 
to the world; rather it is a limit of the world." 50 
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The unity of this transcendental subject breaks down along with 
the unity of the universal language. The program that Wittgenstein 
grounded epistemologically in the Tractatus and that was translated 
on the methodological level into the program of a unified science 
proved incapable of being carried out. There is no need to recapitu
late here the difficulties of principle that confront a reductive analy
sis of linguistic expressions.51 No basis for independent elementary 
propositions can be found; clearly even the elementary components of 
a language are meaningful only as parts of a system of propositions. 
The requirement of truth-functionality can be fulfilled only at the 
price of physicalism. No rules can be given, however, in accordance 
with which intentional statements can be translated into an exten
sional language. Finally, the representational function of the unitary 
language is understood to be a metaphysical assumption. The nom
inalistic conception of language, which allows only a descriptive 
correlation of signs and states of affairs, clearly does not do justice 
to the irreducible multiplicity of linguistic modes. There is no one 
privileged way of applying propositions to reality: 

There are countless ... different kinds of use of what we call "symbols," 
"words," "sentences." And this multiplicity is not something fixed, given 
once for all; but new types of language, new language-games, as we may 
say, come into existence, and others become obsolete and get forgotten .... 
It is interesting to compare the multiplicity of the tools in language and of 
the ways they are used, the multiplicity of kinds of word and sentence, with 
what logicians have said about the structure of language. (Including the 
author of the Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus.) 52 

Naming, which as a form of descriptive correlation is all that 
nominalism considers valid, is in addition a derived mode: "We 
may say: only someone who already knows how to do something 
with it can significantly ask a name."53 The representational func
tion presupposes elementary modes of application of language that 
vary along with the language itself: "Commanding, questioning, 
recounting, chatting, are as much a part of our natural history as 
walking, eating, drinking, playing." 54 

The ideal language that Wittgenstein once had in mind does 
not result in a descriptively compelling way from a transcendental 
"language as such." We can of course produce formalized languages 
in accordance with conventional rules. Carnap continued linguistic 
analysis along this route of constructing scientific languages. In this 
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form, linguistic analysis is content with the status of an auxiliary 
science to methodology. But no path leads back to positivism from 
the transcendental-logical level of reflection that the Tractatus 
reached. Even the hierarchy of possible formalized languages pre
supposes ordinary language as an unavoidably ultimate meta
language. A reflective linguistic analysis takes up this residual level 
and attempts to do what the Tractatus declared to be humanly im
possible: to derive the logic of language from ordinary language 
itself: "How strange iflogic were concerned with an ideal language 
and not with our own. For what would this ideal language express? 
Probably what we now express in our ordinary language; then logic 
has to investigate it. Or something else: but then how am I to know 
what that is?-The logical analysis of something we have, not of 
something we don't have. It is thus the analysis of sentences as they 
are. (It would be strange if human society had spoken up until now 
without putting together a correct sentence.)" 55 Only with this shift 
does linguistic analysis acquire significance for the grounding of an 
interpretive sociology. 

7.2 The development of the universal language had as its meth
odological implication only the delimiting of "the much disputed 
sphere of natural science." 56 With respect to the sciences, the Trac
tatus set for philosophy only the purgative task of making sure "to 
say nothing except what can be said, i.e. propositions of natural 
science-i.e. something that has nothing to do with philosophy."s7 
The meaning of statements allowable in terms of the logic of lan
guage was determined in accordance with the model of natural
scientific propositions; consequently, linguistic analysis, which has 
the task of eliminating nonsense, remains negatively related to the 
natural sciences. Near the end of the Tractatus there is a strange 
remark that further clarifies this idea. Since propositions that tran
scend possible facts are not allowed, there can be no meaningful 
ethical propositions: "Propositions can express nothing that is 
higher." 58 Ethical propositions have normative meaning; no facts 
in the world correspond to these norms. Postulates are directed to 
the will of acting subjects; these subjects do not have the character 
of something in the world. Thus ethical sentences can characterize 
a world as a whole. If there were an ethics, it would be transcen
dental: "If the good or bad exercise of the will does alter the world, 
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it can alter only the limits of the world, not the facts-not what can 
be expressed by means of language. In short the effect must be that 
it becomes an altogether different world. It must, so to speak, wax 
and wane as a whole. The world of the happy man is a different one 
from that of the unhappy man." 59 

This hypothetical consideration has the status of a thought ex
periment that is to clarify once again the limits of the universal 
language, and thereby of meaningful language as such, using the 
example of ethical propositions. Ethical propositions establish a 
normative order. In a language that permits only statements about 
facts, they can have no meaning. They <;ould have meaning on the 
transcendental level if the projected ethical order had at the same 
time the binding force of a grammatically necessary order. This 
thought is absurd as long as the relationship between language and 
reality is fixed once and for all as one of picturing or representation. 
Only if this presupposition is eliminated does a dimension become 
visible in which the application of language to reality can change 
along with the grammar of the language. In that case, the transcen
dentalism of language becomes to a certain extent ethical; grammar 
acquires the power to determine the limits of my world, which in 
principle are capable of being altered. 

When Wittgenstein had to give up the idea of a unitary language 
and a world of facts that would be represented positivistically in 
that language, he took that thought experiment seriously. If empiri
cal languages establish different and variable conceptions of the 
world in a transcendentally binding fashion, then a linguistically 
fixed world loses its exclusively theoretical meaning. The relation
ship of the logic of language to reality becomes a practical one. The 
world as determined by grammar is now the horizon within which 
reality is interpreted. Interpreting reality differently does not mean 
giving different selective interpretations of describable facts within 
the same system of reference; rather, it means projecting different 
systems of reference. These are no longer determined in accordance 
with a theoretical standard of correspondence between sign and 
state of affairs. Rather, each frame of reference establishes in a 
practical way attitudes that prejudge a specific relationship of signs 
to states of affairs; there are as many types of "states of affairs" as 
there are grammars. On this transcendental-linguistic levei, to 
interpret reality differently does not mean "only" to interpret it 
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differently; it means to integrate reality into different forms of life. 
In Wittgenstein's late philosophy, the disempowered monopolistic 
language of the natural sciences has given way to a pluralism of nat
ural languages that no longer capture reality theoretically within 
the framework of a single world view, but rather practically within 
different lifeworlds. The rules of these language games are the 
grammars both of languages and of life forms. To every ethics or life 
form there corresponds its own logic, namely, the grammar of a 
particular and irreducible language game. Ethical propositions are 
still inexpressible, but now grammar, which I can make transparent 
through linguistic analysis, is itself ethical; it is no longer the logic of 
a unitary language and of the universe of facts but rather the con
stitutive order of a sociallifeworld. 

With this conception, positivist linguistic analysis reaches the 
second stage, the stage of sociolinguistic self-riflection. The critique of 
language completes the transition from the critique of pure reason 
to the critique of practical reason. In fact, with the identification of 
language and life form, practical reason becomes universal; even 
the language of the natural sciences is now constituted within the 
framework of life-practice as one language game among many. On 
this level, linguistic analysis loses the significance for the philosophy 
of science that it was able to claim in the Tractatus. It no longer 
delimits the controversial area of the natural sciences. Instead, it 
acquires special meaning for the social sciences: it not only delimits 
the sphere of social action; it opens it up. 

Logical clarification of the universal language could have only a 
propaedeutic function for research-that of delimiting the realm 
of possible empirically meaningful statements with the rules of an 
empiristic language. In contrast, in the grammar of life forms, the 
logical analysis of ordinary language touches the object domain of 
the social sciences themselves. As the "mistress of grammar," phi
losophy grasps, even if only indirectly, the essence of the world. This 
world was once the world of nature; the facts in the world were nat
ural events and thus the object of the natural sciences. The latter 
are concerned with what is in the world, not with the "essence of 
the world." After the renunciation of the Tractatus, linguistic analy
sis includes many grammars; the essence of the world is reflected 
in them. If society, however, is constituted from such lifeworlds, 
the latter are themselves the "facts" with which sociology must be 
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concerned. Consequently, social facts have a different status than 
natural events, and the social sciences have a different status than 
the natural sciences. Whereas linguistic analysis once could and was 
intended only to clarify the transcendental-logical presuppositions 
of the natural sciences, which were identified with science as such , 
now it is equivalent in its structure to an interpretive sociology. Both 
analyze the rules of language games as forms of social life worlds. 

This is the point of departure for the linguistic grounding of 
interpretive sociology that Peter Winch, following Wittgenstein, 
undertakes: 

It is true that the epistemologist's starting point is rather different from 
that of the sociologist but, ifWittgenstein's arguments are sound, that (i.e. 
the concept of a "form of life") is what he must sooner or later concern 
himself with. That means that the relations between sociology and epis
temology must be different from, and very much closer than, what is usu
ally imagined to be the case .... The central problem of sociology, that of 
giving an account of the nature of social phenomena in general, itself 
belongs to philosophy ... ; this part of sociology is really misbegotten epis
temology. I say "misbegotten" because its problems have been largely 
misconstrued, and therefore mishandled, as a species of scientific problem.60 

We can distinguish the objective regularities under which a be
havior, for example, the conditioned behavior of a trained dog, 
can be subsumed, as under natural laws, from the rules with which 
actors orient themselves. Rule-guided action of this type is always 
communicative action, because rules cannot be private rules for one 
individual but rather must have intersubjective validity for a life 
form in which at least two subjects participate. An action regulated 
by norms is not the same thing as behavior determined by natural 
laws and correspondingly predictable. A norm can be violated, but 
in principle a natural law cannot be. An action can be correct or in
correct with respect to a governing norm; a natural law is refuted 
by faulty predictions: "I want to say that the test of whether a 
man's actions are the application of a rule is not whether he can for
mulate it but whether it makes sense to distinguish between a right 
and a wrong way of doing things in connection with what he does. 
Where that makes sense, then it must also make sense to say that he 
is applying a criterion in what he does even though he does not, and 
perhaps cannot, formulate that criterion." 61 

The application of a criterion requires not only the reproduction 
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of the same behavior (or sign) in comparable circumstances, but the 
production of new modes of behavior in accordance with a rule. We 
proceed synthetically and not merely repetitively: 

It is only when a past precedent has to be applied to a new kind of case 
that the importance and nature of the rule beco~: apparent. 'I.'he court 
has to ask what was involved in the precedent declSlon and that IS a ques
tion which makes no sense except in a context where the decision could 
sensibly be regarded as the application, how~v~r uns~lfconscious, of a rule. 
The same is true of other forms of human activity besides law, though else
where the rules may perhaps never be made so explicit. It is o~ly because 
human actio·ns exemplify rules that we can speak of past. expenenc~ as rel
evant to our current behaviour. Ifit were merely a questIOn ofha~lts, t~en 
our current behaviour might certainly be influenced by the way III which 
we had acted in the past; if! am told to continue the series ofnatural.n~m
bers beyond 100, I continue in a cert~in way ~ecause of my past traIllI.ng. 
The phrase "because of," however, IS used dIff~rently o~ these two Situ
ations: the dog has been conditioned to .respond III a certaIll way, w~~reas 
I know the right way to go on on the basIs of what I have been taught. 

It is not sufficient, of course, simply to impute a rule to a series of 
observable segments of behavior. We can be certain that we have 
identified rule-guided behavior only when we ourselves could con
tinue the sequence of actions in the place rif the actor, without meet
ing objections. Only from the reactions of those involved can we 
infer whether or not we have found the guiding rule. The concept of 
"following a rule" includes the intersubjectivity of the validity of 
rules. Monitoring rule-guided action is thus possible only on the 
level of intersubjectivity: "It suggests that one has to take account 
not only of the actions of the person whose behaviour is in question 
as a candidate for the category of rule-following, but also the reac
tions of other people to what he does. More specifically, it is only in 
a situation in which it makes sense to suppose that somebody else 
could in principle discover the rule which I am following that I can 

intelligibly be said to follow a rule at all." 63 

Winch draws conclusions from the linguistic approach that are 
largely identical with those of pheno~enolo?y. Act~ons .are con
stituted in contexts of linguistically mediated InteractIOns In such a 
way that an intersubjectively valid mea~ing is "~mbod~ed" in the 
observable modes of behavior. Thus an InterpretIve SOCIology pro-

eds essentially in the manner of linguistic analysis; it conceives ce . . . 
norms that guide action in terms of rules of commUnIcatIOn In 
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everyday language. The result of this is again the dependence of 
theory formation on the self-understanding of the acting subjects. 
Like Schutz, Winch emphasizes the logical distinction between nat
ural and social sciences: 

Mill's view is that understanding a social institution consists in observing 
regularities in the behaviour of its participants and expressing these regu
larities in the form of generalizations. Now if the position of the sociologi
cal investigator (in a broad sense) can be regarded as comparable, in its 
main logical outlines, with that of the natural scientist, the following must 
be the case. The concepts and criteria according to which the sociologist 
judges that, in two situations, the same thing has happened, or the same 
action performed, must be understood in relation to the rules governing 
sociological investigation. But here we run against a difficulty; for whereas 
in the case of the natural scientist we have to deal with only one set of rules, 
namely those governing the scientist's investigation itself, here what the 
sociologist is studying, as well as his study of it, is a human activity and is 
therefore carried on according to rules. And it is these rules, rather than 
those which govern the sociologist's investigation, which specify what is to 
count as "doing the same kind of thing" in relation to that activity." 64 

Winch too points out that in sociology the relationship of the 
researcher to the object domain must be established on the level of 
intersubjectivity. The natural scientist enters upon this only when 
he communicates with others participating in the research process.65 

Winch's thinking is quietly radical: he dissolves sociology into a 
specialized linguistic analysis. And he does not hide the idealism 
that this approach contains. Human beings act as they speak; con
sequently, social relations are of the same nature as relations be
tween sentences: "If social relations between men exist only in and 
through ideas, then, since the relations between indeas are internal 
relations, social relations must be internal relations." 66 These inter
nal relations, however, are not merely symbolic relations of symbol 
systems. What we are able to reconstruct in formal languages is 
already an abstraction that disregards precisely the fact that lan
guages, as symbolic contexts, represent at the same time empirical 
contexts. Grammatical rules are always also rules of ongoing com
munication and the latter in turn takes place only in the social con
text ofHfe forms. Thus the connection between language games and 
life forms is central to the grounding of interpretive sociology in 
terms of linguistic analysis. 

Certainly, the assertion that symbolic relations in the framework 
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of ongoing language games are at the same time objective relations 
of social interaction requires substantiation. Winch must be able to 
demonstrate that linguistic communication logically points to social 
action. The connection between language and praxis is the same 
one that pragmatist linguistic analysis saw in communicative action 
within role systems. But linguistic philosophy takes the opposite 
path. It does not proceed genetically on the basis of organic adap
tive behavior, as in Mead's linguistic pragmatism, but rather tries 
to derive the embeddedness of language in social institutions logi
cally. Winch's analysis leads from the question how a meaning can 
be identified to the problem of the application of criteria, and ends 
with Wittgenstein's concept of rule-guided behavior. But it does not 
go beyond the intersubjectivity of the validity of linguistic rules; it 
leaves·,the connection between grammar and life form as it was, in 
darkness. Winch could have taken a better cue from Wittgenstein, 
who does not discuss this complex of issues directly. 

7.3 Wittgenstein conceives language games as a complex of lan
guage and praxis. He envisions a primitive use of language as one 
party calling out the words and the other acting accordingly: "The 
children are brought up to perform these actions, to use these words 
as they do so, and to react in this way to the words of others." 67 The 
model of the language game puts language into relation with com
municative action; in it are included the use of symbols, the reac
tion to behavioral expectations, and an accompanying consensus 
about the fulfillment of expectations that, if it is disturbed, requires 
restoration of the agreement that is lacking. Otherwise, the interac
tion is interrupted and it disintegrates. The language game then no 
longer functions. In Wittgenstein's definition: "I shall ... call the 
whole, consisting of language and the actions into which it is 
woven, the 'language-game.'" 68 If Wittgenstein were the pragma
tist that he seems to be to observers who are superficial or pre
occupied, he would not have derived the web that binds language 
and praxis together logically from the conditions of the understand
ing of language itself, but rather empirically from the connection 
between behavior and the use of signs. In apparent agreement with 
pragmatism, Wittgenstein demands over and over that one study 
language in the ways it is applied, and derive the meaning of words 
from the functioning of sentences. But the functional context that 

131 

7 The Linguistic Approach 

Wittgenstein has in mind is a language game in which symbols and 
activities are already linked under the reciprocal supervision of an 
accompanying consensus of all participants. 

The internal connection between language and praxis can be 
demonstrated logically through an unusual implication of the un
derstanding of meaning. In order to "understand" a language, we 
must "have a command of" it. Thus understanding means to be 
skilled in something, to be able to do or to have a command of 
something that one has practiced and learned: "The grammar of 
the word 'knows' is evidently closely related to that of 'can,' 'is able 
to.' But also closely related to that of 'understands.' ('Mastery' of a 
technique.)" 69 

Understanding a language and being able to speak indicate that 
one has gained skills, has learned how to perform certain activities. 
The repeated expression "mastery of a technique" is misleading, it 
is true, because in this context Wittgenstein is not thinking of in
strumental action but rather by "technique" means the rules of a 
game, thus rules of communicative interaction. Be that as it may, 
understanding a language clearly has a practical meaning. Wittgen
stein notes that early on: "Strangely enough, the problem of under
standing language is related to the problem of the will. U nder
standing a command before one carries it out has a connection with 
intending an action before one carries it out." 70 

Understanding is connected with the virtual anticipation of ac
tions that in turn presume learning processes. The understanding of 
language indicates an ability to take certain actions, whereby this 
communicative action itself is linked to a symbolized expectation of 
behavior: language and action are moments of the same model of 
the language game. 

The connection between these two moments becomes under
standable in the kind of learning processes that are linked to the 
understanding of meaning: to understand means to have learned to 
be skilled at something in practical terms. Within the horizon of 
the understanding of language there is no such thing as a "pure" 
grasp of symbols. Only formalized languages, which are monologi
cally structured, that is, in the form of calculi, can be understood 
abstractly, without regard to practical learning processes. For the 
understanding of such languages requires the reproduction of series 
of signs according to formal rules, a solitary symbolic operation that 
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in many respects resembles the monological use of instruments. 
What is specific to the understanding of everyday language is pre
cisely the achievement of communication. There we do not use 
signs as such but rather adhere to reciprocal behavioral expec
tations. The processes through which I learn to speak imply then 
learning to act. There is an element of repression involved in them, 
as there is in all procedures through which norms are internalized. 
Wittgenstein speaks of training: "The teaching of language is not 
explanation, but training." 71 The fact that language in its immanent 
meaning is dependent on praxis is apparent in this moment of force 
in the processes of learning to speak-provided that a logical con
nection between understanding a language and learning to speak, 
between grasping symbolically expressed meaning and training in 
the correct use of symbols, actually exists. 

According to the Tractatus, we can understand sentences pro
duced in ordinary language as unanalyzed expressions. Everything 
that can be said at all can be said with complete clarity. Under 
these presuppositions, understanding language would be limited to 
reductive linguistic analysis, that is, to transformation into ex
pressions in the universal language. The relationship to the ideal 
language itself would depend only on understanding its grammar. 
The latter could be given in the form of metalinguistic instructions 
for permissible symbolic operations. Wittgenstein himself, however, 
was doubtful about the conditions of possibility of a metalanguage. 
Consequently, he withdrew descriptive validity from the language 
used for linguistic analysis; but he depended on the evocative power 
of this inauthentic metalanguage in the certainty that it would 
make the grammatical rules evident. We shall not consider this prob
lem further at this point. What is crucial is that the grammatical 
rules of the ideal language were to be comprehensible on a level of 
"pure" symbolic relationships-whether, as Wittgenstein assumed 
at the time, this syntax is intuitively accessible, "reveals" itself 
phenomenologically, so to speak; or whether, as Carnap then pro
posed, it is produced operationally and is therefore also completely 
transparent. In the form of reductionist linguistic analysis, the un
derstanding oflanguage implies no practical meaning whatsoever. 

This implication becomes logically inescapable as soon as the 
unitary-language system of reference has to be abandoned. 

Without a binding ideal language, reduction can no longer be 
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substituted for the understanding of language. Anything like a final 
analysis of our linguistic forms is no longer possible. The attempt 
to formalize expressions at any price is seen to be a positivistic 
misunderstanding: 

"Inexact" is really a reproach, and "exact" is praise. And that is to say 
that what is inexact attains its goal less perfectly than what is more exact. 
Thus the point here is what we call "the goal." Am I inexact when I do 
not give our distance from the sun to the nearest foot, or tell a joiner the 
width of a table to the nearest thousandth of an inch? 

No single idea of exactness has been laid down; we do not know what we 
should be supposed to imagine under this head-unless you yourself lay 
down what is to be so called. 72 

It cannot be a question of either discovering a universal language 
that will guarantee exactness or constructing formal languages in 
place of it: "On the one hand it is clear that ... we are not striving 
after an ideal, as if our ordinary vague sentences had not yet got a 
quite unexceptionable sense, and a perfect language awaited con
struction by us.-On the other hand it seems clear that where there 
is sense there must be perfect order.-So there must be perfect 
order even in the vaguest sentence." 73 

The understanding of language, then, means the analysis of this 
order that is immanent in natural language. Evidently, the order 
consists in grammatical rules. But this syntax is no longer accessible 
on the same level, that is, "understandable" in the way the gram
mar of the unitary language was. We cannot formalize everyday 
language and then define it metalinguistically without destroying 
it as everyday language. Nor can we trust an inauthentic meta
language that leads us to the threshold of intuitive understanding; 
that is plausible only in relation to a transcendental "language as 
such" of a species subject. 

Linguistic analysis has now been deprived of a metalanguage in 
both its forms; it falls back on the reflexive use of language and can 
analyze a traditional language only with the expressions of that lan
guage. But then the understanding oflanguage is trapped in a circle; 
it always has to have already understood the context. Reflexive 
linguistic analysis cannot follow the path of reductive linguistic 
analysis. Analyzing an unclear expression can no longer mean 
transforming it and reconstructing it in a precise language. The 
reliable logical connection that once seemed to exist between tradi-
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tional linguistic forms and a completely transparent language has 
been severed. Every language now carries its own order, which is to 
be made transparent within it as a natural grammar. These gram
mars can be elucidated only "from within," that is, through the 
application of the grammars themselves. This very circularity i~di
cates with compelling logic the connection of language to practice. 
For how can grammatical rules and semantic meanings be explicated 
at all under these circumstances? By our imagining possible situa
tions in which symbols are used: "Suppose you came as an explorer 
into an unknown country with a language quite strange to you. In 
what circumstances would you say that the people there gave orders, 
understood them, obeyed them, rebelled against them, and so on? 
The common behaviour of mankind is the system of reference by 

. f h· h . k I " 74 means 0 w IC we mterpret an un nown anguage. 
It is not sufficient, of course, to observe modes of behavior. The 

anthropologist entering a country with an unknown language im
putes a rule to the interactions he observes on the basis of his own 
linguistic preunderstanding. He can test his supposition only by at 
least virtual participation in the observed communication, in order 
to see whether it functions when he behaves according to this rule. 
The criterion for the accuracy of his assumption is his successful 
participation in ongoing communication. If I behave in such a way 
that the interactions are not disturbed, I have understood the rule. 
I can ascertain this only within communication itself: "It is what 
human beings say that is true and false; and they agree in the lan
guage they use. That is not agreement in opinions but in form of 
life." 75 

The truth that must be confirmed through the tacit consensus of 
the participants refers to the "functioning" of an interplay of sym
bols and activities, to the "mastery" of the rules that organize not 
opinions but a life form. The attempt to explicate linguistic rules 
leads with immanent necessity to their basis in life-practice. We 
analyze an unclear expression by considering situations in which it 
might be used. We must recall possible situations of its use; we 
cannot simply project them. Ultimately, this recall will bring us 
back to the situation in which we ourselves learned the expression 
in question. Linguistic analysis recapitulates ~he learning sit~atio~ 
in a certain way. In order to make an expreSSIOn comprehensible It 
recalls to consciousness the manner of instruction, the procedure of 
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practice: "In such a difficulty always ask yourself: How did we learn 
the meaning of this word ('good' for instance)? From what sort of 
examples? In what language-games?" 76 

Thus logical analysis of the understanding oflanguage shows that 
we can ascertain the grammatical rules of an everyday language 
only by remembering the training through which we ourselves learned 
these rules. Understanding language is the virtual recapitulation of 
a process of socialization. For this reason Wittgenstein introduced 
the term "language game" with reference to the process of learning 
to speak: "We can also think of the whole process of using words ... 
as one of those games by means of which children learn their native 
language. I will call these games 'language-games ... .''' 77 

In language games symbolic validity cannot be logically distin
guished from the origin of meaning. The grammatical rules accord
ing to which the "perfect order" of a traditional language form is 
determined have a peculiar status: they are not metalinguistic rules 
for combining symbols but didactic rules for teaching language. 
Strictly speaking, the grammar of language games contains the 
rules through which children are inducted through training into an 
existing culture. Because everyday language is the ultimate meta
language, it itself contains the dimension within which it can be 
learned; but for this reason it is not only language but also practice. 
This connection is logically necessary; otherwise, everyday lan
guages would be hermetically sealed; they could not be passed on. 
This connection can be logically demonstrated through the impli
cations of the understanding of language. But if the grammatical 
rules establish not only the connection between symbols but also the 
interactions through which the connection can be learned, then 
such a syntax must refer to the "whole of language and the ac
tivities with which it is interwoven" -and to imagine a language is 
to imagine a form oflife. 78 

7.4 Winch did not demonstrate the internal connection between 
language game and life form by means of a logical analysis of what 
it is to understand a language. Had he done so, he would have had 
to reflect on the conditions of possibility of a sociology proceeding 
through linguistic analysis: linguistic analysis is only an explicit 
form of understanding language. 

If every statement is meaningful only in the context of its lan-
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guage game, and if, on the other hand, linguistic analysis makes 
monadic language games transparent through considering their 
family resemblances, then the question arises what language game 
this analysis itselfis making use of. Wittgenstein was not able to give 
a consistent answer to this question of the metalanguage game of 
linguistic analysis. But he did not need to answer it; he could dis
miss it. The question arises only if we accord descriptive value to 
linguistic analysis. According to Wittgenstein, it has only thera
peutic value; it is not a theory but an activity. Strictly speaking, its 
"results" cannot be expressed but only effected, used as aids in see
ing the working or nonworking of a particular language game. The 
revocation of his own propositions with which Wittgenstein con
cludes the Tractatus occurs with the Philosophical Investigations as 
well. This expedient is not open to Winch. He has to pose the prob
lem of translation if he is to recommend linguistic analysis for an 
ethnography of language games from a transcendental point of 
view, or as he understands it, for an interpretive sociology. 

Winch makes a theoretical claim. He thus considers possible a 
metalanguage in which I can describe the grammar of a language 
game as the structure of a lifeworld. How is this language possible, 
when the dogmatism of existing language games demands a strictly 
immanent interpretation and excludes the derivation of the gram
mars of different language games from a general system of rules? 
Winch prefaces his investigation with a motto taken from Lessing's 
Anti-Goeze: "It may indeed be true that moral actions are always 
the same in themselves, however different may be the time and 
however different the societies in which they occur; but still, the 
same actions do not always have the same names, and it is unjust to 
give any action a different name from that which it used to bear in 
its own times and amongst its own people." 79 

This sentence anticipates the historicism of the following century. 
Winch seems to be contemplating a linguistic version of Dilthey. 
From his free-floating position the linguistic analyst can slip into 
the grammar of any language game without being himself bound 
by the dogmatism of his own language game, which would be oblig
atory for linguistic analysis as such. Winch relies as naively as Schutz 
on the possibility of pure theory. The phenomenologist too makes 
use of the interpretive schemata through which acting subjects con
struct their lifeworlds in an ego-centered manner; he himself, how-
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ever, is detached from the social world. This change in perspective 
from that of the participant caught up in his environment to that of 
the observer of a social world is itself acquired prescientifically, and 
thus it never became problematic for Schutz. The linguist, how
ever, should no longer share this naivete after Wittgenstein's pene
trating analysis of the conditions of communicative experience. 

When we practice linguistic analysis with a descriptive intent 
and forgo the therapeutic restriction, the monadic structure of lan
guage games must be penetrated and the context in which the 
pluralism of language games is originally constituted must be re
flected upon. And then the language of the analyst can no longer 
simply be equated with the object language in question. A transla
tion must take place between the two language systems, just as it 
does between the language games being analyzed. Wittgenstein de
fines this task as the analysis of similarities or family resemblances. 
Linguistic analysis must see commonalities and mark distinctions. 
But if this activity is not to be turned back into something therapeu
tic, systematic points of reference for comparison are needed; the 
linguistic analyst in the role of the comparative interpreter must 
always presuppose a concept of language games as such and a con
crete preunderstanding in which various languages converge. The 
interpreter mediates between different patterns of socialization; at 
the same time, in this translation he relies on the pattern in which 
he was socialized. Actually, reflective linguistic analysis accom
plishes a communication between different language games; the ex
ample of the anthropologist in a country with a foreign culture and 
language is not fortuitously chosen. Wittgenstein does not analyze it 
adequately when he points out in it only the virtual repetition of 
socialization processes in the context of other forms of life. Getting 
to know a foreign culture is possible only to the extent to which a 
successful translation between it and one's own culture has taken 
place. 

With this we arrive at the field of hermeneutics, which Witt
genstein did not enter. Winch could avoid the hermeneutic self
reflection oflinguistic analysis and interpretive sociology, which he 
wants to establish as a special form of linguistic analysis, only under 
one condition: ifhe found a metalanguage for theory into which the 
grammar of any everyday language whatsoever could be translated. 
Then the translation of the primary language in question into the 
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language of the analyst, and thus the translation of one analyzed 
language into another, could be formalized and undertaken in ac
cordance with general transformational rules. The circle in which 
the reflexivity of everyday language, as the ultimate metalanguage, 
places us would then be broken through. Linguistic analysis would 
no longer be tied to the practice of language games; it could be made 
theoretically fruitful for sociology without needing hermeneutics. 

Fodor and Katz have developed a program for a meta theory of 
language linked to the work ofChomsky.80 At present it is only the 
elaboration of an idea-an idea that, however, is just as ambitious 
as Wittgenstein's program of a unitary language. Whereas the uni
versallanguage of neopositivism was to represent a language system 
that would establish the formal conditions of empirically meaning
ful statements with the rigor of a grammar, Fodor and Katz envi
sion an empirical-scientific theory that will explain actual linguistic 
behavior in relation to linguistic rules. This transformational 
grammar must be independent of any grammar connected with 
everyday language; it is a general system, in the sense not of a uni
versal language but rather of a theoretical language. The descrip
tions of all the syntactic and semantic rules that one has at one's 
command when one knows a traditional language must be deri
vable from the theory. Linguistic rules are rules of synthesis: they 
enable one who has internalized them to understand and generate 
an unspecified number of sentences. We understand and form not 
only sentences we have heard and have learned, but also sentences 
we have never heard before, as long as they are formed in accor
dance with learned rules. The descriptions of such generative rules 
form the object domain of a theory that, because its objects are 
themselves grammars or theories, can be called a metatheory oflan
guage: "Linguistic theory is a metatheory dealing with the prop
erties of linguistic descriptions of natural language. In particular, 
linguistic theory is concerned with whatever such descriptions have 
in common-with universals of linguistic description."81 Fodor 
and Katz must, of course, presume the systematic independence of 
the language of theory from the generative rules that it is to be used 
to explain. This assumption is not discussed. 

Fodor and Katz show only that a general linguistics, which 
would enable us to derive a descriptively appropriate grammar for 
any possible ordinary language, without itself relying on any tradi-
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tiona I language-that is, in purely theoretical expressions-would 
be able to avoid the complementary difficulties of constructive lin
guistic analysis on the one hand and therapeutic linguistic analysis 
on the other: 

The or~inary-Ianguage and positivist approaches present incompatible 
conceptIOns of the nature and study of language. Positivists contend that 
the structure of a natural language is illuminatingly like that of a logistic 
system and advocate that natural languages be studied through the con
str~c~ion of logistic systems. Ordinary-language philosophers deny that a 
lOgIstIC system can capture the richness and complexity of a natural lan
guage. Language, they contend, is an extremely complicated form of social 
behavior and should be studied through the detailed analysis of individual 
words and expressions. Thus, positivists tend to emphasize the need for 
rati~mal reconstructio~ or reformulation at precisely those points where 
ordmary-Ianguage phIlosophers are most inclined to insist upon the facts of 
usage.82 

And further: 

Disagn;ements between POSItIVIsts and ordinary-language philosophers 
shade mto differences of emphasis on various points. Thus, ordinary
la~guage philosophers have by and large tended to occupy themselves 
with the stU?y of the use .of words, while positivists have been primarily 
concerned WIth the analYSIS of sentences and their inference relations. This 
di!f~rence does ~ot simply represent a disagreement about research pri
ontIes. Rather, It reflects the ordinary-language philosopher's concern 
with the function of language in concrete interpersonal situations, as op
posed to the positivist's interest in the structure of the logical syntax of the 
language of science. The conflict behind this difference is between the be
lief that language is best viewed as an articulate system with statable rules 
~nd the belief that talking about'language is, at bottom, talking about an 
mdefinitely large and various set of speech episodes.83 

A general theory of ordinary language would combine both 
points of view: the advantages ofa formalized language on the theo
retical level, and respect for natural language games on the level 
?f the data. It is not a question of formalizing ordinary language; 
m a re~on~truction, ordinary language as such would be liquidated. 
The aIm IS, rather, a formalized representation of ordinary lan
guage, that is, the deduction of the rules at the basis of the commu
nicati~n possible in .a given language. So far, constructive linguistic 
analYSIS has kept as Its model the Principia Mathematica and produced 
examples of context-free languages that are occasionally appro-
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priate for the representation of empirical-scientific theories but are 
in principle not appropriate for the representation of ordinary
language grammars. Therapeutic linguistic analysis, on the other 
hand, renounces theory altogether. It limits itself to the differentia
tion of everyday-language intuition. It has a contingent character, 
for it can only clarify on a case-to-case basis whether a use of lan
guage in concrete circumstances violates the institutionalized rules 
of communication or not. Fodor and Katz take up the counterargu
ments of both sides: "The ordinary-language philosopher correctly 
maintains against the positivist that a formalization is a revealing 
theory of a natural language only insofar as its structure reflects 
that of the language. What is needed is a theory based upon and rep
resenting the full structural complexity of a natural language, not 
one which reflects the relatively simple structure of some arbitrarily 
chosen artificallanguage."84 And the complementary objection: 

One must agree with the positivist's charge against the ordinary-language 
philosopher that any account of a natural language whi~h fails to pro~id.e 
a specification of its formal structure is ipso facto unsatisfactory. For It IS 
upon this structure that the generative principles which determine the syn
tactic and semantic characteristics of a natural language depend. These 
principles determine how each and every sentence of the lang~age. is s~ruc
tured and how sentences and expressions are understood. It IS hIS faIlure 
to appreciate the significance of the systematic chara~ter of the compos~
tional features of language which accounts for the ordmary-language phI-

d . I 8S losopher's disregard of the study of sentences an sententIa structure. 

However plausible this indication of the complementary weak
nesses of the two approaches to linguistic analysis may be, it can 
make understandable why a general theory of ordinary language is 
desirable, but it does not provide an argument for the practicality 
of this program. I cannot discuss here the contributions to a trans
formational grammar that have appeared to this point; it seems as if 
they are of great consequence for the operationalization of assump
tions in the area of comparative linguistics and sociolinguistics. It 
is questionable, however, whether such an idea can be not only 
sketched out and furnished with examples but also brought to em
pirical fulfillment. This attempt touches on the relativity theorem, 
which was first advanced on the level of intellectual history, in his
toricism, and has now been revived on the linguistic level in the 
wake of the work of Sapir and Whorf.86 Does not the language of 
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the meta theory remain tied to the grammar of specific ordinary lan
guages? Or can a categorial framework independent of culture be 
found that will not only allow correct descriptions of linguistic 
structures but also make possible the identification of that set of 
formal properties that systematically distinguish every traditional 
language from an arbitrary or accidental sequence of structural 
descriptions? 

I would like to mention one difficulty of principle that is of in
terest in our methodological context. For reasons that Chomsky has 
set forth convincingly (see above, chapter II, section 4.4.), a general 
theory of ordinary-language structures cannot proceed behavioristi
cally. It is dependent on data that are given only in communicative 
experience. Linguistics must ground its constructions in the intui
tive experiences of the normally socialized members of a linguistic 
community; the linguistic sense of these "native" speakers provides 
the criteria by means of which correctly formed sentences are dis
tinguished from those that are grammatically deviant. Theoretical 
assumptions in turn must also be tested by means of the same lin
guistic intuitions: "It is sometimes assumed that operational criteria 
have a special and privileged position, in this connection, but this is 
surely a mistake. For one thing, we can be fairly certain that there 
will be no operational criteria for any but the most elementary 
notions. Furthermore, operational tests, just as explanatory theories, 
must meet the condition of correspondence to introspective judg
ment, if they are to be at all to the point." 87 

The experiential basis, however, is not adequately defined as 
"linguistic intuition" and "introspective judgment." In actuality it 
is a matter of the experience of the intersubjective validity of com
munication rules. Judgment of the "correctness" of linguistic forr ; 
in the frame of reference of traditional linguistic communities lS 

based on the experience of whether they are parts of functioning 
language games and ensure a smooth course of interaction. The 
so-called linguistic intuitions of "native" speakers are not private 
experiences at all; the collective experience of the consensus that 
tacitly accompanies every functioning language game is stored in 
them. The intersubjectivity of the validity of communication rules 
is confirmed in the reciprocity of actions and expectations. Whether 
this reciprocity occurs or fails to occur can be discovered only by 
the parties involved; but they make this discovery intersubjectively. 



142 
Understanding Meaning in the Empirical-Analytic Sciences of Action 

There can be no disagreement about it, because it is formed in the 
agreement of the partners about the success or failure of the interac
tion. This indicates the precise dimension within which reflective 
linguistic analysis operates. But if the construction and verification 
of a general linguistics are dependent on decisions in this dimen
sion, the reflective process outlined by Wittgenstein can scarcely be 
omitted. Fodor and Katz are well aware of the danger: 

One of the main dangers encountered in the construction of the rules of a 
linguistic theory is that they may be formulated so as to be workable only 
when an appeal to linguistic intuition is made. This means that in order for 
the rules to serve their intended purpose it is necessary that a fluent 
speaker exercises his linguistic abilities to guide their application. This, 
then, constitutes a vicious circularity: the rules are supposed to reconstruct 
the fluent speaker's abilities, yet they are unable to perform this function 
unless the speaker uses these abilities to apply them. As much of the abilities 
of the speaker as are required for the application of the rules, so much at 
least the rules themselves fail to reconstruct. 88 

The two authors recognize not only the danger but also its source; 
but the proposed way to avert the danger is not quite plausible: 

The intuitions of fluent speakers determine the data for which a linguistic 
theory must account .... Such intuitions establish sets of clear cases: of 
grammatically well-formed strings of words on the one hand, and of un
grammatical strings on the other. Clear cases, intuitively determined, pro
vide the empirical constraints on the construction of a linguistic theory. 
The appeal to linguistic intuition is question begging when intuitions 
replace well-defined theoretical constructs in an articulated system of 
description, or when intuitions are permitted to determine the application 
of rules. Intuition in its proper role is indispensable to the study of lan
guage, but misused, it vitiates such a study.89 

Because Fodor and Katz do not clarify what is hidden under 
the name "intuition," the so-called feeling for language, they trust 
naively to the tools of the empirical sciences somehow to cope with 
it. Linguistic intuitions, however, not only pose a general problem 
involved in testing linguistic theories-a problem that might be 
dealt with through research techniques; they also pose a problem 
that is systematically related to theory construction itself. Since 
theoretical expressions are not formulated in the primary language, 
general rules of application are required. Normally those rules take 
the form of instructions for measurement. Now, the data through 
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which a general linguistics must be confirmed are given only in the 
communicative experience of the parties to a language game. Any
one wanting to verify the structural descriptions of the theory must 
appeal to this experience. Consequently, the measuring instruments 
cannot exclude the possibility that the "native" speaker being ques
tioned will himself undertake the translation of the theoretical lan
guage into his own language. In doing so, however, he will adhere 
to the grammar of his own language. Hence it is unavoidable that 
"linguistic intuitions also determine the rules of application. " 

8 The Hermeneutic Approach 

8.1 General linguistics is, however, not the only alternative to a lin
guistic analysis that proceeds historically and immerses itself in the 
plurality of language games without being able to justify the lan
guage of analysis itself. To break through the grammatical bound
aries of individual linguistic totalities we need not follow Chomsky 
and leave the dimension of ordinary language. It is not only a theo
retical language's distance from the primary languages that can 
guarantee the unity of analytic reason in the pluralism of language 
games. Clearly, every ordinary-language grammar opens up the 
possibility of also transcending the language that it establishes, the 
possibility, that is, of translating into other languages and from 
other languages. The ordeal of translation certainly brings an espe
cially vivid awareness of the objective connection between linguis
tic structure and worldview, the unity of word and subject matter. 
Getting a hearing for a text in a foreign language often enough 
requires a new text rather than a translation in the ordinary sense 
of the term. Since Humboldt, the sciences of language have been 
guided by the idea of demonstrating a close correlation between lin
guistic form and worldview. But even this evidence of the indi
viduality of language structure, even the resignation before the 
"untranslatability" of familiar expressions, is based on the every
day experience that we are never enclosed within a single grammar. 
Rather, the first grammar that one masters also enables one to step 
outside it and interpret something foreign, to make something that 
is incomprehensible intelligible, to put in one's own words what 
at first eludes one. The relativity of linguistic world views and the 
monadology oflanguage games are both illusory. For the boundaries 
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that the grammar of ordinary languages draw around us are also 
brought to awareness by means of this grammar. Hegel's dialectic 
of the limit is a formulation of the experience of the translator. The 
concept of translation is itself dialectical: only where rules of trans
formation that allow a deductive relationship between languages to 
be produced through substitution are lacking and an exact "trans
lation" is not possible is the kind of interpretation that we usually 
call translation necessary. It expresses in a language a state of affairs 
that is not literally expressed in it and nevertheless can be rendered 
"in other words." Hans-Georg Gadamer calls this experience, which 
is the basis of hermeneutics, the hermeneutic experience: 

Hermeneutic experience is the corrective by means ~fwhic~ thi~k~ng reason 
escapes the prison oflanguage, and it is itself const.1tuted lIngUlstIcally .. '.' 
Certainly the variety of languages presents ~s ~Ith ~ problem. But thIS 
problem is simply how every language, despIte ItS dIfference from other 
languages, is able to say everything it wants. We kno~ that eve.ry language 
does this in its own way. But we then ask how, amId the varIety of these 
forms of utterance, there is still the same unity of thought and speech, so 
that everything that has been transmitted in writing can be understood.DO 

Hermeneutics defines its task in contrast to linguistic descriptions 
of different grammars. But it does not preserve the unity of ~eason 
in the pluralism oflanguages by means of a meta theory of ordmary
language grammars, as the program of general linguistics claims to 
do. I t has no trust in a mediation of ordinary languages and does 
not step outside the dimension of ordinary language; rather, it u~es 
the tendency to self-transcendance that is inherent in the practIce 
of language. Languages themselves contain the potential for a 
rationality that, expressing itself in the particularity of a specific 
grammar, reflects the limits of that grammar and at the same time 
negates them in their specificity. Reason, which is always bound up 
with language, is also always beyond its languages. Only by d:
stroying the particularities of languages, which are the only w~y III 
which it is embodied, does reason live in language. It can purge Itself 
of the residue of one particularity, of course, only through the tran
sition to another. This mediating generality is attested to by the act 
of translation. Formally, it is reflected in the trait that all tradi
tional languages have in common and that guarantees their tran
scendental unity, namely, the fact that in principle they can all be 
translated into one another. 
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Wittgenstein the logician understood "translation" as a trans
formation in accordance with general rules. Since the grammars of 
language games cannot be reconstructed in terms of general rules, 
he conceived the understanding of language in terms of socializa
tion as training in a cultural life form. It makes sense to think of 
learning "language as such" in terms of this model. But initially we 
can study the problem of understanding language in terms of the 
less fundamental process oflearning a foreign language. Learning a 
language is not identical with learning to speak; it presupposes the 
mastery of at least one language. Along with this primary language 
we have learned rules that make it possible not only to achieve 
understanding within the framework of this one grammar, but also 
to make foreign languages understandable. In learning a particular 
language we have also learned how one learns languages in general. 
We appropriate foreign languages through translation. As soon as 
we know them, of course, we no longer require translation. Trans
lations are only necessary in situations where understanding is dis
turbed. On the other hand, difficulties of understanding also arise 
in conversations within one's own language. Communication takes 
place in accordance with rules that the partners to the dialogue 
have mastered. These rules, however, not only make consensus pos
sible; they also include the possibility of setting situations right in 
which understanding is disturbed. Talking with one another means 
two things: understanding one another in general and making one
self understandable in a given instance. The role of the partner in 
dialogue contains in virtual form the role of the interpreter as well, 
that is, the role of the person who not only makes his way within 
a language but can also bring about understanding between lan
guages. The role of the interpreter does not differ in principle from 
that of the translator. Translation is only the most extreme variant 
of an accomplishment on which every normal conversation depends: 

Thus the case of translation makes us aware of linguisticality as the 
medium in which understanding is achieved; for in translation under
standing must first be artfully produced through an explicit contrivance. 
This kind of conscious process is undoubtedly not the norm in conversa
tion. Nor is translation the norm in our attitude to a foreign language .... 
If we really master a language, then no translation is necessary-in fact, 
any translation seems impossible. The understanding of a language is not 
yet of itself a real understanding and does not include an interpretative 
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process; it is rather an accomplishment o~ life. For you understand a lan
guage by living in it-a statement that IS true, as we .know, not o~ly of 
living but also of dead languages. Thus the hermeneutIcal problem IS not 
one of the correct mastery of language, but of the proper understanding ~f 
that which takes place through the medium of language .... Only when It 
is possible for two people to make themselves unde~stood through language 
by talking together can the problem of understan?mg and ag.reement even 
be raised. Dependence on the translation of an mterpreter IS. an extrem.e 
case that duplicates the hermeneutical process of conversation: there IS 
that between the interpreter and the other as well as that between onself 
and the interpreter.91 

As a limiting case in hermeneutics, which also provides the model 
case of scientific interpretation, translation reveals a form of reflec
tion that we perform implicitly in every linguistic communication. 
In nai~e conversation it is concealed, for in reliably institutionalized 
language games understanding rests on an unproblematic basis of 
agreement-it is "not an interpretive process but a life process." 

Wittgenstein analyzed only this dimension of the language game 
as a life form; for him, understanding was limited to the virtual re
capitulation of the training through which "native" speakers are 
socialized into their form oflife. For Gadamer this understanding of 
language is still not a "real understanding," because the accom
panying reflection on the application of linguistic rules beco~es 
thematized only when a language game becomes problematI~. 
Only when the intersubjectivity of the validity of linguistic rules IS 

disturbed does a process of interpretation come into play to restore 
consensus. Wittgenstein assimilated this hermeneutic understand
ing to the primary process oflearning to speak; that corresponds to 
his conviction that learning a foreign language has the same struc
ture as learning one's mother tongue. He was forced to these identi
fications because he lacked a dialectical concept of translation. In 
translation we are not concerned with a transformation that per
mits statements in one language system to be reduced to statements 
in another. The act of translation points rather to a productive ac
complishment to which language al~a~s e,:"powers t~ose w~o have 
mastered its grammatical rules: asslmdatmg what IS foreIgn and 
thereby further developing one's own language system. This occurs 
every day in situations in which the dialogue partners must ~rst 
find a "common language." This language is the result of havmg 
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reached an understanding, a process that is similar in structure to 
translation: 

Reaching an understanding in conversation presupposes that both part
ners are ready for it and are trying to recognise the full value of what is 
alien and opposed to them. If this happens mutually, and each of the part
ners, while simultaneously holding on to his own arguments, weighs the 
counterarguments, it is finally possible to achieve, in an imperceptible 
but not arbitrary reciprocal translation of the other's position (we call 
this an exchange of views) , a common language and a common judgment. 
Similarly, the translator must respect the character of his own language, 
into which he is translating, while still recognizing the value of the alien, 
even the antagonistic character of the text and its expression. Perhaps, 
however, this description of the translator's activity is too abbreviated. 
Even in these extreme situations, in which it is necessary to translate from 
one language into another, the subject matter can scarcely be separated 
from language. Only that translator can succeed who gives voice to the 
subject matter disclosed in the text; but this means finding a language 
which is not only his, but is also adequate to the original.92 

In grammatical rules Gadamer sees not only institutionalized 
forms of life but also delimitations of horizons. Horizons are open, 
and they shift; we wander into them and they in turn move with us. 
This Husserlian concept offers a way of emphasizing the assimila
tive and generative powers of language in contrast to its structuring 
achievements. The lifeworlds established by the grammar of lan
guage games are not closed life forms, as Wittgenstein's monadolog
ical conception suggests. 

Wittgenstein showed how the rules of linguistic communication 
imply the conditions of the possibility of their own application. At 
the same time, they are rules for the instructional practice through 
which they are internalized. But Wittgenstein failed to recognize 
~hat the same rules also include the conditions of the possibility of 
Interpretation. To the grammar of a language game belongs not 
only the fact that it defines a form of life, but also that it defines a 
life form in relation to other life forms as one's own in contrast to 
those that are foreign. Because every world articulated in a lan
guage is a totality, the horizon of a language also includes what the 
language is not; the language shows itself as something particular 
among particulars. Consequently the limits of the world that it 
defines are not irrevocable. The dialectical confrontation of what 
is one's own with what is foreign leads, usually inconspicuously, 
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to reVlSlons. Translation is the medium in which these revisions 
take place and language is continuously developed further. The rigid 
reproduction of language and life form on the part of a person not 
yet mature is only the limiting case of an elastic renewal to which 
a traditional language is always subject as those who already have 
mastered it restore disturbed communication, respond to new situ
ations, assimilate what is foreign-and find a common language 

for diverse tongues. 
Translation is necessary not only on a horizontal level, between 

competing linguistic communities, but also between generations 
and epochs. Tradition, as the medium in which languages repro
duce themselves, takes place as translation, that is, as a bridging of 
the distances between the generations. The process of socialization 
through which the individual learns his language is the smallest 
unit in the process of tradition. Against this background we see the 
foreshortened perspective to which Wittgenstein succumbed: the lan
guage games of the young do not simply reproduce the practice of 
the old. With the first basic linguistic rules the child learns not only 
the conditions of possible consensus but also the conditions of pos
sible interpretation of the rules, which enables him to overcome and 
thereby also to express a distance. Hermeneutic understanding, which 
is only articulated in situations of disturbed consensus, is as funda
mental to the understanding of language as is primary consensus. 

Hermeneutic self-reflection goes beyond the sociolinguistic level 
of linguistic analysis marked out by the later Wittgenstein. When 
the transcendental conception oflanguage as such broke down, lan
guage gained a dimension in the pluralism of language games. A 
grammar of language games no longer governs only the linking of 
symbols but also their institutionalized application in interaction. 
But Wittgenstein still has too narrow a conception of this dimension 
of application. He sees only invariant contexts of symbols and ac
tivities and fails to appreciate the fact that the application of rules 
includes their interpretation and further development. In opposi
tion to positivist bias, Wittgenstein certainly first brought to aware
ness the fact that the application of grammatical rules is not in turn 
defined by general rules on the symbolic level but rather can only 
be learned as a connection between language and practice and 
internalized as part of a form of life. But he remained positivistic 
enough to think of this training process as the reproduction of a 
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fixed pattern, as though socialized individuals were wholly sub
sumed under their language and activities. The language game 
congeals in his hands into an opaque oneness. 

In actuality, language spheres are not monadically sealed but 
porous, in relation both to what is outside and to what is inside. The 
grammar of a language can contain no rigid pattern of application. 
He who has learned to apply its rules has learned not only to ex
press himself in a language but also to interpret expressions in this 
language. Translation with respect to what is outside and tradition 
with respect to what is inside must both, in principle, be possible. 
Along with their possible application, grammatical rules also imply 
the necessity of an interpretation. Wittgenstein did not see this. 
Conseqently, he also conceived the practice of language games 
ahistorically. With Gadamer, language acquires a third dimension: 
grammar governs an application of rules that in turn gives further 
historical development to the system of rules. The unity of language, 
which disappeared in the pluralism of language games, is dialec
tically restored in the context of tradition. Language exists only as 
something traditional, for tradition mirrors on a large scale the life
long socialization of individuals in their language. 

Despite the abandonment of an ideal language, the concept of a 
language game remains bound to an implicit model of formalized 
languages. Wittgenstein linked the intersubjectivity of ordinary
language communication to the intersubjective validity of gram
matical rules: following a rule means applying it in an identical 
way. The ambiguity of ordinary language and the imprecision of its 
rules are an illusion; every language game is completely ordered. 
The linguistic analyst can rely on this order as the standard for his 
critique. Even if ordinary language cannot be reconstructed in a 
formal language without being destroyed as such, its grammar is no 
less precise and unequivocal than that of a calculus. This assumption 
is plausible only to someone who, in opposition to Wittgenstein's 
Own intention, is preoccupied with the authority of formalized lan-

. guages. For someone who connects linguistic analysis with the self
reflection of ordinary language, the opposite is obvious. The lack 
of ambiguity in calculus languages is achieved by means of their 
monadological structure, that is, by means of a construction that 
excludes dialogue. Strictly deductive connections permit deriva
tions, not communications. Dialogue is replaced by the transfer of 
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information. Only languages free of dialogue are perfectly ordered. 
Ordinary languages are imperfect and do not ensure lack of ambi
guity. For this reason the intersubjectivity of communication in 
ordinary language is continually interrupted. It exists because 
consensus is, in principle, possible; and it does not exist, because 
reaching an understanding is, in principle, necessary. Hermeneutic 
understanding begins at the points of interruption; it compensates 
for the discontinuous quality of intersubjectivity. 

A person who takes as his starting point the normal case of the 
speech situation and not the model of formalized language un
derstands the open structure of ordinary language immediately. 
Continuous, seamless intersubjectivity in the prevailing grammar 
would certainly make possible identity of meaning and thus con
stant'-relations of understanding, but at the same time it would de
stroy the identity of the ego in communication with others. Klaus 
Heinrich has investigated ordinary-language communication from 
the point of view of the dangers of a complete integration of the 
individua1.93 Languages that are no longer inwardly porous and 
have hardened into rigid systems eradicate the breaks in inter
subjectivity and at the same time the hermeneutic distance of indi
viduals from one another. They no longer make possible the deli
cate balance between separation and union in which the identity of 
every self must engage. The problem of an ego-identity that can be 
established only through identifications, and that means precisely 
through alienation of identity, is at the same time the problem of 
linguistic communication that makes possible the crucial balance 
between mute union and mute isolation, between the sacrifice of in
dividuality and the isolation of the solitary individual. Experiences 
of threatened loss of identity refer to experiences of the reification of 
linguistic communication. In the nonidentity maintained in suc
cessful communication, the individual can construct a precarious 
ego-identity and preserve it against the risks of both reification and 
formlessness. Heinrich analyzes primarily one aspect of this: the 
conditions of protest against the self-destruction of a society that 
is sinking into indifference and that destroys the distance between 
individuals through forced integration. This is the situation of en
forced regulation of language and uninterrupted intersubjectivity 
that abolishes the subjectives field of application. It is in this way 
that what Wittgenstein conceived as a language game would have 
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to be realized. For a regimented language that had sealed all its 
internal gaps would have to close itself monadically to the outside. 
Protest in speech is thus the reverse side of hermeneutic understa~d
ing, which bridges the distance maintained and prevents commu
nication from being broken off. In translation lies the power of 
reconciliation. In it the unifying power of speech proves successful 
against disintegration into many unrelated languages that would be 
condemned in their isolation to unmediated oneness. 94 

8.2 Gadamer uses the image of the horizon to capture the funda
mental hermeneutic character of every concrete language: it is so 
far from having a closed boundary that it can in principle incor
porate everything that is linguistically foreign and at first unintel
ligible. Each of the partners between whom communication must 
be established, however, lives within a horizon. Thus Gadamer 
represents the hermeneutic process of coming to an understanding 
with the image of a fusion of horizons. This is true both for the ver
tical plane, on which we overcome a historical distance through 
understanding, as well as for the process of understanding on a 
horizontal plane, which mediates a linguistic distance that is geo
graphical or cultural. The appropriation of tradition through un
derstanding follows the model of translation: the horizon of the 
present is not extinguished but rather fused with the horizon from 
which the tradition stems: 

Understanding a tradition ... undoubtedly requires an historical horizon. 
But it is not the case that we acquire this horizon by placing ourselves 
within a historical situation. Rather, we must always already have a hori
zon in order to be able to place ourselves within a situation. For what do 
~e mean by 'placing ourselves' in a situation? Certainly not just disregard
mg ourselves. This is necessary, of course, in that we must imagine the 
other situation. But into this situation we must also bring ourselves. Only 
this fulfills the meaning of 'placing ourselves.' If we place ourselves in the 
~ituation of someone else, for example, then we shall understand him, that 
IS, we shall become aware of the otherness, the indissoluble individuality of 
the ot~er person, by placing ourselves in his position. This placing of our
seI~es IS not the empathy of one individual for another, nor is it the appli
catIon to another person of our own criteria, but it always involves the 
~ttain~ent of a higher universality that overcomes, not only our own par
~Iculanty, but. also that of the o~her. The concept of the 'horizon' suggests 
Itsel~ because It expresses the WIde, superior vision that the person who is 
seekmg to understand must have. To acquire a horizon means that one 
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learns to look beyond what is close at hand-not in ?rder to look a~ay 
from it but to see it better within a larger whole and In truer proportIOn. 
It is n~t a correct description of historical consciousness to speak, with 
Nietzsche, of the many changing horizons into which it teaches us ~o pl.ace 
ourselves. If we disregard ourselves in this way, we have no historIcal 
horizon .... It requires a special effort to acquire an historical horizon. We 
are always affected, in hope and fear, by what is nearest to us, a?d. hence 
approach, under its influence, the testimony of the past. Hence It IS con
stantly necessary to inhibit the overhasty a~similation of the past to our 
own expectations of meaning. Only then will we be able to lIsten to the 
past in a way that enables it .to make .its own meanin~ heard .... In fact the 
horizon of the present is beIng contInually formed, In tha~ we ~ave. con
tinually to test all our prejudices. An important part of t~~s testIng IS ~he 
encounter with the past and the understanding of the tradition fr?m which 
we come. Hence the horizon of the present cannot be formed without the 
past. ,There is no more an isolated horizon of the present ~han ther~ are 
historical horizons. Understanding, rather, is always the fusion ofhonzons 
we imagine to exist by themselves.95 

That this interpenetration of horizons cannot be eliminated 
through methodology, but rather is among the conditions of her
meneutic work itself, is shown in the circular relationship of pre
understanding and the explication of what is understood. We can 
decipher the parts of a text only if we anticipate an understandin~, 
however diffuse, of the whole; and conversely, we can correct this 
anticipation only by explicating individual parts. "The circle, then, 
is not formal in nature, it is neither subjective nor objective, but 
describes understanding as the interplay between the movement of 
tradition and the movement of the interpreter. The anticipation of 
meaning that governs our understanding of text is not an act of sub
jectivity, but proceeds from the common bond that links us to t~e 
tradition. But this common bond is constantly being developed III 

our relationship to tradition." 96 

The interpreter is a moment in the same context of tradition as 
his object. He carries out the appropriation of tradition fro~ withi~ 
a horizon of expectation that has already been formed by thiS tradi
tion. Consequently, in a certain way we have always already un
derstood the tradition with which we are confronted. And only for 
this reason is the horizon given with the interpreter's language not 
merely a subjective horizon that ~isto~ts. our co~prehension. !n 
contrast to the theoretical use of hngUlstic analYSIS, hermeneutics 
insists that we learn to understand a language game from within the 
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horizon of the language that is already familiar to us. In a certain 
way, we repeat virtually the same learning process through which a 
native-born person is socialized into his own language. We are 
drawn into this learning process, however, not without mediation, 
but rather through the mediation of the rules that we have inter
nalized in our own socialization processes. Hermeneutics under
stands the mediation of what the interpreter brings with him and 
what he appropriates as a further development of the same tradi
tion that the interpreter is concerned with appropriating. Her
meneutics avoids the embarrassment of linguistic analysis, which 
cannot justify its own language game; for hermeneutics proceeds on 
the assumption that training in language games never succeeds 
abstractly but only on the basis of the language games the inter
preter has already mastered. Hermeneutic understanding is the inter
pretation of texts with the knowledge of texts that have already been 
understood. It leads to new processes of development within the 
horizon of developmental processes that have already taken place. 
It is a new piece of socialization linked to socialization that has 
already been undergone-by appropriating tradition, it continues 
it. Because hermeneutic understanding itself belongs to the objec
tive context that is reflected in it, its overcoming of temporal dis
tance should not be thought of as a construction of the knowing 
subject. The continuity of tradition has in fact already bridged the 
interpreter's distance from his object. 

From the point of view of hermeneutic self-reflection, the phe
nomenological and linguistic foundations of interpretive sociology 
belong with historicism. Like the latter, they fall prey to objectivism, 
for they claim a purely theoretical attitude for the phenomenological 
observer and the linguistic analyst when in fact both of them are 
bound up with their object domain through communicative experi
ence and thus can no longer lay claim to the role of the uninvolved 
observer. Objectivity can be assured only by reflective participa
tion, that is, through the control provided by the initial situation, 
the sounding board from which hermeneutic understanding cannot 
be detached. On the level of communication, the possible objectivity 
of experience is endangered precisely to the extent to which the 
interpreter is induced by the illusion of objectivity to conceal his 
indissoluble bond with the initial hermeneutic situation. Gadamer's 
excellent critique of the objectivistic self-understanding of the Geistes-
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wissenschaften applies to historicism and to the false consciousness of 
its phenomenological and linguistic successors as well. The plural
ism of lifeworlds and language games is only a distant echo of the 
world views and cultures that Dilthey projected onto a hypothetical 
plane of simultaneity. 

In the second part of his book, Gadamer discusses the romantic 
theory of empathy in hermeneutics and its application to history: 
Schleiermacher and Droysen. He uses the example of Dilthey to 
demonstrate the aporias in which historical consciousness becomes 
entangled when, having abandoned the psychology of understand
ing expressions for analysis of contexts of meaning, it remains caught 
in the deceptive enthusiasm that claims to be able to reproduce tra
ditional contents from its own knowledge, regardless of the form in 
which they are encountered. To Schleiermacher's and Dilthey's 
aestheticization of history and their anaesthetization of historical 
reflection, Gadamer applies, subtly but relentlessly, Hegel's insight 
that the restitution oflife that is past is possible only to the extent of 
a reconstruction of the present from its past. The illusory reproduc
tion of the past is replaced by its reflective mediation with present 
life: 

Subsequent understanding is in principle superior to the original produc
tion and hence can be described as a "better understanding." This does 
not depend so much on a subsequent consciousness-raising that places us 
on the same level as the author (as Schleiermacher thought), but denotes 
rather the inevitable difference between the interpreter and the author 
that is created by the historical distance between them. Every age has to 
understand a transmitted text in its own way, for the text is part of the 
whole of the tradition in which the age takes an objective interest and in 
which it seeks to understand itself. The actual meaning of the text, as it 
speaks to the interpreter, does not depend on the contingencies of the 
author and those whom he originally wrote for. At least it is not exhausted 
by them, for it is always partly determined also by the historical situation 
of the interpreter and hence by the totality of the objective course of his
tory. A writer like Chladenius, who does not yet see understanding in 
terms of history, is saying the same thing in a naive, ingenuous way when 
he says that an author does not need to know the real meaning of what he 
has written, and hence the interpreter can, and must, often und~rstand 
more than he. But this is of fundamental importance. Not occasIOnally 
only, but always, the meaning of a text go~s beyond its author. T?at is 
why understanding is not merely reproductIVe, but always productive as 
well.97 
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Objectivism conceals the complex of historical influences in 
which historical consciousness itself stands. The principle of the his
tory of a text's influence (Wirkungsgeschichte) attains for Gadamer 
the status of a methodological principle for the interpretation of the 
text itself. It is not an auxiliary discipline that supplies supple
mentary information but is rather research fundamental to the 
interpretation itself. For the history of the text's influence is only the 
chain of past interpretations through which the interpreter's pre
understanding is objectively mediated with his object, even if this 
occurs without the interpreter's awareness. Historical events and 
documents that have been handed down do not acquire their 
"meaning," the descriptive comprehension of which is the aim of 
hermeneutic understanding, independently of the events and inter
pretations that follow them. The meaning is an aggregate of the 
meanings that are continuously sedimented as the result of new re
trospective viewpoints. Thus the traditional meaning is in principle 
incomplete, that is, open to accretions derived from future retro
spection. Historians and philologians who reflect with a view to 
historical influence take into account the fact that the horizon of 
meaning cannot be closed off. They anticipate that the continua
tion of events will bring out new aspects of meaning in their object. 
That is the rational core of the philological experience that the con
tent of traditional texts is "inexhaustible." 98 It corresponds to the 
historian's experience that it is in principle not possible to give an 
adequate description of any event: "Completely to describe an 
event is to locate it in all the right stories, and this we cannot do. 
We cannot because we are temporally provincial with regard to the 
future." 99 

Danto confirms Gadamer's principle of historical influence 
through an analysis of the form of historical statements. These state
ments are called narrative because they present events as elements 
of stories. Stories have a beginning and an end; they are held 
together by a plot. Historical events are reconstructed within the 
frame of reference of a story: they cannot be represented without 
being related to other events that follow them in time. Narrative 
statements are generally characterized by the fact that they refer to 
at least two events occurring at different points in time, the earlier 
of these events being the subject of the description. Narrative events 
describe an event with the aid of categories in terms of which the 
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event could not have been observed. The statement "The Thirty 
Years War began in 1618" presupposes at least the occurrence of 
events relevant to the history of that war up to the Peace of West
phalia, events that no observer could have described at the time of 
the outbreak of the war. But depending on the context, the expres
sion "the Thirty Years War" could mean not only a military event 
extending over thirty years but: the political collapse of the German 
Empire, the postponement of capitalist development, the end of the 
Counter-Reformation, the theme of the Wallenstein drama, etc., 
etc. The predicates with which an event is represented in narrative 
form require the appearance oflater events in the light of which the 
event becomes a historical event. Consequently, with the passage of 
time historical description of events becomes richer than empirical 
observation at the time of occurrence permits it to be. 

Within the frame of reference of empirical-scientific theories, 
events are described only in terms of categories that can also be 
used in making a protocol of the observation of the event. An event 
that is scientifically predicted can be designated only in an obser
vationallanguage that is neutral with respect to the time of occur
rence. A historical representation of the same event, a solar eclipse, 
for example, must relate to the interpretive languages of all those 
for whom the event has acquired historical significance, that is, rele
vance in the framework of a story. If the historian wanted to pro
ceed like the astronomer or the physicist in his description of events 
and choose an observational language that is neutral with respect 
to time, he would have to assume the role of the ideal chronicler. 
Danto introduces this fiction: he places at the disposal of the histo
rian a machine that records all events at every moment and stores 
them for retrieval. This ideal eyewitness records in a language 
of observation what occurs historically and how it occurs. This 
wondrous machine, however, would be almost valueless for our his
torian, for these perfect eyewitness reports would be meaningless 
unless they were the constructions of at least one living eyewitness 
who could use narrative statements. The Ideal Chronicler is not in 
a position to describe intentional action, for that would presuppose 
the anticipation of events beyond the time of observation. He is in
capable of establishing causal relationships, for that would involve 
describing an event retrospectively. The observation of a subse
quent event is a necessary condition for identifying a preceding 
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event as its cause. The Chronicler cannot narrate a single story, be
cause the relationships of events at different points in time evade his 
observation. He cannot see the beginning, the turning point, and 
the end of an action-complex because there is no point of view for 
possible interpretation. 

Naturally, even the descriptions of the ideal eyewitness would 
have to be interpretations. But a temporally neutral language of ob
servation excludes interpretations through which alone an observed 
event can be grasped as a historical event. Only within the retro
spective frame of reference of acting subjects who assess current 
conditions with regard to anticipated future conditions can two suc
cessive historical events be understood as the relationship of a past
present to a past-future. When we speak of the outbreak of the 
Thirty Years War, we are thinking about the events of the year 
1618 from the retrospective point of view of the war that ended 
thirty years later. This expression could have had only prospective 
significance for someone in 1618. Thus we are describing the event 
in categories that would be relevant to the contemporary not as an 
observer but as an actor able to anticipate something in the future. 
To represent events historically, that is, in the form of narrative 
statements, means that we understand them in terms of the schema 
of possible action. 

In doing so, of course, the historian restricts himself to the actual 
intentions of the actor. As someone living at a later time, he will 
always have already transcended the horizon of history as it appears 
to the actor. But to the extent to which they enter into the histori
cal horizon of one who comes later, the unintended components 
and the indirect results of intentional contexts are also grasped from 
the standpoint of possible intentionality. Gadamer used this point 
to illustrate the transition from the psychological to the hermeneutic 
foundations of the Geisteswissenschaften: "The real historical problem 
is not so much how continuity in general is experienced and known 
but how a continuity that no one has experienced can be known." 100 

Danto discusses this relationship between subjectively intended 
meaning and objective meaning in terms of the example of the ro
mantic features subsequently recognized in the works of classicism: 

It is a discovery for which we require the concept of romanticism, and 
criteria for identifying the romantic. But a concept of romanticism would 
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naturally not have been available in the heyday of classicism .... Whatever 
in classical writings turns out to fall under the concept of romanticism was 
doubtless put in those works intentionally. But they were not intentional 
under the description "putting in romantic elements," for the authors 
lacked that concept. This is an important limitation of the use of Verstehen. 
It was not an intention of Aristarchus to anticipate Copernicus, nor of Pet
rarch to open the Renaissance. To give such descriptions requires concepts 
which were only available at a later time. From this it follows that even 
having access to the minds of men whose action he describes will not en
able the Ideal Chronicler to appreciate the significance of those actions. IOI 

The historian does not observe from the perspective of the actor. 
Rather, he describes events and actions from within the experiential 
horiz~m of a history that transcends the actor's horizon of expecta
tions. But the meaning that thus accrues to the events retrospec
tively', emerges only in terms of the schema of possible action, 
namely, as if the meaning, incorporating the knowledge of those 
born later, had been intended. The language in which the historian 
represents events thus expresses not primary observations but rather 
the relationship of interpretations at different stages. 

The interpretation made by contemporary observers is the last 
rung on a ladder of interpretations. Its first rung is the historian's 
frame of reference, which, insofar as he is himself an acting subject, 
cannot be independent of his own horizon of expectations. The lad
der itself is the context of tradition, which binds the historian to his 
object. It is formed from the retrospective projections of those who 
come later, who, knowing better, have reconstructed what has hap
pened in terms of the schema of possible action. The historian is not 
a chronicler limited to observation. His experiences are communi
cative ones. Uninvolved recording of events is replaced by the job of 
hermeneutic understanding. It proves to be meaningless to try to 
distinguish something like chronological description from interpre
tation on the plane of historical representation. Danto criticizes 
that kind of conception, 

which, in a way, accepts the ideal of imitation of the past, but wants to in
sist that there is something beyond giving accounts, even perfect accounts, 
of the past, or parts of the past, which it is also the aim of history to do. For 
in addition to making true statements about the past, it is held, historians 
are interested in giving interpretations of the past. And even if we had a 
perfect account, the task of interpretation would remain to be done. The 
problem of just giving descriptions belongs to a humbler level of historical 
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work: it is, indeed, the work of chroniclers. This is a distinction I am un
able to accept. For I wish to maintain that history is all of a piece. It is all 
?f a piece in t?e sense th~t there is nothing one might call a pure description 
I~ contrast w.lth somethIng else to be called an interpretation. Just to do 
hIstory at allIS to employ some overarching conception which goes beyond 
what is given. And to see that this is so is to see that history as an imitation 
or duplication of the past is an impossible ideal. 102 

A series of events attains the unity of a story only from a point of 
view that cannot be derived from the events themselves. The actors 
are caught up in their histories; when they tell their own stories, 
they too become aware only after the fact of the point of view from 
which the events can take on the coherence ofa story. The story, of 
course, has significance only for those who are capable of action in 
the first place. 

As long as new points of view emerge, the same events can appear 
in other stories and take on new meanings. We could give the de
finitive and complete description of a historical event only if we 
could be sure that no further new points of view would appear
that is to say, that we could anticipate all relevant points of view 
that would emerge in the future. In this sense, the philosophy of his
tory anticipates the point of view that would guide the last historian 
after the close of history. Since we cannot anticipate the future 
course of things, we also have no grounds on which to anticipate the 
point of view of the last historian. On the other hand, without a 
philosophy of history no historical event can be fully represented: 

Any account of the past is essentially incomplete. It is essentially incom
plete, that is, if its completion would require the fulfillment of a condition 
which simply cannot be fulfilled. And my thesis will be that a complete 
account of the past would presuppose a complete account of the future, 
so that one could not achieve a complete historical account without also 
ac~ieving a phi.losophy of history. So that if there cannot be a legitimate 
phIlosophy of hIstory, there cannot be a legitimate and complete historical 
account. Paraphrasing a famous result in logic, we cannot, in brief, consis
tently have a. c~mplete historical account. Our knowledge of the past, in 
ot?e~ words, IS lImIted by our knowledge (or ignorance) of the future. And 
thIS IS the deeper connection between substantive philosophy of history 
and ordinary history. loa 

Incompleteness of description is not a deficiency as long as. the 
choice of descriptive expressions is determined by a theoretical 
frame of reference. Because, however, historians do not have at 
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their disposal theories like those in the empirical sciences, their in
complete descriptions are in principle also arbitrary: 

Completely to describe an event is to locate it in all the right stories, and 
this we cannot do. We cannot because we are temporally provincial with 
regard to the future. We cannot for the same reasons that .we. cannot 
achieve a speculative philosophy of history. The comp~ete descn~tlO? the~ 
presupposes a narrative organization, and n~rratn:,e. orgamzatlOn. IS 
something that we do. Not merely that, but the ImposItion ?f a. narrative 
organization logically involves us with an inexpungable subjective fact~r. 
There is an element of sheer arbitrariness in it. We organize events relative 
to some events which we find significant in a sense not touched upon here. 
It is a sense of significance common, however, to all narratives and is deter
mined by the topical interests of this human being or that. 104 

These conclusions are plausible, however, only if we accept the 
ideal" of complete description as meaningful for history. Danto 
develops this idea of all possible histories in connectio~ wit.h the hy
pothetical role of the last historian. But for the last hlstonan, as for 
every historian before him, the series of past events takes shape as a 
story only in terms of a point of view that cannot be derived from 
the events themselves. Only if he himself acts from within a horizon 
of expectations can he project the last of all possible systems of refer
ence for the representation of historical events. But as soon as the 
historian acts at all, he creates new contexts that from a new retro
spective point of view are joined to create a further story .. The d~
finitive and complete description would thereby be subjected m 
turn to revision. A qualification that is incompatible with the end of 
history as such would be required for the historical representation 
of the story as a whole. The ideal of complete description cannot be 
imagined with logical consistency. It attributes to history a claim to 
contemplation that it not only cannot fulfill but that is illegitimate 
as a claim. 

Every historian is in the role of the last historian. Hermeneutic 
discussion of the inexhaustibility of the horizon of meaning and 
the new interpretations of future generations remains empty: it ~as 
no consequences for the historian's task. For he does not orgamze 
his knowledge in terms of the criterion of pure theory at all. What 
he can know historically cannot be grasped independently of the 
framework of his own life-praxis. In this context, what is in the 
future exists only within the horizon of expectations. And these ex-
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pectations form the fragments of previous tradition into a hypothet
ical totality of preunderstood universal history. In the light of this 
history every relevant event can in principle be as completely de
scribed as is possible for the practically effective self-understanding 
of a social lifeworld. Every historian implicitly operates as Danto 
would like to forbid the philosopher of history to operate. He antici
pates from a practical perspective end states in terms of which the 
multiplicity of events is easily organized into action-orienting his
tories. It is precisely the openness of history, thus the situation of the 
actor, that permits the hypothetical anticipation of history as a 
whole without which the retrospective interpretation of the parts 
would not be forthcoming. Dilthey understood this: 

We grasp the significance of a moment in the past. It is meaningful insofar 
as in it a connection with the future was made, through an act or an exter
nal event .... The individual moment has significance through its connec
tion with the whole, through the connection between past and future, be
tween individual existence and humanity. But in what does the particular 
nature of this connection between whole and part within life consist?
It is a connection that is never completely made. One would have to wait 
until the end of one's life and then in the hour of death look back at the 
whole in which the connection of its parts could be seen. One would have 
to wait for the end of history in order to possess complete material for the 
determination of its meaning, On the other hand, the whole exists for us 
only insofar as it is intelligible through its parts. Understanding always 
moves between these two ways of looking at things. Our conception of the 
meaning oflife is constantly changing. Every life-plan is the expression of a 
conception of the meaning of life. What we posit as our goal for the future 
conditions our determination of the meaning of the past. 105 

These goals that are posited, that is, the hermeneutic anticipa
tions rooted in the interests of life-practice, are not arbitrary. For 
they can be maintained only to the extent to which things do not 
elude their grasp. In addition, it is the particular achievement of 
hermeneutic understanding that in relation to the successful ap
propriation of tradition it has also made clear and accessible to 
reflection the prejudices that attach to the initial situation of the 
interpreter. 

8.3 Historical accounts that take the form of narrative statements 
can appear incomplete and arbitrary in principle only when mea
sured against a false ideal of description. Empirical-scientific state-



ii' 

i 

i 

162 
Understanding Meaning in the Empirical-Analytic Sciences of Action 

ments also fail to meet this standard of contemplative comprehen
sion and corresponding representation. Their accuracy is ~easured 
in terms of criteria that establish the validity of technologIcally ex
ploitable knowledge. If, correspondingly, we examine the validit.y 
of hermeneutic statements in the appropriate framework of practI
cally effective knowledge, what Danto considers a deficiency pro;es 
to be the transcendental condition of possible knowledge. LIke 
interpretations of parts, which can be deciphered as fragments in 
relation to an anticipated totality, interpretations of events can be 
organized backward from the projected end point into a story. Only 
because we can thus project the provisional closure of a frame of 
reference from within the horizon of a life-practice can interpreta
tions of events have any informational content at all for that life
practke. I see Gadamer's real ac~omplishment .as his demonstra
tion that hermeneutic understandmg IS necessanly related, on the 
transcendental level, to the articulation of an action-orienting self-
understanding. .. 

The immanent connection between understandmg and appbca
tion can be seen in the cases of theology and jurisprudence. In a 
sermon, the interpretation of the Bible, like the interpre~ation of 
positive law in adjudication, serves at the sam~ time.as a? mterpr~
tation of the application of the facts in a gIven SItuatIOn. Then 
practical life-relationship to the self-understa~din? of those ad
dressed the congregation or the legal commumty, IS not added to 
the int~rpretation afterward. Rather, the interpretation is realized 
in its application. According to Gadamer, this constitutive. connec
tion between understanding and its practical transformatIOn does 
not hold only for certain traditions that, like the sacred texts of a 
canonical tradition or the prevailing norms of positive law, already 
have institutional validity. He wants not only to extend the con
nection to the interpretation of works of art and the explication of 
philosophical texts. He convinces us that the .ap~licativ~ under
standing of eminent traditions bearing authontatlve claIms pro
vides the model for hermeneutic understanding as such: 

The original close connection between these forms of hermeneutics de
pended on the recognition of application as an integral eleme~t of all und?r
standing. In both legal and theological hermeneutics there IS the ess~nual 
tension between the text set down-of the la": or of the. procla,:"at~on-:
on the one hand and, on the other, the sense arrIved at by Its apphcatlOn In 
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the particular moment of interpretation, either in [legal] judgment or in 
preaching. A law is not there to be understood historically, but to be made 
concretely valid through being interpreted. Similarly, a religious procla
mation is not there to be understood as a merely historical document, but 
to be taken in a way in which it exercises its saving effect. This includes the 
fact that the text, whether law or gospel, ifit is to be understood properly, 
that is, according to the claim it makes, must be understood at every 
moment, in every particular situation, in a new and different way. Under
standing here is always application. We started from the point that under
standing, as it occurs in the cultural disciplines, is essentially historical, 
that in them a text is understood only ifit is understood in a different way 
every time. This was precisely the task of an historical hermeneutics, to 
consider the tension that exists between the identity of the common object 
and the changing situation in which it must be understood. lo6 

Gadamer explains the applicative knowledge to which herme
neutic understanding leads in terms of the Aristotelian determina
tions of practical knowledge. lo7 Hermeneutic knowledge has three 
moments in common with the political-ethical knowledge that Aris
totle distinguishes both from science and from technique.108 First, 
practical knowledge has a reflexive form: it is also "self-knowledge." 
For this reason, we experience errors in areas of practical knowl
edge personally, on our own person. False opinions have the habit
ual form of false consciousness. Lack of insight has the objective 
force of blindness. This is connected with the second moment: practi
cal knowledge is internalized. It has the power to determine drives 
and to shape passions. Technical knowledge, in contrast, remains 
external. We forget technical rules as soon as we are out of practice. 
In contrast, practical rules, once mastered, become a part of the 
personality structure. Consequently, in addition, practical reason 
cannot be gained without presuppositions, as theoretical knowledge 
can; it has to be connected to a structure of prejudgments. Only a 
listener who has already acquired foreknowledge on the basis of 
traditions he has assimilated and situations he has experienced will 
find lectures in practical philosophy instructive. Practical knowl
edge links up with and continues a process of socialization. This 
makes the third moment understandable as well: practical knowl
edge is global. It does not refer to particular goals that can be deter
mined independently of the means of their realization. The goals 
that orient action are moments of the same life form (bios) as the 
pathways through which they can be realized. This life form is 
always a social life form that is developed through communicative 
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action. Practical knowledge orients one to the rules of interaction. 
These traditional rules are acquired through training, but the his
torically changing conditions of application require an application 
that in turn further develops the rules through interpretation. If the 
hermeneutic sciences occupy with respect to tradition the position 
of a practical philosophy that, instructed by historical conscious
ness, has renounced ontologically grounded natural law, then the 
Aristotelian definition can also be applied to hermeneutics as well: 

The interpreter dealing with a traditional text seeks to apply i~ to himself. 
But this does not mean that the text is given for him as somethmg general, 
that he understands it as such and only afterwards uses it for particular 
applications. Rather, the interpreter seeks no more t~an to unde~s~and this 
general sense, the text, to understand what this pIece of tradltlon says, 
what constitutes the meaning and importance of the text. In order to u~
derstand that, he cannot disregard himself and his particular hermeneutic 
situation. He must relate the text to this situation, if he wants to--under
stand it at all.1°9 

By its very structure, hermeneutic understanding aims at gaining 
from traditions a possible action-oriented self-understanding for 
social groups and clarifying it. It makes possible a form of consensus 
on which communicative action depends. It dispels the dangers of a 
communication breakdown in two directions: in the vertical direc
tion of one's own tradition, and in the horizontal direction of the 
mediation between the traditions of different cultures and groups. 
If these flows of communication are interrupted and the intersub
jectivity of the process of understanding either becomes rigid or fal~s 
apart, an elementary condition of survival is destroyed: the POSSI
bility of unconstrained agreement and recognition. 

The dialectic of the general and the particular, which pervades 
the appropriation of traditions and the corresponding application 
of practical rules, reveals once again the discontinuity of inter
subjectivity. The fact that there even is such a thing as tradition has 
in it a moment of flexibility: what has been handed down must also 
be subject to revision, for otherwise the nonidentical mom~nt in. t~e 
group identity being maintained would be destroyed .. Eg?-ld~ntIUes 
can be formed and maintained in linguistic commUnIcation m rela
tion to a group identity only if the latter can itself be constitu~ed 
in relation to the collective otherness of its own past as somethmg 
simultaneously identical to and different from it. Consequently the 
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global generality of practical rules requires a concretizing applica
tion through which it is determined in a given situation as a con
crete generality with intersubjective validity. 

A technical rule is general in an abstract way. It can be compared 
to a theoretical proposition whose conditions of application are 
formulated in general terms. Intersubjectivity is established on the 
theoretical level through a provisional definition of fundamental 
predicates, and on the operational level through invariant rules of 
application. The identification of states of affairs to which the pro
position can be applied does not affect its semantic content. Thus 
we can subsume cases under an abstract universal. But it is other
wise with practical rules. We compare them with traditional mean
ings that have been understood only when we have established con
sensus about their meaning. Only then do they have intersubjective 
validity within a social group. In this case, understanding becomes 
a problem because two things are lacking: the binding definition of 
the fundamental predicates and the invariant rules of application. 
A preunderstanding guides us in the search for states of affairs in 
connection with which the meaning can be made precise. But this 
identification of the domain of application qualifies the semantic 
content in turn. The global universal, which we must have already 
understood diffusely, determines the subsumed particular only to 
the extent to which it itself is concretized through this particular. 
Only thus does it gain intersubjective recognition in a given situa
tion. It is bound to this situation. A new situation requires a renewal 
of intersubjectivity through repeated understanding. It is not created 
arbitrarily but is rather the result of mediation of the past with pre
sent life through thought. 

In this connection Hegel, of course, had more right to speak of 
thought than Gadamer does. It is difficult to fix the moment of cog
nition in hermeneutic understanding independently of the absolute 
movement of reflection. When the context of tradition as a whole is 
no longer thought of as a production of reason's self-apprehension, 
the further development of tradition, which hermeneutic under
standing sees itselfas being, cannot in itself be considered rational. 

A critique, however, that took the logical dependence of inter
pretation on application and the interlocking of normative antici
pations with cognitive experiences as cause to banish hermeneutic 
understanding from the realm of solid research and possible knowl-
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edge would be rash. On the plane of hermeneutic understanding, 
the mobile process that makes knowledge possible at all-the for
mation of standards, and description in accordance with standards
has not yet come to a stop. The methodology of the empirical sciences 
is what separates theoretical constructions from the observations on 
which they can founder. But both moments are precoordinated in a 
transcendental framework. Protophysics makes an interpretation 
of reality binding. Reality has been preconstituted in terms of the 
concept of possible objects of technological exploitation. With this, 
the rules in accordance with which theoretical propositions can be 
applied to facts have already been decided; consequently, within 
the sciences they are unproblematic. Their application, on the 
other hand, is problematic, and as such it is inseparable from inter
pretation wherever the transcendental framework that coordinates 
propositions and facts has not been predetermined once and for all 
but rather is involved in a process of transformation and has to be 
determined in an ad hoc fashion. 

The appropriation of meanings provided by tradition takes place 
on the level on which the schemata of possible conceptions of the 
world are decided. This decision is not made independently of 
whether or not such a schema proves effective in a given and pre
interpreted situation. Thus it is meaningless to classify hermeneutic 
understanding as either theory or experience. I t is both, and yet not 
completely either. What we have called communicative experience 
usually takes place within a language whose grammar is used to es
tablish connections among such schemata. But the discontinuity of 
intersubjectivity makes the continuous determination of a common 
schema an ongoing task. Only in extreme cases does this continuous 
unobtrusive reconstruction and development of the transcendental 
schemata of world views become a matter for hermeneutic under
standing to deal with explicitly. Such cases occur when traditions 
are interrupted or when they encounter foreign cultures-or when 
we analyze familiar traditions and cultures as though they were 
foreign. Controlled distancing (Veifremdung) can raise understanding 
from a prescientific practice to the status of a reflective process. 
Hermeneutic procedures enter into the social sciences in this way as 
well. They are inevitable when data are collected on the level of 
communicative experience. They are just as important in the choice 
of a categorial framework if we do not want our relationship to the 
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unavoidable historical content of even the most general categories 
to be a naive one. 

Gadamer, to be sure, involuntarily makes concessions to the posi
tivist devaluation of hermeneutics. He concurs with his opponents 
in the view that hermeneutic experience "transcends the sphere of 
control of scientific method." 110 In the preface to the second edi
tion of his work, Gadamer sums up his study as follows: "My thesis 
is that the element of historical influence is operative in all under
standing of tradition, even where the methodology of the modern 
historical sciences has been largely adopted, which makes what has 
grown historically and has been transmitted historically into an 
object to be established like an experimental finding-as if tradi
tion were as alien and, from the human point of view, as unintel
ligible, as an object of physics." 111 This accurate critique of a false 
objectivistic self-understanding cannot, however, lead to the suspen
sion of the methodological distancing of the object that distinguishes 
a reflective understanding from every communicative experience. 
The confrontation of "truth" and "method" should not have led 
Gadamer to an abstract opposition between hermeneutic experi
ence and methodical knowledge as a whole. I t is the basis of the 
hermeneutic sciences; and even if it were a question of completely 
removing the humanities from the sphere of science, the sciences of 
action would not be able to avoid joining empirical-analytic 
methods and hermeneutic ones. The claim that hermeneutics legiti
mately brings to bear on the absolutism of a general methodology of 
the empirical sciences, which has practical consequences as well, 
does not relieve it of the business of methodology as such-this 
claim, we must fear, will be effective either in the sciences or not at 
all. The ontological (in Heidegger's sense) self-understanding of 
hermeneutics, which Gadamer expresses in the aforementioned pre
face, does not seem to me to be appropriate to the intention of the 
matter: 

I did not wish to elaborate a system of rules to describe, let alone direct, 
the methodical procedure of the human sciences. Nor was it my aim to in
vestigate the theoretical foundation of work in these fields in order to put 
my findings to practical ends. If there is any practical consequence of the 
present investigation, it certainly has nothing to do with an unscientific 
"engagement"; instead, it is concerned with the "scientific" integrity of 
acknowledging the engagement involved in all understanding. My real 
concern was and is philosophic: not what we do or what we ought to do, 
but what happens to us over and above our wanting and doing.1l2 
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The basis for this thesis is expressed in the proposition, "Understand
ing is not to be thought of so much as an action of one's subjectivity, 
but as the placing of oneself within a process of tradition, in which 
past and present are constantly fused. This is what must be ex
pressed in hermeneutical theory, which is far too dominated by the 
idea of a process, a method." 113 

Gadamer sees living traditions and hermeneutic research fused 
in a single point. Against this stands the insight that the reflective 
appropriation of tradition breaks the quasi-natural substance of 
tradition and alters the positions of subjects within it. Gadamer 
knows that the hermeneutic sciences were first developed in reac
tion to a decline in the binding character of traditions. Even though 
he emphasizes that traditions are not disempowered by historical 
consciQusness,114 he overlays his justified criticism of the false self
understanding of historicism with the unjustified expectation that 
historicism will have no consequences. Certainly, Scheler's thesis 
that historical traditions lose their quasi-natural effectiveness 
through scientific objectivationl15 is falsely based, methodologically 
speaking. And certainly in contrast the hermeneutic insight is cor
rect that understanding, however controlled, cannot simply leap 
over the traditional contexts of the interpreter. This structural 
affiliation of understanding with the traditions it continues to develop 
through appropriation does not, however, justify the conclusion 
that the medium of tradition has not been profoundly transformed 
as a result of scientific reflection. Even in a tradition that has never 
lost its effectiveness what is at work is not simply an authority de
tached from insight, making its way blindly. For every tradition 
must be woven with a broad enough mesh to permit its application, 
that is, its judicious transformation in consideration of altered cir
cumstances. But the methodological cultivation of such judicious
ness in the hermeneutic sciences shifts the balance of authority and 
reason. Gadamer fails to recognize the power of reflection that un
folds in VeTstehen. There reflection is no longer blinded by the illusion 
of an absolute, self-grounded antonomy, and it does not detach 
itself from the ground of the contingent on which it finds itself. But 
when reflection understands the genesis of the tradition from which 
it proceeds and to which it returns, the dogmatism of life-praxis is 
shaken. 

Gadamer turns his insight into the structure of prejudgments (or 
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prejudices: VOTuTteilsstTuktuT) in VeTstehen into a rehabilitation of pre
judgment as such. But does it follow ofitselffrom the unavoidability 
of hermeneutic anticipation that there are legitimate prejudgments? 
In his conviction that true authority need not be authoritarian, 
Gadamer is motivated by the conservatism of the first generation, 
by the impulse of a Burke not yet directed against the rationalism 
of the eighteenth century, True authority, according to Gadamer, 
distinguishes itself from false authority through being acknowledged; 
"indeed, authority has nothing to do with obedience, but rather 

with knowledge." 116 This very harsh sentence expresses a funda
mental philosophical conviction that coincides not so much with 
hermeneutics as with its absolutization. 

Gadamer has in mind the type of educational process through 
which what is handed down is translated into individual learning 
activities and appropriated as tradition. Here the person of the edu
cator legitimates prejudgments that are inculcated into the learner 
with authority-and this means, however we want to look at it, 
under the potential threat of sanctions and with a view to gratifica
tions. Identification with the role model creates the authority 
through which an internalization of norms, and thus a sedimenta
tion of prejudgments, is made possible. The prejudgments in turn 
are the preconditions of possible knowledge. This knowledge is 
raised to the status of reflection when it makes transparent the nor
mative framework within which it moves. In this way hermeneutics 
brings into awareness what in acts of understanding has always 
been historically prestructured through inculcated traditions. At 
one point, Gadamer characterizes the task of hermeneutics as fol
lows: it has to retrace the path of Hegel's phenomenology of spirit in 
such a way as to demonstrate in all subjectivity the substantiality 
that determines it.w What is substantial in what is historically 
given, however, does not remain untouched by the fact that it is 
taken up into reflection. Made transparent, the prejudgment struc
ture can no longer function as prejudgment. But that is precisely 
what Gadamer seems to imply. For authority to converge with 
knowledge would mean that tradition, working behind the back of 
the educator, so to speak, legitimates the prejudgments inculcated 
into the person growing up; these prejudgments could then be con
firmed only in the reflection of that person. As the person, having 
become mature, confirmed the structure of prejudgments, he would 
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transfer, in reflected form, the once involuntary acknowledgment of 
the personal authority of the guardian to the objective authority of 
a context of tradition. Yet it would remain authority, for reflection 
would be able to move only within the limits of the facticity of what 
was handed down. The act of recognition, mediated by reflection, 
would not have altered the fact that tradition as such remained the 
only basis for the validity ofprejudgments. 

Gadamer's prejudice in favor of the legitimacy of prejudices (or 
prejudgments) validated by tradition is in conflict with the power 
of reflection, which proves itself in its ability to reject the claim of 
traditions. Substantiality disintegrates in reflection, because the lat
ter not only confirms but also breaks dogmatic forces. Authority 
and knowledge do not converge. Certainly, knowledge is rooted in 
actual,tradition; it remains bound to contingent conditions. But re
flection does not wear itself out on the facticity of traditional norms 
without leaving a trace. It is condemned to operate after the fact; 
but, operating in retrospect, it unleashes retroactive power. We are 
not able to reflect back on internalized norms until we have first 
learned to follow them blindly through coercion imposed from 
without. But as reflection recalls that path of authority through 
which the grammars of language games were learned dogmatically 
as rules of world view and action, authority can be stripped of that 
in it that was mere domination and dissolved into the less coercive 
force of insight and rational decision. 

This experience of reflection is the permanent legacy bequeathed 
to us by German Idealism from the spirit of the eighteenth century. 
One is tempted to use Gadamer against himself and show him her
meneutically that he is ignoring that legacy because he has adopted 
an undialectical concept of enlightenment from the limited per
spective of the German nineteenth century, and with it an attitude 
that has raised a dangerous claim to superiority on behalf of our 
German tradition and separated us from Western tradition as a 
whole. But it is not so simple as that: Gadamer has a systematic 
argument on hand. The right of reflection requires that the her
meneutic approach limit itself. It requires a system of reference that 
transcends the context of tradition as such. Only then can tradition 
be criticized as well. But how is such a system of reference to be 
legitimated in turn except through the appropriation of tradition? 

IV 

Sociology as Theory of the 
Present 

Wittgenstein subjected linguistic analysis first to a transcendental 
and then to a sociolinguistic self-reflection. Gadamer's hermeneutics 
marks a third stage of reflection: historical reflection, which con
ceives the interpreter and his object as moments of the same context. 
This objective context takes the form of tradition or historical in
fluence. Through it, as a medium of linguistic symbols, communi
cations are transmitted historically. We call this process historical 
because the continuity of tradition is preserved on a large scale only 
through translation, through a philology that takes place in a quasi
natural manner. The intersubjectivity of ordinary-language com
munication is discontinuous and must be reestablished at intervals. 
Thus this productive achievement of hermeneutic understanding, 
whether accomplished implicitly or explicitly, is from the outset 
motivated in turn by tradition, which continues itself in this way. 
Tradition is not a process that we learn to master but a transmitted 
language in which we live: 

The .m~de of be.ing .of tradition is not sensible immediacy. It is language, 
and m mterpretmg Its texts the hearer who understands it relates its truth 
to his own linguistic being-in-the-world. This linguistic communication 
between present and tradition is, as we have shown the event that takes 
plac~ in all u~derstanding. The hermeneutical expe~ience must take as a 
genume expenence everything that becomes present to it. It does not have 
freedom to select and discard before the fact. But neither can it claim 
absolute fr~edom in that tolerant neutrality that appears to be specific to 
understandmg. I t cannot undo the event that it is itself.l 

The hermeneutic self-reflection of linguistic analysis overcomes 
the transcendental view that Wittgenstein had maintained even in 
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the face of the diversity of grammars of language games. As tradi
tion, language encompasses all particular grammars and creates 
unity in the empirical multiplicity of transcendental rules. At the 
level of objective spirit, language becomes a contingent absolute. It 
can no longer conceive itself as absolute spirit; it is only to subjec
tive spirit that it makes itself felt as absolute power. This power be
comes objective in the historical transformation of the horizons of 
possible experience. Hegel's experience of reflection shrinks to the 
consciousness that we are delivered over to a process, itself irra
tional, in which the conditions of rationality change with time and 
place, epoch and culture. 

Hermeneutic self-reflection, however, gets lost in this irrationalism 
only when it posits hermeneutic experience as an absolute and fails 
to acknowledge the transcending force of reflection that is also at 
work in it. Certainly, reflection can no longer reach beyond itself 
to an absolute consciousness that it then claims to be. The path to 
absolute idealism is barred to a transcendental consciousness that is 
hermeneutically mediated and has fallen back into the contingent 
content of traditions. But must it for that reason remain on the path 
of relative idealism? 

The objectivity of a process of tradition that takes place in the 
medium of symbolic meaning is not objective enough. Hermeneutics 
comes up against the limits of the context of tradition from the 
inside. Once these limits have been experienced and recognized, it 
can no longer consider cultural traditions absolute. There is good 
reason to conceive language as a kind of metainstitution on which 
all social institutions depend. For social action is constituted only in 
ordinary-language communication.2 But clearly this metainstitu
tion oflanguage as tradition is dependent in turn on social processes 
that cannot be reduced to normative relationships. Language is also 
a medium of domination and social power. It serves to legitimate 
relationships of organized force. Insofar as the legimitations do not 
articulate the power relationship whose institutionalization they 
make possible, insofar as that relationship is merely manifested in 
the legitimations, language is also ideological. In that case it is not 
so much a matter of deceptions in language as of deception with 
language as such. Hermeneutic experience, encountering this de
pendence of symbolic context on actual relationships, becomes a 
critique of ideology. 
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The nonnormative forces that enter into language as a metainsti
tution derive not only from systems of domination but also from 
social labor. The instrumental sphere of action monitored by suc
cess structures experiences that can give rise to specific linguistic 
interpretations and subject traditional patterns of interpretation to 
the constraints of the labor process. A change in the mode of pro
duction entails a restructuring of the linguistic world view. This can 
be studied in, for example, the extension of the realm of the profane 
in primitive societies. Certainly, revolutions in the conditions of the 
reproduction of material life are in turn linguistically mediated. But 
a new practice is not set in motion by a new interpretation. Rather, 
old patterns of interpretation are also attacked and overthrown 
"from below" by new practices.3 

Today the institutionalized research practice of the empirical 
sciences guarantees a flow of information that was formerly accu
mulated prescientifically in systems of social labor. This informa
tion concerns natural or contrived experience constituted in the 
functional sphere of instrumental action. I suspect that the insti
tutional changes brought about by scientific and technical progress 
exercise an indirect influence on the linguistic schemata of world
views of the same kind once exercised by changes in the mode of 
production; for science has become the foremost of the forces of pro
duction. But the empirical sciences do not represent an arbitrary 
language game. Their language interprets reality from the view
point of possible technological exploitation, a viewpoint that is, an
thropologically speaking, deeply anchored. Through that language 
the actual constraints of the natural circumstances of life enter into 
society. Even the propositional systems of empirical-scientific theo
ries may well refer to ordinary language as the ultimate metalan
guage; but conversely, the system of activities that those theories 
make possible, the technologies for the domination of nature, in turn 
have an effect on the institutional context of society as a whole, and 
alter language. 

An interpretive sociology that hypostatizes language as the sub
ject of life forms and of tradition binds itself to the idealist presup
position that linguistically articulated consciousness determines the 
material being of life-practice. But the objective context of social 
action is not reducible to the dimension of inter subjectively intended 
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and symbolically transmitted meaning. The linguistic infrastruc
ture of society is a moment in a complex that, however symbolically 
mediated, is also constituted by the constraints of reality: by the 
constraint of external nature, which enters into the procedures of 
technological exploitation, and by the constraint of inner nature, 
which is reflected in the repressions of social relationships of power. 
These two categories of constraint are not only the object of inter
pretations; behind the back oflanguage, so to speak, they affect the 
very grammatical rules in accordance with which we interpret the 
world. The objective context in terms of which alone social actions can be 
understood is constituted corljointly by language, labor, and domination. The 
process of tradition is relativized both by systems of labor and by 
systems of authority; it appears as an absolute power only to an 
autonomous hermeneutics. Sociology may therefore not be reduced 
to interpretive sociology. It requires a system of reference that on 
the one hand does not disregard the symbolic mediation of social 
action in favor of a relationship that is merely sign-controlled and 
stimulus-produced, but on the other hand does not fall prey to a 
linguistic idealism and completely sublimate social processes to 
cultural tradition. Such a frame of reference would no longer be 
able to leave tradition as something undefined and all-encompssing, 
but would rather make tradition as such, and tradition in its rela
tionship to other moments of the social life context, comprehen
sible, so that we can indicate the conditions external to tradition 
under which transcendental rules of worldview and action change 
empirically. 

Gadamer, whose work derives from the Marburg school of Neo
Kantianism, is prevented by the residues of Kantianism retained in 
Heidegger's existential ontology from drawing the conclusions sug
gested by his own analyses. He avoids the transition from the tran
scendental conditions of historicity to the universal history in which 
these conditions are constituted. He does not see that in the process 
of tradition he must consider as already mediated what in terms 
of its ontological difference is not capable of mediation: linguistic 
structures and the empirical conditions under which they change 
historically. Only because of this can Gadamer also conceal from 
himself the fact that the practical connection between understand
ing and the initial hermeneutic situation of the interpreter requires 

175 
9 The Limits of Linguistically Oriented Interpretive Sociology 

a hypothetical anticipation of a philosophy of history with practical 
intent.4 

9 The Limits of Linguistically Oriented Interpretive 
Sociology 

9.1 So far as I know there are no sociological studies that expressly 
claim a foundation in linguistic analysis or linguistic hermeneutics. 
But in the past decade interesting work belonging within the frame
work of a linguistically oriented interpretive sociology (sprachverste
hende So;:;iologie) has come out of the school of symbolic interactionism, 
which goes back to Cooley, Thomas, and especially Mead,5 and 
which later integrated impulses from the work of Cassirer's emigra
tion period. Anselm Strauss,6 in particular, has purged linguistic 
pragmatism of its behavioristic origins so thoroughly that today it 
can be enlisted for the scientific program proposed by Winch and 
further differentiated by Gadamer's work. 7 

Strauss understands social action in the context of a series of in
terpretations. Each new interpretation provides a revised picture of 
the past in the light of an anticipated future. Individual life history 
appears from the perspective of a continually repeated hermeneutic 
effort. New situations and problematic events make necessary a 
changed application or extension of traditional language. In this 
process, the new vocabulary must be confirmed in interaction with 
reference persons. Conversely, a change in reference persons or in 
group membership requires adaptation to new terminologies. The 
actor's situations and his own identity are reinterpreted within the 
framework of the new terminologies. Turning points in the social
ization process are indicated by a shift in terminologies and by the 
effort to replace interpretations that have lost their credibility with 
more appropriate ones. The loss of a language means the loss of a 
world. This is the linguistic concept of alienation, to which there 
corresponds in the social-psychological sphere the concept of a dis
turbance of ego-identity: 

Under certain social conditions a man may undergo so many or such criti
cal experiences for which conventional explanations seem inadequate, that 
he begins to question large segments of the explanatory terminology that 
has been taught him. In the internal rhetorical battle that ensues, his op
ponents may be conceived as lying or manipulating events to their own 
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advantage, as wrong, or as duped. But a man cannot question his own 
basic terminology without questioning his own purposes. If in large 
measure he rejects the explanations he once believed, then he has been 
alienated and has lost a world. He has been "spiritually dispossessed." If 
he embraces a set of counter-explanations or invents a set of his own, then 
he has regained the world, for the world is not merely "out there" but is 
also what he makes ofit.s 

The same thing is true of social groups whose identity is threatened: 

Alienation and repossession generally are not occurrences that happen 
merely to isolated sufferers, but simultaneously to particular sectors of the 
population. Certain alienated persons eventually discover that others are 
facing similar problems and experiences, and the new terminologies arising 
out of these discoveries are shared products. These take the form of new 
philosophies, new interpretations of the world, of situations, persons, and 
acts. Such radical transvaluation is equivalent to new vision, a re-seeing of 
the meanings and ends of human life.9 

Social processes can be adequately analyzed as changes in lan
guage. This change itself, however, is unfathomable. Strauss seems 
to envision a linguistically creative spontaneity on the part of the 
ego that responds to unforessen situations by drafting new terminol
ogies. In this he recalls Mead's study of the "I" and the "me": 

Such a novel reply to the social situation involved in the organized set of 
attitudes constitutes the "I" as over against the "me." The "me" is a con
ventional, habitual individual. It is always there. It has to have those 
habits, those responses which everybody has; otherwise the individual 
could not be a member of the community. But an individual is constantly 
reacting to such an organized community in the way of expressing himself, 
not necessarily asserting himself in the offensive sense but expressing him
self, being himself in such a co-operative process as belongs to any ~o~
munity. The attitudes involved are gathered from the group, but the mdl
vidual in whom they are organized has the opportunity of giving them an 
expression which perhaps has never taken place before. Io 

Society, however, seems to be such an unresisting medium for 
new language projects and playful revisions of worldviews that the 
idealism of this interpretive sociology reminds one of a sociolinguis
tic offshoot of Sartre's existential philosophy. Whether the context 
of tradition is conceived as the aggregate of the creative linguistic 
accomplishments of socialized individuals, or their products are 
seen in turn as continuations of traditions that mediate themselves 
with themselves through the living hermeneutic of individuals-the 
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absolutization of language is the same; and the irrationalism also 
remains the same. Linguistically oriented interpretive sociology dis
solves into linguistic analysis; but at the same time, because it does 
not allow itself to transcend the dimension of traditional symbols, it 
has to forgo explanations of changes in language. Thus the move
ment of power, which moves everything else, eludes investigation. 

The limitations of a linguistically oriented interpretive sociology 
are the limitations of its concept of motivation. It explains social 
action in terms of motives that are identical with the actor's own 
interpretations of situations, and thus identical with the linguisti
cally oriented meaning in terms of which the actor orients himself. 
The subjective approach, whether it is grounded in phenomenology, 
linguistics, or hermeneutics, thus rules out a distinction between 
observed segments of behavior and the actors' interpretations: 

What is the distinction then, if any, between a motivational statement and 
the overt action which follows? It is clear that they are not separate units, 
like a hand which throws a ball. The verbal (spoken to oneself, or more 
usually, merely thought) statement is an integral part of the entire activity. 
The act does not begin with its overt expression, the motivational state
ment merely preceding or accompanying the visible motions. Assessment 
of situation, persons, and self enter into the organization of an act, and are 
part of its structure. 11 

Thus new terminologies create new motivations: 

Motive avowal and motive imputation are not radically different acts; 
they differ only insofar as motives are assigned to myself or to others. But 
the only motives that can be imputed are those which I myself can under
stand. I cannot attribute to others, any more than to myself, motives not 
dreamed of; neither can I attribute motives that I place no credence in, as 
for instance compacts with the devil or secret possession by spirits. We use 
the vocabularies of motive which we have learned to use, whether on our
selves or on others. When a man comes into contact with groups new to 
him and thus learns new terminologies, his assignments of motives become 
affected. He learns that new kinds of motivation exist, if not for himself 
then for others. Having admitted that such grounds for action do exist, it is 
often but a step to ascribe them to himself. I2 

A sociology that conceives motivation in this way must restrict 
itself to interpretive explication. The explanations it can provide 
are equivalent to linguistic descriptions and hermeneutic exegeses; 
it has to forgo causal explanations. Thus to represent motives does 
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not means to identify causes. Linguistically oriented interpretive 
sociology is not a nomological science. 

A. J. Ayer has criticized the distinction between motives and 
causes inspired primarily by Wittgenstein.13 He begins by repeating 
the most important arguments for this distinction: 

The most simple of them is that motives operate a fronte whereas causes 
operate a tergo; to put it crudely, that causes push while motives pull. A 
more sophisticated argument is that cause and effect are distinct events: so, 
if the motive for an action caused it, it would have to be a separate occur
rence which preceded the action or at any rate accompanied it; but in 
many, perhaps in most, cases of motivated actions, such separate occur
rences are simply not discoverable; the specification of the motive is part of 
the description of the action, not a reference to anything outside it, and 
certainly not a reference to any distinct event .... Finally, a point is made 
of the f~ct that motivated action often consists in following or attempting 
to follow a rule; that is to say, the action may be one to which normative 
criteria are applicable; the question arises whether it has been performed 
correctly; but this means, so it is argued, that we somehow impoverish the 
motive if we regard it merely as a cause.14 

Ayer's counterarguments amount to an attempt to circumvent 
the intentionality of behavior by recourse to dispositions that can be 
defined as end-states of self-regulating systems. This is a modernized 
version of the old physicalist proposal to characterize motives not 
in terms of an intended meaning but as needs that we measure by 
organic states. Given this presupposition, we can describe the be
havior to be analyzed without reference to the motive; the motive, 
which is also represented in observable behavior, can be understood 
as the intial condition in a lawful hypothesis and identified as the 
cause of the motivated behavior. I do not see, however, how the 
organic states, the needs, or the systemic conditions that represent 
end-states, thus the motives, are supposed to be describable at all on 
the level of social action without reference to transmitted meaning. 
Since, however, the description of motivated behavior itself also im
plies this meaning, that description cannot be given independently 
of motive. The proposed distinction between motive for behavior 
and motivated behavior itself remains problematic. 

Ayer, to be sure, does not seriously consider the level of social 
action. For him, social facts have the same status as events in the 
object domain of the natural sciences; in the final analysis, they too 
are movements of bodies. A theory that permits contexts of action to 
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be explained causally thus operates reductionistically. It describes 
actions in an analytic framework that does not provide for actions 
as such-for example, in physiological terms. The concept of rule
governed action cannot be used for causal analysis in the social 
sciences. If we describe modes of behavior with reference to norms , 
we are choosing a form of representation that does not meet scientific 
criteria. We can understand social facts in their normative content· 
but we can also make them the object of a causal explanation-on; 
has as little to do with the other as an aesthetic judgment about a 
rainbow has to do with the optical analysis of its wavelengths. In 
different social systems of reference a movement of the hand may 
have a different meaning (as a traffic signal, greeting, farewell, re
fusal, etc.). But this does not mean that it needs to be explained with 
reference to norms. Ifand to the extent to which the context of these 
rules determines behavior, that context will enter into the actor's 
motivation, which can be analyzed independently of normative 
contents: 

If the motives which impel men to act are, let us say, projections of the 
sta~e of their brains, there is no reason why this should not apply to their 
~ocla~ responses as much as to anything else. But surely no purely phys
~ologlcal account ~ould be an adequate description of an action. Obviously 
It could not; even If the study of the agent's brain could give us all the infor
mation that we needed beyond the observation of his physical movements 
we should still have to decode it. But this is not an objection to holding tha~ 
actions can be explained in these terms, any more than the fact that to talk 
about wave-lengths is not to describe colours is an objection to the science 
of optics. 15 

The problem that theory seeks to avoid through the choice of a 
physicalistic frame of reference recurs on the level of the data. Ayer 
sees that we still have to decode, as social actions, the sequence of 
physical movements to which such a theory is applied. The weak 
analogy between the observation of color qualities and the under
standing of symbolic contents conceals the actual difficulty that 
~yer's prese~tation involuntarily betrays. The reduction of qualita
tIVe observatIOn to controlled observation cannot simply be equated 
to the translation of communicative experience into the observation 
of measured data. The necessity for an additional process of decoding 
shows that the object domain has been previously coded in terms 
of the fundamental theoretical assumptions. When we analyze the 
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colors of the rainbow in terms of physical expressions, we can 
scarcely speak of a coding of the actual subject m~tte~. We are ana
lyzing an event that is initially experienced qualItatIvely fro~ the 
point of view of possible technological dispo~ition. When we Inter
pret social subject matter in terms of a p~ysIcal frame of reference 
with the same intent, that way of speakIng makes sense. For the 
application of a theory that operates reductionisticall~ to the 
domain of social action requires translation and retranslatIOn. And 
this is precisely the point that gave rise to the. pr~blem~tic of the 
understanding of meaning. Ayer concludes hIS dIscussIOn at the 
point at which Cicourel took it up (see section 6.2). ., 

The positivist procedure of substituting causes ~or motIv.es IS n~t 
the only alternative to a linguistically oriented InterpretIve SOCI
ology> Freud's concept qf unconscious motivation permi.ts us to exp~nd 
approaches oriented to the subjective understand~ng of meamng, 
without having to ignore the intentionality of actIOn or pass over 
the layer of symbolic meanings as such. Unconscious motives, like 
conscious ones take the form of interpreted needs; thus they are 
given in symb~lic contexts and can be understood herme.neutically. 
Dream analysis proceeds hermeneutically, as does the Interpreta
tion of hysterical symptoms or compulsive behavior. On the other 
hand these motives are not given to the acting subject; they are 
excluded from consciousness through repression. This is why the 
patient needs the doctor who helps him bring uncons.cious mot~ves 
to consciousness. On the one hand, unconsciously motIvated actIOns 
are objectively meaningful; they can be interpreted. On the othe.r 
hand these motives have the status of causes, because they prevaIl 
outside the subjects' awareness, They are dispositions acquired. in 
early childhood situations of denial and conflict. Thus the behavIOr 
that is being analyzed can be described without reference to .the 
underlying motives. It is the analyst who makes the connectIOn. 
When the interpretations, which at first exist only for the doctor, 
are acknowledged as correct by the patient hi.mself as ~ell, the u~
conscious motive can be dissolved. UnconscIOUS motIves are dIS
guised, as it were, as causes; but only in this disguise do they have 

motivating force. 

9.2 In a study of Freud's theory of the unconscious, Alasdai~ M~C
Intyre has examined the connection between the study of motIvatIOn 
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and causal explanation. I6 He attempts to purge Freud's concept of 
unconscious motivation from misleading connotations and reduce 
it to the usual meaning of "motive." Like motives in general, an 
unconscious motive consists of action-orienting meaning. It is the 
object of linguistic analysis, not the object of causal analysis. The 
actor can reject ascriptions of motive in normal behavior as well. If 
he admits the motive, we are confirmed; if he denies it, we do not 
take that as adequate falsification. It is sufficient if the addressee 
can be brought at all and in principle to acknowledge what is im
puted to him. It does not seem to be any different with the uncon
scious motivations that Freud investigated: 

Unless the patient will in the end avow his intention the analyst's inter
pretation of his behaviour is held to be mistaken. "In the end" is a phrase 
that covers the multitude of almost interminable turnings and twistings 
of which an analysis may consist. Of course, it is a feature of the psy
choneuroses that the patient will in the short run deny, and often deny 
vehemently, the analyst's interpretations of his conduct. Sometimes this 
denial may go on for a very long time. And there are unsuccessful analyses. 
So that it will not do for the psychoanalyst to make it a necessary criterion 
of a correct interpretation of the motivation of an action that the patient 
should in fact avow the correctness of the interpretation within any par
ticular period of time. But the psychoanalyst means by a correct interpre
tation of an action an interpretation that the patient would avow if only 
certain conditions were to be fulfilled. What these conditions are depends 
on the character of the patient's disorder and its aetiology. Thus a patient's 
intention or purpose in his neurotic behaviour is something which both is 
betrayed in his behaviour and is what he would, if he were not prevented 
by his disorder, avow. Thus the meaning of "intention" is elucidated by a 
categorial reference to behaviour supplemented by a hypothetical refer
ence to avowals. This surely is how the concept of intention and kindred 
concepts ought to be understood in ordinary pre-Freudian usageP 

MacIntyre considers Freud's identification of unconscious motives 
with causes to be a mere confusion. In actuality, psychoanalysis 
serves to reinterpret a previously binding interpretation of the pa
tient's life history. The doctor offers the patient a new terminology. 
In this framework new interpretations of the biographical situation 
are produced and new motivations can develop: "So that what the 
analyst provides is a way of arranging the past that is acceptable to 
the present. He offers not so much an explanation as an identifica
tion and then a classification. And the 'unconscious' functions here 
as a classificatory label, as a category into which many of those 
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aspects of life which are now brought to the patient's attention can 
be fitted." 18 

MacIntyre agrees with Ayer that intentional action can be ex
plained causally only through a process of reduction within the 
framework of general theories: "The neurophysiologists will one 
day give us their full account, which will itself be reducible to a set 
of chemical and finally of physical explanations." 19 But unlike Ayer 
he sees that even comprehensive explanations of this kind, however 
they may extend our power of technological exploitation to pro
ces~es of human behavior that are not understood, do not have a 
particle of meaning that we could use in the practice oflife. To that 
end we do not need technologically exploitable information about 
natural laws but rather "a different kind of account, the kind of 
portra,yal that the novelist rather than the scientist gives us." 20 

From the perspective of linguistic analysis, psychoanalysis appears 
as a hermeneutic exploration of unconsciously motivated behavior. 
It has more to do with the critical exegesis of texts than with empiri
cal science. More consistently than Winch, MacIntyre insists on the 
purely therapeutic significance of linguistic analysis. In so doing, 
however, he has to rob psychoanalysis, which he has reduced to lin
guistic analysis, of its claim to theoretical status. 

This accords badly, however, with the categorial framework that 
Freud himself developed. The latter does serve for the reconstruc
tion of life histories, but it is the reconstruction of particular life his
tories in accordance with a generally binding model. It is to this 
model that psychoanalysis owes its appearance of being a general 
theory. In actuality it is a systematically generalized history. 
Freud's theory provides the outline of a narrative that presents the 
psychodynamic development of the child from birth to maturity in 
narrative fashion, as a sequence of actions with a typical distribu
tion of roles, fundamental conflicts appearing in succession, and re
current patterns of interaction, as well as with dangers, crises, and 
resolutions. What is most important is that this sequence can pro
ceed normally or deviantly. The definition of the conflicts indicates 
their correct resolutions. MacIntyre fails to recognize the system
atic framework of Freudian hermeneutics, which is thus also more 
than just hermeneutics. 

Whereas the interpreter tests his hermeneutic preunderstanding 
against the text and corrects it until both "horizons fuse"-thus 
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until his interpretation is successful within the framework of a lan
guage common both to himself and to that of his text-Freud 
established an interpretive framework once and for all in his meta
psychology. Once can perhaps see this framework as the result of 
repeated clinical experiences, which have themselves been accumu
lated in accordance with the more elastic procedure of hermeneutic 
anticipations that are confirmed in a circular fashion. Once estab
lished, the interpretive framework no longer permits such correc
tions. In compensation, it offers the advantages of a functionalistic 
framework. Metapsychology views the developmental process as 
an orderly sequence of states of a system, so that all biographical 
variables can be analyzed in relation to the system as a whole. To 
be sure, the objective-intentional context of life history is not func
tionalist in the usual sense. The elementary processes are not seen 
from the instrumentalist point of view of the purposive-rational 
organization of means or the adaptive behavior of the organism. 
Rather, the functionalist context is now interpreted in terms of 
drama: the elementary processes are seen as parts of a context of 
interactions through which a "meaning" is realized. 

We cannot equate this kind of meaning with ends that are realized 
through means. It is not a question of a category of meaning be
longing to the sphere of instrumental action, as, for example, the 
maintenance of a certain state of the system under changing exter
nal conditions. It is a question of a meaning formed through com
municative action and articulated as biographical experience; it is 
a meaning constituted within the framework of formative processes 
(Bildungspro;:,esse). Thus we also speak of the "meaning" revealed in 
a drama. In a formative process, however, we are both actor and 
critic at once. Ultimately we who are enmeshed in the drama of a 
life history must become critically aware of the meaning of the pro
cess. Ultimately, the subject too must be able to narrate his own his
tory; for the end-state of a formative process is not reached until the 
subject has remembered the sequence of identifications and aliena
tions through which he was constituted. In a formative process we 
only learn as ~uch about the world as we simultaneously experi
ence in ourselves as the learning subject. This dialectic of knowl
edge of the world and knowledge of oneself is the experience fij riflec
lion whose course Hegel sketched in the Phenomenology fij Spirit. In 
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like manner, Freud represented the individual life history as one 
pathway of the experience of reflection. 

We can think of Freud's interpretive framework as a narrative 
background against which interrupted formative processes can be 
filled out to form a complete history. The metapsychological model 
of development enables the doctor to piece together fragmentary in
formation gained in the analytic dialogue in such a way that he can 
virtually anticipate the experience of reflection of which the patient 
is not capable. He suggests interpretations of a history that the pa
tient cannot at first narrate but that can be confirmed only when 
the patient tells it as his own history. Each instance of interpretation 
is confirmed through the successful continuation of an interrupted 
formative process; conversely, it cannot be definitively refuted by a 
failure., 

The general interpretive framework is confirmed, of course, 
through the distribution of clinical successes and failures. But the 
criteria of success cannot be operationalized. Successes and failures 
cannot be established intersubjectively, as, for instance, the re
moval of symptoms can be. The experience of reflection is confirmed 
only by the completion of the reflection; through it, the objective 
power of an unconscious motive is broken. The experience of reflec
tion is a proving ground where false hypotheses can founder. But it 
is not equivalent either to controlled observation or to communica
tive experience. Thus psychoanalytic assumptions are subject to 
other logical conditions of falsification. The assumptions inevitably 
refer to conditions for suspending the very experience through 
which they must be confirmed. When that does not occur, either the 
interpretation is false or the therapy is ineffective. Perhaps the 
therapy cannot prevail over resistances that have been correctly 
diagnosed. The conditions of therapeutic failure must be capable of 
theoretical explanation. But in this the empirical confirmation of 
the theory has already been assumed. 

Individual hypotheses can be detached from the metapsychologi
cal framework of interpretation and tested independently. For this, 
translation into the theoretical framework of the strict empirical 
sciences is necessary. This translation eliminates, of course, the 
specific context in which covariances between observable events 
signify not a nexus of natural law but rather a connection that can 
be dissolved through reflection, thus a quasi-natural nexus. Never-
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theless the Freudian theory does contain assumptions that can be 
interpreted as lawlike hypotheses in the strict sense. Thus it also 
grasps causal relationships. It cannot be reduced to a hermeneutics 
of the motives for action, as MacIntyre asserts. Certainly, psy
choanalysis is a general interpretive model rather than a general 
theory. The functionalist relationship of the parts to the whole is de
termined not by causality and reciprocity, as in the model of a self
regulating system, but rather, as in the dramatic model, through 
the reflective connection between unconscious and conscious moti
vation. But the unconscious motivation produces connections be
tween events and modes of behavior that can easily be understood as 
causal. The unconscious is not simply a label under which the parts 
of a life history that only appear in the light of a new terminology 
can be subsumed. "The unconscious" designates rather the class of 
all motivating compulsions arising from those need interpretations 
that are not socially sanctioned and that are evident in the causal 
connection between situations of denial and abnormal modes of 
behavior. The number and gravity of causal motivations for action 
visible in the behavior of adult patients from the perspective of 
psychoanalysis is a measure of the disturbance and deviance of the 
formative process being analyzed. 

Freud could apply the action model of linguistically oriented in
terpretive sociology only to the description of the state in which the 
formative process culminates, not to the process itself. Only in the 
final state of a formative process that has been reflected upon do all 
the motivations for action coincide with the meanings to which the 
actor himself is oriented, that is, with the intersubjectively valid 
norms of action. Needs whose satisfaction is socially acceptable are 
interpreted in terms of these norms. But there are also interpreted 
needs whose satisfaction is not secured through institutions. We can 
say that the interpretations of these needs are suppressed. They are 
subjected to censorship. The image that Freud uses for this process 
of repression is the "re-pression" of the forbidden interpretations 
into the unconscious. The needs are not thereby deprived of their 
motivating force. They do motivate actions, only these actions may 
not appear under the appropriate interpretations. They are dis
guised. The suppressed interpretations and fragmented need,S no 
longer appear on the level of acknowledged cultural tradition and 
prevailing norms; rather, they establish themselves behind the 
backs, as it were, of the acting subjects-as unconscious motives. 
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They are still motives, and that means that they are action-orienting 
meaning. But now they act in the manner of external causes. 

The social force of repression, of instinctual renunciation under 
authority, is transformed into the psychological compulsion of un
consciously motivated actions: into virtual dream actions, into ratio
nalized parapraxes, into compulsion-neurotic substitute actions, 
into somaticized actions, that is, psychosomatic disturbances, or 
into the regressive repetition of behavior patterns fixed at an early 
childhood level. All these actions are subjectively understood in 
terms of a context other than the one that actually motivates them. 
In deciphering repressed interpretations as unconscious motives,21 
linguistic analysis transcends the dimension of subjectively intended 
meaning and cultural tradition. It steps outside language as serving 
commu,nication and focuses on the causal connections between trau
matic experiences and abnormal behavior patterns. As causal analy
sis, it penetrates into the dimension of a language that, because it is 
withdrawn from public communication through repression, reacts 
with a complementary compulsion and subjects intentional action 
to the power of a second nature. The suppressed intentions become 
causes that subject communicative action to the causality of quasi
natural relationships. This causality reigns through the symbolic 
means of the spirit. For the same reason it is also subject to being 
compelled by the force of reflection. MacIntyre sees that the causal 
relationships that psychoanalysis traces arise with the repression of 
need interpretations: "The purpose is unconscious if it is not only 
unacknowledged (that alone would merely make it preconscious) 
but if the patient is unable by ordinary means to acknowledge it. 
It is this inability of the patient which introduces a genuine causal 
element into the explanation of the behavior in question." 22 

But MacIntyre is not able to identify the domination in such acts 
of repression, which not only do not get a hearing in language but 
even repress language itself through the prohibition of uncon
strained discussion. It is this domination that splits off transmitted 
meaning from free communication and distorts it into a demonic 
force of nature. 

10 Open Questions 

The limitations of a linguistically oriented interpretive sociology 
direct us once again to functionaism. A functionalist approach has 
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the advantage of systematically grasping objective-intentional con
texts. The objective context, in terms of which social action can be 
understood without sacrificing intentionality, is not woven solely 
of the threads of transmitted meaning and tradition articulated in 
language. The dimensions of labor and domination in it cannot be 
suppressed in favor of subjectively intended symbolic contents. A 
functionalist framework can also do justice to nonnormative con
ditions. Cultural tradition here loses the semblance of absolutism 
that a hermeneutics become autonomous had falsely claimed for it. 
Tradition can be accorded its place in the totality; it can be under
stood in its relationship to the system of social labor and political 
domination. Thus it becomes possible to understand the functions 
that cultural tradition serves in the system as a whole, without them 
being expressed in it and as such-ideological relationships, in other 
words. Language as ideology corresponds to the excommunicated 
language that is suppressed into a demonic natural force. In a 
word, functionalism allows analysis of contexts of action from the 
dual perspective of subjectively determined meaning and objective 
meaning. 

Parsons has worked out a differentiated framework for a func
tionalist theory of action. Preoccupied with the postulates of a gen
eral methodology of the empirical sciences, he suppresses the prob
lematic of access to social facts through understanding meaning. He 
does not see the implications of communicative experience for 
theory formation. He wants to apply functionalism in the social 
sciences as would the biologists. He is thereby forced against his will 
to a purely normative-analytic approach. The desired end-states of 
a social system cannot be grasped descriptively; they must be es
tablished by definition. If we insist nevertheless on an empirical
analytic understanding of the system, we must concern ourselves 
with communicative experience and accept a categorial framework 
that is in principle linked to the self-understanding of acting sub
jects and that can also be incorporated in turn into that self
understanding. But given this presupposition, the functionalist 
relationship can no longer be understood in instrumental terms. 
In place of the desired end-state of a self-regulating system there 
appears the anticipated end-state of a formative process. A func
tionalism that is hermeneutically enlightened and historically ori
ented has as its aim not general theories in the sense of strict em-
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pirical science but a general interpretation of the kind that we have 
examined in the example of psychoanalysis. 

Classical social theories from Marx and Comte to Franz Oppen
heimer and Max Weber pursued this intention more or less implic
itly. These earlier theories, which reflect on the formative process 
of society as a whole and reconstruct the contemporary situation 
at any given time through past contexts of interaction, are loosely 
identified with empirical science, even and precisely by their 
authors. If one applies this scientific criterion, Popper's critique of 
these theories is justified. 23 But those social theories are not properly 
subjected to that criterion. They do not need to place themselves in 
comparison with strict empirical sciences. They have no defect to 
conceal. For a historically oriented functionalism does not aim at 
technologically exploitable information. It is guided by an emanci
patory cognitive interest that has reflection as its aim and demands 
enlightenment about its own formative process. Whether or not 
it admits this interest, sociology pursues it even today, insofar as 
it does not dissolve into social-psychological behavioral science, 
systems research, or the hermeneutics of intellectual history. This 
is attested to by the substantial work of Riesman, Mills, Lipset, 
Perroux, Friedmann, Dahrendorf, Marcuse, and others. 

Parsons's work has been criticized as exhausting itself in conceptual 
fetishism. And if one takes Parsons's intention seriously, there is in 
fact in his work a ridiculous imbalance between the towering heap 
of empty categorial containers and the slight empirical content 
housed in them. But we see these categories in a different light when 
we cease to regard them as preliminary stages in the designing of 
strict theories. Perhaps the fact that no one has yet been able to de
velop a single theory within this analytical framework is not after all 
due merely to pragmatic difficulties. For that would simply not be 
possible if we were in fact dealing with the framework of a general 
interpretation. In this case, the categorial framework of the so-called 
theory of action would not be merely a proposal on the analytic 
level. Rather, it would contain the results of long hermeneutic ex
perience and preunderstanding of processes of socialization that 
had proved reliable. From this point of view, what seems to be a 
preparatory clarification of categories would itself already be a 
theory, although one that does not admit its true character and is 
thus unsatisfactory, even in terms of the criteria of theoretically 
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generalized history. I consider it worthwhile to investigate Parsons's 
theory in terms of the question whether the useful elements in it are 
suitable for use in reconstructing the history of social systems. The 
human species too is constituted as such through formative pro
cesses that are embodied in the structural transformation of social 
systems and that can be reflected upon, in other words, narrated 
systematically, from the perspective of an anticipated later point in 
those processes. 

A history has a beginning and an end. The beginning can only 
be reconstructed anthropologically from the ongoing conditions of 
existence of socialized individuals, as the beginning of the human 
species. 24 The end can only be anticipated through the experience 
of reflection, from a point of view specific to a given situation. For 
this reason, the framework of a general interpretation, however sat
urated it may be with prior hermeneutic experience and however 
much it may have been confirmed in individual interpretations, 
retains a hypothetical moment. The truth of historically oriented 
functionalism is confirmed not technically but only practically, in 
the successful continuation and completion of a formative process. 

Here we are again confronted with the problem of that singular 
relationship to theory of practice that since the eighteenth century 
has appeared wherever the logic of inquiry has involved the inten
tion of enlightenment. 
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