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The Backwardness of Social Science
There is a general feeling that the development of knowledge has pro-

ceeded unevenly in different fields: quickest in relation to “dead” nature,
much slower in relation to living nature, and very slow indeed in relation to
man and society. This is the basic contrast of science (in the following al-
ways used for “natural science”) and the social sciences. The develop-
ment of techniques has been correspondingly uneven: We have gone a
long way in the “conquest” or “mastery” of nature, but we have not both-
ered about mastery over the forces which grow in society, in man and be-
tween men. This is probably a hangover from the original situation of man:
His helplessness in face of a threatening nature. The struggle against na-
ture corresponds to old drives – to ensure survival and protection against
enemies, and to procreate and spread the species over the globe. In the
service of these drives, comparable to primeval deities, we have created
the machine and with it industrial capitalism; on the machine is built, by ne-
cessity, a hierarchical organisation of growing complexity, uncontrollable
dynamics, non-transparence, irrationality, which has created its own aims
and subjected the human lives to them.

In fact, the means have made themselves into aims (vide the machines
in Samuel Butler’s Erewhon). We stand perplexed and helpless before the
problem of organising society, before the division of the world by an abyss
separating poor and rich nations, and before the environmental problem,
watching the sand running through the hour-glass. In fact the forces which
have grown up in society and from our own doings now threaten us more
than formerly the forces of nature. In consequence the whole tendency of
our questioning which has been directed “outward” in the age of science is
going to be turned “inward” again.

The position of the scientist and the social scientist should be viewed
against this background. The scientist has in a sense conquered society
and subjected it to his ideas. Yet scientists hardly wield great power in our
society, and only rarely do they have even modest wealth. Their relation to
the things which they have created is very strange; one might well call it
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* Der Text dürfte in den späten Sechziger- oder frühen Siebzigerjahren verfasst worden
sein. Redaktionell wurden nur Tippfehler ausgebessert.


