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How did you get interested in the philosophical aspects of
the social sciences?

My first academic appointment was to a Lectureship in the De-
partment of Sociology at the University of Reading in 1973. I
suppose that this was a slightly odd appointment, given than my
academic training until then had been entirely in mathematics and
philosophy. But the Head of the Reading Department at that time
was Stanislav Andreski, an émigré trained in the pre-war Polish
logical empiricist tradition of comparative sociology. He thought
that the undergraduates needed a solid grounding in basic logic
and Mill’s methods of induction and that I was the person to give
it to them.

I was there for four years and it was a wonderful education for
me. Anybody who has read Andreski’s delightfully irreverent So-
cial Sciences as Sorcery (1972) will know that he had no patience
with sociological fashion. As a result, few of his appointments were
conventional sociology PhDs. Instead he amassed a distinguished
collection of intellectual waifs and strays. Many were from Europe,
displaced by the war and its aftermath, and shunned by more con-
ventional employers. The ethos of the department was empirical
but by no means narrow. Bill Russell, who taught ethology and
cultural evolution, had trained as a psychoanalyst. Viola Klein
had been a student of Mannheim’s and was one of the first soci-
ologists to write on the role of women. Alexander Lopasic was an
anthropologist from the then Yugoslavia, Maria Hercowitz was an
industrial sociologist from Poland, and Peter (Tank) Waddington
was a criminologist who had recently left the police force. Overall
the focus of the Department was on the broad sweep of history,
and it would be hard to imagine a collection of people who knew
more about it.
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My first book, For Science in the Social Sciences (1978), was
based on my ‘Methodology’ lectures in Reading. In fact I didn’t
do much methodology in the lectures. Mostly I discussed the then
current topics in the philosophy of social sciences: holism versus
individualism, explanation versus understanding, historical deter-
minism, traditional belief systems, fact and value. A few sections
of the book now strike me as a bit dated, concerned with debates
that have since gone dead, but for the most part I still stand by
what I said then. As the title indicates, the book was an unabashed
defence of the ‘positivist’ view that there is no great divide be-
tween the social and natural sciences. But I didn’t say anything
too extreme. Of course I denied that there is anything magical
about humans or societies that puts them beyond the limits of
normal empirical investigation. But beyond that most of the book
consists of sensible attempts to unravel theoretical tangles and
avoid seductive fallacies.

Curiously, the part of the book that I now like least is the sec-
tion on general epistemology of science. My Head of Department
had hired me to teach logic and Mill’s methods, but mostly I'd
been telling the undergraduates about Kuhn and Feyerabend. Not
that I endorsed Kuhn and Feyerabend’s relativism. I saw myself
as upholding realism against their ingenious attacks on scientific
objectivity. Except that it wasn’t real realism that I was defend-
ing, but the sophisticated neo-Popperianism of Imre Lakatos. At
that time philosophy of science in Britain had been hijacked by
the Popperians, and we were all brought up to think that falsi-
ficationism was enough to make the world safe for science. No-
body pointed out that Popper and his followers weren’t even close
to realists, but simply out-and-out skeptics who insisted that it
is always wrong to believe any scientific theory. I suppose it is
understandable that I went along with this tosh—plenty of more
distinguished figures than I were equally tainted—but I can’t help
feeling bad about it now.

Which social sciences do you consider particularly inter-
esting or challenging from a philosophical point of view?

I’'m disinclined to pick out any one particular social science as
particularly philosophically challenging, if only because I find it
difficult to take the institutional divisions between the different
social sciences seriously in the first place. It has always seemed
to me that the subject matters of sociology, anthropology, his-
tory, political science, social psychology and even economics are
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so intertwined as to make the traditional divisions between the
disciplines seem artificial. I know that the different subjects have
different institutional traditions, with different canonical figures
and different ideas on how young scholars should be trained. But
in my view the disciplinary introversion that this encourages is a
vice, not a virtue. The best work in all areas is typically informed
by thinking from other branches of social science.

One question worth asking about the social sciences taken col-
lectively is—‘what are they trying to find out?’ Back in the 1970s
I thought I knew the answer: the social sciences, like all empirical
sciences, aim to uncover general laws. But now this seems to me
far too narrow a conception of what the social sciences can achieve
at a theoretical level. Not that I think that there are no serious
laws in the social sciences. There are plenty of striking patterns
supported by the empirical data, both at a large-scale and individ-
ual level. (If you are skeptical, here are two empirical hypotheses
that have become prominent since the 1970s: there are no wars
between democracies; there are no famines in democracies. Or, to
switch to the individual level, consider the findings of Milgram’s
obedience experiment, or of ultimatum game experiments.) Still,
it now seems to me quite misguided to hold, as I used to, that all
interesting theoretical findings in the social sciences can be fitted
into the mould of general law. . .

A first point here is one that applies to the natural as well as the
social sciences. We can often know about the causes and mecha-
nisms that operate in certain local contexts without knowing any
laws that cover them. This is something that Nancy Cartwright
has been stressing for years (1983, 1989, 2000). Causes typically
come before laws, at least in the order of discovery. Cartwright
originally stressed the point in connection with the physical sci-
ences. But the moral applies all the more strongly in the so-
cial realm. Social investigations uncover huge numbers of causal
truths, but very few laws.

Of course, we can agree with Cartwright on this methodolog-
ical point without endorsing the heavy-duty metaphysical con-
sequences that she takes to follow. I myself remain an unrepen-
tant Humean about causes, at least to the extent of thinking that
causes can be reduced to non-causal laws, and in particular to
probabilistic laws that impose the requisite asymmetry on causal
relationships (cf Papineau 1991). But I am happy to agree that,
at a methodological level, the Humean constitution of causes is
often epistemologically irrelevant. We typically pinpoint causes
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using techniques that don’t require any identification of covering
laws.

Randomized experiments make the point graphic. They can tell
us that some treatment affects some result, but not how the size of
this effect will vary with circumstances. The same point applies to
‘Bayesian Net’ methods for identifying causes from survey data.
Indeed we can usefully view both these techniques as probabilistic
analogues of even simpler forms of everyday reasoning codified as
Mill’s ‘methods of induction’. To take the very simplest case, if
some occurrence of interest is determined, and we know that only
one change preceded it, then we can be sure that this was the
operative cause in the circumstances, even if we don’t know what
other factors were required for it to produce the effect. Random-
ized experiments and survey analyses simply apply this everyday
form of reasoning to probabilistic data.

As I said, these points about knowledge of causes and mecha-
nisms apply to the natural as well as the social sciences. However,
there is one specific kind of mechanism that does distinguish the
social from the natural sciences. Many social processes are driven
by mechanisms involving intentions. What happens depends on
what people believe and desire.

I don’t think that the structure of intentional mechanisms is
nearly as well understood as people generally suppose. Back in the
1970s, along with pretty much everybody else, I was an unrecon-
structed internalist about intentional explanation. Intentions were
internal states that explained actions. We used to argue about the
status of these explanantions, and in particular about whether
they yielded some distinctive kind of insight that was not on offer
in the natural sciences. But even those who were ‘anti-positivist’
about such explanations still thought of them as explaining bodily
actions, things you did in your own space, so to speak.

This internalist perspective now looks far too limited. Over the
last few decades philosophers of mind have become persuaded that
the contents of mental states are externally constituted. In prin-
ciple, two thinkers could be molecule-for-molecule identical, yet
their beliefs and desires refer to different things, because of differ-
ences in their environment and background. (Think of the same
mental symbol having different meanings in the two cases, because
it is being used to pick out different things—my physical duplicate
is thinking of his wife, I'm thinking of my wife.)

Philosophers of psychology, especially Jerry Fodor, haven’t liked
this. We use intentional states to explain bodily behaviour, they
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urge, and externally constituted intentional states are no good
for this. How you move depends on what is going on inside you.
External differences that don’t correspond to internal differences
can’t make a difference. (Fodor 1980, Segal 2000.)

I agree with Fodor that externally constituted states are no
good for explaining bodily actions. But I don’t think that this
means that they are no good for explaining anything. The moral is
that intentional explanations explain things in addition to bodily
actions—namely, interactions between agents and their environ-
ments. The mistake is to suppose that intentional psychological
explanation stops at the bodily peripheries. Rather, intentional
explanation sees agency as extending out into the environment,
and gives us a grip on how this works.

On reflection, it is scarcely surprising that intentional expla-
nations should operate like this. After all, intentional states are
individuated by truth or satisfaction conditions—that is, by spec-
ifications of how things have to be in the external world for beliefs
to be true or desires to be satisfied. However, this representational
dimension structure would surely be quite otiose if the only ex-
planatory purpose of intentional states were to account internally
for bodily behaviour. There’s no obvious reason why the internal
states that interact to cause bodily behaviour should also repre-
sent features of the external world. They would surely play their
behaviour-generating role just as well even if they were ‘blind syn-
tactic’ states whole nature was exhausted by their internal causal
powers. (Cf Papineau 1993 ch 3.)

I would say that the explanatory point of ascribing intentional
states is precisely to chart the impact agents will have on their
environments when things go as they plan. From this perspective,
there’s nothing puzzling about the fact that intentional contents
are often externally constituted—that’s just what we should ex-
pect if we use them to track the way agents interact with their
environments.

I'm not sure how far this issue is appreciated by philosophers of
social science. The case for externalism about mental states has
largely been made by analytic philosophers of mind, and has rested
on intuitions about possible cases—twin-earth water, thigh-bone
arthritis, swampman (Putnam 1975, Burge 1979, Davidson 1987).
By contrast, the philosophers have paid relatively little attention
paid to the special explanatory resources offered by externally con-
stituted contents. This is one reason why internalists like Fodor
have been able to argue that content externalism is an artefact
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of everyday intuitions and signifies nothing of explanatory im-
portance. More work needs to be done in understanding the way
intentional contents provide a bridge which relates the activities
of agents to the wider world around them.

There is a great deal of interest among contemporary philoso-
phers of social science in collective agency: do some supra-individ-
ual wholes qualify as agents in their own right? This is an impor-
tant issue, but I would say that a prior task is to understand the
structure of agency per se. Whether we are dealing with individual
or collective agents, what exactly is that gets explained we explain
their activities in intentional terms? It seem to me that we will
have a much better understanding of the intentional mechanisms
that are peculiar to the social sciences when we can answer this
question.

How do you conceive of the relation between the social
sciences and the natural sciences?

As T said earlier, I don’t think that there is any great divide be-
tween the social and the natural sciences. People and societies are
both parts of the natural world, and should be studied as such. Of
course, there are particular investigative methods that are appro-
priate to particular social phenomena, just as there are particular
methods appropriate to geology, hydrodynamics and plate tecton-
ics. But this just shows that special kinds of complexity call for
special investigative techniques, not that these different systems
are constituted out of different fundamental ingredients.

On the question of fundamental ontological constitution, I am
not just a naturalist but more specifically a physicalist. I think
that everything is physically constituted. To invoke Saul Kripke’s
illuminating metaphor, once God had created all the physical
stuff, his work was done—he had already made the people, thou-
ghts, football clubs and nation states, by putting all the molecules
in the right places.

Not that I take physicalism to be an a priori thesis. There is
nothing contradictory in the idea that reality contains various
kinds of non-physical stuff. This was certainly the orthodox opin-
ion among mainstream scientists until little more than a century
ago. But I take it that twentieth-century science, and in partic-
ular modern physiological research, has given us strong reason
to doubt the existence of any non-physical entities. (Cf Papineau
2002 Appendix.)
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Still, even if everything is physical, including the social realm,
it doesn’t follow that there are any interesting epistemological re-
lationships between physics and the social sciences. In particular,
it certainly doesn’t follow that any claims made about the so-
cial realm need to be shown somehow to follow from the laws of
physics. Non-fundamental natural sciences again provide a model.
I take it that the subject matter of plate tectonics is physically
constituted, if anything is. Yet this doesn’t mean that the princi-
ples of plate tectonics need to be legitimated via some reduction
to physics. Rather, they owe their acceptance directly to seismo-
logical, geological and other empirical evidence. Similarly, even if
people and societies are physically constituted, we can seek to un-
derstand their workings by direct empirical means, without wor-
rying about their physical underpinnings.

Is this a practical or principled point? It might seem that, if
a system is physically constituted, then in principle it must be
possible to understand it in physical terms, even if in practice
this proves impossibly complicated. Some dispute even this much.
Jerry Fodor (1974) and others have argued that the categories of
the special sciences are ‘variably realized’ at the physical level,
and that this constitutes an in-principle barrier to any uniform
reduction of special scientific patterns to physical ones. To repeat
Fodor’s celebrated example, what counts as money will be physi-
cally quite different in different societies, so there can’t possibly be
any uniform physical story to explain the principles of monetary
€conomics.

I have never been comfortable with Fodor’s strong anti-reduc-
tionism about the special sciences. If the world is at bottom phys-
ical, shouldn’t we expect systems with different physical realiza-
tions to behave differently? Putting it the other way around, if
we observe some regular special scientific pattern, doesn’t that
argue that the special categories in question must have some uni-
form physical basis? From this perspective, I would argue that
Fodor’s money example is spurious. Money might be physically
different in different societies, but it is psychologically the same
everywhere—people expect others to provide goods and services
for money, and therefore desire it themselves. And if psychological
categories are uniformly realized at the physical level, then this
would restore the in-principle possibility of a physical reduction
of economic principles.

This kind of argument for in-principle reducibility is controver-
sial. Some argue that natural selective processes of various kinds
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can give rise to genuine variable realizability and so block even
in-principle reducibility. The idea is that different physical mech-
anisms often play the same psychological or social role precisely
because they have all been selected to play that role. This then
renders it unsurprising that the relevant mechanisms should be
physically disparate—natural selection doesn’t care, so to speak,
about which mechanism plays some functional role, as long as it
does the job. (Macdonald 1992, Papineau 1993 ch 2, Block 1997.)

So maybe Fodor’s in-principle anti-reductionism can be saved
by an appeal to Darwinian processes (which would be ironic, given
Fodor’s well-known antipathy to Darwinian thinking of any kind).
Still, if we do side again the reducibility of the special sciences, it
is important not to do so for the wrong reasons. Fodor sometimes
writes as if in-principle reducibility would impugn the autonomy
of the social sciences and mean that sociology departments ought
to be taken over by physicists. But this does not follow at all.
In-principle reducibility is a metaphysical thesis with no practical
consequences. Even if the psychological and social realms were in
principle reducible to physics, this wouldn’t make any difference at
all to practising social scientists. They would still investigate their
subject by direct empirical means, with no concern for physical
realizations.

By way of analogy, nobody thinks that molecules are variably
realized at the physical level and that there is therefore an in-
principle barrier to the reduction of chemistry to physics. But we
still have chemistry departments as well as physics departments,
for the familiar reason that it is impracticable to derive knowl-
edge of chemical systems from our knowledge of the basic physical
principles governing their components. The same point applies to
sociology departments. We will still need them in practice, even if
it is principle possible to reduce social truths to physics.

Which topics in the philosophy of social science will, and
which should, receive more attention than in the past?

If there is an epistemological connection between the social and
natural sciences, it involves biology rather than physics. Humans
are biological beings as well as physical ones. While our physical
nature may be largely irrelevant to our social being, the same is
not necessarily true of our biology.

Not that social scientists have a very good record of thinking
about this connection. Ever since the modern synthesis of Darwin
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and Mendel, the application of biological ideas to social phenom-
ena has been blighted by a tendency to dichotomize human char-
acteristics into the natural or the nurtured, the instinctual or the
cultural, the innate or the acquired.

Of course, some improvements have been made. E.O. Wilson’s
‘sociobiology’ (1975) corrected the naivety of the mid-twentieth-
century assumption that any animal ‘instincts’ would automati-
cally be for the good of the group. And the ‘Evolutionary Psy-
chology’ movement of the 1990s corrected the naivety of sociobio-
logical assumptions about the relation between contemporary be-
haviour and the past evolution of cognitive mechanisms. (Barkow,
Cosmides and Tooby eds. 1992.)

But even the Evolutionary Psychologists tend to work with a
crude and unexamined notion of ‘innate’ cognitive mechanisms.
Part of the problem here is conceptual. What exactly is it for
something to be ‘innate’? Those who trade in this notion find it
very hard to explain what they mean. ‘Causally quite independent
of environmental factors’ is clearly far too strong—everything de-
pends inter alia on environmental factor, including legs and arms.
‘Unalterable by interventions’ is also too strong, for just the same
reasons. Perhaps the best that can be done, at least in connection
with cognitive traits, is to equate ‘innate’ with ‘normally develops
without any help from learning or other psychological processes’
(though this does leave us with the non-trivial task of explaining
what ‘normal’ development and ‘psychological’ processes are). (Cf
Griffiths 2002, Samuels 2002.)

But behind this conceptual awkwardness lies a more substantial
issue. Are there really any innate cognitive traits? I myself think
that our genetic heritage plays a huge role in shaping cognitive
and hence social structure, but at the same time I doubt that
any cognitive structures are ‘innate’, even in the weak sense of
normally developing without learning. In my view, it’s learning all
the way down, right back to the earliest stages of ontogeny—but
learning that is strongly biased from the start by genes that have
been selected because they make us especially good at learning
certain things.

There seem to me principled reasons for adopting this view.
I've always wondered how the complex sets of genes supposedly
determining Language Acquisition Devices, or Theories of Mind,
or Cheater Detection Mechanisms, could have become fixed in
our ancestral populations. There are well-known barriers to the
fixation of such pluralities of genes, arising from their individual
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non-advantageousness. I can remember once airing this worry to
my then student (and now colleague) Matteo Mameli. ‘But what
if proto-versions of these cognitive traits were originally due to
general learning mechanisms?’ he asked. ‘Then you would expect
a quick accumulation of genes that made people better at learning
these traits.” I burst out laughing at the thought that all the prize
exhibits in the nativist list of cognitive traits might be congealed
versions of capacities that were originally due to general learning
mechanisms. But of course Matteo was quite right. His suggestion
happily explains why there is no evolutionary barrier to the selec-
tion of the genes that make us so very good at acquiring language,
understanding other minds, and doing the other things that come
so easily to us (Papineau 2005).

Note how this picture does justice to the ‘poverty of the stimulus
argument’—it explains why humans learn certain things with very
minimal informational input—without requiring that any cogni-
tive traits are ‘innate’ in the sense of requiring no learning. Indeed
the picture gives us reason to doubt that there is ever innateness
in this strong sense. After all, why should evolution bother to
substitute genes for all informational input, so to speak, if that
input is freely available in nearly all environments? (Babies could
in principle have been genetically designed to ‘grow’ the ability
to discriminate phonemes even if they never heard any human
speech; but what would be the point, given how few suffer such
impoverished environments?)

These considerations indicate that most of the important cog-
nitive traits underlying human social organization are a product
of both culture and genes. We have evolved certain genes because
they made us good at acquiring certain intellectual traits; and
these traits now come naturally to us because we have those genes.
Of course, these genes also make us naturally good at other activ-
ities apart from those they were originally selected to foster (typ-
ing, mathematics, reading novels) and many of these are of great
social importance. At the same time, the continued dependence
of ‘genetically natural’ traits on learning means that they are by
no means guaranteed to emerge in all modern environments.

The interdependence of genes and culture thus leaves us with
many important questions. How do genes and culture interact in
the course of individual ontogeny? How did they interact in the
evolutionary history of hominid society? What limits do their in-
teraction place on the space of possible societies? It is not clear
how to answer these questions. We need more data (historical |,
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comparative, developmental, and experimental) and more theo-
ries. But the first step is to abandon the outmoded assumption
that cognitive traits can usefully be divided into those that are
innate and those that are acquired.
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