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Humanities  and  social  change

workshop

« A  common  charge  levelled  against  researchers  who  study  human  culture  and  social
behaviour is that their explanations can provide justifications or excuses for ill-intentioned
people. Sociologists often encounter this objection when they explain crime, intolerance, and
unemployment, historians when they study dictators and genocide, anthropologists when
they interpret religious and traditional practices, and psychologists when they assess mental
illness  and  addiction.  Although  many  of  these  accusations  are  farfetched  and  betray  a
profound  ignorance  of  social  research,  we  should  not  underestimate  the  practical  and
performative  effects  social  scientists  can  have  in  society,  as  well  as  the  fact  that  social
research is often laden with a web of normative assumptions. Where, then, should we draw
the  boundary  between  explaining  and  explaining  away,  between  understanding  and
agreeing, between finding causes and making excuses »  .
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« Ultimately, Burawoy argues for a partisan profession that actively promotes human values
that he believes to be embodied in the sociological standpoint. In contrast, I shall argue that
political neutrality is central to the corporate organization of sociology, not because social
inquiry can, or should be, value-neutral, but because corporate political neutrality creates
the space for dialogue and is the condition for any sociology to have a voice »  .
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