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The Nature of the Social Sciences: Allegory, Poetry, and Pluralism
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Today I want to think about a question: What makes the social sciences different from the natural sciences? But I will start by asking about something broader, the human sciences. By human sciences I mean what, in German, is covered by one term, Geisteswissenschaften, literally “sciences of the spirit,” studies that aim to understand human thought, culture, and history: studies such as  sociology, psychology, anthropology, history—as well as philosophy, literature, art history, philology, and so on. Physics and chemistry give us neat laws, causal predictions, and formulas. But the human sciences deal with meaning and understanding, with the complexities of human relationships. The social sciences are among the human sciences. 
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So, let’s first try to understand the human sciences. I claim that we best understand them in analogy with allegory and poetry—in a broad sense—rather than taking them to be like physical science. But, if we understand the human sciences on that analogy, we will have to rethink much of what we do in the narrower branch of the human sciences, the social sciences. As I see things, an advantage of understanding the social sciences with that analogy is not only that the analogy is more likely to give us better understandings of human beings, but that it resonates with Latter-day Saint teachings. 
The Danger of Technology and a Possible Response
To think about this comparison of human science and poetry, let’s begin by turning to the twentieth-century philosopher Martin Heidegger. Heidegger (whose 136th birthday will be next Friday) approaches our question about the nature of human science from a direction that you may find surprising, namely the question of what technology is.[footnoteRef:1] Bear with me while we make our way from technology, to allegory and poetry, to the social sciences—and then to scripture.  [1:  Martin Heidegger, The Question Concerning Technology (1954). Heidegger does not explicitly discuss our question, but what he says is directly relevant. ] 
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Technology, Heidegger says, isn’t a matter of tools or machines. It produces tools and machines, but in itself, technology cannot be understood in terms of what it produces. Technology is not computers, artificial intelligence, cell phones, electric automobiles, and so on. They are its products, not technology itself. Instead, Heidegger argues, the essence of modern technology is its “enframing” (Gestell) of the world. Technology is a way of seeing things that puts a frame around that which it sees, a frame that makes anything within it something to be ordered as a resource meant to be used and controlled (a Bestand in Heidegger’s terms): 
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· A river is hydroelectric or irrigation potential
· A forest is lumber for building or for giving pleasure to hikers
Further, the projects for which enframed resources are held in reserve are themselves projects for yet other uses: 
· Iron is raw material stockpiled in the earth and used to make steel
· Steel is held in stock for things such as bridge trusses
· Bridge trusses are made to span gaps along our highways
· Highways are means for us to get to from one place to another
· In those places, we have other projects with other ends, such as work or recreation
· And on and on: every thing is in reserve for further uses for something else, with no ultimate end of uses
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The danger of technology is that, built into its framing, is the insistence that nothing is outside its frame: there is nothing it cannot grasp and measure. As a result, technology flattens the richness of what-is; everything is reduced to utility: every particular thing is good for something else. In the end, nothing is good in itself. But if nothing is good in itself, then there is no actual good; nihilism is the danger of technology.[footnoteRef:2]  [2:  Nihilism has many senses, including one that I have argued is compatible with the Gospel (https://drive.google.com/file/d/1Nuhl3jfTWrOX-1AngNh54dpe-1SCCaQ3/view?usp=drive_link). Here I use the term to describe a world without meaning. ] 

Consider what Heidegger’s thinking about technology means for the sciences, natural and social. In Heidegger’s sense, even the purest theoretical science is technological. It is a “mode of disclosure,” a way of revealing the things of the world as measurable and predictable—and it is precisely measurability and predictability that make something a resource. In the natural sciences, where physics remains the model of the purest science, things are reduced to what can be mathematically formulated and empirically tested. But that reduction is itself technological, for it takes the world to be that which can be measured, predicted, and controlled. By setting up nature as a system of forces and energies in an unending causal network, physics becomes the foundation for the technological ordering of reality as stockpile. As I pointed out earlier, the social sciences are not immune to this reduction; they often imitate the natural sciences. Humans become data points or mechanisms, communities are variables, choices are preference satisfactions. 
Of course there are aspects of human being that are amenable to being understood through measurement, prediction, and control, for example the study of human neural networks. Each such reduction tells us something, sometimes something useful. We cannot reject all technological reduction in the social sciences any more than we can reject technological reduction in the natural sciences. Nor can we insist that all social science has fallen into the technological trap. Sometimes it resists technology’s enframing: sometimes ethnography attends to communal ritual in its fullness, oral history listens to silenced voices, and clinical psychology attends to stories of suffering and resilience. When they do such things, they resist forgetting that human beings are more than functions. 
But, perhaps in the academy more than in the world of practice, the social sciences often fall into the trap of implicitly making the technological sciences their model for all understanding of human being. When they do, they reduce every aspect of human being to measurement, prediction, and control, and human being becomes one more thing to be stockpiled for other uses: 
· Workers as man-hours, human capital, or labor inputs replace persons with histories, needs, and aspirations
· Genes as code to be optimized; organs as replaceable parts, embryos as research stock—genes and organs cease to be aspects of human lives and become only bundles of usable biological resources
· Consumers as exactly that—beings that demand and consume products—with measurable patterns of consumption, biometric information; producers of data to be harvested, ordered, and sold
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To repeat, in principle there’s nothing wrong with seeing the world technologically. In fact, Heidegger argues, the world (as it were) invites, even requires, us to see it in those terms. The technological understanding of the material world is essential to human life and progress. As I mentioned, the technological enframing of the human body has led to incredible advances in medicine,[footnoteRef:3] and the enframing of communal practices has sometimes led to better ways of helping communities be successful. Heidegger’s criticism of technology is not a rejection of it, a romantic demand to return to some nineteenth-century agrarian idyll.  [3:  As a kidney transplant recipient, I cannot underemphasize how glad I am for modern technological medicine—as well as for my donor son and the nurses and doctors who have consistently dealt with me as a whole human being. ] 

Science/technology is one appropriate human endeavor through which the material and human world reveals itself. But it is not the only one. The problem is that it has become so dominate that sometimes we consider any supposed alternative not to be a kind of knowledge. At best, it is a useful metaphor, behind which lies the object that science eventually should give us real knowledge of. The tendency to downplay the reality of any other ways through which the world is revealed is the danger of technology. It endangers human existence as such insofar as it becomes the only way in which things show themselves—and part of what makes technological enframing what it is, is the assumption that it is better than any other way, if not the only true way. 
So, the danger of technology in the sciences is not that they use people as objects of study. The real danger is that the technological way of revealing things seduces us into becoming our default frame for understanding anything, including ourselves. We are well on the way to our very self-understanding being technologically enframed; increasingly, we implicitly understand ourselves only as resources for other uses (human capital, consumers, etc.). 
When every thing, including human beings, is what it is only as one more item in a stock of resource, then the world as a whole cannot show itself fully. For, if every being, including human beings, is understood only as a means, then whatever meaning is disclosed by something, even a human being, is no more than transitory, a vehicle for making something else possible. What remains is not the fulness of the world, but only a network of usefulness. Tragedy results, for if every thing is good only for something else, then there is no good in itself. In such a world, human happiness is impossible because it is meaningless. 
The danger of technology is great. Its understanding of the world seductively yields such desirable results that its domination cannot be easily overcome. Yet, there are non-technological ways in which the world may show itself. Attention to those other ways, attention that does not reject the possibility of technology, may help us break technology’s hold—a hold that began in the West and has now all but taken over the world. 
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Poetry and Interpretation
In spite of his worry that it may be too late to stop technology from being the only way of understanding what-is, Heidegger points to another way of revealing that does not include the danger of technology. He uses the Greek word poiesis, and says it means “a bringing-forth that lets things show themselves.” That Greek term is translated as “poetry,” but Heidegger uses the word broadly to mean any activity that does not force beings into utility but allows them to appear in their own right. Poetry reveals things in their own right because it does not aim at mastery of the world. Instead, it steps back from mastery to let the world show itself. 
Heidegger begins one important discussion of poetry by referring to a van Gogh painting, perhaps this one:[footnoteRef:4]  [4:  Martin Heidegger, “The Origin of the Work of Art” (1950). It is not clear what painting Heidegger was thinking of in his lecture, or whether he misunderstood what it represented. These are van Gogh’s, not those of a field hand. Nonetheless, this painting seems to the one most likely referred to and serves the purpose of the lecture. ] 

[image: Philosophers Rumble Over Van Gogh's Shoes , by Scott Horton]
As a physical object, this painting is part of an enframing of the world as material for use. In that, it is like any other object. If I owned it, it would hang on my wall as decoration. That would be its utility. But since this is a painting by van Gogh, its utility is not only decoration or even mostly decoration. It is owned by a museum which stores it for exhibition to the public. Museum visitors “consume” it. The museum may also temporarily ship it to other museums in exchange for works from their collections; it is an item of exchange. As a physical object, the painting is its uses in the economy of the world of art. 
Obviously, this is not an objective representation of a pair of shoes. It would not work as a shoe catalogue image. Something more is going on in it than objective representation. Heidegger suggests:   
In the stiffly rugged heaviness of the shoes there is the accumulated tenacity of [the field hand’s] slow trudge through the far-spreading and ever uniform furrows of the field swept by a raw wind. On the leather lie the dampness and richness of the soil. Under the soles stretches the loneliness of the field-path as evening falls. In the shoes vibrates the silent call of the earth, its quiet gift of the ripening grain and its unexplained self-refusal in the fallow desolation of the wintry field. This equipment is pervaded by uncomplaining worry as to the certainty of bread, the wordless joy of having once more withstood want . . . .
Van Gogh’s painting brings a pair of shoes before us and allows them to show us what an objective representation might repress. Rather than draw things out of the world for the poet’s use, poetry shows the shoes in a way that allows them to come into our purview as the unique things they are. In doing so, it lets us glimpse the inexhaustible dimensions of what-is that resist reduction, what I call “the not-yet.” In other words, things and persons showing themselves not only as this or that, but also as something yet to be seen. 
For Heidegger, poetry embodies a stance of letting-be (Gelassenheit): rather than forcing beings into usefulness, it grants them freedom to appear from themselves. In that openness, we discover that reality cannot be exhausted in a single way of its appearing. Poetry refuses to collapse reality into a single, closed meaning. 
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Allegory and Interpretation
Heidegger is not the only one who gives us material for thinking about how to overcome the problem of technology. In the twelfth century, there was Bernard Silvestri. Of course, because Silvestri lived in the Middle Ages, he was not thinking about our problem, but we can use it anyway. Silvestris’s work shows that allegory fuses interpretation and creation:[footnoteRef:5] it takes inherited figures and meanings from tradition and reworks them into a new understanding. In doing so, allegory interprets the past (by figures it chooses for its story) even as it generates new understanding (the explanatory allegory). So, for Silvestri, allegory is not merely illustration of doctrine but the medium through which new understanding of doctrine is produced.  [5:  Cosmographia, 12th century. ] 
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This double aspect of allegory provides a helpful image for the human sciences. Theories in sociology, anthropology, psychology, political science, and so on function as allegories; they take up the meanings that have come to them, both as sciences and in the people and societies they study, and they create new meaning from what they began with. The social sciences are not mirrors of an objective, neutral reality; based on their assumptions as sciences, they work within the frame of those assumptions and show us their “objects” within that frame: Sociologists apply functionalism to explain religion’s role in stabilizing society; conflict theorists analyze religion as a tool of power. Each of these creates a world of meaning, something new from what has been given. They are allegories in Silvestri’s sense.
Understood as allegory, theory is always an act of imagination. Each act of successful imagination discloses something real, but it never exhausts reality. Like allegories, theories can be reread in different contexts, yield different insights, and inspire new acts of imagination, new theories. They are not final answers but ongoing conversations. Theory’s allegorical character makes it endlessly fertile. The social sciences thrive when they embrace their inescapable allegorical character, seeing themselves not merely as descriptive of timeless facts but as fragile, provisional understandings that are open to revision. This is not a weakness but a strength. Their tentativeness allows them to adapt, to respond to new situations, to create meaning in changing contexts. 
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The Temporality of Meaning
Hans-Georg Gadamer, another twentieth-century German philosopher (and Heidegger’s assistant), helps us think further about this double aspect of allegory and theory—taking up what has been given and using it to create something new. To my knowledge, Gadamer does not discuss Silvestri’s work. But there is a clear parallel between the two, primarily in Gadamer’s insistence that all meaning is temporal. Contrary to our usual way of talking about meaning, he points out that meaning unfolds in time as understanding. It is not a fixed object, waiting to be discovered, but an event that takes place in dialogue between past and present and with the anticipation created by the openness of the future. 
Every time we read a text, interpret an action, or reflect on a historical event, we come to that text, action, or event with a pre-understanding of the world within which we encounter those things, and we interpret based on that pre-understanding. Our pre-understanding consists of the assumptions and pre-established ways of deciding what things mean that we bring with us when we begin to interpret. It gives us a context within which to work. 
But if we learn when we interpret—rather than just reiterate what we already assume to be true—something about the text, action, or event we are trying to understand challenges our pre-understanding. The context within which we try to understand fails to be sufficient. Something doesn’t fit our expectations, and we must find a way to bring our pre-understanding and this challenge together in a new meaning. 
Gadamer calls this a “fusion of horizons”: The horizon of our pre-understanding runs up against the horizon of what we interpret. To understand, we must bring those horizons together in a new horizon. We must create a new meaning, which will then become part of our pre-understanding until we interpret again. Meaning is not static but historical, shaped by tradition, by our situatedness in the world at a particular time, by the challenge of what we interpret, and by not-yet opened by that challenge. 
Thus, pre-understanding both enables and limits understanding. It enables it by giving us the pre-judgments we need to make any interpretation at all. It limits understanding when it refuses the not-yet that what we interpret offers. 
Like Silvestri’s insight into allegory, Gadamer’s insight about the temporality of meaning and understanding matters deeply for the social sciences. It means their claims are always conditioned by time. Anthropology in the colonial period saw cultures as primitive or advanced. That reflected its horizon. Today’s anthropology, shaped by different questions, sees cultures as complex, diverse, always in exchange. The anthropology of the future will be shaped by yet other questions and projects. Sociology of the 1950s emphasized consensus; sociology after the 1960s emphasized conflict. Those differences reflect the changes of horizon that came about as those disciplines ran up against challenges to their beginning assumptions. None of the sciences can claim timeless certainty, but especially not the human sciences. 
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A couplet from the Romantic poet Friedrich Rückert[footnoteRef:6] captures the overall idea:  [6:  Friedrich Rückert, Die Weisheit der Brahmanen (1836–1839). ] 

Each interprets the world in his own way,
and each interprets rightly; so much meaning is in it.[footnoteRef:7]  [7:  Daß jeder deutet sich die Welt in seinem Sinn, / Und jeder deutet recht; so viel ist Sinn darin. Rückert, IV:350. ] 

I don’t take this to mean that whatever anyone says is true is true. This isn’t the kind of sophomoric attitude toward truth we hear when someone refers to “my truth,” as if truth were an individual’s possession, not to be dsiagreed with. Rückert’s aphorism means that there isn’t one final interpretation of reality. What-is is thick; its possibility of meaning is an overflow, a richness that allows for multiple true ways of seeing. 
Understanding meaning as temporal, as poetry and allegory, points us toward plurality, toward the possibility of more than any one way of the world showing itself as true at the same time. Resisting enframing by understanding themselves in these terms doesn’t mean that the human sciences abandon science, but that they practice it differently—attentively, humbly, poetically. 
But there is more to consider. 
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The Self and the Other
Another twentieth-century philosopher, the French-Lithuanian Emmanuel Levinas, pushes us further. For him, ethics is first philosophy, but he uses the term ethics in a different way. (Philosophers like to do that, use familiar terms in unfamiliar ways.) For Levinas, ethics means “relation to one to whom I am obligated.”[footnoteRef:8] He argues that responsibility for other persons comes before any other way of understanding the world.  [8:  Emmanuel Levinas, Totality and Infinity: An Essay on Exteriority (1961); Otherwise than Being or Beyond Essence (1974). ] 

Persons cannot be treated as neutral objects, whether in science or everyday life. We encounter them as being more than any category we might apply to them, and our dealings with them should be true to that encounter. A refugee, a child, a patient, a prisoner—each confronts us with a responsibility that is beyond calculation—even though for practical purposes we cannot avoid calculating what our response should be. Yet within the limitations imposed by our practices, we must allow those we encounter to remain inexhaustible. We must respond to them as who they are beyond our categories; doing so is taking responsibilty. Aligning with Heidegger’s warning not to reduce humans to what is in reserve for other projects, Levinas radicalizes that warning: do not reduce persons to anything less than those for whom we have unavoidable, ongoing responsibility.
That means that the social sciences must be reflexive. They must ask: how are we shaping the lives we study? How are we responsible to those whose stories we tell? How do we acknowledge what remains, the no-yet of the other person? All human sciences—from the social sciences to the humanities—are (or at least ought to be) sciences of responsibility. Their authority does not come from mastery of the persons and things which they study, but from responsiveness to them. Ultimately, the social sciences are ethical sciences. They are about what we owe one another, not just what we can explain. 
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Scripture and Social Science
You will probably find it odd that I move from this outline of how to rethink the human sciences, and particularly the social sciences to talk about scripture. But I think the connection is natural and important. 
First, I believe that Restoration scripture implies that the human sciences are not inferior to the physical sciences. They are an equally valid way through which human beings can show themselves. And they cannot be reduced to physical science, not even in principle. 
Joseph Smith’s teaching that “all spirit is matter”[footnoteRef:9] tells us that in the world in which we live, everything is of equal standing. Webster’s 1828 dictionary says that the word matter referred not only to extended substance with mass, but also to “substances destitute of weight, as light, caloric, electricity, and magnetism.”[footnoteRef:10] In other words, though much of the early nineteenth century use of the term was similar to our use today, the word matter could also refer to things that, at least in ordinary conversation, we consider immaterial: things such as light, heat, electricity, and magnetism. Why not also, then, human as well as physical relationships?  [9:  Doctrine and Covenants 131:7–8.]  [10:  Noah Webster, An American Dictionary of the English Language (1828). ] 

Second, I have no idea what to make of the distinction between matter and “finer matter.” Joseph didn’t explain that. But what he says suggests that all the sciences, equally, study the things of this world. Everything is matter and, so, can be the object of scientific inquiry. As I read Joseph’s revelation, I don’t think it collapses everything into one as yet unknown grand theory of both matter and finer matter, some final physics. Instead, it implicitly suggests that there is one, thick, layered, inexhaustible reality and, so, many ways to understand it. As Shakespeare famously wrote: 
There are more things in heaven and earth, Horatio,
Than are dreamt of in your philosophy.[footnoteRef:11] [11:  Hamlet, Act I, Scene 5. ] 

There are more things to be understood in the material world we find ourselves in than are dreamt of in objective science. 
Thick reality shows itself in one way through physical science. It shows itself in another way through the human sciences—“allegory” and “poetry.” But in its thickness, reality shows itself not only in the various sciences, but also through scripture and revelation.[footnoteRef:12] When done faithfully, what each interpretation of the world’s appearing says can be true because the world is too rich to be contained in a single language.  [12:  There are likely also other ways that reality shows itself.] 

Third, little is more important in scripture than responsibility—covenant. In Genesis 17, God says to Abraham, “My covenant is with thee.” This is no contract; Abraham does not negotiate its terms. God establishes the covenant, making Abraham his heir, and being God’s heir Abraham takes up obligations and receives promises. Similarly, at the Waters of Mormon, Alma says that those who want to be baptized must be willing to bear others’ burdens, mourn with those who mourn, and comfort those who need comfort.[footnoteRef:13] Covenant is about responsibility, about being bound to others in a responsibility that comes to us. We can refuse that obligation to others, including God, but we cannot avoid that it has been given to us.  [13:  (Mosiah 18:8–9. ] 
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So what does this mean for the human sciences? I’ll suggest three implications:
· First, pluralism. Multiple accounts can be true without being reducible to one another. A psychological theory, a sociological analysis, and a scriptural narrative may all disclose reality at once. They do not conflict because they are not in competition with one another as ways in which the truth can show itself. 
· Second, humility. Theories and interpretations cannot but conceal as well as reveal. The not-yet is always, though usually only implicitly, an aspect of any theory. We have to resist the temptation to treat any theory or interpretation as final or total. 
· Third, responsibility. Theories are not neutral. They shape how we see ourselves and each other. They need to be held ethically, not just scientifically.
These three resonate with the covenant baptismal language of the Book of Mormon. At the Waters of Mormon, Alma teaches that those who enter the covenant must be willing to bear one another’s burdens, mourn with those that mourn, and comfort those in need of comfort.[footnoteRef:14] Knowing humans is not just gathering data and processing it. It’s being in relationship, relationships which are necessarily plural and always carry obligations and responsibility.  [14:  Mosiah 18:8–9.] 
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Conclusion
To conclude: the human sciences are not failed versions of physics or chemistry. Practiced responsibly: 
· In them human temporality is revealed. 
· They are allegory and poetry about human meaning. 
· They show us the world in its plurality, its inexhaustibility, its fragility. 
· They acknowledge that genuinely knowing people means taking responsibility. 
· They remind us that truth is not exhausted by any single discourse, scientific, poetic—or scriptural.
[Slide 17]
Finally, let me return to Rückert’s line: “Each interprets the world in his own way, and each interprets rightly; so much meaning is in it.” To be human is to live in that surplus of meaning. The social and other human sciences are our effort to receive, to interpret, and to live in that surplus faithfully.
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