LEIERER Assumptions of Disciplines in the Social Sciences

Discipline

Assumptions

Anthropology

deas about what is good and
hat systems of knowledge
(i.e., not comparable

Cultural relativism (the notion that people’s i
beautiful are shaped by their culture) assumes t
possessed by different cultures are “incommensurable” :
and not transferable) (Whitaker, 1996, p. 480). Cultural relativism has been
the driving ethic of anthropology for generations, but it is being challenged
by feminists, postcolonialists, and advocates for other marginalized groups
on the grounds that relativism supports the repressive status quoO in other
cultures (Bernard, 2002, p. 73).

Economics

Modernist approaches predominate. Modernist economists assume that the
same dominant human motivation (rational self-interest) transcends national |
and cultural boundaries, in the past as in the present. Also, they assume that
both usefulness and value are implicit in rational choices (on which they
prefer to focus) under conditions of scarcity. Postmodernists assume that all
things, including economic motivation and behavior, are intimately bound

up with the situatedness (i.e., the cultural, political, and technological
context) of those engaged in these activities and thus are not generalizable

(Cullenberg et al., 2001, p. 19).

Discipline

Assumptions

Political Science

Politi i |

A iS|tl|)ceailnscilre:fr;ce has been |nf|9enced prim‘arily by history, but more recently
i g influenced by theories from sociology, economics, and

[tahs;/;yoi:){igsy.d Sa?’:l\is:g?rir::);tlii :s;t;mptions reflect'whichever dis-ciplir.\e and

AL Beines (ilclie mer'wt. Moder.nlsts assume': rationality:

‘ > y are undeniably subject to certain causal forces,
are ... in part intentional actors, capable of cognition and acting on the
basis of it” (Goodin & Klingerman, 1996, pp. 9-10). Behavioralists (who are
also modernists) assume that political science can become a science
capable of prediction and explanation (Somit & Tanenhaus, 1967,
pp- 177-178). Proponents of the scientific method of research assume that
empirical and quantitative, rather than normative and qualitative, analysis is
the most effective way of knowing political reality (Manheim, Rich, Willnat,
& Brians, 2006, pp. 2-3).

Psychology

Psychologists assume that “data obtained through systematic empiricism
allow researchers to draw more confident conclusions than they can draw
from casual observation alone” (Leary, 2004, p. 9). Generalizations about
larger populations may be inferred from representative sample populations.
Psychologists also assume that group behavior can be reduced to individuals
and their interactions and that humans organize their mental life through

psychological constructs.

Sociology

Assumptions vary widely in this discipline. EmpiriFists assume an
independent social reality exists that can be .percelved and measured :
through gathering of data. Critics of modernism assume that our perceptions
of social reality are filtered through a web of assumptions, cultural -~
influences, and value-laden vocabularies, that induvudual. human beha\ror is
socially constructed, with rationalit){ and aut'onomy playlng. Toie;st roles at
best; groups, institutions, and eépeCIally socne;ty h:ve ans :n::: e:e ey
independent of the individual§ in them. People, t %3; ,2‘—3)
primarily by the desire for social status (Alvesson, 7 pp .




Table 4.12 3
Assumptions of Disciplines in the Humanities

Art and Art
History

Assumptions

mgg:;r::tifzsur;e th'at the iptrinsic value of thf? object is primary. Radical art
e broe.ld.,his taor)flst,l femm..sr,' pS),/,choanalytlcal, and poststructuralist—
W rlT.a. materialism of'outlook: that all social institutions,
e exre'; é)otmcs, .and thebmedla, are exploitative and that
SRR S j o' social relations, based, for instance, on factors of
5D ,assume t:a Prefer§nce" (J. Harris, 2001, p. 264). In general,
Lt atintrinsic values remain primary, but understandi
ext completes one’s grasp of the work (p. 264). &
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Literature (broadly defined)
understanding life in a cult

at these texts are “afi
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nce from jt in

| Assumptions
| Discipline

piscipline
place makes it obscure.” The interpreter’s task is to make the text “speak”
by “reading” the text using extremely complex skills so as to give the text
“meaning.” Meaning is “an intricate and historically situated social process”
that occurs between the interpreter and the audience (i.e., reader) that
neither fully controls (pp. 159, 165-166).

. o bl
Music and Music Modernists assume that empirical investigation produces verifiable and
Education objective “knowledge” (i.e., in the sense of infallible theories, laws, or
general statements) and “truth” that is context free. Postpositivists
(interpretivists, critical theory advocates, gender studies scholars, and
postmodernists) deny the possibility of objectivity because human values
are always present in human minds (Elliott, 2002, p. 99).

Philosophy There are two schools of thought about how to get knowledge. Rationalists

assume that the chief route to knowledge is the exercise of systematic
reasoning and “looking at the scaffolding of our thought and doing
conceptual engineering” (Blackburn, 1999, p. 4). The model for rationalists
is mathematics and logic. Empiricists assume that the chief route to
knowledge is perception (i.e., using the five senses of sight, smell, hearing,
taste, and touch and the extension of these using technologies such as the
microscope and telescope). The model for empiricists is any of the natural
sciences where observation and experiment are the principal means of
inquiry (Sturgeon et al., 1995, p. 9).

Religious Studies | Religious studies often queries faith, and the history of religions focuses on
understanding man as a religious being. One key assumption of the
discipline is that there is something inherently unique about religion, and
those who study it must do so without reducing its essence to something
other than itself, as sociologists and psychologists tend to do. A related
assumption is that even though religion is freighted with human emotion,

objectivity is possible (Stone, 1998, p. 5).
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