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A brief history of social science research

BOOK EXCERPT A new volume of edited articles examines the emergence of new methods and interdisciplinary avenues within the discipline
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Indian scholars have also
expressed their deepest con-
cerns on the state of social sci-
enceresearch. The efforts of two
of them are stated here. Ananta
Kumar Gir1’s 2004 edited volume
entitled Creative Social
Research: Rethinking Theories
and Practice 1s a very welcome
foundational volume, which
inspires the very urgently
required ‘rethinking’ in the
methodsofresearchinpolitical
sclenceand broadly inthesocial
sciences. Girl’sintroduction sets
themoraland ethical toneof his
edited volumeand its objectives.
Max Weber had highlighted the
disenchantmentof the Western
world with the modern world
and the problems of living with
our own constructed dualities.
Girr’s volume suggests there-im-
agination needed in research to
deconstruct the duality and
through our ontology and episte-
mology, ‘contribute’ to the expe-
rience in the making of a reen-
chanted world: We are positively
incomplete, so far as other
beings are co-present, enfolded
within me, are negatively incom-
plete, that 1s unfree. When the
whole world of creationis self-re-
alized, when it reflects back its
own divinity, then and only then
will there be peace... (Gir1 2004:
28)

The use of these concepts 1s
intended tolook at both the sub-
stantive and the processual
aspectsofresearch in the social
sciences. Theentire objective of

another volume on methods of
research 1s to reiterate that
researchisaplural, yetintercon-
nected andrelational conceptu-
alisation of afield of study. This
1dea i1s developed by Giri (2004);
he critiques Sen’s view of history
and questions hisassumptions of
coherence and unity (Sen 2001).
Rather, history has different
domains, all of which are inter-
connected, ‘itisneither unitary
nor rational’. People have privi-
leged only history as power, but
1thasotherdomainsaswell, his-
tory asvisionand history asrea-
son. The reason dimension 18
1gnored and power s privileged
at the expense of vision. Gir1’s
argument 1s that all three are
simultaneously autonomous
and interpretative, where they

1llumineandreveal dimensions
of each other (Giri 2004: 6). The
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differentessaysin Giri’s volume
provide a powerful critique of
present trends in the social sci-
ences.

The question of autonomy in
research brings ustotheReport
of the Fourth Review Committee
of the Indian Council of Social
and Scientific Research (ICSSR),
published in March 2007: There
1S a general feeling that the
Councilhasnotmadeaslargean
impact In promoting serious
soclal science research as was
expected. But 1t 1s recognized
thatthisisduetofactors beyond
1ts control and reflects the mal-
alse afflicting social science
research asa whole. Thenature
of this malaise and the impor-
tance and urgency of redressing
itare underscored in the Report.
(ICSSR 2007)

The suggestions were sharply
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Indicative of theremedies imper-
ativetoresolve thecrisis aftlict-
Ing the premier social science
research institution in India.
Partha Chatterjee, erstwhile
director of the Centrefor Studies
1n Soclal Sciences, Kolkata, the
Eastern regional af" 1liate of the
Councll, questioned the perspec-
tives of the premier research
Institutionregarding funding of
research institutions in the
country and the kind of research
which they sponsored. One key
recommendation by the Review
Committee concerned theinsti-
tutionalisation of a genuinely
autonomous Council. However
Chatterjee’s concern was not
really theautonomy of the insti-
tution but whether autonomy
was genuinely desired and feasi-
ble. Many have asserted that
over time, Chatterjee com-

mented that for an institution
dependent fully on the govern-
mentforitsfunds, it wasimpera-
tivethatat cruciallevels govern-
ment nominees should be insti-
tuted and that this might help
speedy disposal of project pro-
posals and, of course, the quick
passage of funds as well! (Chat-
terjee 2008: 38) This view 1ndi-
cates the fear of researchers of
straying too far away from pre-
valling governmental objectives
and, intheprocess,losing outon
favours dispensed. Thus, ‘The
1deal view 1s, there must be pub-
lic criticism...of unacceptable
political intertference.’ (Chatter-
jee 2008)

We realise that a volume on
methods in the social sciences
stillremains mired in extremely
contentious issues. On the one
hand, 1t triesto validateexisting
methodology in the social scien-
ces that substantiate existing
theoretical knowledge and lead
to ‘credible’ policymakingor, on
the other, it may vouch for an
open methodology that contrib-
utesto ‘livingtheories’; theseare
perhapsthe two opposing poles
of the debate. We make sense of
what we are doing through
researchingit.

We gather data and generate
evidence to support our claims
that we know whatwe aredoing
and why we are doingit, and we
test these knowledge claims for
their validity through the criti-
cal feedback of others. These
then constitute our ‘living theo-
ries’(popularised by action
research). Such an approach
becomesimperative today when
eachindividual clamoursforthe

right of expression. Any preor-
dained universal moral princi-
plemilitatesagainstalived form
of life. Life should have its own
free space not only for formal
communication, but for any
form of creative expression.
Thus, 1t 1s In this sense that we
need to develop living, demon-
strable criteria, which is subject
to public scrutiny and critique
and yet adds on to knowledge.
The social sciences have to
struggle inordinately at this
becauseall universities, driven
by the market compulsion to pro-
duce, have felt the axe in lieu of
thenatural sciences. Theentire
perspective towards social scien-
ces1svery obvious; downsizing
of departments, total eclipse of
some of the more expensive cen-
tres such as the Human Rights
Programme at Roehampton Uni-
versity, London and itssubmer-
gence with sociology; renaming
of departments 1n favour of
oreater market-orientedness, all
thisisvisible. But ultimately, the
soclal sciences go muchfurther
than the explicit monetary
motives as visible 1n its forced
assoclation with thenatural sci-
ences(Aleaz 2012). Thisleadsus
to a strong proposition of meth-
odological ‘assemblage’ (Law
2004:144)ortrying outvariety in
methodsto trace and exemplify
variegated life.
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