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Toward Generative Theory

Kenneth J. Gergen
Swarthmore College

Much contemporary theory appears to lack generative potency, that is, the
capacity to challenge prevailing assumptions regarding the nature of social life
and to offer fresh alternatives to contemporary patterns of conduct. This defieit
may be traced primarily to the commitment of the field to traditional pesitivist’
assumptions that (2) give preeminent weight to “the fact,” {(b) demand verifica~
tion of theoretical ideas, (c) encourage disregard for the temporal dependency
of social pattemn, and (d) recommend dispassionats comportment in scientific
affairs. Shortcomings are demonstrated in each of thesa cases, and the ground-
work is laid for developing generative theory, liberated both from the press of
immediate fact and the necessity for verification. Such theory may properly

function to sustain value commitments and to restructure the character of social

life. h

When inquiry is made into the function of
social theory, the typical response points to
its essential contribution to “understanding,
prediction, and control.” If one were to inquire
further into what is meant by “understanding”
in this case, the answer might well be framed
in terms of the scientist’s role in “apprehend-
ing clearly the character, nature or subtleties”
of social life (Urdang, 1968). From this stand-
point, social conduct is granted a presminent
ontologicai status: It furnishes the essential
fnysteriu for the scientist to uniock. Yet, there
5 2 contrasting sense in which one may under-
stand, a sense that does not take nature for
granted. Understanding may also entail “as-
signing a meaning” to something, thus creat-
Ing its status through the employment of con-
cepts. Whereas the former sense of meaning
finds its roots in empiricist philesophy, the
Ia_tter may be traced primarily to the ration-
alist writings of Kant & Hegetl. The rationalist

orientation, while long entrenched in European

I am indebted to Peter Dachler, Mary Gergen,
f-‘aro!_ Gould, Diana Eaplin, Ane Kimura, Jacob
Meskin, Ralph Rosnow, Barry Schwartz, and Wolf-
£2ng Stroebe for critical appraisaj of this work in its
earlier stages,
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inteflectual life, has gradualily given way in the
social sciences to the positivist-empiricist ap-
proach so central te present-day activities,
This distinction in orientations furnishes
important insight into the ironic discrepancy
between the seminal theoretical contributions
emerging within the recent European, as op-
posed to the contempory American, context.
In spite of the relatively vast professional
ranks and supporting resources within the
latter context, theoretical contributions have
generally been far less provocative in their
effects. Few American contemporaties have
been able to match the intellectual ferment
furnished by such figures as Freud, Durk-
heim, Marx, Mannheim, Piaget, Levi-Strauss,
Weber, Kohler, Veblen, and Keynes, among
others. American social psychology appears to
suffer the same malady. Most general treat-
ments of theory in the field typically devote
primary attention to Freud and Lewin; for
many, Fritz Heider’s richly suggestive work
is deserving of equal status. Role theory has
played a historically important part in the de-
velopment of American social psychology, yat
its roots may propertly be traced to the early
contributions of Durkheim. Similarly, tha
symbolic interactionist perspective may be
traced to the early European training of its
initial spokesmen (Jones & Day, 1977). In

Copyright 1978 by the Americaa Pyychological Amociszion, Inc. 0023-3514/78/3611-1344500.75
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terms of general perspectives, only learning
theory may be indigenous to American scien-
tific soil. In effect, the strength of contem-
porary sccial psychology does not seem to lie
in its capadty for engendering theory of major
scope and challenge, More generally, it would
appear that correspondent with the hegemony
of the positivist-empiricist orientation has
been a diminutior in catalytic theorizing.
This is hardly to say that social psychology
has been devoid of significant theoretical
work. Although occasionally conjoined, two
major forms of endeavor may be distin-
guished: (a) the conmsiruciion of minimal
models and (b) the isolation of significant
theoretical varizbles. In the former case, theo-
rists have attempted to account for a delimited
range of phenomenz with a minimal set of
theoretical assumptions.! Festingee’s (1957)
theory of cognitive dissonance may be para-
digmatic in this respect; its simple set of
pivotal assumptions has engendered well over
a thousand empirical inquiries during the past

20 years, Similar with respect to their par-

simonious construction and limited explana-
tory ends are Brehm’s (1966) theory of psy-
chological reactance; Schachter’s {1964)
two-factor theory of emotion; Osgoed and Tan-
nenbaum’s (1935) congruity model; Kelley’s
{1972) three-factor theory of causal attribu-
tion; Jones and Diavis's (1965) theory of
correspondent inference; Walster, Walster,
and Berscheid's (1978) equity formulation;
Byrne’s (1971) similarity-attraction hypoth-
esis; Anderson’s (1974) integration model;
Duval and Wicklund’s (1972) self-awareness

theory; and Ajzen and Fishbein’s {1972) at-:

titude~behavior theory, tc name but a few.

The second major theoretical endeavor has.

been that of isolating variables thought to be
vital in their effects on a drcumscribed range
of sodial activity.? Paradigmatic in this case
is perbaps the work of the Hoviand school of
attitude change, in which investigators diifer-
entiated among source, message, medium, and
recipient factors believed to infuence attitude
change (cf. McGuire's 1969 raview). Schach-
ter's (1959) attempt to isolate key processes
responsible for affiliative activity furnishes
a second classic example. More recently, vari-
ables such as physical attractiveness (Ber-
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scheid & Walster, 1974) ; actor versus observer
differences in causal attribution (Jones &
Nisbett, 1971); internal versus external con-
trol (Phares, 1976); and “mere exposure”
(Zajonc, 1968) have all received similar atten-
tion. '

Yet, there is one vital difference separating
such theoretical endeavors from those of “pre-
scientific” European origin. Whereas the cen-
tral thrust of American social psychology
theory has been that of stimulating research

‘within an elite, professional circle, the theories

of Freud, Marx, Durkheim, and others often
challenged the assumptive bases of social life,
with profound catalytic effects both within the
professicn and without. The primary debates
emerging from contemporary social psycbo-
logical theory are generally limited to ques-
tions of alternative explanation (cf. Bem,
1972; Cartwright, 1971).3 In contrast, the
earlier offerings have often fostered colloquy
among scientists of diverse origin along with
philosophers, historians, theologians, politi-
cians, and so on. As Asch wrote in 1952,

It has to be admitted that social psychology lives
today in the shadow of great dectrines of man that
were formujated lonx before it appeared, that it has
borrowed its leading ideas {rom acighbering regions
of scientific thought and from the socal philosopbies
of the modern pericd. It is parsdoxical but true that
social psychology . . . has as yet not significandy
affected the conceptions it has borrowed. (p. viil)

And, as Tajfel {1972) has more recently com-
mented, “Social psychology has certaintly not
succeeded in creating an intellectual revolution
in the sense of deeply affecting cur views of
human nature” {p. 106). One may wish to de-
fend contemporary theory by pointing to its
superior testability and its related capacity to

1 Sych modais correspond te Hendricks (1977}
“miniature theories."”

2This forme of endeavor corresponds with Mosco-
vid’s (1972) concept of “taronemic” theorizing,

3 As Silverman {1977} has commented, “Apparently
we have nothing to offer in terms of general theoret-
ical or empirical evolutions or revolutions; nothing
to discuss that would represent the basic issues or
questions of our field and the patis taken toward
their resclution” (p. 354). In effect, substantive de-
hate appears largeiy eclipsed by mathodologieal quar-
reling.
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yield reliable bodies of social knowledge. Yet,
it is difficult to fault the earlier theories for the
lack of research that they have generated (cf.
Blum’s 1964 summary of empirical research
on psychoanaiytic theory), ner can one distill
from the immense contemporary effort at
hypothesis testing a body of highly reiiable
propositions (cf. Cartwright, 1971; Gergen,
in press-a; Greenwald, 1975). In effect, the
contemporary alternatives are not demonstra-
bly superior in other respects.

It may be useful, then, to consider compet-
_ ing theoretical accounts in terms of their gen-

erative capacity, that is, the capacity to chai-
lenge the guiding assumptions of the culiure,
{0 raise fundamental questions regarding con-
temmporary social life, to fosier reconsideration
of that whick is “taken for gramted,” and
thereby to furnish new alternatives for social
action.* It is the generative theory that can
provoke debate, transform social reality, and
ultimately serve to reorder social conduct. It
is the contention of the present article that, the
generative weaknesses of contemporary sociai
psychological theory may be traced primarily
to the discipline’s steadfast commitment to the
traditional positivist-empiricist paradigm.® Al-
though the paradigm has furnished a guiding
rationale for many decades, it is essential to
monitor continuously the paths along which
it has led, as well as those which have heen
foreclosed. Four fundamentai deterrents in-
herent in the positivist paradigm will be sin-
gled out for attention, and in each case serious
weaknesses will be elucidated. Further, the
critical rationale will be employed in each in-
stance to lay the groundwork for generative
theoretical pursuits.

The Preeminence of Objective Fact

_ t‘?rom the traditional positivist standpoint,
It i3 the scientist’s initial task to observe the
state of nature and to document with accuracy
the systematic relationship among observables.
Pn' the basis of such preliminary observation,
it is said, the scientist may build inductively
toward general theoretical statements describ-
08 and explaining the phenomena in question.
Progress from the level of particulars to that
of thearetical generalization is to be made by
employing canons of inductive logic, such as
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those proposed by John Stuart Mill in 1846.
Classical astronomy is often considered ex-
emplary in this respect. The science com-
menced, it is said, when serious individuals
began to record systematically the movements
of the heavenly bodies. On the basis of such
records, theoretical descriptions and explana-
tious could be formulated and subsequently
tested against continuing observation. In ef-
fect, observable fact is of preeminent concern.

The general acceptance of the traditional
position within contemporary social psychol-
ogy seems widely evident. As Shaw and
Costanzo (1970) states the case,

Modern social paychology has largely beern empirical
in nature, basing its propositions and conclusions

‘upon observations in controlled situations. ., . As a

result of the empirical approach, a considerable
amount of data about social behavior has accu-
mulated. To be usefyl, such dats must be organized in
a systemstic way sc that the meaning and impliea-
tions of these data can be understood. Such system-
atic organization is the function of theory. (p. 3)

In keeping with this orientation, graduate
training is commonly centered on the process
of systematic observation. Extensive knowi-
edge of methodology and statistics is normally
required, and the thesis typically insures that
the candidate has mastered the skills of sound
observation. Training in the process of theory
construction is a rarity. The primary journals
of the field are also devoted almost exclu-
sively to the establishment of fact. Freedman's
(Note 1) recent comment on the state of the
art appears to capture the modal thinking of
the discipline,

4 The generative critericn may be contrasted with
the traditionai concept of “heurstic” The lattar
typicaily refers to the capadity of a theory to generate
resesrch or sclutiens to practical probiems. In these
senses, generative thzory may or may not be heuris.
ticzily vaiuable, and vice versza, Whather generative |
theory-need be contrary te common assaraptions may
alto be questioned. However, it would appear that
the formulation of new alternstives is inevitably
counterposed to some set of existing zgresments,
Creativity znd conflict may be inseparable.

3 Clearly, not ail social psychologists whoily ascribe
to all four of the assumptions here set forth. Yet, a
family of congenial assumptions can be discerned in
the pubiic documents of the feld. and it is to this
“metatheoretical representation” that the present
arguments are directed.
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Since research [on crowding] has only been going
on for a few years, and since the fndings are rather
inconsistant and confused, it seems that peopie shoujd
be doing research rather than warrying about theories,
The idea that there would already be a review of the
theories in the field is certainly depressing. It is per-
fectly all right for people to offer hunches or tantative
explanation or what might be called mini-theories of
any area of socizl psychology, but to start presenting
theories when we don't even know what the facts
are is an exercise in futility,

Yet, the common belief that sodal theory
should ideally be premised on sound fact
seems to have continued undaunted by sig-
nificant misgivings within the philesophic
realm, It has first become apparent that the
scentist cannot approach nature as an un-
sophisticated or unbiased cbserver of the facts.
Rather, he or she must already harbor con-
ceptions of “what there is to be studied” in

order to carry out the task of systematic ob- "

servation. From this perspective, sdentific
astronomy did not begin with the process of
documenting existing fact. Required were pre-
liminary conceptual distinctions between the
earth and the heavens and among entities
existing within the heavens. In effect, scien-
tists must share certain theoretical assump-
tions in order to carry out meaningful investi.
gation. Or, to put it more formally, “It is the
theory that determines what is to count as a
fact and how facts are to be distinguished
from one another” (Unger, 1975, p. 32).

It has further been recognized that canons
of inductive logic are inadequate to describe
the process by which the scientist typically
moves from the concrete to the conceptual

level. The most careful observatior and cat-

aloguing of all the stone formations on earth,
combined with the most assiduous employ-
ment of inductive logic, would not yield con-
temporary geological theory (cf. Medawar,
1969). Neither the facts nor the logic can
furnish the questions to be asked of the data
or a metaphor for conceptual organization.
Concepts such as “the ice age” or “geosyn-
clinal stage” appear to require some form of
creative or intuitive act that is as yet poorly
understood. Again, it appears that a premium
is to be placed on theoretical imagination and
that a preeminent commitment to establishing
“the facts” is inimical to such investments.
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The case is particularly potent with respect
to generative theory. If “commonsense as-
sumptions” concerning, for example, the units
of behavior, their labels, or their relationships
are allowed unconsciously to guide one’s ob-
servations and hypotheses, then the resuiting
theoretical models are very likely to reflect
those assumptions. Resulting theory will ap-
proximate ‘‘commonsense,” a problem with
which social psychologists have been strug-
gling for several decades. When one “begins
with the facts” one has ziready incorporated
an implicit theory, and the potential for a gen-
erative outcome may thereby be reduced. Or,
as Moscovici (1972} has more forcefully con-.
cluded, “social psychologists have done no
more than to operaticnalize questions and
answers which were imagined elsewhere. And
thus the work in which they are engaged—in -
which we are all engaged—is not the work of
scientific analysis but that of engineering”
{p. 32).

Psychological Theory and the Shaping
of Social Phenomena

Although early astronomical investigation
was surely guided by preformal theoretical
conceptions, it is difficult to argue that such
preconceptions have operated at an obvious
disadvantage in this domain. If such is the
case, one may weil ask why social investigation
cannot proceed along similar lines; what prob-
lems are incurred by allowing “‘nocmative pre-
conceptions” to channel social psychological
investigations? The answer to this query lies
in the far greater potential for such precon-
ceptions to shape the phenomena for study
in the social, as opposed to the naturai,
sciences. That is, the social scientist appears
to be in a far more precarious position with
respect to generating theory that serves to
fulfill itself. There are two important respects
in which social theory actively creates the
phenomena to be investigated, neither of
which appears as germane to most investiga-
tion in the natural sciences.

In the initial case, social theory may deter-

‘mine the investigatory scanming process, thus

focusing attention on particular patterns while
obscuring others. In determining the investi-
gator’s focus of attention, the theory estab-



lishes in advance the form of observation. To
appreciate this point we must return to the
earlier argument, that in order to recognize
“the facts” one must already possess some
form of conceptual knowledge. Such prelim-
inary knowledge is required in order for a dis-
crimination to be made between “facts” and
“nonfacts” or events and their surrounding
context. Yet, it may be further asked, what is
the basis of the preliminary coneeptual orien-
tation? While the possibility for a priori con-
ceptual structure awaits thorough study, it
does appear that sensory ioputs must fre-
quently piay some part in shaping these pre-
liminary conceptual schemata. At the same
time, the extent of their impact may depend
on the character of these inputs as related to
the physiology of the organism. At one ex-
trene we may consider experiential inputs
which readily lend themselves to “natural cat-
egorization” (Rosch, 1977). In particular,
stimulation that significantly disturhg the
pervous system may fréquently give rise to
conceptual distinctions. For exarmnple, the dif-
ference between the size and luminesity of the
star against the background of the night sky,
the sound of thunder versus the preceding
quiet, the shape of fish as opposed to fowl may
prompt the development of conceptual distine-
tions in virtually all cultures. These categories
might later come to fix the range of precoacep-
tions operating within the relevant branches
of the naturai sciences.

In contrast, we may consider a range of
experiences dominated by continuous move-
ment and ambiguous repetition. In observing
the ocean waves, for example, it is exceedingly
difficult to discriminate one wave from another
or to form more than the roughest of category
schemata (e.g., “wave height”). In this case,
natural categories may. not be readily forth-
toming, and ““what sorts of waves” one sees
may largely be determined by one's visuai
focus. Such focus could be directed toward the
wave slope, the amount of emerald gresn, the
amount of foam, and so on, With each new
focus, one’s experience of pattern may be
altered. The “pattern of study’’ thus. depends
very importantly on the cognitive set of the
observer (cf. Neisser, 1976; Posner & Snyder,
1975: Shiffrin & Schnieder, 1977). In this

case, the category system serves to direct at-
tention and, in doing so, ‘“‘creates” the phe-
nomencn for observation. It may further be

-argued that the great abundance of human

sodal activity is of this second order.® That
is, such activity appears in a state of near
continuous motion, its forms are infinitely
variable, and fresh patterns may emerge at
any point. Under such conditions, the con-
ceptual standpoint of the observer may be-
come an extremely powerful determinant of
what is perceived. Preliminary understandings
of “what there is” may well prove self-sup-
portive. It is in just such conditions that
competing conceptual perspectives are most
required. Each perspective may opsrate as a .
lens through which experience is served up in
differing form. With each new lens one in-
creases sensitivity to the whole.

In addition to determining the scanning
process through which social experience is
fashioned, the social theorist may create his or
her subject matter by actively ckanging its
composstion. Such alterations may be effected
in a variety of ways, one of which may be
singled out for its special importance. It
would appear that people do not generally re-
spond to social stimuli on a purely semsory
basis. Intervening between the impinging
stimulus and subsequent action is a concep-
tual or symbolic reconstruction of the stimu.
lus, and it is to this “world as symbolically
transiated” that one’s actions most typically
correspond. Thus, unlike structurally undif-
ferentiated organisms such as protozoa,
echinoderms, and flatworms, the human being
is not “stimulus bound.” Little in the way of
response reliability can be anticipated. The
same proximal stimulus may engender a vir-
tual infinity of reactions depending on its

° It would be cavalier to assert that what the nat-
ural scientist senses is not frequently infivenced by
preliminary conceptions. One must learn “what to
see,” for sxample, through the aperture of a micro-
scope, and this learning is typically conceptual in
character. The present argument must thus be coo-
sidered one of degree. It is also possible that as a nat-
ural science exhausts the gains to be made on the
basis of “natural categories,” it becomes increasingly
dependent on social agreement within the feld for

specifying “what there is to be studied.”
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“meaning’ for the recipient. This line of rea-

soning is, of course, consistent with major

assumptions underlying much contemporary
research in social psychology. However, vir-
tually unexamined by the field is the po-
tential of the science to shape the meaning
systems of the society and thus the common
activities of the culture. Following the tradi-
tional positivist model, the social psychologist
has remained primarily concerned with the
tasks of reliable description and explanation.
However, unlike the patural scientist, the so-
cial psychologist uses descriptive and expiana-
tory terms that have the capacity to shape the
character of social activities about which ac-
counts are fashioned. '

In the case of Freudian theory, such shap-
ing effects already seem broadly apparent.
In previous times, aberrant, exotic, or deviant
activity was frequently viewed as an expres-
sion of “witchcraft,” “inferior character,” or
*lack of willpower.” Resulting reaction pat-
terns were often punitive. With the advent of
psychoanalytic theory, the same activities
came to be seen as products of personality
" dynamics over which the individual had Lt-
tle control. From this perspective, the actor is
deserving of “treatment” or “cure.” In effect,
the deveiopment and dissemipation of psy-
choanalytic theory succeeded in altering wide-
spread patterns of sogial activity (Moscovid,

1961). Similar effects may be traced to social

psychologists’ attampts to explain such phe-
nomena as prejudice, obedience, social pro-
test, and ghetto revolution. To elaborate, it
appears from the broad literature or causal
attribution that the culture frequently dis-
tinguishes between behavior that is under the
individual’s control (“internally caused”) and
behavior that is under environmental control
(“externally caused”). Further, the literature
makes it clear that patterns of blame and
praise are often related to the locus of causal
attribution (cf. Kelman & Lawrence, 1972;
Newtson, 1974)., In particular, for de-
- valued behavior (e.g., murder) we may assign
increasing amounts of blame or punishment to
the extent that action seems internally, as op-
posed to externaily, caused. Similarly, for
valued acts (e.g., hercism in battle) we
typically assign lesser amounts oi praise or
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reward to the extent that the act seems ex-
ternally, as opposed to internmally, caused.
Thus, as the common explanation for a given
action shifts from one causal locus to another,
behavioral reactions may shift as well.

In this light, we sese that the social psy-
chologist’s choice of explanation for a given
action may either sustain or alter the com-
mon attribution patterns of the culture and
thus the common patterns of blame and
praise. For example, when prejudice is ex-
plained in terms of authoritarian personality
dynamics (Adorno et al., 1950), the preju-
diced person is treated as the causal source of
his or her own actions. Person blame is en-
hanced through such explanation, and one
may feel justified antipathy toward the prej-
udiced person. A similar argument may be
made in the case of obedient behavior, as
described by Milgram (1974). When such be-
havior is traced, as it is, to the subject’s di- -
vesting him- or herself of responsibility, to
primitive thought patterns, to narrowing of
moral concerns, and to lack of inner re-
sources, then public scorn for the obedient in-
dividual can be justified. On the other side
of the ledger, social protest is generally
viewed in a positive light by the iiberal wing
of the profession. When such behavior is ex-
plained in terms of the individual's con-
science, personal values, or intelligence (ci.
Flacks, 1969; Keniston, 1948), it gains in-

.creasing value, In the case of ghetto riots, sci-

entific expianation bas frequentiy centered on
society's oppression of the ghetto black. Such
explanation functionaily shifts bilame from the
rioter to the society. In all such instances so-
cial psychological theory has operated much
like instructions in a reattribution experiment
{cf. Dienstbhier, 1972; Storms & Nisbett,
1970). They shift the attributed locus of
causality for a given range of activity and,
in doing so, alter common reations to such
activity.

From the positivist perspective, one might
view such shaping effects with dismay. They
constituté inappropriate violations of the tra-
ditional roles assigned to the scientist, namely
those of observation, description, and expiana-
tion. Yet, {rom the present standpoint we
find that in the process of description and



1350

explanation, the scientist is inevitably engaged
in the creation of sccial phenomena, both in
the fashioning of the theoretical lenses through
which sodal action is obsarved and in the re-
constitution of the culture’s systems of mean-
ing. Theoretical terms, the range of activities
to which they are applied, and the form of
explanation may all enter the common sys-
tems of constructed reality and, in doing so,
may determine “what there is”’ and the ap-
propriate manner of responses. Yet, rather
_ than viewing such effects as nettlesome “in-
cidents de parcours,” we may appropriately
consider them among the foremost of our as-
sets. The capacity of the discipline to effect
social change ased not depend on quixotic al-
liances with the public official or professional
change agent. Rather, the theorist may di-
rectly aiter patterns of social action as his or
her mode of conceptualization is incorporated
into the common understandings of the cul-
ture. This possibility stands as a major chal-
lenge to generative theorizing. Not only is the
theorist urged to free him- or herself from
the shackles of prevailing conceptual agree-
ments, but is asked to consider aiternative so-
ciai forms that may be created through theory.

The Demard for Theoretical Verification

From the traditional sgentific perspective, a
close relationship should ideally be maintained
be‘tween theory and data. Not only should the-
Ories emerge from initial observation, but
once developed, they should be subjected to
thorough and systematic empirical test.
T_hmugh empirical assessment, theories of
high predictive validity may be sustained and
' which fail to correspond with fact ex-
cluded from the corpus of “acceptable knowl-
edge.” This general lipe of argument forms
the basis of the traditional hypotheticodeduc-
uve system for advancing scientific under-
Standing (cf. Koch, 1959) and serves as the
underlying rationale for the major line of
scholarly work in the discipline, namely, hy-
Pothesis testing, The demand for verification

Dot remained unchailenged over the years.,
For ¢xample, Popper (1959) has argued that
there iy little to be gained from increasing the
amount of empirical support for a given the-

EENNETH ]. GERGEN

ory. It is primarily failures of verification that
push understanding forward in significant de-
gree. Popper’s protegé, Thomas Kuhn (1962)
has further argued that shifts in theorstical
paradigm do not generally depend on the
empirical status of the relevant conceptuai
systems. Yet, Kuhn’s thesis is not generally
viewed as prescriptive in implication. There
are more damaging arguments at stakes, and jt
is to these we must now attend. There ace at
least three major reasons for believing that
the goal of verification in social science is
largely a chimerical one, :

The N cgatiated Character of Social Fact

Social actions appear to carry little in the
way of intrinsic meaning; the conceptual cate-
gories or meaning systems into which they
are placed appear primarily to be products of
social negotiation. The fact that 2 given stim-
ulus pattern falls into the category of “hu-
mor,” “aggression,” “dominance”’ or “ma-
nipulativeness,” for example, depends not on
the intrinsic properties of the relevant pattern
but on the development of a community of
agreement. As a result, the labeling of any
given action is forever open to negotiation
amoag interested parties, and the legitimacy
of any observation statement is continuously
open to chailenge. “What is the case” in social
life may thus be viewed largely as a matter of
social influence. _

In the natural sciences, this potential for
challenging the existing meaning systems does
not appear to pose serious threat. Two im-
portant reasons for this relatively sanguine
state will concern us here, First, the major
proportion of the theorstical terms in the
natural sciences are tied rather closely to
specific empirical operations or measurements.
Such terms as femperature, weight, velocity,
and electical energy may often be defined in

-terms of empirical operations about which

broad agresment can easily be reached. Sec-
ond, the theoretical terms employed in the
natural sciences are developed within a rela-
tively closed social system, the constituents of
which are typicaily confronted by similar
functional problems. Condlict of interest is not
the general nije.
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In contrast to this relatively optimistic state
of affairs, theoretical terms in the sodial sd-
ences are only loosely connected to specific
operations. As Katz and Stotland (1959)
put it,

In phyics the concept of stmospheric pressure is
fairly cdose to its operational measure. In physiologi-
cal psychology many coneepts are similarly tied to
their operational measurement. In personality the-
ory and sedal psychoiogy, however, concepts like ego

strength, defense mechanisms, role systems and role
conflict are so remote {rom their measurement that

we have no single, clearty required set of operational
measures, (p. 471)

Although it might appear that this problem
is only symptomatic of the youthfulness of the
field, closer examination suggests that it may
be intrinsic to the language of social interac-
tion. Any given behavior or concrete action
may be defined in numerous ways, depending
on its function within a given social context.

Thus, there is no one transcontextual opera--

tion to which the investigator can afford to
tie a given theoretical term. The pointing of
a finger, for example, may signify aggression
in certain contexts, but in others may be used
to indicate an altruistic giving of information,
a positive or negative attitude, egocentrism,
or high achievement motivation. In short, any
behavior might, on a given occasicn, serve as
the operational definition for virtually any
general term. On no occasion can one be
certain what theoretical categories are rele-
vant {cf. Wilson, 1970). Second, for the social
scientist, the mode of theoretical description
and explanation is intimately related to the
common meaning systems within the culture.
For the scientist to “make sense’” about hu-
man behavior, he or she must do so in ways
that are uitimately intelligible to members of
the culture (or a subculture). Thus, a con-
tinuous, dialectical interplay may take place
between the meaning of specific theoretical
terms within the sciences and the cuiture more
generally, such that the meaning of specific
theoretical terms may evolve over time (e.z.,
the scientist may borrow a term such as ag-
gression {rom the vernacular, alter its mean-
ing through theoretical and empirical analy-
sis, and in turn, alter the resuiting meaning
system of the culture). As a resuit, the range
of particulars to which any theoretical term
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applies may be in a state of continuous
emergence. What “counts” as aggression, for
example, may vary from one individual to
another and for the same individual over
time, '

Because of the ambiguous and continuously
negotiated meaning of social actions, an im-
mense impediment is placed in the way of
theoretical verification. If all stimulus con-
ditions and all subject actions are open to
multiple interpretation, then a given hypoth-
esis may be sustained only so long as other
investigators refrain from challenging the
meaning of the data base. For example, much
empirical support has been generated for the.
simple proposition that people are attracted
to those whose opinions are similar to their
own {cf. Byrne, 1971). Yet, in any given ex-
perimental situation, what the investigator
takes to be a “similar” opinion may be wewed
by a subject or another investigator as a “cor-
rect opinicn,” ‘“brave opinion,” “judmous
opinion,” “helpful opinion,” “moral opinion,”
“appropriate opinion,” and so on. The hy-
pothesis thus retains a patina of verification
because the discipline has generaily allowed
the independent variable to be negotiated as a
magnipulation of similarity. At any time one
wishes to renegotiate such meaning, the sup-
port drops into obscurity.

It is also for this reason that attempts to
solve debates among competing theories in so-
cial psychology so often end in an impasse.
Freudian theory, for example, has been able
to maintain a brisk following in spite of the
legions of studies that have attempted to dis-
credit it. It may continue to do so as long as
there are intelligent defenders who can dem-
onstrate the “misleading” character of the
many operations used to its detriment. Simi-
larly, the hundreds of careful experimental
studies that have attempted to solve the rid-
dle of the risky shift (cf. Cartwright, 1971)
or that have pitted dissonance theory against
a phalanx of challengers (cf. Elms, 1969)

* Relevant here is Quine’s (1969) surmise that most
attributive terms of daily discourse belong to a “dim
domain” of meaning, not worthy of scencs. One

.might hope for a social science terminclogy free of

person language (Ossorio & Davis, 1968), but it is
difficult to envision such an accompiishment.
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have left us with no abiding answers. Nor,
from the present standpoint, would an in-
definite continuation of such efforts. Multiple
alternatives in interpretation may be located
for virtually any set of empirical findings, as
no observation can be unambiguously linked
to a generai conceptual term.

The Self-Fulfilling Character of
Hypothesis Testing

A second major impediment to theorstical
verification is closely related to the first. To
the extent that the relationship between the-
oretical terms and empirical operations is an
ambiguous one, the investigator’s latitude of
choice for testing any given hypothesis is in-
created. Given a broad latitude of choice in
selecting how a given hypothesis is to be
tested, the investigator seeking to sustain a
given hypothesis can scarcely select a set of
empirical operations in a way that is not
likely to render support for the hypothesis.
For example, much common thinking relates
stress with a variety of negative consequences
(cf. Glass & Singer, 1972; McGrath, 1970).
At the same time, given the intrinsic am-
biguity of a term such as stress, the number
of operational possibilities is virtually infinite.
The investigator attempting to demonstrate
4 negative reaction to stress may thus choose
to induce stress by exposing subjects to a
threat to their physical well-being, as op-
posed to a challenging sports event or the
presence of a superior. The choice is based
nqther on theoretical considerations nor on
guile, but on the fact that the investigator is
aware, by virtue of his or her immersion in
the culture, that threat to physical weil-being
often produces a negative reaction. The ai-
ternative means of inducing stress may be
avoided because the common experience sug-
gests that many people respond positively in
fsm:h situations. From this standpoint, sectr-
{18 anticipated resuits speaks far lass to the
tmpincal statue of the hypothesis than it
does to the investigator’s familiarity with the
e (e ings and mores of the subjects
it should & ith sufficient cultural knowledge

e possible to generate support for

any reasonable h i b
antithesis. & Dypothesis, along with its
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The A Priori Truth of Sensible Theory
To the extent that people’s behavior does

‘conform to their common conceptions of the

world, then theories that are intelligible within
the framework of such conceptual systems
may be endowed with truth valuve without
regard to empirical test. If people generally
maintain themselves within normally accepted
limits of sensibility and aveid acting nonsensi-
caily, then any theory that reflects common
conceptions of what is sensible may be sup-
ported by at least a portion of the population
at some time. To draw from Ossoric and
Davis (1968), setting out to test the bai-
ance theory hypothesis that people will be
attracted to those who express liking toward
them is equivalent to' testing the hypothesis
that twice two is four. In the same way that
people generally accept this particular con-
ception of numbers and their relations as
correct, they aiso believe that liking is an ap-
propriate reaction to another’s regard. Of
course, one peed not employ this particular
arithmetic system, and there are numerous in-
stances in which peopie do not. Similarly, one
need not conform to the particular balance
conception of relations, and on any occasion
may select other intelligible ways of respond-
ing to positive regard. The major point is that
so long as one’s theory “makes sense’” within
the culture, it may be assumed without test
that its conceptual basis will, on occasion,
be put to use in everyday life.

Given the substantiali if not insuperable
problems underlying the traditional demand
for theoretical verification, the chief efforts of
the discipline, namely those of testing hypoth-
eses, are thrown into severe question.' The
immense resources presently directed toward
testing formal hypotheses may be rechanneled.
The responsible scholar need not hesitate to
develop and disseminate his or her ideas for
lack of empirical test; the massive hours ab-
sorbed in the process of executing such tests

% This is not in the lesst to argue that empiricai
research has no place in the sdence. As argued else.
where (Gergen, in press-a) such work may play a
number of vital roles (eg., social prediction, catalytic
iHustration, evaluation) other than the traditional
one of verification.
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may be reinvested in significant intellectual
work. The discipline may thereby more fully
realize its potential contribution to the his-
tory of thought.

The Assumption of Temporal Irrelevance

From the traditional positivist standpoint,
the scientist’s task is one of developing theory
of transhistoric validity. Thus, in developing
limited theoretical models and isolating major
variables, social psychologists normally as-
sume the transtemporal applicability of their
formulations. Dissonance theory, balance
theory, integration theory, the two-factor
theory of emotional experience, attribution
theory, and so on are not generally viewed as
mere reflections of contemporary life styles.
As many have argued (cf. Manis, 1976;
Schlenker, 1974; Triandis, 1978), such formu-
lations shouid be valid across time. From this
perspective, one need not be concerned with
the transient peculiarities of contemporary
life; all may uitimatsly be subsumed by more
. basic theoretical principles.

As argued elsewhere (Gergen, 1976), the
case for cross-time applicability of social
theory is largely limited to matters of post koc
interpretation. Given the complexity of most
social activity, a theotrist may typicaily look
back and discern some manner in which his
or her theory may apply. General theoretical
formulations can almost never be threatened
by past history. However, when one turns to
the problem of prediction, the case for cross-
time applicability of social theory seems far
less convincing. Either by choice or good for-
tune, the naturai sciences have largely con-
carned themselves with 2 subject matter that is
relatively stable or replicable (cf. Scriven,
1956). Astronomical theory continues to pro-
vide reasonably accurate predictions over tme
because the movements of the specified entities
~ are relatively reliable. In contrast, the sodal
scientist is confronted with an organism that is
both sensitive to wide-ranging influences and
capable of immense variations in behavior.
Further, because of the individual’s symbelic
capacities, the range and type of inputs to
which he or she may be responsive, along
with the resulting forms of conduct, may all
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be rapidly aitered over time. In effect, patterns
of human activity may be in a continuous
state of emergence, aleatoric in the sense that
they may largely reflect contemporary con-
tingencies (Gergen, 1977). Such capacities
place severe restrictions over the social scien-
tist’s efforts at predicting ongoing interaction.

In part, this line of argument suggests that
traditional social psychology has suffered from
a historical myopia. This possibility is well
dramatized by recent investigation into life-
span development. Developmentalists have be-
come increasingly aware that patterns of child-
hood development may vary from one his-
torical period to another. For example, as van
den Berg (1961) has demonstrated, from the
15th to the 17th century, the child was viewed
as an adult in miniature, fuily developed in
terms of mental capacities and lacking only in
experience. Thus, a child in the wealthy classes
might be expected to master four separate
{anguages, to transiate Plato from the original,
and to hold sericus discussions on death, sex,
and ethics before the 7th year. More recently,
however, research employing cohort methodol-
ogy (cf. Buss, 1974) has greatly strengthened
the case. Such techniques have enabled inves-
tigators to trace developmental trajectories in
intsiligence, mental and physical skills, per-

sonality traits, and other variables within con-

trasting historical pericds (Baltes & Nessel-
roade, 1973; Baltes & Reinert, 1969; Schaie
& Strother, 1968; Woodruff & Birren, 1972).
As these analyses typically demonstrate, de-
velopmental trajectories appear highly de-
pendent on historical circamstance; any given
pattern of development may be limited to a
particular period. As Looft (1972) has con-
cluded from such work, “no longer should de-
velopmental psychologists focus so exclusively
on ontogenetic age functions; each new gen-
eration will manifest age trends that ars dif-
ferent from those that preceded it” (p. 31).°

*Such work does not suggest that there are oo
transhistorically reliable patterns of development. The
geneticaily programmed pattern of physiciogical
maturation, for example, should insure a limited de-
gree of reliable changs. Parallels to the zrguments
made within the life-span arens may also be found in
the fislds of cognition {Jenkins, 1974) and personality
theory {Sarbin, 1976).
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This line of argument harbors two impor-
tant implicaticns fer the development of gen-
erative theory. First, we find that the theorist
may be liberated from the press of contem-
porary events, If the theorist considers current
social pattern as fragile, temporary, and capa-
bie of aiteration, theoretical analysis need not
be circumscribed by a considerztion of "“what
now exists.” Rather, the theorist may be freed
to consider alternatives, the advantages and
disadvantages of relationships as yet unseen.
To illustrate, traditional theory of aggression
has confined itself largely to making sense of
existing patterns of aggression. The effects of
such -factors as frustration, modeling, gen-
eralized arousal, the presence of models, the
presence of weapons, and so on have 2il been
explored (cf. Bandura's 1973 review). Yet, if
we view all such accounts as relevant primarily
to contemporary socichistorical circumstances
and take seriously the individuai's capacity
for wide-ranging change, then we may begin
to consider aiternative patterns and to eval-
uate their comparative assets. It seems clear
that many reactions other than aggression may
be adopted in frustrating drcumstances ot in
response to aggressive models or weapons. One
may choose to relax oneseif, to divert one’s
attention, to behave altruistically, and so on,
fmd each such redction may have certain spec-
ifiable advantages and shortcomings. In ex-
ploring such alternatives, the theorist operates
generatively to undermine common assump-
uons about social life. The theprist thus
bre_aks the strangiehold of what people accept
as ‘:human nature” and paves the way to alter-
native social arrangements.

In addition to liberating the theorist from
the press of contemporary pattern, the present
thesis buttresses the initial line of argument
regarding the shaping of social phenomena
through theory. To the extent that gbserved
patterns of behavior are historically limited,

& Invitation for generative theorizing is in-
tensified. The theoriet may view him- or her-
self 2$ 2 potential contributor to the historical
Situation and thus ag capable of altering it in
f;’::d:t T&}; 35 to engender change. If the

e v 13 faced with virtually infinite pos-
sibilities for human chaoge, then he or she
M3y challenge the desirability of contem-
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porary patterns as against envisioned alter-
natives and consider theorstical vehicles for
reaching desired ends.

The Dispassionate Bystander Versus the
Participant Theorist

In confronting the potential for transform-
ing society through generative theory, the
question of functional endpoint rapidly comes
to the fore. What forms of action are to be
shaped or supported through theory? Who is
to make such decisions? From the traditional
perspective, this issue is all but obscured from
attention: The scientist's task is chiefly that
of description, while matters of prescription
are not within the purview of the scientist qua
scientist. As commonly claimed, the scientist
is concerned with what is, and there is no way
of deriving “ought propcsitions” from the re-
sults of such activities. Further, when the
scientist harbors vested interests in the end.
point of his or her investigation, one cannot
trust the resuits. Passionate involvement may
bias the uitimate product. Theorists in social
psychology have thus tended to remain remote
and aloof from what may be seen as the
“squalid bickering over matters of the good.”

The extent to which value investments
shape scientific knowledge has long been the
subject of debate (cf. Nagel, 1961; Rudner,
1953; Weber, 1949; Lacey, Note 2). While
the range of implications remains unclear,

- such dshate does indicate that the scientist’s

values are almost inevitably linked to the
phenomena selected for study, the labels at-
tached to those phenomena, the manner of
interpreting new findings, the amount of con-
firming evidence required for a conclusion, and
the manner of applying social theory. For
present purposes, the most significant implica-
tion of such debate is that all such valuarional
infiuences serve as “ought expressions” for the
recipient of knowledge. As such, they have the
potential to shape the society; they may favor
certain forms of social conduct at the expense
of potential alternatives, As its implications
and applications are borne out, every theory
becomes an ethical or ideological advocate.
Perhaps the first social scientists to take
sericusly such valuational shaping effects ware
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those forming the Frankfurt School (cf. Jay,
1973). In the 1930s, Max Horkheimer began
his attack on the negative social effects of the
more general positivist paradigm (see Hork-
heimer, 1972}, On the one hand, he argued,
the scientific paradigm treats the individual
solely as an object to be acted upon, thus
denying him his subjecthood or status as a
free agent. Further, general scientific descrip-
tion of society is one that justifies by implicit
assumption the hierarchical organization of so-
ciety; such theory thus supports the continued
oppression of certain classes by others, It was
this latter line of argument that Jiirgen
Hahermas (1971) elaborated with spedal
force. As Habermas argued, in their under-
lying epistemology, positivist formuiations
obliterate the critical issues of sodal ethics;
such formuiations appear to be nonevaluative
and, as such, resist questioning on ethical or
ideological grounds. Thus, with fundamental
questions of value obscured, the critical prob-
lem of ends is replaced with the relatively
superficial concern with means; sodety is leit
primarily with problems of technical applica-
tion. For reasons of social utility, both the
scientist and the technician also tend to be
absorbed by the decision-making institutions
of the state. Thus, the scientific institution as
a whole contributes to the maintenance of the
existing power structure. The power structure,
in turn, operates to the disadvantage of many
people, primarily those occupying the lower
classes. In short, positivist social science con-
tributes to the continued oppression of the
“have-nots.” Such concerns have been echoed
more recently in American sociology by Alvin
Gouldner (1970). As Gouldner has demon-
strated, even such seemingly dispassionate
analyses as Parsonian functionalism provide
a rationale for maintaining the status quo and,
in doing so, serve the advantaged strata in so-
ciety.

Within social psychology, concern with the
valuational implications of normative theory
has been relatively late in developing, Perhaps
the earliest cries of alarm were European in
origin. As Moscovici, Israel, and octhers
pointed out (cf. Israel & Tajfel, 1972), by one
means or another, American social psycholog-
ical theory renders implicit support to ideolog-
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ical commitments of an indigenous character.
This theme is reflected again in Apfelbaum
and Lubek’s (1977) attack on normative
theories of conflict; as they contend, such
theories do not take sufficient account of con-
flict from the standpoint of the “have-nots”
in society and, in failing to incorporate their
concerns into mainstream theory, render such
groups “invisible.” Sampson’s (1977) recent
analysis of social psychological theory repre-
sents perhaps the boldest statement to emerge
within the American context. As he argued,
much contemporary theory places strong im-
plicit value on “self-contained individualism™
and thus stands opposed to a collectivist or

'interdependent mode of orientation. As he

points out,

Psychology plays an important role, even morz so as
it has become the new popular ideology, religion, and
justifier for 2 variety of social programs. That role
can continue to serve an isolating, atoniizing, indi-
vidualizing, and alienating function, or it can help
refocus us on the fundamental intsrdependencies that
need nurturance as weil. (p. 179)

For present purposes it is largely irrelevant
whether one agrees with the thrust of -these
various critiques; it is sufficient that ethical or
ideological objection is publicly expressed over
theory ostensibly lacking'in valuationai invest-
ment. It is also unimportant whether the
majority of those exposed to such theories find
their values either supported or questioned;
precisely kow many people are influenced at
any given time is largely of historical concern
and may reflect such practical exigencies as
packaging and dissemination. The important
point is that regardless of the traditional at-
tempt to remain ethically neutral, the sodal
theorist is inevitably favoring certain forms of
social activity over others, certain strata of
society as opposed to others, and certain
values over their antitheses.

The answer to our initial query concerning
the functional endpoint of generative theory is
now apparent. Heretofore, the social psychol-
ogist has largely avoided questions of value
by hiding behind the mask of ‘“‘dispassionate
observer.” Yet, in spite of such attempts, we
find that the fruits of neutrality are passionate
in their consequences, This fact stands as an
active challenge for the scientist to throw oif
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the mask of neéutrality and to confront more

directly and honestly the valuational implica- .
ticns of Bis or her work. It would appear far

more desirable for the theorist to give seli-
conscious consideration to matters of value in
the development of theory than to stumbie
upon them some time after dissemination. The
theorist need not fear the expression of vaiues
in a given formulation; they are inevitable.
The major probiem is to avoid expressions of
vaiue that, upon reflection, are disagreeable to
the theorist. In effect, personal values or
ideclogy may properly serve as 2 major moti-
vational source for generative theorizing. In
this way, the theorist becomes a full partic-
ipant in the cuiture, fundamentally engaged
in the struggie of competing values so central
to the human venture.?®

Continuing Controversy

To recapitulate the central thesis, it appears
that in the commitment to traditional positiv-
ist assumptions, social psychology has sub-
stantially curtailed its capacity for generative
theorizing. The attempt to build theory induc-
tively from “what is known,” the demand for
verification of theoretical ideas, the disregard
for the temporally situated character of social
events, and the avoidance of valuational en-
tanglements all prove detrimental to the kind
of catalytic theorizing that throws into ques-
tion the commoniy shared assumptions of the
culture and points to fresh altsrpatives for
action. Further analysis reveais significant
w.reaknm in each of the traditional assump-
tions, thus paving the way for a liberalization
of future theory. Yet, this analysis raises a
variety of additional questions concerning the
ums and potential for generative theorizing.
Two of these deserve continuing attention.

The Desirability of Generative Theory

Cne major assumption underlying the pres-
ent analysis is that undermining confidence in
commonly shared assumptions represents a
Posiive goal for scientific theory. In its de-
parture from traditional aims, this goal is
surely moot, Other than for reasons of intel-
lectual zest, why should the scientist strive to
Create aitered forms of sodial reality? In some
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measure the present argument rests on the
constricting character of the traditional scien-
tific perspective. As we have seen, the tradi-
ticnai role of the scientist as an accurate re- |
flector of social events is gravely misleading;
sclentific reflection inevitably lends support to
certain assumptions about social life while
denigrating others, As assumptions are sus-
tained or rejected, social life may be altered
in ways that may be judged “good” or “bad”
from some standpoint. Given the choice of
whether one’s theoretical work will support
the common assumptions of the society or not,
there are important reasons for building to-
ward contranormative theory.

On the most pragmatic level, it is not clear
that the field may sustain itself if its major
theoretical outcomes primarily perpetuate the
cemmonsense understandings of the cuiture.
Neither will the intellectual issues be suf-
ficiently engaging to capture the interests of
intelligent proiessionals, nor will the research
fruits appesr of sufficient importance to merit
public funding. The field may wither out of
ennui, and its efforts may be curtailed because
it offers few new insights. Such problems are
hardly new ones in social psychology. The
lament that the field too often duplicates com-
mon sense has long been echoed, and from the
present standpoint, it may continue, so long
as the traditional mold for “doing science”
prevails.!* With the loosening of such stric-
tures and the development of generative
theory, the long-standing lament may recede.

" There are additional reasons for favoring
generative theory that are based on the po-
tential of the discipline for broad sodal bene-

19 Many may question the “right” of the psychol.
ogist to speak to matters of moral good. At we see
from the present arguments, the scentist does so
whether he or she wishes it or not. Further, as
Brewster Smith (Note 3) has pointed out, the psy-
chologist possesses a “privileged window on human
experience,’” which may ensbie him or her to make &
distinct contribution to such controversies,

111t has been argued elsewher= (Gergen, in press.
b) that positivist metatheory dictates in large measure
the components of substantive theory in social psy-
chology. In adopting the metatheory, one simuita-
oeously accepts a particulsr image of human fune-
tioning. Thus, & fuil liberation of theoretical options
will depend on the search for alternative metatheory.
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fit. In the act of theorizing, one translates
experience inte symbol, and the conceptual
replica is inevitably a distortion of such ex-
perience. By pature a concept treats separate
entities as equivalent, entities that may vary
in numerous ways unrecognized by the con-
cepts in question; any conceptual system is
by nature incomplete. In addition, concepts
are ili fitted to continuous motion or to stim-
uli of extrsme complexity. Concepts do not
adequately account for the complicated and
continuous movements of .a ballet dancer or a
tumbler in action. Because of such inherent
shortcomings, one may justifiably remain sus-
picious of any conceptual system. All theories
remain partiai, distorted, and biased. Thus a
special premium is to be placed on generative

theories, that is, theories that bave the ca- -

pacity to unseat the comfortable truths of
wide acceptance. Such theories may generate
controversy and doubt and, in doing so, re-
duce the strangling biases imbedded in any
particular conceptual system. In eifect, gen-
erative thecry engenders a flexibility that may
enhance the adaptive capacity of the society.

Such concerns have been linked to ideolog-
ical ends by members of the Frankfurt School.
The concept of “critical theory” was elab-
orated by Horkheimer, Adorno, Habermas,
and others as a form of undermining the con-
ceptual basis for the contemporary social
order, an order that they viewed as inimical
to the interests of the laboring classes. The
critical orientation would isolate inconsis-
tencies in the prevailing system of beliefs
{scientific and otherwise), problems within
the social structure, as well as discrepancies
between prevailing beliefs and relevant fact.
In this way, critical theory was to serve eman-
cipatory interests {Rommetveit, 1977). Al-
though such critiques of knowledge may seem
uncongenial to those committed to the tradi-
tional maxim “no criticism without alterna-
tives,” critical theorists maintained " that
through criticism, choice was restored.
Through critical appraisal, a given course of
action {or manner of doing science} was no
longer taken for granted, adopted without
reflection. Rather, the critical awareness gave
one the choice of doing other than treading
time-worn paths. Although the ultimate aims
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of the critical school were to see the capitalist
structure of the socisty give way to a Marxist
form, it becomes apparent that the central
thrust of their argument is relevant to anyone
concerned with changing any aspect of the
prevailing order.

The Quicksand of Committed Tkeariz:'ng

Serjous pragmatic questions may also be
raised with the present arguments for valua-
tional advocacy in theorizing. It may well be
maintained that such activity equates the
scientist with the political ideologue or re-
ligious proselytizer and will eventually create
widespread public suspicion. If theories be-
come conscious expressions of value, then
whatever trust has acerued to the field by vir-
tue of its attempts at objectivity may be lost.
These are grave issues indeed and shouid be
subject to continued study. However, it is
important in this case to distinguish between
problems of prediction versus explanation, on
the one hand, and the principles versus the
practices of valuational expression, on the
other. In the case of scientific explanation, it
seems clear that scientific theory may well lose
its status as an essentially objective enterprise.
However, as we see, this status was ill acquired
at the outset, and it is far preferable that the
discipline revitalize its aims on an indigenous
basis than remain vulnerable to attack over
its duplicity or seli-deception. At the same
time, important distinctions must be made
between the task of theerizing and that of pre-
dicting (Toulmin, 1961). Prescriptive invest-
ments at the theoretical levei do not prevent
the science from offering useful predictive
services. The objectivity of predictive for-
mulae need be no less suspect than those of
the insurance actuarial. A similar case may be
made for contemporary economic theory. Al-
though macroeconomic theory is inevitably
value based and prescriptive in implication,
the economic forecaster may offer reasonably
reliable predictions of certain economic activ-
ities,

Turning to the problem of principle versus
practice, we find that the present arguments
do suggest that social psychological theory is
inevitably biased on ideological grounds, even
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in its most ardent attempts at “realistic de-

. scription.” However, this fact need not have -

adverse practical consequences. The impact of
Marxist theory has been diminished in no ob-
vious way by virtue of its ideological commit-
ments; one might even argue the contrary. It
is simply not clear that the sodety searches
- for dispassionate theoretical accounts, espe-
cially when such accounts appear to have per-
sonally beneficial consequences. The question
is deserving of continued exploration.

Other issues remain. For example, certain
forms of theoretical work in contemporary so-
dal psychology may have generative potential
as yet unexplored. Consistency theories con-
tain strong valuationaf implications. that re-
main to be fully elaborated; the two-factor
theory of emotion contains the seeds for a
major challenge to the liberal political tradi-
tion (Unger, 1975); should attribution theory
be extended, it could unseat the epistemolog-
ical basis for contemporary sodial science. In
effect, we have too frequently stopped short

of realizing the generative potentiai of present

pursuits, At the same time, we have little en-
couraged creative theorizing and have scarcely
begun to take advantage of theory as a means
to social reconstruction.
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