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2.1  Introduction

2.1.1  Our Moral Duty

If you’re reading this book, its likely you’re a social sciences student. Perhaps 
you’ve only recently embarked upon your journey through the land of the learned 
and the learners, or perhaps you’re well into your undergraduate education, with 
graduate school or the job market waiting just around the corner. All the same, we 
hope you’re just as excited about becoming a scientist as we were when we embarked 
upon our own scientific careers.

Your immersion in science is, as you surely know, part of a larger, collective 
human endeavor – understanding and explaining the world in a scientific way. As 
such, you must approach your work academically, without prejudice or bias and as 
free from preconceived ideas as possible. The problem being  – this is not 
self-evident.

Science in general is about great ideas and technical innovations, but it comes 
with a moral duty; to be thoughtful and critical of your own and other people’s 
ideas. The motto of the British Royal Society, founded in 1660, captures this con-
cept well: Nullis in verba (take nobody’s word for it).

It is Nullis in verba, the skeptical and self-critical approach of the scientific com-
munity, that we turn in this book. It is what we, the authors of this volume, but also 
the academic community at large, consider the moral duty of any scientist (Fig. 2.1).

2.1.2  Understanding of Ethics

In the chapters that follow, we offer an introduction into the ethics of social science 
research as an instrument to systematically explore this moral duty of skepticism 
and self-critique. We probe the most common moral dilemmas that social scientists 
encounter while conducting research, and we discuss several possible solutions to 
them, although often no one solution satisfies completely.

Many of the dilemmas discussed in this book are not specific for the social sci-
ences and the questions they raise are common across many disciplines. Different 
disciplines struggle with questions regarding how to treat participants in research 
with respect, how to ensure that data is collected and stored safely, or how to deal 
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Fig. 2.1 Motto of British 
Royal Society. Source: 
Wikicommons

with deception. However, the way these questions are understood and explored may 
be different from one field of expertise to the next.

To mention just one example in somewhat more detail: intrusive research is a 
concern for many scientists. But what is considered ‘intrusive’ in the social sciences 
(something that arouses in the participant unpleasant, even painful experiences or 
memories) does not compare with its meaning in the medical sciences (something 
that jeopardizes the integrity of the participant’s body).

In short, to properly understand the ethical questions of a particular field, we 
need to have a grasp of certain ‘qualities’ within that field. By qualities, we mean a 
(historic) understanding of what science and scientific knowledge means to them, 
what the aims of their scientific research is, what rules they follow, and if there are 
particular questions, discussions, and issues that they are particularly sensitive to.

The purpose of the present and subsequent chapter is to explore the first part of 
these ‘qualities’, while the particular ‘sensitivities’ will be the subject of discussion 
in later chapters.

In this chapter, we briefly explore both the history of science, with a particular 
focus on the social sciences, and examine differing perspectives on knowledge. In 
the next chapter, we explore a number of important perspectives on ethics, and we 
outline several important principles thereof, including a discussion of modern 
‘codes of conduct’. What these chapters do not offer is an extensive introduction 
into the history and philosophy of social science, nor do they extensively discuss 
ethics from a philosophical point of view. For a more exhaustive exploration of 
these topics, we gladly refer the reader to the ever-expanding lexicon of fascinating 
literature on these subjects (see Suggested Reading).

2.1 Introduction
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2.2  Science

2.2.1  The Beginning

Europe’s first universities date back to the twelfth century, but they were not the first 
to be founded. Already in the fifth century, ancient universities flourished in India. 
In Nalanda, for example, the ruins of one of the first great universities in recorded 
history can be found. It once attracted thousands of students and is believed to have 
housed a library with over nine million books.

The function of these early universities was principally scholastic, focused upon 
the articulation and defense of clerical dogmas. However, in a period now known as 
the ‘Scientific Revolution’ (sixteenth and seventeenth centuries), the work of 
knowledge-producing university scholars changed dramatically in Western Europe 
(Fig. 2.2).

It was as if the human imagination had been liberated. From this period onward, 
natural philosophers (the precursor to ‘scientists’, a term first used in the nineteenth 
century) were allowed to ‘wonder’ without dogma – performing experiments con-
ceived first in the mind and controlled through rationality. The mystery of the cos-
mos offered more than a feeling of awe and amazement, becoming a backdrop for a 
cascade of questions: Why do the celestial bodies move in the way they do? What 
makes them move? What are they even? What is light? What are the ‘natural forces’? 

Fig. 2.2 University of Nalanda. (Source: Wikicommons)
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How large is the universe? How old is it? Where does humanity fit into it all? How 
do we think? Why do we think? What am I? I think therefore I am – right? Minds 
were being blown, one question at a time.

These broad questions that helped form the basis for what we today call ‘science’ 
have kept generations of scholars busy ever since. But what do we mean exactly 
when we talk about ‘science’?

A common characterization of science is that it’s an attempt to explain reality 
and offer knowledge that can help predict or prepare for future events. But is this 
unique to science? Note that there are other organized systems of though (such a 
world religions) that aim to do the same.

A more elaborate answer would be that science (a) produces a body of robust 
knowledge by way of (b) a certain methodology, and it does so within (c) an infra-
structure of physical institutions (such as universities, laboratories, etc.).

These three dimensions of science (knowledge, methods, and infrastructure) pre-
suppose a fourth dimension, which is particularly relevant in the context of this 
book. Knowledge, methods, and infrastructure require (d) a set of moral values, 
embedded in our academic way of thinking. Moral values structure the scientists’ 
activities. Producing robust knowledge within the framework of an institution 
means you must adhere to certain rules, regulations, and appropriate 
methodologies.

On one hand, the procedures governing the act of actually ‘doing’ science are 
institutionalized in the regulations and protocols of each discipline – a moral com-
pass defined on paper. On the other hand, they are more implicit, with greater reli-
ance on the moral virtues of the individual researcher and are thus more difficult to 
identify (more on this in Chap. 3). Both ways of considering the set of moral values 
in science, institutionalized and implicit, are played out on the center stage of this 
book, representing the ethics of scientific research and the integrity of the researcher, 
respectively.

In the next section, we briefly outline the above-mentioned dimensions of sci-
ence – knowledge, methodology and infrastructure – as framed against the back-
ground of the developing social sciences as they emerged in the nineteenth and 
twentieth centuries.

2.2.2  A Very Brief History of the Social Sciences

Before the social sciences entered the academic arena in the nineteenth century, the 
‘project of science’ was closely connected to the natural sciences. From Newton’s 
law of gravity to x-rays, and from gun powder to penicillin, science was all about 
great discoveries. Even the idea of ‘discovery’ is connected to science: the very 
concept did not exist before the Scientific Revolution (Wootton 2015).

Powered by science and its instruments, such as compasses, canons, and cartog-
raphy, Western countries set their sights on world domination and established, 
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largely during the long nineteenth century of colonialism, their global empires. The 
scientists themselves were predominantly white males from a privileged background.

From the mid-nineteenth century onward, several disciplines professionalized 
and institutionalized into different subdisciplines. For each separate field of scien-
tific inquiry, particular methodologies were prescribed, and dedicated societies and 
journals were founded. Astronomers built telescopes and observatories to study the 
stars and began to develop theories on the origin of life; biologists probed the world 
unseen by human eyes with microscopes and developed specializations such as 
botany and zoology. Nearly every other knowledge producing discipline followed 
similar patterns and scientific inquiry developed in divergent directions.

Within this large network, most of the actors shared the positivistic ideal, mean-
ing they believed that progression in science is understood as an accumulation of 
true and empirically confirmed, factual knowledge. Science had become not only a 
new arbiter in matters of truth and falsehood, but it was also seen as a strong instru-
ment for improving the human condition. It had taken up a position which was 
previously, and rather exclusively, the realm of religious systems.

It was during the nineteenth century that the social sciences stepped foot on the 
stage. The social sciences first emerged in the shape of political economy, sociol-
ogy, and what was then called the ‘moral sciences’ (an early form of psychology). 
Early social scientists sought to transform the rising nation-states of the world into 
stable, governable economies.

The second half of the nineteenth century revealed a need for analytical insights 
into the inner-workings of capitalism, the state, and its growing bureaucracies. The 
quest for this knowledge laid the foundation for the modern-day social sciences. In 
order to quantify human behavior and to get a grip on the emerging patterns in mod-
ern societies, they employed their own discipline specific tools, such as statistics, 
which proved to be a valuable instrument for their cause.

By the early twentieth century, social scientists were already studying a multi-
tude of topics, spanning a wide-breadth of human-related matters; from perception 
and consciousness, psychopathology, and public administration, to problems of 
recruitment and selection, the mysteries of religion, and the supernatural. From 
these different areas of interest, a variety of new disciplines, subdisciplines, and 
schools of thought emerged.

For example, within psychology in the 1920s alone, there were Gestalt psycholo-
gists, behaviorists, experimental psychologists, industrial psychologists, even ‘para-
psychologists’ (who studied the spiritual dimension of life), not to mention 
psychoanalysts (who had their roots in medicine). All these subdisciplines and their 
corresponding schools of thought developed their own institutions, established their 
own journals, and formed their own methodologies.

Similar developments took place in sociology, anthropology, and economics, as 
well as in philosophy, history, and theology, all disciplines that were then still con-
sidered bastions of the social sciences. A number of subdisciplines that formed dur-
ing this time, such as what we would now call clinical psychology and 
neuropsychology, were not yet regarded as a part of the social sciences, but rather 
part of psychiatry. Educational studies were only in their infancy, and political 
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science, gender studies, and interdisciplinary studies would not emerge until much 
later, generally after World War Two (Repko et al. 2014). Which disciplines belonged 
to the social sciences and which did not has long been a subject of debate, raging 
still today. This illustrates the fact that the social sciences as a whole are still a col-
lection of rather loosely connected fields of developing knowledge.

By the second half of the twentieth century, two developments further shaped the 
field of social science. For one, the social sciences had become regarded as an inde-
pendent ‘discipline’ and was no longer considered the offspring of other disciplines 
(almost all early psychologists trained in the nineteenth century were physicians, for 
example). While the methods and corresponding ‘objects of knowledge’ the social 
sciences sought were situated between the natural sciences (explaining the world by 
means of natural laws and experimentation, resulting in objective knowledge) and 
the humanities (understanding the world with ideographic methods, resulting in 
more subjective narratives), their object, human behavior, was unique.

Secondly, a strong impetus towards independence came via a post-war surge of 
popularity in the social sciences. There had been only a handful of students inter-
ested in psychology or sociology in the years prior to 1940, but this dramatically 
changed in the 1950s, ramping up further from the 1960s on. Thousands of students 
began enrolling in social science disciplines like psychology, sociology, educational 
sciences, and political science to meet the growing demand for social scientists. 
Applied science became one of the social sciences’ most valuable additions, deliv-
ering an innumerable number of new therapists, educationalists, human recourse 
managers, test psychologists, and policy makers every year.

This rapid influx allowed the social sciences to establish itself firmly in the post- 
war framework of modern universities, which persists today. Scores of professor-
ships were created, large research institutions were established, and considerable 
sums of money began flowing into the social sciences. These processes of institu-
tionalization and professionalization went hand in hand with the formalization of 
research procedures, reflected in stricter and more formalized views on ethics, 
exemplifying an increased concern with scientific misconduct (discussed in Chaps. 
4, 5 and 6).

Approaching the end of the twentieth century and beginning of the twenty-first, 
new developments set in motion a series of changes that transformed the outlines of 
the social sciences once again. Neoliberal politics caused budgets to dwindle, 
forcing social scientists to collaborate with other disciplines, cross-pollinating their 
work. Many strove to ‘valorize’ their work, emphasizing its commercial value and 
thus allowing others to influence their research agendas, intentionally or not.

These tendencies, though grossly oversimplified here, clearly reflected on the 
social sciences’ fundamental commitment to understanding the world. While some 
argued that the social sciences were acquiring a newfound importance in society, 
others doubted that the knowledge it produced was capable of withstanding tests of 
validity, and in response a ‘replication crisis’ was declared, a charge many sought to 
counter (Nussbaum 2010). We will return to these arguments in Chaps. 8 and 9 
(Box 2.1).

2.2 Science
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Box 2.1: ‘What Do Social Sciences Study?’
The Study of Humans Debates about the validity of social science knowl-
edge exemplify the challenges in the scholastic study of humans. One of the 
oldest and arguably most notable disciplines in the social sciences, sociology, 
focuses on collective human activity, social relationships, and social interac-
tion. As it is situated at the interplay between social structure and individual 
agency, one of its most fundamental issues lies in the existence of social struc-
tures and how they objectively influence our lives.

Psychology, on the other hand, often seeks to understand and predict indi-
vidual human behavior in a way resembling the ‘hard’ (natural) sciences. The 
working of the mind, cognitive processes, and functionality of the brain have 
all been the subject of psychological research. Subdisciplines such as neuro-
psychology, developmental psychology, social psychology, and clinical psy-
chology are all devoted to different dimensions of individual behavior.

Taking a longer view, anthropology studies the rituals, values, and prac-
tices of human societies and cultures, forming subdisciplines in cultural, 
social, medical, and linguistic anthropology. Because cross-cultural analysis 
plays such an important role in the study of anthropology, questions regarding 
cultural relativism (to what extent are someone’s values to be understood as a 
product of their culture) have always received a lot of attention from univer-
sity scholars.

2.3  Knowledge

2.3.1  The Role of Universities

If science’s most important task is the production and reproduction of knowledge by 
use of certified methodologies within a structural framework of institutions, then 
how should universities prepare students for this feat?

Gabelnick (1990) proposes that we should view universities as learning com-
munities. Universities are institutions populated by professors, teachers, research-
ers, staffers, managers, and of course students, who are all committed to the same 
objective – the accurate production and reproduction of knowledge.

The perspective that universities are learning communities takes for granted that 
academic institutions are bureaucratic organizations seeking cost-efficiency. In 
order to do what they must do, they should have strict curricular structures, consist-
ing of well-defined teaching programs with formal learning objectives, prescribed 
assessment criteria, and quality control agencies. Such environments strive for pro-
ductivity as their goal, allowing for little deviation from the norms they put in place. 
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Indeed, modern teaching programs at universities often wield knowledge as their 
instrument and regard students as passive consumers of it.

Dissatisfied with such a restricted view of the student’s role in the university, 
Etienne Wenger proposed an alternative perspective. His work has been influential 
in higher education circles since the 1990s. Instead of regarding learning as a for-
malized activity, carried out by isolated members of an institution, Wenger pro-
posed that learning is a shared and situated activity that requires communities of 
practice.

In communities of practice, people are actively engaged with each other, con-
structing knowledge together. Participants in these communities ‘share a concern, a 
set of problems, or a passion about a topic, and deepen their knowledge and exper-
tise in this area by interacting on an ongoing basis’ (Wenger et al. 2002, p. 4).

Participation, sharing, and interacting in communities of practice are essential 
elements in learning, since it is through participation that identity and practices 
develop. Participants in communities of practices ‘learn by doing’ (instead of learn-
ing by absorbing or consuming knowledge).

In this book, we too adhere to such a constructivist perspective, and we invite the 
reader to be actively involved with the normative questions raised here, developing 
their own solutions to moral dilemmas. Of course, books are interactive in only a 
limited sense, but hopefully the case studies offered in the following chapters, along 
with the corresponding exercises that accompany the chapters, enable students to 
become involved in these debates. We want them to be able to discuss their ideas 
and engage with classmates, co-constructing their own solutions to the problems 
posed here (Fig. 2.3).

Fig. 2.3 Communities of practice

2.3 Knowledge
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2.3.2  Knowledge Construction

If your role at university is to ‘co-construct knowledge’, then what exactly should 
you develop? What does true knowledge consist of?

Fundamentally, knowledge is simply any information about the world (i.e. 
‘Moscow is the capital of Russia’, ‘Water consists of two components of hydrogen 
and one component of oxygen’). In an academic context, however, knowledge is 
more precisely defined as (a) a body of discipline-based theories, concepts, and 
methodologies, and (b) any number of practical generalizations and principles that 
apply to fields of professional action (Eraut 1994, p. 43).

Thus, what psychologists, sociologists, and anthropologists claim to know is a 
result of how they define the world and of how they operate in their fields of research. 
Accordingly, not just their view of the world, but the properties they ascribe to the 
world or in the universe may differ radically from one discipline to the next.

Acquiring knowledge implies much more than simply learning a set of theories 
and concepts. Being immersed in academic education, you’ll follow a process of 
gradual mastery.

At first, learning is about understanding the fundamentals of a field of knowl-
edge. At this stage, little ownership is involved. Research procedures are learned, 
reporting preferences are practiced, and the existing historiography is read.

Quickly thereafter, these fundamentals need to be applied to practical situations, 
and the knowledge of other disciplines becomes indispensable. An increased sensi-
tivity to the explicit and implicit norms and expectations across disciplines becomes 
a tool for collaboration. Despite a sharp learning curve, by the end of your educa-
tion, you are expected to display analytical skills, propose your own ideas, and 
develop insights in your own right. Only then have you become a trusted and pro-
ductive member of the academic community, a co-constructor of knowledge.

Benjamin Bloom’s taxonomy of cognitive knowledge-based learning attempts to 
grasp this gradual development (see Figs. 2.2 and 2.4).

2.3.3  Risk and Reflexivity

A key factor in becoming a ‘trusted and productive member of the academic com-
munity’ is reflexivity: the ability to critically reflect on the responsibilities of both 
yourself and others.

Reflexivity isn’t just some invitation to be cautious or thoughtful. We are living 
in an age of increased accountability, meaning that more than ever, there is an obli-
gation on individuals, businesses, and institutions to explain and justify the choices 
they make. For scientific researchers, this means that you can and will be held 
accountable, or even be liable, in a case of wrongdoing, intentional or not.

2 Science
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Creating

Evaluating

Analyzing

Applying

Understanding

Remembering

Fig. 2.4 Revised 
taxonomy of Bloom’s 
knowledge-based learning. 
(In Anderson et al. 2001)

Box 2.2: ‘GDPR’
Under the European General Data Protection Regulation, individuals have 
the right to access their personal data, the right to be informed and/or forgot-
ten by those who use their data, the right to object or restrict (further) use of 
their data, and the right to be notified in case a data breach has taken place.

GDPR requires that concrete and appropriate procedural and technical 
measures be taken to protect these rights. Enacted in May 2018, it has far- 
reaching consequences for all institutions (including universities) that use 
personal data. Institutions are required to:

• Create a comprehensive privacy policy;
• Appoint data protection officers and representatives;
• Adopt specific codes of conduct;
• Maintain records of all data processing activities.

The monitoring of risk is therefore a crucial aspect of reflexivity (Giddens 1991). 
Risk assessment is no longer an individual responsibility, but a collectively carried 
burden, and this reality had grown in significance over the years.

Much of this collective responsibility has been written into regulation at an inter-
national level. In Europe, for example, the General Data Protection Regulation (or 
GDPR for short; see Box 2.2), constitutes a set of binding directives that protect the 
rights of human participants in research, ensuring that researchers and research 
institutions actively assume responsibility.

At the level of local institutions, special independent controlling bodies have 
been installed to coordinate the ethical dimensions of research. Most universities 
and research institutions today require that researchers submit their proposals to 
these Institutional Review Boards (IRBs), who demand strict procedures when con-
sidering research applications. Funding agencies will often demand compliance 
with these bodies, and many journals require approval from them before they pub-
lish an article.

2.3 Knowledge
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2.4  Ethos

2.4.1  Science’s Ethos

We started this chapter with the observation that science’s mission is to understand 
the world systematically and methodically, while being as unbiased as possible. 
Furthermore, every scientist has a moral duty to be skeptical and critical. We now 
return to this grounding principle and ask: Are there any general guidelines that 
scientists must follow that allows them to be both critical and methodical? Yes, 
there are.

One of the first demands scientists must meet is the need to remain autonomous. 
It has been long advocated that universities should safeguard their independence. 
They must seek objectivity and establish as much self-regulation as possible. 
Science is not to serve interested parties; either influenced by ideologically, politi-
cally, or commercially inspired motives.

Another important principal is that scientists must fulfill their tasks carefully and 
reliably. The methods and procedures of science should be transparent, its studies 
replicable, and its results accessible to all. This open character of scientific knowl-
edge is pivotal to its mission.

In his now famous 1942 article ‘A Note on Science and Democracy’, American 
sociologist Robert Merton formulated several essential principles which, if fol-
lowed, he argued would ensure science a secure and autonomous place in society. 
He wrote this at a time when Western civilization was at the threshold of being radi-
cally transformed politically, culturally, and economically, with the free exercise of 
science all but self-evident. As such, Merton (1942) proposed four ‘imperatives’ 
that make up the ‘ethos of science’ (Fig. 2.5).

 1. Communism, later dubbed communalism. Because knowledge is the product of 
collective effort, substantive findings of science are assigned to the community. 
They constitute a common heritage and therefore ‘property rights’ are held down 
to a bare minimum.

 2. Universalism. The acceptance or rejection of scientific claims should not depend 
on any personal or social attributes of the researcher. Only pre-established, 
impersonal criteria should be used to determine a truth claim.

 3. Disinterestedness. Scientists should act for the benefit of a common scientific 
enterprise, not for their own gain. Self-interest should play no part in science.

 4. Organized Skepticism. Scientists should be skeptics, suspending judgement until 
the facts are at hand. Logical and empirical criteria allow for a detached inspec-
tion of any claims, which are exposed to critical scrutiny before being accepted.

 5. Later a fifth imperative was added: Originality. Researchers must create new 
scientific knowledge, and not just reproduce established findings (Ziman 2000).

These five imperatives are known by its acronym CUDOS. These imperatives 
have found their way into various ‘codes of conduct’ (to be discussed in the next 
chapter) and existing scientific practices and procedures (see the last chapter of this 
book for a detailed discussion).
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Fig. 2.5 Robert 
K. Merton, at Leiden 
University, the 
Netherlands, at the 
occasion of receiving an 
honorary doctorate, 2 July 
1965. Source: 
Wikicommons

The principle of communism, for example, is accomplished through the practice 
of academic publishing, which allows researchers to share their findings. The prin-
ciples of universalism and disinterestedness then, are grounded in the widely 
accepted practice of ‘peer review.’

The all-important practice of peer reviewing (which means that authors submit 
their work to a forum of experts before it gets published) was not yet utilized during 
Merton’s time, but gradually became standard practice in the decades after World 
War Two. From then on, it was the reviewers who decided whether or not a paper 
met accepted standards. Reviews are as a rule ‘blind’, which means the identity of 
the author remains unknown to the reviewers, ensuring fair judgement. Peer review-
ing itself is considered part of one’s ‘academic duty,’ and the imperative of orga-
nized skepticism, for reviewers don’t get paid (Box 2.3).

2.4.2  Ethos or Arena?

The question that emerges at the end of this chapter is whether these Mertonian 
guidelines (communalism, universalism, disinterestedness, organized skepticism, 
and originality; CUDOS) still meet our expectations. As we indicated in our brief 
history of the social sciences, much has changed in the past two or three decades. So 
then, what is the value of scientific knowledge, however ‘true’, if it isn’t supported 
by politicians, policymakers, or other stakeholders?

Social science in the early twenty-first century feels like a battle in an arena. And 
this arena is anything but a level playing field. It is populated not only by 

2.4 Ethos



22

Box 2.3: ‘Climate Change or Nudging. A Dilemma’
Since the early 2000s, climate change – and the totality of challenges associ-
ated with climatic variability and change – is recognized among scientists as 
an indisputable fact, even though there may be debate among researchers 
about specific causes, implications, or future scenarios.

In an attempt to anticipate some of the most pressing issues related to cli-
mate change, scientists have proposed a wide range of ideas and solutions that 
could be implemented by policymakers. Social scientists have also contrib-
uted their fair share to these solutions. The challenge they face is in finding 
ways to alter human behavior on a massive scale. In response, the UK-based 
Behavioral Insights Team (BIT) was founded in 2010. One of the solutions 
they developed were small, low-cost ‘nudges’ that focus on making subtle 
changes to people’s environments. For example, loft insulation helps reduce 
energy waste, but few people were installing it. When provided with low-cost 
labor to clear their lofts, however, the number of loft insulation installations 
increased fivefold.

Nudges may only impart a slight change in human behavior, but they  
are cheap to implement and when used on a large scale, can still have a signifi-
cant impact. Nudges are contrasted with traditional government levers for 
behavior change, that include vast mechanisms for interfering in economic 
and ecological systems, many of which are much more resource and cost 
intensive.

Recently, Irish Prime Minster Leo Varadkar adopted the ‘BIT approach’ 
and argued that the government’s pathway to zero emissions by 2050 was to 
‘nudge people and businesses to change behavior and adapt new technologies 
through incentives, disincentives, regulations and information’ (The Irish 
Times, June 17th 2019).

We may all agree that climate change is real, and that ‘something needs to 
be done’ about it, but the question here is: what role should social scientists 
play in this discussion, and whether or not they should get involved with 
politics.

Proponents could argue that the social sciences have a moral obligation to 
invent instruments that help drive human behavior in the right direction. 
Opponents could argue that nudging does not involve consent – people are 
‘gently pushed’ in a certain direction and may not even be aware of it. They 
may contend that it’s not up to the social sciences to invent instruments that 
steer the behaviors of people, it should be up to each individual to make their 
own decisions.

Where do you stand in this debate?
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professional and highly competitive scientists, but also by networks of stakeholders, 
financers, managers, journalists, and career officers, all operating with their own 
interests in mind.

These developments, while grossly oversimplified here (we offer greater atten-
tion to some of them in later chapters), clearly threaten to undermine science’s fun-
damental commitment to an unbiased, systematic, and methodical understanding of 
the world.

True, science’s mission has remained largely the same throughout the past few 
centuries, but that doesn’t mean its mission ever was nor is self-evident today. To 
accomplish its goals, science must relate to society, adapting to its needs and wants, 
its political, and even commercial pressures. At the same time, it must seek to retain 
its integrity and autonomy. And for this, we need ethical reflection.

2.5  Conclusions

2.5.1  Summary

This chapter started out with a definition of science’s original mission: to under-
stand the world without prejudice or bias, free from preconceived ideas or dogmas. 
From this, an accompanying obligation was derived, to be skeptical towards one’s 
ideas and the ideas of others.

A brief summary of the history of science and the history of the social sciences 
outlined a picture of a field still in development. A view of universities as learning 
communities was contrasted with one of universities as communities of practice. 
Furthermore, a constructivist perspective, in which students are regarded as active 
co-constructers of knowledge, was proposed. It was argued that being immersed in 
academic education implies a process of gradual mastery and increasing ownership, 
in which reflexivity plays a crucial role.

Finally, Merton’s ‘institutional imperatives’ CUDOS were discussed: universal-
ism, communism, disinterestedness and organized skepticism, later extended with 
originality, and how they extend into scientific practices such as peer review 
procedures.

2.5.2  Discussion

We investigated the ‘parameters’ of scientific practice, and we questioned the condi-
tions that enable it. We found that universities as institutions have changed since 
their early days, though at its core the mission of the scientist has remained the 
same: to understand and explain the world, free from bias and dogmas. We further 
identified one value that we considered pivotal for science to fulfil its mission: to 
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remain autonomous, at least to some degree. One question we did not ask: how will 
science succeed in remaining autonomous? The answer can be found in the subject 
matter of this book: its ethics.

 Case Study: Max Weber and the Calling of Science

In a 1917 lecture before a group of politically left-leaning students, sociologist Max 
Weber spoke on the particularities of a career in modern science. What should stu-
dents expect to find in academia and what is expected from them, what should 
motivate them, what shouldn’t, and what responsibilities do they have? (Fig. 2.6).

In this lecture (published in 1919 as ‘Science as a Vocation’) Weber first used the 
expression ‘disenchantment of the world,’ which roughly points to the process of 
rationalization and simultaneous erosion of the sway religion and superstition held 
over humanity since the Enlightenment. It is a process, says Weber, to which sci-
ence (understood in the broad sense, as both the natural sciences, the social sci-
ences, and the humanities) acts as ‘a link and a motive force’ (Weber 1991, p. 139). 
Science is thus both a product of rationalization and a driver of it as well.

What is the task of a scientist in the ‘modern’ (early twentieth century) world? 
Weber discussed several dimensions. For one, science depends much less on 

Fig. 2.6 Photo Max 
Weber, 1864–1920. (Photo 
credit: Wikicommons)

2 Science



25

creativity, ‘enthusiasm’ (passion), and inspired ideas than it does on hard work, and 
above all, specialization. ‘A really definitive and good accomplishment [in science] 
is today always a specialized accomplishment’ (p. 135). The difference between a 
creative outsider and a scientist is not who generates good ideas, it’s that the scien-
tist has a ‘firm and reliable work procedure’ that the creative outsider may not.

Indeed, the positive contribution of science in one’s life consisted of: (1) the 
production of knowledge, (2) by use of reliable instruments (such as the experi-
ment) and sound methodology (logic), (3) to create clarity, (4) in an attempt to serve 
the truth. Science is a ‘vocation’, Weber insisted, ‘organized in special disciplines in 
the service of self-clarification and knowledge of interrelated facts. It is not the gift 
of grace of seers and prophets dispersing sacred values and revelations […]’ 
(p. 152).

Science does not, therefore, dabble in interpretations of ‘meanings’, neither of a 
political or religious nature. A scientist is a researcher and a teacher, not a ‘spiritual 
leader’, and although they may hold certain convictions, they should not be com-
municated in class. ‘The true teacher will be aware of imposing from the [univer-
sity] platform any political position upon the student. […]’ (p. 146).

Furthermore, Weber spoke of ‘disinterested science,’ the imperative that scien-
tists should act not in their own self-interests, but for the benefit of a common sci-
entific enterprise, and that the scientist is just a part of a larger quest for knowledge. 
A quest in which all its products (knowledge) have a short shelf life. Every scientist 
knows that their work will be outdated in 10 or 20 years. It is the only way to make 
progress. That is science’s fate, or better yet, its very meaning.

Whether science as a ‘vocation’ is worthwhile under such circumstances is a 
question that cannot be answered, because it implies a values judgement, and sci-
ence does not play those games. However, at the onset of his lecture, Weber made it 
quite clear that the career prospects of a young scholar in the early twentieth century 
were not very good. Comparing Germany with the US, Weber identified that the 
career of a German scholar depended on luck and savvy networking, not ability. In 
the US on the other hand, academic careers were subjected to bureaucratic proce-
dures that created less uncertainty, but also offered less academic freedom. In both 
cases, young academics had to work long hours, receive meager salaries, and were 
anything but certain whether they would be promoted. ‘Academic life is a mad haz-
ard’, Weber mused (p. 134).

Over a century has now passed since Weber’s lecture. The academic world, and 
indeed the world at large, has since changed. Do the conditions for aspiring scien-
tists mentioned by Weber still apply today, and are the values he professed still 
recognized? Hackett (1990) probed this question in 1990, contending that the cir-
cumstances at universities have changed dramatically, and that as a result, several 
major underlying values have changed too. Let’s briefly look into his argument.

Hackett argues that (a) universities have become increasingly dependent on 
recourses from the private sector, which has caused universities to closer resemble 
the private sector, and (b) universities have become increasingly dependent on 
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 government agencies, causing universities to behave more like bureaucracies.  
These ‘isomorphic forces’ (constraining processes that force one organization to 
resemble another) have shaped and structured university cultures in significant 
ways, creating ambivalence and value conflicts. Hackett claims that these conflicts 
may lead to social disorganization and even scientific misconduct (1990, p. 249). 
Drawing on interviews with scientists, chair holders, academic administrators, and 
other officials, Hackett points out a series of ‘value tensions’, of which we will dis-
cuss three:

 1. Academic freedom and autonomy versus accountability. In Weber’s time, aca-
demic freedom was still more or less guaranteed, but in the 1990s, academic 
scientists became ‘more accountable to and directed by their research sponsors’ 
(p.  266). This reflects in their choices of research problems and publication 
practices.

 2. Research versus education. Principles and practices that the scientist as mentor 
would prefer (to stimulate free and independent inquiry) have become inconsis-
tent with the needs of the scientist as employer (to ‘produce’ research for a 
market).

 3. Efficiency versus effectiveness. Pressure to perform within tight budgets and 
schedules undermine the scientist’s ability to deliver quality work. Measurable 
standards of performance and detailed accounting strip science of the aura of 
expertise (p. 269).

Weber predicted that universities would follow the American path, towards 
bureaucratization, and from Hackett’s observations, it seems he was right. 
‘Universities, scientists […] and graduate students are assembled in a cascade 
of dependence, which sharply contrasts with the ideal of independence in 
 science and academe’, Hackett notes (1991, p. 270). In Chap. 9, we continue 
this discussion.

 Assignment

 1. Consider the major differences between university life for a student at the begin-
ning of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. What has changed, and what has 
remained the same?

 2. What does ‘academic freedom’ mean to you? How important is it, and how much 
freedom do you have to pursue your interests?

 3. What are your motivations for pursuing an academic education? Which values 
do you consider most important?
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 Suggested Reading

The Cambridge History of Sciences, vol. 7 (2003, edited by Roy Porter) offers an 
excellent collection of short but insightful essays on the history of the various disci-
plines in the social sciences. For an exploration of the philosophy of the social sci-
ences, we recommend the accessible Contemporary Philosophy of Social Science 
by Brian Fay (Fay 2005) and for a more critical perspective, Philosophy of the 
Social Sciences by Alexander Rosenberg (Rosenberg 2008). For an introduction 
into theories of knowledge, we recommend Duncan Pritchard’s What Is This Thing 
Called Knowledge? (Pritchard 2006).
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credit to the original author(s) and the source, provide a link to the Creative Commons license and 
indicate if changes were made.

The images or other third party material in this chapter are included in the chapter’s Creative 
Commons license, unless indicated otherwise in a credit line to the material. If material is not 
included in the chapter’s Creative Commons license and your intended use is not permitted by 
statutory regulation or exceeds the permitted use, you will need to obtain permission directly from 
the copyright holder.
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