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THE SOCIOLOGY OF UNCERTAIN KNOWLEDGE
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The sociology of knowledge concerns the rela-
tion between human thought and the social
and material context in which it arises (Man-
nheim 1936 237; Coser 1968 428; Merton
1973 7). However, there is a systematic ne-
glect of a key area of investigation which
needs to be remedied. Social constructions
surrounding uncertain issues must be placed
at the heart of the sociology of knowledge. Phi-
losophers recognize that all knowledge is un-
certain, but inductive inferences necessarily
inhere in human praxis. In any culture, a line
must be drawn between reasonable and un-
reasonable doubts. The sociologist can pro-
ceed by determining how the boundary is
drawn, and how it changes, and by analyzing
types of uncertainty. On this basis the action
frame of reference may be used to isolate the
core elements in the way people concep-
tualize their situation. A consideration of un-
certainty enables one to interpret the promi-
nence of power and the function of theory in
human life.

The term knowledge means an awareness
of facts and possession of information. Thus,
the term implies the validity of what is known,
or that the belief is well grounded. There is a
familiar contrast between knowledge and con-
jecture at just this point. Hence the use of the
phrase sociology of knowledge draws atten-
tion to the nature of what is known, rather than
to the systematic variations which exist in the
degrees of confidence by which beliefs are
held, and the social constructions which sur-
round social issues. The neglect of this latter
area pervades the body of the sociology of
knowledge, and is not evident on the surface.

A moment’s thought suggests that matters
of doubt form a core element in the human situ-
ation. Uncertainty surrounds the future of our
own comunities and nation, just as it per-
meates our individual lives. The past too,
though conceptualized as being fixed and defi-
nite, is shrouded in obscurity. Since time im-
memorial, humans have been plagued by the
vagaries of natural forces. Western humanity
continues to depend on them. As regards the
social environment, other people, including
close friends, are in many respects distanced

from us because we are uncertain how they
think and feel, and how they will react to us. We
are often in doubt about how to act, and we
may be surprised by our own reactions and be-
havior. So much in life is uncertain that it
seems safer to place this element at the heart
of a sociology of knowledge rather than to as-
sign it peripheral status. How can the
sociologist begin to grasp the phenomenon of
human uncertainty? Perhaps philosophers
can help us.

THE PROBLEM OF INDUCTION

Analytical philosophers generally agree that
the truth of any empirical proposition which
goes at all beyond the immediate evidence is
uncertain (Ayer 1973 137; Brown 1978a 521).
Empirical propositions underlie inductive infer-
ences, and itis a feature of any inductive infer-
ence that its conclusion has less certainty than
its premise. Philosophers tend to push to an
extreme what many would view as the more
reasonable doubts of daily life. In connection
with the problem of induction, Russell remarks
on the fallibility of crude expectations of unifor-
mity, such as those of the chicken which ex-
pects the person who has fed it every day to go
on feeding it, whereas he at last wrings the
chicken’s neck instead (Russell 1946 63).

The chicken had no alternative. The be-
havior of animals is predicated on certain as-
sumptions. Should those assumptions be vio-
lated, the consequences may be fatal, but this
does not alter the fact that the animal’s activity
which sustains its life must be dependent on
assumptions of this sort. In this respect, the
human animal is in the same situation, for in-
ductive inferences necessarily inhere in
human praxis (Wittgenstein 1969 par 103).
The new element in the human situation is that
some of the inductive inferences are on occa-
sion selected out for special scrutiny. For this
they must be explicitly formulated.

Although in the conduct of human life, cer-
tain inductive inferences are indeed isolated
and scrutinized, there are always a vast
number of assumptions which remain unchal-
lenged. These assumptions correspond to all
the empirical propositions which could be for-
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SUBSTAN‘HVE UNCER‘FAINTY

About what issues does substantsVe uncer-
tainty center? The answer resides partly in our
animal nature and partly in our social nature.
-Obsawation ‘makes it clear that animal be-
havior is oriented towards certain ends, which
may be uncertain of attainment, such as ob-
taining food. In this, humans arqm the same
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tion or social praxis, the uncertainty in relation
to end achievement must be acknowledged at
the cultural level. One can locate real uncer-
tainty by examining the situation of the human
actor seeking to achieve defined ends (Par-
sons 1949 79, 732, 750). From our cultural
context it is frequently tempting to alter the
vantage point and explore the way in which
change events impinge from outside, analyz-
ing what we see as the conditions of action.
Other people might also conceptualize their
situation in exactly this way. A nomadic desert
people might operate on the basis of the induc-
tively derived claim that it will rain during the

next year. This would involve them in planning -

on the basis of this expected, but uncertain
event. It is manifest that part of the substantive
doubt which is acknowledged by those in-
volved may belong to the conditions of action.

relation. between culture and practice, one
must make no assumption that within differing
cultures, the source of the uncertainty is con-
ceptually located in the same way. Although
there must be a distinction drawn between the
reasonable and the unreasonable doubt, that
which is substantively uncertain may be seen
as belonging either to the conditions of action
or to the individual’s acting. Consider the con-
dition of parents who produce two children.
The children may be two boys, two girls, or a
boy and a girl. In the framework of Western
thought the sex composition is seen as some-
thing which merely happens, determined by a
deus ex machina, as a product of the condi-
tions of action. However, there is no reason
why this aspect of the event should not be
seen as having been actively produced by a
human agency. The parents could have be-
haved well, and therefore, have been re-
warded with two boys. Alternatively, a mediat-
ing agency, such as a god, may have been
presumed to bring about the event because
humans have acted deservingly.

ENDS, PLANS & CONDITIONS OF ACTION

It may be wondered, if there is no fixed con-
ceptual line between the individual’s acting in
pursuance of goals, and the conditions of ac-
tion, whether the latter realm need exist at all.
The answer must be affirmative. This follows
from two basic points. 1) There is a line drawn
between the reasonable and the unreasona-
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ble doubt. 2) The realm of end achievement is
conceptualized as being uncertain, and the
subject of reasonable doubt. We are sure that
the conceptualized conditions of action are
non-empty, though this hardly gives it much
definition. What is the minimal form of the con-
ceptualized conditions of action?

_ To identify this we need to remember that
human material life is sustained by culturally
regulated cooperation. This is not to be
equated simply with a situation where lan-
guage exists and people directly seek their in-

‘dividual ends. The central feature of culturally
_regulated cooperation is that although indi-

viduals may frequently be treated as ends,
they must at least sometimes be treated as
means. But, if people are used as means, they

~ cannot in their totality be conceptually assimi-
n. lated into the realm of end achievement. it is
Nevertheless, in seeking to understand the

aspects of people which are minimal elements

"of the actor’s conceptual conditions of action.
This implies that those aspects provide the

minimal resource to produce means. One can
also conclude that no aspect of the real world
need be conceptually relegated to the condi-
tions of action. The individual must understand
that there are other end seekers, and also, that
s/he like others, is a means provider. Indeed,
one can only become aware of oneself as an
end seeker while becoming aware of oneself
as a means provider. The two conceptions are
linked ab initio, and both are manifested in ac-
tivity directed away from the same point.

What exactly are the aspects of people
which are the minimal element in the concep-
tualized conditions of action? One may be
tempted to say that what others are engaged in
doing is used as a means. But this will not do
for the minimum, since engaged in doing be-
longs to the uncertain realm of end achieve-
ment, and the assertion that there is some-
thing beyond reasonable doubt in the condi-
tions of action. This something must not be
human doing dxrectly, butrather the human po-
tential for doing. What one can assert is that a
way of life is predicated on the assumption that
humans have certain powers of action. They
can harvest food or build automobiles. The
‘human possession of powers of action is the
minimal element in the conceptual:zed condi-
tions of action.

There is an important assocaated corollary
In any cultural context there is a conceptual
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realm of end achievement. In the social world
this uncertamty arises from the fact that the
meampmvxder is alsoanendseeker She will
not provide the means unless she is thereby
~ seeking to achieve a sub-end of her own.

Since the realm of end achievement is consid-
~ered uncertain, so is that of means provision.

‘Though the existence of these powers is
beyanmeasonable doubt, whether means will
be provided is not. There are two reasons.

~ First, pewers ;which are seen certamly to exist

the. end E,but E is doubtful of attainment be-
- causeof doubts asto X's wmmgnesstaact itis

~ the need to resolve the issue of willingness
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doubts about the natural woﬂd (Parsons 1349
10)
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the statement that religion is always found in
society. In this connection, the special feature
of Western society is that thereis a strong ten-
dency for all cultural material to be conceptu-
ally polarized between the sphere-of end at-
tainment and the conditions of action. It is stul-
tifying that the Western concept of deity strad-
dles these two spheres. Deity hever seems to

be allowed to do anything, and as a condition

of action, is merely assvgned a watchmg brlsf ~
(Berger 1969 119).

Another core elementthat: emerges fromour
acwunt which is prominent in many religions

is power. We have concluded that it is the ac-

knowledgment of powers of action whichisthe

e minimal element of the conceptualized condi-

tions of action. The end seeker must acknowl-
edge that he needs and depends on these ex-
ternal powers of action. These powers are the
fundamental slement which is external to the
end seeker, and set over and against him. He
has lost control, and knows it. in the modern
concepts of the Deity, the major non-affective
and non-evaluative quality which he posses-
ses is unlimited power. The Deity is seen as
timeless and 'omnipresent. Recognition of
powers involves recognition of potential which
necessarily excsts across space and through
time. :

Becausein preuterate soc:eﬂes humamty is
more subject toinfluence than nature, the term
gad tends to-stand for general human pow-
ers, the desired exercise of which is always un-

~ certain due to the wills of particular persons

(Nadel 1954 12) This notion tends to be
generalized to the natural world (Durkheim

- 1912; Durkheim & Mauss 1903; Radin 1937).

In widely different kinds of society, this power
aspect of deity tends to exist beside the idea
that the Deity is a mediator in human end-
‘achievement. We gain ends through the Deity
without treating the Deity as means. Thisis a
persistent notion, because in the framework of
life, some ends tend to be achieved thus
through other actors.

INDUCTION, THEQRY, & PRAXIS :

In consndering induction, we will develop the
view that we must account for certain elabo-
rate cultural formations as attempts to cope
with uncertainty. Analytical philosophers
maintain that any induction is unjustifiable. But
in discussing the principles:of induction, they
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contrast two situations when an inductive con-
clusion might be reached. 1) A situation when
a thing of a certain sort, “A” has been found to
be associated with a thing of another sort, “B”,
and has never been found dissociated from a
thing of sort “B”, and 2) a situation where the
phenomenon is not a generalization from indi-
vidual cases, but can be subsumed under sci-
entific theory. It is frequently suggested that
we can have more confidence in inductions
under the second condition. In one identifiable
respect, there is no reason to be more confi-
dent in the second case than in the first. Even
where there exists a scientific theory, the em-
pirical evidence for the theory can only be a fi-
nite number of observations.

What light can we shed on the persistent be-
lief that confidence is more justified for induc-
tion? At this point, it is signficant to note that
the first condition merely concerns a proposi-
tion form and an infinite number of inductions
of that form could be made. The second condi-
tion involves reference to scientific theory, of
which, in any cultural context, there are only a
finite number. The individual generalization is
formed using concepts which link directly to
particular scientific theories. Scientific theories
are not randomly formed as generalized re-
flection on the work. They link intimately to
praxis. There is practical need for humans to
form principles enabling them to choose be-
tween real alternatives. They seek to operate
with principles which make it more likely that
they will reach their objectives. This is the es-
sential context of scientific theory. They are
essentially the cognitive principles which are
explicit in a specific culture, to enable humans
to cope with uncertainty. When the problem is
basically one of knowing what is likely to hap-
pen, this is solved by reference to pure sci-
ence. Ifthe problem is essentially one of decid-
ing what means to adopt to reach a given ob-
jective, then the reference is to applied sci-
ence. If people acted according to the formula-
tion of random generalization, there would be
social chaos. Since there are an infinity of pos-
sible generalizations that could be formed
which would be chaotic in this sense, for practi-
cal purposes, our confidence in inductions is
not merely limited; itis zero. On the other hand,
since we are assured that acting according to
scientific princples is best, our confidence is
maximal in-acting on inductions.
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Scientific theories may be absent in preliter-
ate societies, but there is still a paramount
need to operate with selective principles which
distinguish between practical alternatives.
Though religious ideas will generally be man-
ifestin this sphere, these should not be consid-
ered as agglomerations of ideas which, though
of spiritual or normative evaluation signifi-
cance, are random as regards practical reality.
There must be a response for those realities if
a form of life is to be sustained. Embedded in
the corpus of ideas, one will find common
sense theories incorporating the general no-
tion that water puts out fire. It is the existence
and use of common sense theories such as
this which is the sine qua non of praxis.
Theories, rather than isolated deductions, are
the bedrock of confidence which sustains life.

CONCLUSION

Ironically, it seems that only when the sociol-
ogy of knowledge embraces the phenomenon
of uncertainty can it be placed on a more se-
cure foundation. But how has it come about
that sociologists have tended to neglect this
phenomenon? Part of the explanation may be
that social thought is anchored in a certain em-
piricist tradition. According to Hamphsire
(1959 47) “the deepest mistake in the empiri-
cist theories of perceptions, descending from
Berkeley and Hume, has been the representa-
tion of human beings as passive observers re-
ceiving impressions from ‘outside’ of the mind,
when the ‘outside’ included their own bodies.”
This orientation draws attention away from the
ways in which modes of thought arise from
human activity. When emphasis is on observa-
tion rather than activity, the time dimensin may
be ignored. Observation in its contemplative
form tends to exist outside of time, while activ-
ity is rooted in time. Our own starting point was
the observation that although philosophers tell
us that all knowledge is uncertain, inductive in-
ferences necessarily inhere in human praxis.
Within any culture a line must be drawn be-
tween reasonable and unreasonable doubts.
The sociologist can determine by reference to
the theory of knowledge how the boundary is
constructed and how it changes.
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