


called the “container theory of integration,” for according to it
the way to integrate the social sciences is to place many different
social scientists in the same container and to shake well. The
container might be a professional journal, a seminar, or a re-
search project; it does not matter too much so long as the indi-
vidual men are willing to cooperate.

No one will deny the desirability of cooperation among
social scientists and among non-social scientists as well. But one
may doubt whether a “cooperative spirit” is all that one needs
to integrate the social sciences. Despite its manifest appeal to
idealistic motives, this approach to integration is quite mechan-
istic. It seems to assume that the present several social sciences
departments, and the “fields” and “courses” within each, are
permanent and ultimate elements which, like Lucretius’ atoms,
can be combined and recombined endlessly into “integrated”
institutes, committees, conferences, and research teams .

This conception of integration is very comforting. It per-
mits one to be in favor of integration without dislodging a single
brick of the specialist’s structure. It does not seem to me to be a
conception which squares with the actual nature and necessities
of integration in the development of the social sciences. In the
first place, the existing departmentalization of the social sciences
is itself the product of incessant historical change, influenced by
many different factors —rational and irrational. Many of the
fields —for example, economics— are both splinters from broa-
der fields, like political economy and moral philosophy, and
“integrations” of a heritage of observations, commonsense pre-
cepts, and deductive reasoning. And the development of new
specialties and borderline fields which cut across them con-
stantly compels reclassification of the social sciences. Whatever
the ultimate “atoms” of social science knowledge may turn out
to be, I doubt that they will resemble the “departments” and
“courses” listed in current university catalogues.

A second difficulty with the “container theory” is that its
application frequently leads to a worsening of the very condition
it is designed to alleviate. Social scientists, presumably, need to
come together and “cooperate” because the division of labor in
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THEORETICAL INTEGRATION

There are three areas in the social sciences where integra-
tive tendencies are important: basic theoretical research, action
research, and general education. In each of these areas special
problems exist which can be resolved only by greater integration.
Let me begin with basic theoretical research.

Systematic theory does not yet have the accepted status in
the social sciences that it has in the natural sciences. For this
condition there are indeed many reasons. Some of these are
connected with the greater personal involvement of the social
scientist in his subject matter than the natural scientist. The
social scientist, for example, cannot easily experiment on him-
self or his society; must overcome the influence of bias; must
disengage himself from the immediate practical context of his
work ; must find some way to deal objectively with human feel-
ings, motives, and attitudes; and must take account of the ever
present value judgments made by both himself and his subject
matter.

But in addition to this factor of personal involvement
which, by the way is not an insurmountable obstacle, there is the
failure to appreciate the value of integrating theories and con-
cepts in the development of knowledge. The rapid accumulation
of empirical data for its own sake and the conflicting “schools”
of thought in economics, psychology, and sociology, and anthro-
pology are both symptoms of this failure.

A close examination of the history of science will show, I
believe, that the great landmarks come when a Galileo or a Dar-
win succeeds in showing the connections between a wide variety
of facts through a few powerful concepts and principles, or when
a Newton or a Sewall Wright carries this process farther by
synthesizing apparently conflicting theories. In the social sci-
ences we have several landmarks of the former kind in Adam
Smith’s Wealth of Nations and in Freud’s theory of the uncon-
scious, to mention only two. Successful syntheses of conflicting
theories are far more difficult to find. although there are many
efforts (e. g., Parson’s Structure of Social Action, Kardiner’s
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important for action research depending on its capacity to serve
practical ends.

When we try to apply the social sciences to the solution of
practical problems, the shortcomings of the specialist’s approach
are obvious. The practical administrator or public servant is
hardly in a position to take intelligent and wise action when he
knows only the “economic,” or only the “political,” or only the
“psychological” aspects of a problem which confronts him. Nor
does it help him much to say that he should know all the relevant
aspects of the problem. There certainly is not the time under
the pressures for practical action and decision to stop and master
the social sciences. He may of course get help, as many admin-
istrators and public servants do, from “expert” advisers. But
where these experts are themselves specialists, they are neither
willing or able to put together the separate pieces in a form us-
able for decisions about public policy.

What is needed in order to make the social sciences more
relevant to social problems is a greater concern for organizing
available knowledge and for tracing its bearing on matters of
public policy in the training of social scientists and public ser-
vants and in the writing of social science works. Myrdal’s Amer-
ican Dilemma indicates the scope and possibilities of the kind
of responsibility social scientists must discharge if their work
is to have social relevance. Myrdal gathered and organized the
existing knowledge and popular beliefs on the “Negro Pro-
blem,” filled in gaps with new research, constructed a com-
prehensive and theoretical interpretation taking account of the
framework of moral values within which the problem is defined
by both Negroes and Whites, and suggested some strategic poli-
cies for dealing with the problem.

It would be impossible to classify Myrdal’s end product in
terms of any of the departmental social sciences, and yet it takes
something from all of them and from ethics and law as well.
Moreover it is presented in a form which is intelligible and use-
ful to the citizen and to the public servant. If more social -
scientists were to devote themselves to this type of “action re-
search,” they would make a major contribution to public educa-
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question: “What does everybody need to know about the social
sciences?”

To ask the first question is to grapple with the basic aims
of general education; to raise the second is to precipitate a quar-
rel between different social science departments. A college social
science program constructed on the basis of the second discussion
will at best be but a delicately poised compromise between the
conflicting pressures of different departments and will shift with
the changes in access to administrative influence of varying
groups of specialists. A social science program, on the other
hand, which is explicitly constructed within the framework of a
liberal education curriculum stands a good chance of being
integrated and coherent and of making a major contribution to
developing the humanity and citizenship of college students.

At the College of the University of Chicago we have devel-
oped a three-year sequence of general courses in the social sci-
ences, the organizing principles for which are derived from the
philosophy of liberal education to which the College is commit-
ted. These principles are that: (1) every student should have
an understanding of the major political deliberations, decisions,
and actions of the society to which he belongs, (2) every student
should knew something of the outstanding attempts by social
scientists to give universal significance to human experience and
human society, and (3) every student should develop a capacity
to deliberate rationally about matters of public policy.

The first and third principles derive from the College’s
commitment to develop intelligent citizens of a free society, the
second from its commitment to develop intelligent human beings.
As a citizen, the student i1s a member of a state with traditions,
ideas, a record of crises successfully and unsuccessfully met,
and a future full of new choices to make. Because the past is
operative in the present through oral and written tradition, a
knowledge of this tradition sharpens understanding of the pre-
sent. Another reason for teaching the student this tradition is
that basic political problems have a way of recurring so that a
close study of how these have been attacked in the past prepares
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There are many outstanding works in the social sciences which
add to our knowledge of human nature, its relations to society
and culture, and the processes of change underlying the integra-
tion and disintegration of both individuals and cultures. From
a study of these works the student may learn wherein he and his
society differ from other individuals and societies and wherein
they all share in a common humanity. As he compares and
contrasts these differing interpretations he will also gain some
insight into the slow and precarious process whereby valid know-
ledge is fished from the deep unknown.

A program in the social sciences which gives a student an
understanding of the major political experience of his country,
trains him to think independently and wisely about public mat-
ters, and inspires him to approach human affairs with something
of the detachment of the scientist and philosopher, will have
made no small contribution to the student’s liberal education. To
such a program all of the social sciences are obviously relevant
along with law and political and moral philosophy. The actual
organization of such a program and the disposal of the many
problems concerning sequence, coverage, personnel, etc., is a
matter of detail which can be easily worked out once the basic
aims are clear and agreed upon.*

Thus far I have emphasized the differences in the needs
and methods for integrating the social sciences in three different
contexts — basic research, solution of practical problems, and
general education. But there are also carryovers from one con-
text to another. The mode of integration achieved at one level
is bound to help and influence what can be done at other levels,
As basic research and action research in the social sciences
produce works like Myrdal’s American Dilemma, the problem
of finding suitable materials for general courses in the social
sciences is infinitely easier. Conversely, the type of integration
aimed at by general education has something to contribute to the
research social scientist, for he is.both temporally and morally

* For a more detailed description of the college social sciences program, see
Milton Singer, “The social sciences program in the College of the University of
Chicago,” The Journal of General Education, 1948, Vol. 11, No. 3.
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