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 “Dialectic deals with conflicts that may be overt or latent.” (Lonergan, 1973, p. 235) 

 “There are differences that will be eliminated by uncovering fresh data.” (Lonergan, 1973, p. 

235) 

 “The conflict lies, rather, between, on the one hand, what man is and is to be and, on the other 

hand, what man thinks he is and is to be.”
1
 

INTRODUCTION 

Bernard Lonergan provided, among his many achievements, a standard model for the sciences, 

with an emphasis on economics and the social sciences. His emphasis reveals a concern for the 

well-being of global humanity and its future. Regarding the social sciences, Lonergan’s work 

reveals four problems; 1) that the social sciences lack their proper data, 2) that same lack leaves 

the social sciences less than successful at reorienting social decline, 3) the focus on a mistaken 

view of objectivity mitigates against establishing a standard model and 4) the present direction of 

method and research unknowingly contributes to decline. 

These four criticisms of social science research may be considered by social scientists as a moral 

indictment of social science in general. It is to be stated though, that none of these four critiques 

intend intentionality. Intention suggests understanding and that cannot be attributed to present 

social scientists in regards to what is unintentionally neglected. 

This article attempts to explore the functional speciality dialectic as outlined by Bernard 

Lonergan’s thought (Lonergan, 1973, p.235-236) by entering into dialogue with the methodology 

of contemporary social sciences. First, there is the need to assemble problems in research and 

methodology.
2
  This process will assist in helping notice what is lacking and what is missing.  

 

*1
 This article will appear in the Journal: Dialogues in Philosophy, Mental and Neuro Sciences in June of 2019, 

Volume 12, Issue 1 at http://www.crossingdialogues.com/journal.htm .  
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Secondly, it will be shown how what is lacking and missing will aid in resolving the conflicts 

that may be overt or latent, thirdly, an outline of how to discover what is lacking and missing, 

fourthly, how that discovery helps in resolving the problems of method in social science and  

finally how that discovery might be cultivated by social science researchers exposing the 

difference between what we think we are and what we are.   

We take a lead from Lonergan with the following prescription of the structure of dialectic. 

“Before being operated on, the materials have to be assembled, completed, compared, reduced, 

classified, selected.” (Lonergan, 1973, p. 249) By carrying out these individual activities listed in 

the quotation it will be shown how dialectic occurs and the steps required to bring about a 

reversal of counter-positions.
3
 

1 A Brief History of Social Critical Theory 

Because critical theory presently dominates social science research a very brief history of the 

origins of social critical theory follows. Current Critical Theory has its origins in a group of 

European thinkers during the 1920s who had experienced the atrocities of the First World War 

and the Marxian focus on transforming society.
4
 They saw the need for a structure to transform 

society towards a more humane existence. Two issues they focused on were what they perceived 

to be the alienation and reification of humanity. This group became known as the Frankfurt 

School.
5
 Its history unfolded with numerous changes of positions and central thinkers shifting in 

there methodical approaches but usually with one main aim, to transform society.
6
 That focus has 

remained and its evolution has brought the social sciences into multiple series of contexts or 

paradigms. The Frankfurt School also elicited a behind the scenes agenda of ensuring that 

classical metaphysics never again emerges. This has been a distraction from and block to the 

consideration of both the need for a normative position and the problems associated with the 

absence of foundations of social science. Social critical theory today still focuses on research that 

will assist in developing policies to alleviate what they consider to be problems in society. The 

main methodical focus in critical theory is statistical theory. Statistical theory is divided into 

qualitative and quantitative procedures. Contextualizing those procedures in research are 

numerous paradigms from which researchers choose in order to eliminate bias in relationship to 

their particular research project.  
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A review of textbooks discussing method in the social sciences reveals multiple paradigms or 

contexts which a researcher needs to consider when conducting any form of research in social 

science. Researchers draw a distinction between methods and contexts. The usual methods of 

statistical theory
7
 may be contextualized in one or more of the following ways: 1) Positivism, 2) 

Feminist theory, 3) Grounded theory, 4) Queer theory, 5) Activity theory, 6) Deconstructionism, 

7) Poststructuralism, 8) Postmodernism and more. As Quinn states concerning “views” in the 

philosophy of physics, “some of which are mutually incompatible”.
8
 Social scientists 

acknowledge this incompatibility in making the following statement; “While it is recognized that 

some methodological frameworks are incompatible with others…” (Somekh. 2005. P. 1) 

Furthermore, social scientists insist that given the incompatibility of what their research is 

concerned with, are they not inhibited when discussing “questions regarding the nature of 

knowledge and truth (epistemology), values (axiology) and being (ontology) which underpin 

human judgments and activities.”
9
? What do they mean by knowledge, truth, values and being?

10
 

These issues remain unresolved for the social scientist.  

 

An example of a particular usage and understanding of paradigm is offered in an article by Few-

Demo, Humble, Curran and Lloyd. Their “Queer theory, Intersectionality, and LGBT-Parent 

Families: Transformative Critical Pedagogy in Family Theory” explores the possibility of 

developing new methods of teaching to aid in resolving the issue of heteronormativity describing 

this approach as a new paradigm.
11

 Is what these authors have outlined a new paradigm or an 

insight? Does an insight that provides a context for teaching or research, constitute what Kuhn 

and others have named a paradigm?
12

 What is a paradigm or more exactly, how do social 

scientists define the term paradigm? Kuhn, according to Crook and Garratt, defined paradigm as 

a meaning connected with a set of beliefs, procedures and working practices that inform the 

dominant world-view, and which shape the context of modern science. (Somekh, 2005, p. 207) 

The context of modern science shaped by shifting paradigms would seem to create further 

problems of discontinuity.  

“While paradigms provide important frameworks of ideas for thinking about research 

methodology, their development has had the unfortunate effect of polarizing social science 

researchers.” (Somekh, 2005, p. 2) 
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Every researcher brings to his or her research a context. The function of the paradigm within the 

confines of Kuhn’s definition would appear to be an ongoing effort to remove those biases or 

prejudices that inhabit one’s personality and influence the degree of one’s objectivity. An 

important question is whether such admissions of one’s biases are self-understanding in terms of 

an explanatory account of one’s mental operations? In as much as a particular paradigm may 

influence a researcher’s interpretation of a particular datum, a further question should be 

considered: what rules of hermeneutics does the interpreter follow?
13

 Also, are there rules of 

interpretation that determine the context of paradigms or that contextualize a paradigm? If so, 

there would be a paradigm contextualizing a paradigm. Is the methodology of the social sciences 

condemned to some form of an infinite series of paradigms? Such a series of paradigms would 

obfuscate ever establishing a foundation for the social sciences. Can a social science provide 

cumulative and progressive results with such ongoing shifting of positions referred to as 

paradigms?  

2 Assembling Ambiguities in Social Science Literature 

What follows here, are problems that pervade social critical theory. Their explication will aid in 

understanding the limitations of present paradigm understanding. This effort will aid in reflection 

on the use of the word ‘critical’ regarding social critical theory.   

(1) “...whatever its methodological stance on the important debates that surround notions 

of subjectivity and objectivity, research is never truly impartial.”
14

  

How did the authors of this statement arrive at the objectivity that they espouse in this 

conclusion? If all research is subject to impartiality, how can the authors claim some degree of 

objectivity regarding the statement above?  

These two questions are offered in an effort to generate in the reader a second order of reflection, 

to force a shift in one’s attention to a problem that is unintentionally ignored. What is that 

problem? It is the problem of providing what a researcher considers an objective statement and 

in that same statement claiming a problem with objectivity as always present in research. 

Unfortunately, any second order of reflection would be ruled irrelevant by the author of the 

above quote, as it involves the author’s unexamined subjectivity and objectivity. But then what 

of the author’s first order of reflection? Did the author notice the ambiguity or contradiction of 
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making what she considers an objective statement about the impartiality of reaching objectivity? 

Is the lack of distinction, relationship and understanding of subjectivity and objectivity a problem 

in social science methodology?   

(2) “...it is impossible to know when what is inside of oneself leaves off and when what 

is on the outside begins, since such issues are lost to infinite reflexivity.” (Somekh, 

2005, p. 208)   

This quotation further deepens the problem by advising the researcher of the impossibility 

regarding the issue of objectivity “since such issues are lost to infinite reflexivity.” What does 

the above narrative reveal about the manner in which social scientists reflect on the methodology 

of the social sciences, their own profession? Is there something lacking? The position taken in 

this quotation tends to offset or block any effort to solve a problem in science. If science is about 

understanding data and all data is to be understood, this problem of the inside and outside is a 

problem and a datum to be resolved. 

A further example of the lack of a second order of reflection is revealed here in Heggs’ 

interpretation of the thought of Foucault. 

(3) “Foucault (e.g. Rainbow, 1991), although generally supportive of Habermas, rejects 

the idea of human activity being governed by universal principles…”
15

    

Is it a universal principle that human activity is not governed by universal principles? This 

problem can be revealed by the reader in reaching his or her own conclusions about the 

ambiguities and contradictions inherent in the above quotations. How can a science reach a 

verified conclusion when it admits objectivity is beyond the researcher? Furthermore, is a 

researcher actually doing science when the above quotations express in an objective manner the 

difficulty or inability to achieve objectivity?  

(4)  “…genuine research must include consideration of ‘why’ questions as well as ‘what’ 

questions.” (Somekh, 2005, p. 11)  

Bringing forward the refusal of present day researchers in social science to work out distinctions 

regarding subjectivity and objectivity as context, were such researchers neglecting to ask ‘why’ 

and ‘what’ questions in an effort to resolve a problem? It would seem so. What does asking 
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questions have to do with working out a problem? Does that asking reveal already a degree of 

objectivity inasmuch as one can at least claim that one is asking the correct question? When 

something is unknown or some problem arises, can we not legitimately ask: What is wrong? or 

Why? But note again a contradiction, where some researchers are advocating that a problem 

cannot be cleared up and another is advocating the asking of questions to be a scientist. 

Questions and questioning are the normal beginnings in which a researcher usually seeks to 

understand. Are the authors of the former quotes raising the relevant questions regarding the 

issues of subjectivity and objectivity? It would appear that they are closing off further questions 

regarding the issue of objectivity. Did the author advocating the asking of questions merely think 

it a bright idea, or had she actually noticed this in her own research procedure? What is the 

difference between a bright idea and noticing a mental operation as the source of an idea?
16

  

Materials that have been assembled above are just some of the central ambiguities that are 

problematic in social science methodology.  

3 Interpreting the Assembled materials 

In order to understand the assembled materials it will aid us in understanding the genesis of 

ideas. Does an idea, or an insight, have an origin, or does it occur out of nowhere? Is a 

distinction between an idea and its source possible? What are the implications of such a 

distinction if it is possible? An attempt to describe the origins of an idea may offer a beginning as 

all science begins first with describing the data before an explanatory account can be reached. 

This may seem odd to think of an idea as data, but they occur and should they not be correctly 

understood as any and all data are to be? Let us together produce the data that we may have 

something to describe. 

 We begin with a visual image as data of sense.          

   A          EF         HI  

      BCD       G  

 

This image can be described as follows. The image is in Font 14 and black in color. The image 

has been printed in bold to set it apart from the rest of the article. One could also measure the 
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length horizontally and vertically providing a unit of size. Five capital letters are on top of a 

straight line and four capital letters are below the straight line. There are spaces between the top 

and bottom letters allowing for the alphabetical flow of the letters in the sequence. What aspects 

of the description are relevant to understanding why this image is presented in this manner? How 

do we decide which aspects are relevant and which are not? Does this image evoke in you a 

question? Would it be of normal intelligence to ponder as to why the letters are presented in this 

manner? Does the former question help us in working out what is relevant in the many aspects of 

description listed above? Does the image itself present itself as curious? Do we ‘see’ curiosity in 

the image?
17

 Is it preposterous to answer ‘No’ to the final question?  

The answer of ‘No’ potentially shifts attention away from the image. But where can attention go? 

If curiosity is not in the image, where is it? Notice that these questions do not retain a focus on 

the descriptive aspects of the image. There has been a shift initiated by questions. The shift has 

been from the data of sense to curiosity, to questions, to understanding, to operations that occur 

in consciousness and not ‘within’ the image or the descriptive aspects of the image. This is not to 

say that the description is irrelevant, it is a beginning providing a direction towards 

understanding, an insight, the idea.  The point being, a distinction should be creeping into our 

processing that has been initiated by raising questions. The distinction is between two different 

forms of data that are gradually being distinguished. They are the data of sense and the data of 

the operations of the human intellect. How they are related is beyond this article but the reader 

might be reaching some appreciation for the distinction and relations. 

What is a question seeking? A question is seeking an insight, an idea. What is an insight? An 

insight is an act of intelligence that reveals something previously unknown. It occurs if one is 

poised in a question like mood. This reflection brings us back to our question; What is lacking 

and missing? (Introduction, p. 1) What is lacking and missing are two factors of scientific 

enquiry; 1) the distinction between the data of sense and the data of consciousness, 2) the 

operations of scientific enquiry and 2) an appreciation of curiosity in scientific enquiry which 

can be reached by reflecting on one’s own curiosity when engaged in any form of wonderment. 

So, it would seem that it is our adverting to our operations that is lacking and missing, or at least 

unintentionally underappreciated, undeveloped, and uncultivated as children, as schooled and 

culturally.
18

 The rare individual survives this unintentional neglect and retains curiosity as their 

way of making sense of their environment. Even if their curiosity has survived, adverting to their 
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curiosity is a further step and still not a normal procedure of such an individual in contemporary 

culture or in science.
19

  

Both the collecting and the interpreting of the assembled materials have been contextualized by a 

position on objectivity, knowledge and reality yet to be presented but have been intimated 

throughout. In doing so, there is the focus of human intelligence, as reflected upon, that is 

directing the choices and the interpreting. What follows, regarding further interpretation of the 

conflicts, is contextualized by the same positions.    

4 Interpreting the Conflicts 

The following three quotes raise issues that this essay explores. The claims made in these 

quotations are possible only once the issues raised here have been researched and resolved. 

``Method (or Method) is an issue because without something like the method proposed and 

elaborated by Lonergan, disputed questions linger unresolved for centuries, the results of the 

human sciences are scattered and haphazard rather than cumulative and progressive, timely and 

fruitful ideas and policies are abandoned to the fate of chance not choice,`...``
20

 

 

“The first is the fact that ‘after all, the essence of emergent probability in human history is 

insight into situations.’ The situation of contemporary human sciences is rife with conflicts and 

therefore ripe for method. At some point, something like the needed cultural shift will have to 

emerge; in the long run, the only alternative to it is academic or cultural bedlam or 

babel, or perhaps pandemonium.” (Brown, 2015, p. 179) 

 

“Relevant data include the data of consciousness as well as the data of sense. Hence, the 

empirical principle does not imply the behaviorist principle, which would confine human 

psychology to the methods available in animal psychology. It does not imply the positivist 

principle, which overlooks the a priori contained in man’s (woman’s) questions for intelligence, 

for reflection, for deliberation. It is not confused with the verification or falsification principle, 

which confines human knowledge to the world of experience.” (Lonergan, 2004, p. 302-303) 

(Brackets added)
21
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Various conflicts within the methods of the social sciences were assembled in the earlier sections 

of this essay. The neglect of the data of consciousness leads to the conflicting meaning of the 

quotations provided in the sections 1 and 2 of this article as well as the claims made in the two 

above quotes. The notion that the issues of subjectivity and objectivity are not solvable leaves the 

social scientist adrift in a multiplicity of paradigms in an attempt to cover all the bases without a 

standard model. Without an understanding of the data of consciousness, the social scientist is 

faced with a future of never ending paradigms to address every new situation.
22

 The data of the 

social sciences are the operations and psychic performance of the human subject, of the 

researcher. The neglect of this data reduces the social sciences, the study of humanity, to the 

same model as that of the natural sciences, the study of the data of sense. Can what and why 

questions be invoked to resolve the lack of understanding of subjectivity and objectivity? Why 

not?
23

  

The resolution of this conflict began in our previous section with you the reader if you began to 

notice a shift of your attention from the data of sense to the data of the operations of the intellect. 

The alphabet puzzle was provided for just that purpose. The two questions provoked by that 

visual image are 1) Why are the letters arranged as they appear? and 2) What is going on in me 

while I am trying to answer the first question? 

The shift of the questions to the act of question is a shift in attention. The act of attending is the 

same operation of consciousness, but the content or focus of the attending is different. Once one 

has acknowledged the different content of the attending, one is admitting to new data. To ignore 

that data as something to be understood is to restrict social science methodology to a study of the 

data of sense. Further, once that data of consciousness has been acknowledged, the issue of 

subjectivity and objectivity has the possibility of being resolved. In definition form, objectivity is 

the process of asking and answering all the relevant questions pertaining to a particular insight.. 

In symbolic form E-?-!-J Experience (data) Question, Insight, Judgment. Knowing then is a 

process of heuristic operations, and knowledge is the end result of those same operations. 

Knowledge is a correctly understood experience and such mental acts are conscious operations. 

The conflicts referred to in the analysis of the assembled materials are resolved by reflecting on 

one’s own performance while doing science, or solving a puzzle. But one needs to go beyond the 

definitions and struggle with the differentiation between the data of sense and the data of 
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consciousness. To merely quote the definitions will not initiate a change in one’s understanding 

of one’s performance as a researcher. It is a beginning.
24

  

Working out the relationships between the various operations and being at home in the new 

approach, which is called Generalized Empirical Method
25

 (GEM), is a difficult scientific 

pursuit. GEM provides fresh data in the pursuit of resolving a problem or a conflict, 

understanding data and aids in a better control of meaning. Because it is difficult, because it is 

not implemented in present social science research, it is demanded more now than ever at a 

period of history in which the gap between what we think we are and what we are is wide and 

unknown. Social policies are either inept, or at least, unable to lift human livability towards a 

more humane existence. There are those who disrupt society as it is presently structured, but the 

deeper malaise is those of us who ‘feel’ we have created a good society and do not notice the 

inhumanity of daily living.
26

 Much of the disruption of contemporary living by those deemed 

rebellious is due to their unexplainable ‘feeling’ that something is awry and this can be an 

aesthetic response or one of sensitivity on a psychic level.
27

 So, this small effort here is an 

attempt to disrupt on the level of the researcher’s attention to his or her performance so that 

research and policies will rise to the level of our times in its present disorientation.  

The identity of consciousness in social science research would increase the probabilities of 

cumulative and progressive results. It would provide a researcher with the proper data of the 

social sciences and ground a sensible position on objectivity, knowledge and reality. If 

embedded in a heuristic standard model as a method of science, GEM has the potential to 

provide a control of meaning and the content of a science, which in turn will provide a higher 

probability of progressive and cumulative results. At this time in history, GEM provides the 

academic with a position enabling him or her to be adequately critical of the confusion in 

contemporary methodologies. 

 

Conclusion 

What has been attempted in this essay is to present the present situation in the social sciences in a 

dialectical context. There are oppositions in the present approaches to social science 

methodology.
28

 Even though the approaches manifest different viewpoints, all are contextualized 

by a common sense
29

 approach to method and science, all unintentionally neglect the data of 
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consciousness and all develop numerous paradigms to offset their neglect to understanding just 

what objectivity is. This essay has pointed to new data that can assist in resolving these 

oppositions. The pointing now has to be carried out by the reader and the researcher. The 

assembly of materials provided above has been interpreted in light of specific positions on 

objectivity, knowledge and reality and such interpretations have revealed methodological 

problems and ambiguities that need to be first resolved by the researcher and eventually by the 

entire social science community if the science is to be normatively critical. Bernard Lonergan 

offers the following reflection on the relationship between critical thinking and normativity.     

“…so also human science has to be critical. It can afford to drop nineteenth-century scientific 

outlook of mechanist determinism in favour of emergent probability. It can profit by the 

distinction between the intelligent emergent probability that arises in the measure that man (and 

woman) succeeds in understanding him (her) self and in implementing that understanding. 

Finally, it can be of inestimable value in aiding man to understand himself and in guiding him in 

the implementation of that understanding, if, and only if, it can learn to distinguish between 

progress and decline, between liberty that generates progress and bias that generates decline. In 

other words, human science cannot be merely empirical; it has to be critical; to reach a critical 

standpoint, it has to be normative.” (brackets added) (Lonergan, 1992, p. 261) 

Normativity would emerge once the problems assembled in this essay are resolved. Normativity 

would provide a unity and foundation for the social sciences. Such a unity would provide the 

possibility to develop policies that would be more effective in the social life.  

Central to the discussion in this essay was bringing to light new data that is latent and can lead to 

a resolution to the counterpositions presently operative in social critical theory. Can social theory 

be critical without being normative?
30

 The answer to that question is implicit throughout this 

essay. It is explicit for this author and that is the task of dialectic, to initiate a dialogic process 

towards decision. There are a few questions for the social scientist before even the question 

concerning normativity can be resolved.  Does the social scientist recognize the problems raised 

in this essay as ambiguities? Secondly, does the social scientist desire to solve these ambiguities 

raised in this essay? The first decision is whether the social scientist desires to answer these 

questions. That decision has two consequences. The negative answer would proliferate the 

present problems in method, progress and development. The positive answer has the potential to 
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initiate a new direction, that only upon making the effort, will such potentiality come to be 

known.
31
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problems in that field are not unlike those in the social sciences. This chapter was originally published in 2015 as 
“Generalized Empirical Method: A Context for a Discussion of Language Usage in Neuroscience” in the Journal of 
Dialogue in Philosophy, Mental and Neuro Sciences at http://www.crossingdialogues.com/issue12015.htm .  
21

 Original article submitted by Bernard Lonergan to the International Theological Commission in 1974. 
22

 The new situations are in fact symptoms of a culture in decline.  See Lonergan (1993) Topics in Education, CWL 
10, University Press of Toronto, Toronto, CA. “What I want to communicate in this talk about art is relevant to 
concrete living, that it is an exploration of the potentialities of concrete living. That exploration is extremely 
important in our age, when philosophers for at least two centuries, through doctrines on politics, economics, 
education, and through ever further doctrines, have been trying to remake man, and have done not a little to 
make human life unlivable.” P. 232. See also Lonergan (1992) chapter 7, section 8 on Decline. 
23

 The problem exists due to a naïve realism or that somehow looking and knowing are similar acts. 
24

 Lonergan, (1992) p. 22. On the startling strangeness of appropriating one’s operations. “…and one has not made 
it yet if one has no clear memory of its startling strangeness.” See Philip McShane, Posthumous 3: “A Commentary 
on Inside” at http://www.philipmcshane.org/wp-
content/themes/philip/online_publications/series/posthumous/posthumous-03.pdf  
25

 B. Lonergan (1985) A Third Collection, Paulist Press, NY. “Generalized empirical method operates on a 
combination of both the data of sense and the data of consciousness: it does not treat of objects without taking 
into account the corresponding operations of the subject; it does not treat of the subject’s operations without 
taking into account the corresponding objects.” p. 141.  
26

 See footnote 22 for Lonergan’s comment on the inhumanity of policies. 
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 Bernard Lonergan (2001) Phenomenology and Logic: The Boston College Lectures on Mathematical Logic and 
Existentialism, CWL 18. Edited by Philip McShane, University of Toronto Press. “The effective writer is the one who 
draws attention to what everyone knows, to what everyone feels is true with regard to the current situation, to 
what everyone has an uneasy feeling about, but which no one can articulate.” P. 307. 
28

 Bernard Lonergan (1993) Topics in Education, CWL 10, University of Toronto Press. P. 241 ff. A field does not 
become a science until it establishes itself as an ordered system. The ambiguities and oppositions within present 
social science methodology leaves it with out an ordered system raising the question; Is it a science?  
29

 Little has been said about the differentiation of common sense and theory. When objectivity is ‘believed’ to be a 
matter of looking to see what is to be seen, common sense pervades science. Theory regards the relations 
between things, events, processes, not the relations between process and ourselves. 
30

 A discussion of normativity would require a more in-depth exposition than is provided here. See Lonergan (1992) 
Ch. 3, section 2. “The Canon of Operations.    
31

 Bernard Lonergan (2001) op. cit., chapter 13, “Subject and Horizon” on the existential gap.  
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