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| want to consider the nature of one possible answan important question. For those of us
engaged in social explanatory endeavour it may eeethhe most important research question we face.
Certainly this appears to be the case from theppetive of the project to which | (and numerous
other$) have been contributing in recent years. As fdated, though, it is a question that Popper
seems never quite to have addressed despite disshin social explanation. However the nature of
the particular answer to it on which | shall foésisl think, very Popperian indeed, both becauseiit
the broad spirit of Popper's writings and also bsedopper provides many (though not quite alfsof
central ingredients.

A minor, or supplementary, question | wish to &ddris whether the current orientation to
social explanation in modern economics warrantdahel Popperian. Just as Popper often mentioned
how his contribution to social explanation drewemonomics, the few practising economists who give a
nod to the philosophy of social science tend taides themselves, and or view modern mainstream
economics, as being within the Popperian tradition. concluding this paper | briefly examine the
appropriateness of this association
The question

So what, first of all, is the primary questionde addressed here, the one that | take to be so
important? It is the following.How can social explanatory work proceed in an open system context
that lacks the possibility of experimental intervention? Let me briefly explain my terms and indicate
why | believe the question to be such an importer@. Actually, | shall suggest that although Poppe
does not pose the question precisely as statedyithamve been high on his agenda during in the last
years of his life. For it practically jumps out lif very last contributions. Certainly | thinktét be a
guestion the pursuit of which the later Popper waehdorse. Eventually, | will, as | say, propose a

somewhat "Popperian’ answer to it.

' See especially the contributions in Fleetwood, 1999.

* What I cannot do is explore the details of the many ways in which Popper has influenced
methodological discussion in economics. But for a sample of the literature the reader might consult
Blaug, 1980, 1985, 1990; Boland, 1982; Caldwell, 1984; Hands, 1985, 1991, 1992; Hausman, 1985,
1988; Hutchison, 1956; Latsis, 1972, 1976, 1983; de Marchi, 1988a, 1998b.



Ontology

The first point to make is that the question josted arises as a result of ontological
investigation. That is, it arises through a staflihe nature of social reality, or social beifgconcern
with ontology is very much the emphasis of thel{8aproject with which | have been involved for
many years now, one often systematisectiéisal realism’. For it is a fundamental tenet of this project
that the nature of the material we study bearsifgigntly on how we can study it. All methods
presuppose an implicit ontology. That is, all noelh are appropriate for some conditions but not
others. And all materials are such that they camseéully investigated by some methods but notrethe
As Karl Marx once observed "in the analysis of @it forms neither microscopes nor chemical
reagents are of assistance" (Capital, vol |, p. B0) the point is a general on&he particular nature of
the material of any sphere of reality makes a afiee to how (if at all) we can come to know it.

Now | take the social realm to be that domainte@mpmena whose existence depends at least in

part on us (a realm which, | take it, includes [bsiispect is not exhausted by] Popper's Wojld Bnd

® I am not the first economists to be comparing critical realism and Popper: see Runde, 1996.

* From this perspective social scientists cannot just take natural scientific methods and apply them to
the social realm. The usefulness of borrowing from the natural sciences depends on the nature of the
methods and the subject material to be investigated. Popper also seems to accept this latter orientation to
ontology, at least here and there. Although in modern economics Popper is mostly interpreted as being
concerned with methods by which theories are to be rationally appraised, he occasionally explicitly
acknowledges that how we can proceed depends on what we are dealing with. Thus for example he writes
as early as 1936 that:

"Whether a [social-scientific] student of method upholds anti-naturalistic or pro-naturalistic doctrines, or
whether he adopts a theory combining both types of doctrine, will largely depend on his views about the
character of the science under consideration, and about the character of its subject matter" (Popper,
1936, p. 290).

° Popper writes:
"By "World 3' I mean the world of the products of the human mind. Although I include works of art in
World 3 and also ethical values and social institutions (and thus, one might say, societies), I shall confine
myself largely to the world of scientific libraries, to books, to scientific problems, and to theories,
including mistaken theories" (Popper, 1982, p. 114)

He continues two pages further on:

"The proposition the truth of which I wish to defend and which seems to me to go a little beyond common
sense is that not only are the physical World 1 and the psychological World 2 real but so also is the
abstract World 3; real in exactly that sense in which the physical World 1 of rocks and trees is real: the
objects of World 2 and of World 3 can kick each other, as well as the physical objects of World 1; and they
can also be kicked back" (Popper, 1982, p. 116).



according to the conception | defend (see e.g.sbawl1997a, 2003) social reality is (found to Iped i
fundamental sensapen (which is why, of course, my question above isrfiglated in such terms). To
understand what | mean by open let me first definelosed system. The latter is one in which
regularities of the form “whenever event (or switeaffairs) x then event (or state of affairg) (or
stochastic near equivalents) occur. Closuresardittons in which correlations hold, in which vied
sufficiently strict (deterministic or probabilisjipatterns at the level aictual phenomena such as
events and states of affairs. The thesis thattyeadinsists only of closures, that all outcomes, @an
effect, be accounted for using techniques of caticel analysis, can be referred to ragularity
determinism’.  And all forms of explanation which rest on thecessity of positing such closures
(typically in conjunction with the stipulating ofitial conditioned) can be referred to deluctivist.
Clearly, on this conception deductivism covers mesamples of modern micro, macro and
econometrics. All are forms of deductivist (closgdtems) modelling.

By interpreting a system as open | mean any $habi closed in the sense described. In an open
system, not all events are predictable. It is stesy where a knowledge of past events does not of
necessity allow any inference as to future everdsmust come about. And by interpreting the $ocia
realm as fundamentally open | mean also to sudbasit is hardly amenable to local closure whether
experimentally determined or spontaneous.

However, it is a further feature of the conceplidiefend that social reality is (found to be) not
only open in the manner described but atsactured. That is, it comprises not ondgtualities such as
actual events and states of affairs (some of wkwehmay directly experience) but also deeper
structures, powers, mechanisms, and tendencieswéiich produce, facilitate or otherwise condition
these actualities. Tendencies here are a bitftikees. The category expresses the ways things act
(irrespective of theactual outcome). Gravitational tendencies draw autummeledo the ground (or

leaves and the ground to each other) eéggounteracting forces of the wind or aerodynamidémcies

® Or, as Popper preferred to call it, scientific determinism:
" “[S]cientific’ determinism, that is to say, the doctrine that the structure of the world is such than any
event can be rationally predicted, with any desired degree of precision, if we are given a sufficiently
precise description of past events, together with all the laws of nature" (Popper, 1982, 1-2).



help send them flying over roof tops and chimne$s. actual events are the result of numerous causal
forces or tendencies. That, in part, is why thegmeand future are open. For the context alwiigsta
the outcome and the future context is everywhetgetadetermined.

This assessment that reality is so structured (hat it is, in the manner described, irreducible
to the actual course of events) immediately guides the direction of causal explanatory research
causal explanation. For whether or not given phenomena are cortlaith others at any one level of
social reality, they can bexplained in terms of (meaning shown to have been producddailitated
by) their underlying causal structures and conalitidso the ontological conception | defend dirests
towards considering how, in economics, we mightoehcausal explanatory projects.

Even an analysis of the well-controlled experimeats us to this conclusion. | say “even' just
because the controlled laboratory situation isoitke to which empiricists and others often point nvhe
arguing to the contrary that the identificationesfent regularities is essential to science. Fenev
regularities are regularly associated with expeniaie work even if they are rare beyond the
experimental confines. However this acknowledgestriction of event regularities to controlled
experimental conditions warrants explanation. Sp does the further observation that experimental
findings are often successfully observed outsidexperimental conditions where event regularities a
rarely to be found.

The explanation is just that the experimentalasitun is a humanly engineered contrivance in
which single (set of) causal mechanisms of inteaesinsulated from countervailing factors. Angev
regularity produced corresponds to the empiricahiification of the mechanism; it correlates the
triggering event with the mechanism's undisturbiéects. The point here is that even the controlled
experiment is not concerned with any event regylatoducedper se, but with what it serves to
identify: an isolated underlying causal mechanigknd of course we can make sense of the successful
application of experimental results in non-experitakconditions where event regularities do notiocc
just by recognising that these results relate ¢oviiarkings of the mechanism and not the regularity
through which it is experimentally revealed. | retto these considerations in due course. Fatirties

being it is sufficient that we recognise that ettem experimental situation, when adequately redtbct



upon, is found to support the idea that sciencétiimately concerned with causal explanation.

Now | believe the conception of social realityadvik set out, though not identical to, is very
much in line with, that developed by Popper, asti@awards the end of his life. | refer in partaul
(although not only) to the two lectures containetiis A World of Propensities, published in 1990, just
four years before his death. Before considering ldter work, however, | must acknowledge thagrpri
to it, Popper's emphasis very much reveatsa presumption that reality, and in particular abality,
is open, but rather an acceptance that it is redgdprciosed, that event regularities do exist.is |t
Popper's earlier position | want to examine first.

Popper and closed systems
My assessment, as | say, is that early on Popmestlynregards reality as more or less

everywhere closed, or at least closable. Thusari940s Popper talks of:

"..a really fundamental similarity between the maftiand the social sciences. | have in mind the
existence of sociological laws or hypotheses wilach analogous to the laws or hypotheses of the
natural sciences. Since the existence of suchlegi@al laws or hypotheses ... has often been daoiibt

| will give a number of examples: “You cannot ilnge tariffs and at the same time reduce the ¢ost o
living.' - "You cannot, in an industrial societyganise consumers' pressure groups as effectisgigwa
can certain producers' pressure groups.' - “Yomatanave a centrally planned society with a price
system that fulfils the main function of competiigrices.' - "You cannot have full employment witho
inflation' (Popper, 1944, p. 307).

Despite the impression given that these examptdsgome effort by Popper in constructing, it isyeas
enough to suggest counterexamples to all of thariff§t can be introduced as a country joins a trgdi
block which gives massively expanded markets fatiig scale economies and, perhaps
simultaneously, even bringing subsidies from cédisgd resources; advances in [especially
communications] technology [including those yet tappen] facilitate all sorts of previously
unimagined possibilities including many for (i) argsing groups of every kind as well as (ii) other
forms of planning; and currently in Cambridge UKdarding to some accounts and depending on our
categories] price inflation [excluding housing] azeto unemployment effectively coexist). The point
though, is that Popper clearly posited closuregignearlier years and seemed almost to imply he

regarded them a common place.

It is relevant, too, that closures appear to peeaupposition of his (later) methodsitiiational



analysis which Popper devised specifically for the soc&lm. It was Popper's view in setting out this

approach that those sciences which study socialgohena cannot explain or predict “singular events'
only kinds or types of event. The point then, agitwy to Popper, is to construct models of typical

situations to see, in effect, the general manneich social events could have occurred.

Popper's idea of a model is clear when he corssideamples for the natural realm, and
specifically lunar eclipses. He talks of makinggpective drawings, or using a lamp for the sun, a
wooden earth, and so forth. He is really lookingutmlerstand &pe of mechanism. Even the initial
conditions involved are described onlytggical initial conditions (1967, p. 358). To see how dagth
and moon move in reality, however, we further needanimate' the model. Here Newton's laws of
motion are called upon. But basically, the mode&iplanatory ofiow phenomena can come about.

The trick for the social realm, Popper believes,td construct models of typical social
situations:

"The fundamental problem of both the historical #mel social sciences is to explain and understand
events in terms of human actions and social sitngati The key term here is “social situation'.

The description of a concrete historicacial situation is what corresponds in the social
sciences to a statementinitial conditions in the natural sciences. And theodels of the theoretical
social sciences are essentially descriptions aynstouctions of typical situations” (Popper, 1994,
166)

Popper is here setting out the conditions for highad ofsituational analysis. Models constructed
according to it are animated by tregionality principle, by the assumption that people always act in a

manner appropriate their situations:

"As for the social sciences ...we can construct models by means aituational analysis, which
provides us with models (rough and ready ones tsub®) of typical social situations. And my thesis
that only in this way can we explain and understahdt happens in society: social events.

Now if situational analysis presents us with thedei, the question arises: what corresponds
here to Newton's universal laws of motion whichwashave said, "animate' the model of the solar
system? In other words, how is the model of a $sgi&tem “animated'?

...it is the central point of situational analysiat we need, in order to animate it, no more than
the assumption that the various persons or agentéved actadequately, or appropriately; that is to
say in accordance with the situation. Here we mersember, of course, that the situation, as | luse t
term, already contains all the relevant aims ahthalavailable relevant knowledge, especially tifat
possible means for realising these aims.

Thus there is only one animating law involvedhe principle of acting appropriately to the
situation..." (Popper, 1967, p. 359).



These models assume, in effect, closed systendgrniag the explanatory schema as a whole a
form of deductivism (see e.g. Caldwell, 1991; Ryrk#96; Koertge, 1975, 1979), one systematised by
Spiro Latsis asituational determinism (Latsis, 1976).

An example of a supposed social event reguladfypBr explicitly acknowledges at this stage
is "the theory of profit maximisation, [wherebyktbusinessman maximises his (monetary) profits by a
policy of marginal cost pricing" (1994, p. 182)utBasically, in situational analysis, the situataj the
agent is assumed to be of a sort that there isfmtadequate or appropriate” course of action tlaad
agent is assumed to take it. In essence the modglding (or along with) the “rationality prince)
provides the closures or (set of) event regulaeisy( whilst a description of a given situation stitates
the initial conditions (always required in deduigivexplanation). Putting the two aspects together
predictions are deduced regarding individual behavi In this way the models are tested. Popper
acknowledges that the process may not always lae clé. But the method allows deductive testing

after a fashion:

"Tests of a model, it has to be admitted, are asiiyeobtainable and are not usually very clear-&uit

this difficulty arises even in the natural scienckss connected, of course, with the fact thateis are
always and necessarily somewhat rough and schemegiesimplifications. Their roughness entails a
relatively low degree of testability. For it wilke difficult to decide whether a discrepancy is thuthe
unavoidable roughness, or to a mistake in the maddelertheless we can sometimes decide by testing,
which of two competing models is the better" (Poph894, p. 170)

If Popper thought in 1967 and earlier that dedisttiesting of this sort was less than clear-cut
his ontological assessments of later life likelgdaertainly should have) led him to be more cagtio
still, to the point, | think, of abandoning thisppach more or less entirely. Let me now turnisdater
writings and in particular hi& World of Propensities.

Propensities and open systems
Popper's central category here, as the titleobbok leads us to expect, is fitepensity. The

category was not entirely new to him at this paintime of course. For in 1956 Popper had published

his “propensity theory of probabilityBut in 1990, on recalling this earlier work, Pepprites:

" For a good discussion see Runde, 1996.



"This theory has further grown so that it was oimythe last year that | realised its cosmological
significance. | mean that we live imarld of propensities, and that this fact makes our world both more
interesting and more homely than the world as byegarlier states of the sciences" (Popper, 1990, p
9).

Popper explains:

"Propensities, it is assumed, are not mere poisigibibut are physical realities. They are as &sal
forces, or fields of forces. And vice versa: far@e propensities. They are propensities foingett
bodies in motion. Forces are propensities to acatd, and the fields of forces are propensities
distributed over some region of space and perhiagrsging continuously over this region (like dis&anc
from some given origin). Fields of forces aredgebf propensities. They are real they exist" (lRopp
1990, p. 13)

There is scope for some confusion here. Unlikecdtiegories of my own project, Popper's propensities
are aspects not of structures or objects but oatsitns. They are “objective probabilities'. Whare
cause acts in isolation to produce its direct ¢ffexzhave the propensity 1. Where countervailimgds

act in competition with some other causes Poppemsedo suggest that the propensity of its typical

effect being actualised is less than 1:

"The propensity 1 is the special case of a clas&ioze in action: a cause when it produces arcefft

a propensity is less than 1, then this can be aget as the existence of competing forces puliing i
various opposed directions but not yet producingantrolling a real process. And whenever the
possibilities are discrete rather than continuthesse forces pull towards distinct possibilitiebeve no
compromise may exist. And zero propensities amglg, no propensities at all, just as the numlazo z
means ‘'no number' " (Popper, 1990, p. 12).

I am not entirely convinced by Popper's emphasi@onse of the category) propensities here. Bait t
important point is that in developing his accouopjper reveals an attachment to a conception dfyreal
inclusive of forces and countervailing forces, utthg those that shift. The result is a perspedtive
which reality is viewed as open, where the thesiave stylisedegularity determinism is rejected as

false:

"Now, in our changing real world, the situation anith it, the possibilities, and thus the propéasj
change all the time....Our very understanding ef world changes the conditions of the changing
world....All this amounts to the fact thdéterminism is simply mistaken: all its traditional arguments
have withered away and indeterminism and free hilte become part of the physical and biological
science" (p. 17)

* Popper, 1 think, always did reject determinism. But in the earlier period he seemed optimistic that
rough and ready forms of deductivist explanation would be adequate.



A few lines after providing examples of featuresedlity that fit with his theory, Popper adds:

"In all these cases the propensity theory of priibalallows us to work with arobjective theory of
probability. Quite apart from the fact that werdd know the future, the future isbjectively not fixed.
The future isopen: Objectively open. Only the past is fixed; it has been actualisetisanit is gone. The
present can be described as the continuing pramfesise actualisation of propensities; or, more
metaphorically, of the freezing or the crystalliaatof propensities. While the propensities achgabr
realize themselves, they are continuing processes.....

Propensities, like Newtonian attractive forces,iawisible and, like them, they can act: they are
actual, they aregeal... (Popper, 1990, p. 18 -- emphasis in the origina

Or as Popper writes in tHatroduction to his collection of essays systematisedrias Myth of the

Framework’:

"The future is open. It is not predetermined amgstcannot be predicted -- except by accident. The
possibilities that lie in the future are infinite'994, p. xiii)

The question that clearly arises is how in suetodd we do explanatory work. Popper does
not get around to considering this. When, inAMorld of Propensities, he does turn to questions of
method he focuses only on theoretical physics. e Her basically notes that in some cases laboratory
experimentation is possible (these are situatiensdsociates with "natural laws of a deterministic
character”" [p. 22]) and in others it is not. Ormythe case of planetary movements do spontaneous

closures or naturally occurring laboratory-likaiaiions occur:

"Only the system of our planets is so well isoldtedh all the extraneous mechanical interferenagith
is a unique, natural laboratory experiment. Herdy dhe internal disturbances interfere with the
precision of Kepler's laws...

In most laboratory experiments we have to exchaday disturbing extraneous influences such
as change of temperature or the normal moisturairofOr we may have to create an artificial
environment of extreme temperatures -- say, neapsolute zero....

But what does all this show us. It shows us thahé non-laboratory world, with the exception
of our planetary system, no strictly determiniios can be found. Admittedly, in certain casehagx
the planetary movements, we can interpret everdsi@so the vectorial sum of forcers that our thesor
have isolated. But in an actual event such as,tsayfall of an apple from a tree, this is not tase.
Real apples are emphatically not Newtonian applasey fall usually when the wind blows. And the

9 .
Or as he writes elsewhere :

This is of fundamental importance; for it shows that nature, or the universe to which we belong, and
which contains as parts the Worlds 1, 2, and 3, is itself open; it contains World 3, and World 3 can be
shown to be intrinsically open (Popper, 1982, p. 129).
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whole process is initiated by a biochemical procksg weakens the stem so the often repeated
movement due to the wind, together with the Neveionweight of the apple, lead to a snap of the stem
- a process we can analyse but cannot calculatetai,...(Popper, 1990, p. 24)

Actually, it is possible t@xplain why experimental work is mostly impracticable lire tsocial
realm, although Popper does not go so far as daingmentioned earlier that Popper's (implicigiab
ontology and that which | defend are rather simifaviewing reality as open and structured. The
conception | argue for elsewhere does, howevespogeewhat further than that of Popper in portraying
social reality as also highlyiternally related, and intrinsicallyprocessual, amongst other things. By
internally related | mean that aspects of realigywhat they are can do what they do in virtuehef t
relations in which they stand to others. Studentstaachers (or the positions in which they stand)
internally related to each other, as are (the ijoositof) employers and employees, landlords and
tenants, and so on. The result is a holistic caimephat cannot easily be carved up into isolaabl
atomistic bits. By saying social reality is ingically processual | mean that its very naturdné bf
process. It does not first exist and then expegeaiange; change is intrinsic to its mode of being.
Think of language. We do not create it, for itqa@es us. But nor is it fixed and determining bhatv
we say. Rather it both conditions our speechautisalso is reproduced or transformed through them.
Being continually reproduced or transformed is ef$gkto its mode of being. But on reflection wanc
see this is true of all aspects of social structure

So we are left wondering how explanatory endeawaight proceed in a social realm which,
prima facie at least, is not at all similar to the planetarstem, and wherein controlled experimentation
seems hardly feasible. Given the fundamental ggsenaf the social system and the recognition kieat t
method of situational logic or situational analysiquires local closures, it is difficult to disndrow we
can proceed.

We arrive once more, then, at the conclusion negetier, that the nature of society is such as
to be not amenable to study through either coetlodixperimentation or Popper's situational analysis
Popper | think had reached a point where he woalk haccepted this. If not then, as | say, the
comments he made, supplemented by the ontologmateption sketched above and defended

elsewhere, suggests he should have accepted@ms.way or another, in any case, we arrive at the
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guestion posed at the outset, and singled outthsrramportant. How might social explanatory work
proceed in an open system context that lacks thsilgility of experimental intervention?
Critical rationalism

One answer to this question, | now want to suggests heavily on adopting an orientation
similar to Popper'sritical rationalism. The latter is the name given to Popper's longeitay stipulation
that a critical orientation is essential to scierexe orientation that requires the scientist tck dee
errors and to learn from them. This, of courseytiere Popper and critical realism come togethest mo
easily. It is not for nothing that both projecteiitify themselves explicitly with the terenitical.

Now the critical perspective of which | talk istrad all a recent one for Popper. Although he
earlier mostly emphasised versions of it appropriat closed systems, namely falsificationism and
(later) situational analysis, and although thesethe only versions most economists (at best) have
tended to notice (see especially Boland [e.g. Bhld®97] on this), his critical rationalism has tee

present throughout. For example, in 1944 we fiop@r arguing as follows:

"According to this piecemeal view, there is no dieenarked division between the pre-scientific dmel
scientific experimental approaches, even thoughtbes conscious application of scientific, thatas
say, of critical methods, is of great importancettBapproaches may be described, fundamentally as
utilizing the method of trial and error. We tryathis, we do not merely register an observation, bu
make active attempts to solve some more or lessigaband definite problems. And we make progress
if, and only if, we are prepared kearn from our mistakes: to recognise error our errors and to utilize
them critically instead of persevering in them dagioally. Though this analysis may sound trivial,
describes, | believe, the method of all empiricdkmsces. This method assumes a more and more
scientific character the more freely and conscipweé are prepared to risk a trial, and the more
critically we watch for the mistakes we always maked this formula covers not only the method of
experiment, but also the relationship between thaod experiment. All theories are trials; they are
tentative hypotheses, tried out to see whether Wk, and all experimental corroboration is simply
the result of tests undertaken in a critical spintan attempt to find where our theories err"pi,
1944, pp. 314, 315 - emphasis in the original).

Clearly at the relatively high level of abstractitvese comments are pitched the basic positioredrgu

for applies as much to explanatory work in theaaealm as any other. Indeed Popper continues:

"For the piecemeal technologist or engineer thiéses mean that, if he wishes to introduce
scientific methods into the study of society and jpolitics, what is needed is the adoption ofitcat
attitude, and a realisation that not only trial blsb error are necessary. And he must learnmiptto
expect mistakes but consciously to search for th&de all have an unscientific weakness for being
always in the right, and this weakness seems patgularly common among professional and amateur
politicians. But the only way to apply somethirkgliscientific method in politics is to proceed be t
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assumption that there can be no political move whigs no drawbacks, no undesirable consequences.
To look out for these mistakes, to find them, tmdpthem into the open, to analyse them, to |eamm f
them, this is what a scientific politician as wall a political scientist must do. Scientific metho
politics means that the great art of convincingselues that we have not made any mistakes, ofiigmor
them, of hiding them, and of blaming others fomthés replaced by the greater art of accepting the
responsibility for them, of trying to learn frometin, and of applying this knowledge so that we may
avoid them in the future" (Popper, 1994, p. 315).

So Popper was always in favour of analyses baitjested to criticism and learning from
error. Still, it can be argued, this is hardly eglouThough attractive, it can be said that Popper's
attention to criticism and learning from error powvlittle content about how to proceed. Certathig

appears to be the consensus of those (few) ecasowti® have even noticed his critical rationalist

stance (see e.g. Caldwell, pp. 26-7). As Wade blabderves:

"The real problem for critical rationalism is nbat one can say very much against it, but rattzrahe
cannot say very much with it. Critical rationalissna view which seems palatable by virtue of its
blandness, the epistemological analog of the dthiaadate to “live the good life' " (Hands, 1992)

Certainly if we accept the ontological conceptgystematised as critical realism, Popper's
stipulations appear to be of very little help indled-or when faced with a social reality as complex
described how can we even begin to undertake exiolgnendeavour? How specifically might
criticism and error play a role? In a closed systeontext Popper was able to be more explicit or
definite. Perhaps too much so. Certainly his #ins on falsificationism and situational anadyaie
read this way by some. But how do we begin evgrdoeed with explanatory endeavour in the social
realm as understood here? What kind of trialsemors can we make? Certainly, if we are talking
about aspects of dynamic or evolving totalitiesaxe not in a position to experiment in the sense of
manipulating aspects of our objects. So how caexpect to make explanatory progress at all?
Clarifying the question

| believe we can make explanatory progress, batt ith order to do so we first need to be
slightly more precise in formulating the natureoaf problem. The earlier discussion of the sitraof
controlled experimentation can help us here. | haeatified the task before us as one of causal
explanation. Specifically, it is to determine howe might uncover aspects of the social structures,

mechanisms and conditions responsible for socian@mena in which we are interested. Now
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reflection on the earlier analysis of the contlExperimental situation reveals that there areethr
interlinked aspects or parts to the problem thateahere, three relative disadvantages facing non-
experimental research. For experimentally basadata&xplanatory endeavour can be usefully viewed
under the aspects of (i) identifying an event raduy; (ii) forming causal hypotheses that can acto

for the regularity; and (iii) discriminating betweeompeting hypotheses consistent with the redgulari

It is in relation to these three activities thae tproblem of social (or, more generally, non-
experimentally aided) explanation can be viewed.

To elaborate, there is first of all the difficutty determining how an explanatory project is to be
initiated if, or where, event regularities of tletsengineered in controlled experimental condgiane
not in evidence. How do we know where to start?

Second if somehow it proves possible to initiate@planatory project in a meaningful fashion,
there arises the question of how to direct anyalaplanatory research. It is easy to demonsdtinate
experimentally produced event regularities corredpo situations where a single (set of) intrinkjca
stable mechanism(s) is effectively insulated frauartervailing mechanisms. Causal hypotheses are, in
this very particular case, directed at the undeglynechanism experimentally insulated. In an open
system such as human society, the relative paotiggularities of the causal sequence sort resfinzt
fact that events or outcomes are mostly each detedny a multiplicity of causes, with the possibil
that at least some of the latter will be highiyngsignt as well as unstable. From the perspecfitieiso
understanding, prima facie problem of causal research in the social realwijtts determining how it
is possible to pick out one particular cause froendonceivably very many acting on any phenomenon
in which we might be interested.

Third, to the extent that an understanding of relsi (set of) causal mechanism(s) can be
pursued at all, there arises the likely task o€rifisinating between competing accounts of it, where
such arise. In the experimental laboratory baakgglofactors can be varied in a controlled and
systematic manner. What options are available énnibn-experimental situation? Clearly because we
are concerned with causal explanation rather thiéim eorrelation analysiper se, the criterion for

selecting amongst any competing hypotheses wilbagiredictive accuracy but explanatory power. We
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can accept the hypothesis which makes sense ofidest range of phenomena within its scope. But in
the absence of event regularities what sort of scapiphenomena might we now expect to call upon in
assessing the relative explanatory power of compétypotheses where held?

It is this three-part problem of openness (of kimgwhow even t@tart the explanatory process
in the absence of event regularities of the satlppced in controlled experiments, of determining/ho
to direct causal reasoning, and of being ablegect amongst such competing alternative hypotheses as
may be formulated) that remains to be addresseatl,oanwhich | propose to focus in much of the
remainder of this paper. First | outline one pgassisolution to the noted three part problem as
developed in critical realism. | then turn to iratie why | take this answer to be rather Popperian.

A sketch of an answer

So where might we start in providing an answeth®multi-faceted problem identified? The
answer | have focused upon elsewhere can be referrascontrast explanation. According to it, the
trick is to seek to explain why two outcomes werethe same as each other when we had good reason
to expect that they would be. Put differentlysita ask in respect of one of the outcomaswhy didx
occur?', but "why diat happen rather thay?', wherey occurred elsewhere in circumstances regarded as
similar. The starting point of the exercise, indeeda surprise that two outcomes are not the same,
that one is “x rather than y'. The object theto isxplain the difference.

Two conditions are clearly required for such aplaxatory approach. The first is just that over
some region that | refer to as tbmntrast space, we had good reason to expect outcomes of a rertai
kind to have a similar causal history and so torlbeh the same. In other words, the first condiion
an informed (if often tacitly held or implicit) jggment about conditions operating over some péaticu
region (which may stretch over geographical sptices, cultures and so forth, where the range of the
contrast space will be larger or smaller dependimgontext). All that is required of any judgemint
that it be suitably informed. It is not necessamgttthe judgement be wholly correct. A correct
judgement is specifically a condition of learningway of identifying a new mechanism coming into
play. This scenario, though, is but a special cAsentrast explanation.

The second condition is merely thatposteriori we are surprised (concerned or otherwise



158

interested) to find that things do not turn ouergected.

| shall indicate below that such conditions anenfibto hold quite widely. First let me address
the prior question as to how, where the noted d¢immdi hold, such a contrastive approach to
explanation might be expected to help. Considemagar three part problem of explanation, turning
first to the puzzle of how we might even initiateaaisal explanatory project.

Initiating the explanatory process and interest redtivity

An entry point can be occasioned by feelings oprsse, doubt, concern or interest, that
accompany some contrastive observations. Wherepegsess knowledge of sorts, and form
expectations, we can be surprised by what occuse, kthen, we have an obvious basis for initiading
analysis. Surprising contrasts serve to draw atterid the possibility that, and to indicate a dtion’
where, a hitherto unknown or unidentified causatdais (or may well be) in play. In an open and
highly internally-related system this is rather ortant. Without such surprising or otherwisgeresting
contrastive observations it is difficult to imagit®w investigatory research can proceed in any
meaningful or systematic fashion at all.

The notion ofinterest here denotes a relative assessment of courseieFuitt tends to
presuppose a prior (equally relative) assessmeatsoénario agninteresting. For a contrast tends to be
interesting precisely in situations where its abeenvould have been regarded as somewhat
uninteresting in the sense of expected or takegrimted. Many taken-for-granted things are going on
all the time. We often only notice that they haeen when something different occurs.

Prior to the 1980's, the sight of cows standing) aalking around the field was mostly not of
great interest to someone living in the British moyside. Indeed it was an unexceptional common
place. It is because of this, however, that ther labservation of many cows appearing to lose the
ability to stand and walk (with the onset of ‘mamive disease’) was interpreted as interestindieo t
point of disturbing.

As | walk down the street in which | live, peoplalk past, and birds fly in the air. | usually

' And if there is a sense in which the uninteresting is a condition for the interesting, it is equally the
case that the unsurprising can be a condition of the surprising, the expected a condition of the
unexpected, the ordinary, a condition of the extra-ordinary, and so on.
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take it all for granted. But | would be quite irgsted if a passing fellow human being suddenly
propelled herself or himself into the stratosph@med even if certain birds of a particularly nersou
disposition stayed on the ground and chose torpadsy).

So, when certain phenomena are described as rastitg this must often be recognised as an
achieved view, a relative and knowledgable perspentarking a site where potentially very intenegti
things may yet arise. The interesting is a redtinaif that potential.

In sum, if it is usually a mistake to take anythzompletely, or even largely, for granted, we
can now see that it is often just because we dbagocontrast explanation can go to work. Cordrast
tend to be considered interesting precisely becarsd where, their prior absence was, at that time,
regarded as uninteresting in the sense of "takethdoordinary'.

So the first component of the three-part probldnopenness is met in contrast explanation.
The fundamental feature is the elemenswbrise, doubt, or, more generallyinterest in “surprising
contrasts', a feature presupposing a concernedraowdedgeable orientation. It is the human interest
that gets the explanatory project going.

Directing the explanatory process

The second problem, the issue of directional#yesolved as much by thentrastive side of
interesting or surprising contrastive observatiassby the interest or surprise. For just as anteven
regularity produced in the experimental laborafmiyna facie marks the site of a single (set of) causal
mechanism(s) in play, so a surprising contfargina facie directs us to a single (set of) causal
mechanism (s). It directs us to the mechanismyglaming thediscrepancy between outcomes (or
between outcomes and expectations), that accaumttsef contrast “x rather than y'.

Consider, once more, the situation of cows ardctise of ‘'mad cows disease'. Consider first
someone concerned with explaining any and all aspé@ cow's state or behaviour. Conceivably, any
aspect of the cow, its mouth, teeth, legs, tailepis, all factors that entered into the evolutbroows,
and ultimately many factors going back to any bandy have had a causal impact and so are
explanatory of some aspects of the behaviour oergéstate of cows. Explaining the behaviour desta

of cows, in truth, is not a meaningful proposition.



However, consider the situation of someone familigh cows, who is surprised and concerned
to discover that, say, in local herds (this, andhges all previous herds, is the contrast spaceg sbut
only some, are showing symptoms of the diseaseatt®ynpting to explainot the state of cowger sg,
but the observed contrast, i.e., why these cowsl amed those are not, factors which are commaoalito
cows can be standardised for, or factored outwallp the possibility of identifying the (specifia o

most direct) cause of the (symptoms of the) disease

" Now is this enough for our needs? It certainly helps us get at a causal mechanism. But what if

we want to learn more about the event that emerges? More specifically, if contrast explanation is directed
by an interesting contrast to a specific mechanism which, along with others, co-produces a phenomenon,
is there any way of identifying other causal conditions of the phenomenon in question?

If we do indeed want to further our understanding of an open-system (multiply determined)
event, i.e., to identify several of the causes bearing on it, one possible strategy is to seek out different
interesting contrasts or “foils' involving it.

Consider an example I explore in depth in Lawson (1997a). The primary outcome (or the “fact' or
actuality of interest) upon which I chose to focus is the UK's productivity record in the early post World
War II period. The point is that various aspects of this phenomenon can be determined by setting it
against a variety of contrasts or foils, and seeking then to explain the contrast.

If the selected foil is the UK's productivity record before that war, the more recent productivity
performance (our primary concern) is found to be superior. Thus we can ask why the recent record is
superior to, rather than the same as, that before the war. And the likely answer to this contrastive
question is the post war expansion of world demand in the period of reconstruction.

However, if the selected foil or contrast is instead the early post war productivity record of certain
counties of the continent of Europe, say of the old West Germany, the post war UK productivity
performance, our topic of interest, is found to be mostly inferior. In this example, our contrastive
phenomenon turns on the discrepancy in cross-country performances. We are concerned to determine
why the UK fared so much worse than counties like West Germany (rather than as well). The likely
answer to this contrastive question is the UK's relatively unique stream of localised (as opposed to
centralised) collective bargaining, with its in-built slow responsiveness to change (see Lawson, 1997a,
chapter 18).

It is not necessary, here, that the reader accepts the explanations offered of the noted contrastive
questions. It is enough that the example demonstrates that where different foils are involved, where
different contrastive observations are used to initiate explanatory research, different causal mechanisms
bearing on the object of our focus (here UK post war measured productivity performance) are likely to be
uncovered. The more contrastive questions we can pose which involve a given phenomenon x, the more,
potentially, we learn about its different causes. The feasible result is a range of causal knowledge that
might eventually be synthesised to give a more rounded and deeper understanding of the concrete
phenomenon of our investigations.

Of course, none of this throws any general insight on the process of retroductive inference,
whereby we might move from (an account of) a given phenomenon to a (hypothesis about) an underlying
cause. The problem of deciding how to make this move remains a matter of context. But there is no
difficulty that arises with retroduction in the context of contrast explanation that does not arise in all
other situations as well. The move from phenomenon to cause rests on a logic of analogy and metaphor,
luck and ingenuity, here as everywhere else. Any problems of retroductive inference are not specific to
non-experimental situations.
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Discriminating between causal hypotheses

Finally there is the question of how the third gament of the earlier noted three-part problem
of openness is (or might be) met. This is the lprabof determining, in the absence of event
regularities of the sort produced in experimerdhbratories, a type of evidence that might usefdly
brought to bear in selecting amongst any compétymptheses. This problem arises most clearly in a
situation where we believe a hitherto unaccountadchusal mechanism is responsible for some
surprising contrast. And one sort of evidence vightrmeaningfully seek is precisely sets of corsras
on which our competing hypotheses bear.

Consider the farmer who expected crop yields toooghly uniform throughout the field but
discovers that they are significantly higher at end. If a river passing by is hypothesised toHse t
cause, then it may be sensible to check whethasthiar fields through which the river passes, crop
yields are higher in regions closest to it. If bypothesis entertained is that shade from treesesahe
higher yields it may be possible to examine otiedds$ to assess whether yields are higher where the
is shade. And so on. In the case of each hypotliresisntention, inferences are drawn concerning
contrasts that we might expect to find. In eadedtis inferred that if the hypothesis is corrgalds
will mostly be higher in the region of the contragiace closest to the hypothesised mechanism in
guestion. The hypothesis that performs best imgdn terms of accounting for the widest range of
relevant contrastive observations can, with reasemccepted as the better groufided
Facilitating explanatory research in the social dorain

Now the central thesis | want to defend is thatdbnditions for contrast explanation hold for
the social realm in particular. Fundamental heréhie general point that a condition for contrast
explanation is aational judgement that the contrast space is sufficiently homogese@u, more

precisely, that events throughout it share a singiéasal history). For it is only on the basisaof

" Of course, because the world is open, things will rarely, if ever, be clear cut. Even where a river
usually brings positive benefits there may be countervailing factors (such as floods or up-stream spillage
of industrial pollution). The rational course of action is to persevere with the hypothesis that has the
greater explanatory power, that accommodates the widest range of evidence, and to see if its explanatory
failures, where they exist, can be accounted for by countervailing factors, and so on. If they cannot be,
the response which is most appropriate will depend on the context. Science everywhere is a messy
business. But there is no difficulty here that is insuperable in principle.
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informed judgement about the nature of a contzetes that a contrast can be recognised or intetpret
as significant.

Contrast spaces are underpinned by expectatiarenthuity in social life, by expectations that
causal processes are such that regularities (strigarticular) of the form "what happens here lezgp
there" are justified. In fact such regularitieoaid in social life. They underpin all observatiais
continuity: that prices of stamps, television lices, etc., are (currently mostly) everywhere timeesia
the UK; that the school-curriculum is identicaldbghout schools in England; that most English pubs
(currently) stop serving at 11:00 pm; that good=rgwhere are bought and sold; and so forth. Theere a
definite bounds to all such regularities of coritipnuand all are partial. But their nature is oftefra sort
that an expectation of continuity is knowledgedblyned, that a contrast space is rationally detetba

The explanatory process gets underway, howevamah expectation of some sort turns out to
have been in error. When this happens we can irdwo ways at least. It may be that a new causal
mechanism is operating over only part of the cahtspace. Or it may turn out that we were wrong
from the outset in formulating a contrast spaca particular way. That is, it may often turn cuatta
surprisinga posteriori contrast is the result not of a change in circansts, say the emergence of a
new causal factor, but of an error in our previonderstanding of the nature of the contrast spBce.
if so, on examining the cause of the contrast wg well learn that, and how, our original judgement
was wrong'.

How specifically might this discussion bear ongticees of social-explanatory research? Very
often, in our day-to-day encounters, observed ejmcies between our best judgements and what
happens gives rise to a senseswfrise (or even shock) as | have noted. This will be ¢hse, for
example, when an acquaintance breaks acceptedntmmgeof polite behaviour, or the UK high street
shop does not open on Monday morning as usual,Agd. it will be the case, too, when people travel

further afield. For example, a first trip by atigfh person to Naples brings the “surprise' thmbst no

'* Of course, in the special case where the contrast space stretches from the current point in time into
the future, and it is expected that things will continue much as they are, the a posteriori outcome of
getting the contrast space wrong, and that of an unforseen causal mechanism coming into play may
amount to the same thing.
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one stops at most red traffic lights.

However, for the social researcher alive to theditins of contrast explanation, the relevant
orientation may well be an informedlriosity more often thara posteriori surprise or shock. In
particular, through recognising both 1) that actwaéxpected event regularities (of whatever degfee
strictness) can, and eventually regularly do, bréakn, yet nevertheless 2) that existing (fallible)
knowledge of certain specific or local conditiopsritrast spaces) often suggests uniformity (siitylar
of causal histories) as our most grounded assesstiensocial researcher may search out such
scientifically significant contrast spaces jussée if noteworthy contrasts after all occur. sease, the
social researcher will often be knowledgeably sagkiut situations in which either they are surgtise
or he or she knows it would have been reasonahlen@xisting knowledge claims) to have been (and
that others probably will be) surprised at thessoftobservations recorded.

For example, by exploring whether changes in gigséuctures (e.g., the introduction of
minimum wage legislation, or the legalisation oh8aly trading) impact in a uniform way throughout a
given region such as the UK, it may be possiblesrettdiscontinuities or differences are observed, to
uncover previously insufficiently understood difaces in specific social mechanisms (for examge th
employment process), reflecting, in particular, tia¢ure of their internal relationality to localntext,
and so obtain a less partial account than hitlufrtioe mechanisms at work.

In other words, in such situations it is not thaesearcher necessarily expects the legislation to
impact in the same way in all areas, merely thabhéis prior knowledge is such as to have noifipec
reason to expect of any two sub-regions that thgaatnwill be greater in one than in the otheraftér
the event a significant difference is observed iikely that something of note can be determingd b
pursuing the explanation.

Similarly, by focusing on movements in specifiepbmena, say house prices or productivity
growth rates, or whatever, it may be found thatelae marked differences in outcomes over two (or
more) regions, where current understanding woulste heed the researcher to expect greater
homogeneity.

On occasion such a development may lead to thevariog of a previously unrecognised
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causal factor. For example, recent increases isenpuces in Cambridge (UK) appear to have been
significantly higher in the south of the city. Thmeplicit contrast involved here seems to have been
caused by the phenomenon of an increase in thearushihouse buyers wanting to live in Cambridge,

but work in, and so commute to, London. This i®ption recently made feasible by the speedingfup o
the rail link between the two cities, with the wadly station situated in the south of Cambridge.

On other occasions, the knowledge acquired mayofbéactors already recognised but
insufficiently understood. For example, differesa® productivity growth rates may reflect the faot
of a new causal factor coming into play (such dasger railway system) but of new developments in
technology being assimilated differently accordiimgthe different existing systems of industrial
relations (or local levels of technical knowledge,forms of support industries, etc.) throughow th
regions of the contrast space.

A further possible basis for contrast explanatidees where a researcher's understanding of the
conditions of recent developments, say trend graatiss or whatever, lead her or him to the view tha
identified trends are likely to continue unabatedftom understandings possessed could with reason
have been expected so to continue). A marked dowior upturn) would then constitute a contrast
with extrapolated outcomes, suggestimgiana facie case of a new and identifiable causal factor ltavin
come into play.

In short, it is through recognising that genesadi®s about concrete social circumstances and
processes will usually have limits, and throughl@xpg how specific generalisations break down in
areas where our current understanding suggestd ¢(e®mson for supposing) they could nevertheless
have held, that we can learn, by way of contraglagmation, of hitherto unknown or insufficiently
understood factors that make the difference.

In a world that is open and complex, unforseereld@ments are always occurring. But by
starting from a (knowledgeable) position where Bmgechanges or developments are not foreseen,
those changes such as occur provide points fronshnibiseems feasible to initiate an explanatory

investigation, and concerning which, explanatogcsesses seem likély

14, . . . : .
This, of course, is more to less the opposite emphasis to that of mainstream modellers who attempt
to assume away or gloss over discrepancies as ‘noise.'
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In truth, indeed, we are confronted with notewpitbntrasts of this nature almost everywhere.
Is it not significant, for example, that in the reod day UK girls perform significantly better imgle
sex schools than in mixed ones; that in all schaplls are beginning to outperform boys acadertyical
when until very recently boys performed signifidgardetter than girls; that teenage pregnancy rates
the start of the twenty first century are repottete significantly higher than elsewhere in Eurdpat
men usually get paid more than women for identwatk; and so on. In all such cases, the prior
expectation need not have been that conditiongwe/where exactly the same, merely rather more
similar (throughout the relevant contrast spacai fis found to be the case. All that is requittiie
explanatory process to be initiated is that thetrasts observed are striking enough to suggest that
something systematic is going on, given the consigesces involved, and that the causes of theasiatr
are identifiable. | conclude from all this thaht@st explanation holds out the promise for amade
causalist approach to social science even acceptngpcial ontology | defend, including an absesfce
conditions to facilitate experimental enquiry.

The essence of the method set out, clearly, isvilealearn by getting things knowledgably
wrong. Thus, | am here rejecting positivistic mQre generally, monistic accounts of knowledge, i.e
accounts wherein knowledge is the accumulationnobrrigible facts. And | am reaffirming the
familiar realist insight that knowledge, althougincerned with an at least partly independent yealit
intransitive “object’, is a two way process. Tlglowonfronting “objects' of study we learn not only
about them but simultaneously about ourselvesudit), in particular, the errors of our current
thinking (as well, no doubt, something of our sbcidtural situations, values, and so forth).
Knowledge is intrinsically a transformational prese And it is a process of transformation in wiiiah
continuous absenting of errors of various sortRiglamental. Although the analytical moment, the
elaboration and utilisation of surface patterns &aole, explanatory research does not reduce to i
Rather the knowledge process is fundamentally ctiakd.

Back to Popper's critical rationalism
So what does any of this have to do with Poppeitsal rationalism? The answer is quite a

lot. Indeed, not only is contrast explanation cstesit with Popper's emphasis on (self) criticisrd an
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learning from errors, | think Popper provides mahyhe components of the approach | have defended.
The major insight that is missing from Popper iseaplicit orientation to contrast explanation atel i
central categories. But otherwise all the comptmeme provided. To demonstrate this let me
concentrate once more on Popper's 1990 book, #flieitime on the second of the two essays entitled
Towards an Evolutionary Theory of Knowledge.

First recall the two essential preconditions of eontrastive explanatory exercise. The first is
a knowledgable stance regarding the likely causébimity over some contrast space. The secoad is
set of outcomes within this contrast space whicpries or interests us.

So does Popper emphasise the idea of a contgémtPe Not exactly. But his starting point is a
knowledgeable orientation, and more specificalfg@gnition thaexisting knowmedge is a prerequisite
for further knowledge, i.e forlearning. Indeed, | do not know of any philosopher who eagiges this
point more strongly. Moreover in his evolutionamgory of knowledge he generalises this assessment t
all other life forms as well. Perhaps the moreteotious aspect in Popper's position is the prapodf
our knowledge we do not learn or acquire at allibatpriori or (as Popper interprets the latter term)

inborn (p. 46). Popper writes:

"Most knowledge of detail, of the momentary stafteoar surroundings, is posteriori....But sucha
posteriori knowledge is impossible withoatpriori knowledge that we somehow must possess before
we can acquire observationalaposteriori knowledge: without itwhat our sensestell us can make no
sense. We must establish an overall frame of referenceglse there will be no context available to
make sense of our sensations" (Popper, 1990, p. 46)

This is clearly a Kantian position, although Papplims to go far further than Kant in
supposing that 99% of all knowledge is inbdrnThe point here, though, is that Popper expjicitl
stresses the role of knowledge as a conditionrtfién knowledge. Although Popper emphasises that a

condition of possibility of posterior knowledge isa priori knowledge, he would not rule out (although

he does not always emphasise) the role of alreaduired a posteriori knowledge in facilitating

' Popper acknowledges his agreement with Kant on the existence of a priori knowledge and adds:
"But I am going much further than Kant. I think that, say, 99 per cent of the knowledge of all organisms
is inborn and incorporated in our biological constitution. And I think that 99 per cent of the knowledge
taken by Kant to be a posteriori and to be “data’ that are “given' to us through our senses is, in fact, not a
posteriori, but a priori' (p. 46).
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additional such knowledge. | guess | would streissfeature more than Popper daes

How, in Popper's scheme of things, does existingwledge make advances in learning
possible? According to my own account, systendtiabove as contrast explanation, existing
knowledge, beliefs and expectations make surprigesteresting observations possible. Current
understanding leads us to have expectations ddicesbrts (specifically that outcomes in a contrast
space stand in a particular relation to one anptfiée basis for learning arises when these exji@osa
turn out to be in error. As | have suggested wg n@ even be conscious of our knowledge and
expectations; until things surprise us by beingreon to an expectation sub-consciously held, wg ma
have regarded things in a very taken for grantegl Bat it is the disappointment of expectationd tha

moves us to explanatory work all the same. Pofgies a similar view:

"Our own unconscious knowledge has often the ckerat unconsciousxpectations, and sometimes
we may become conscious of having had an expettatithis kind when it turns out to be mistaken"

(p. 31)

What accounts for the mistake or the sense ofisefpAccording to Popper:

"when we are surprised by some happening, theisari@ usually due to an unconsci@pectation
that something else would happen" (Popper, 1998R)p.

This of course is fairly nearly a formulation ofntast explanation, it is based on an implicit

*® Treating features of other life forms as homologous to those of humans, Popper talks of all life forms
as possessing a priori or inborn knowledge:
"Philosophers and even scientists often assume that all our knowledge stems from our senses, the ‘sense
data’ which our senses deliver to us. They believe (as did, for example, the famous theorist of knowledge,
Rudolf Carnap) that the question ‘How do you know?” is in every case equivalent to the question ‘What are
the observations that entitle you to your assertion?” But seen from a biological point of view, this kind of
approach is a colossal mistake. For our senses to tell us anything, we must have prior knowledge. In
order to be able to see a thing, we must know what ‘things’ are: that they can be located within some
space; that some of them can move while others cannot; that some of them are of immediate importance
to us, and therefore are noticeable and will be noticed, while others, less important, will never penetrate
into our consciousness: they may not even be unconsciously noticed, but they may simply leave no trace
whatever upon our biological importance. But in order to do so, it must be able to use adaptation,
expectation: prior knowledge of the situation must be available, including its possibly significant
elements. This prior knowledge cannot, in turn, be the result of observation; it must, rather, be the result
of an evolution by trial and error. Thus the eye itself is not the result of observation, but the result of
evolution by trial and error, of adaptation, of non-observational long-term knowledge. And it is the result
of such knowledge, derived not from short-term observation, but from adaptation to the environment and
to such situations as constitute the problems to be solved in the task of living; situations that make our
organs, among them our sense organs, significant instruments in the moment-by-moment task of living"
(Popper, 1990, p. 37)
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guestioning of "why this happening rather than "th&nd Popper well recognises the role of
disappointed expectations in science:

"But in all sciences, the experts are sometimesakeés. Whenever there is a breakthrough, a really
important new discovery, this means that the eggeastve been proved wrong, and that the facts, the
objective facts, were different from what the expexpected them to be (Popper, 1990, p. 34).

So has Popper had the basis of an answer to #gsiou formulated at the outset all along?
The answer | think is both yes and no. Yes at lsasie of the various components (a knowledgeable
orientation, disappointed expectations) are in Bogalthough not the notion of a contrast pace of
region rationally assessed to be covered by aasimdusal history). But without a question being
appropriately formulated there is nothing very cleaanswer. Whatever else critical realism adds t
Popper's contributions on these matters it provigefsamework that allows us to determine the
important question, to provide an appropriate fdation of it, thereby in turn allowing a suitable
combination of the existing components into an answ

Of course even this latter sort of reasoning imesshat Popperian. For, as Popper himself
stresses, a major part of the science procesi laetecting or formulating the problem to be angde

or resolved:

"a new theory is only rarely thought up by morenthdew people, even when there are many who agree
on the refutation of the old theory. The few d@se whasee the new problem. Seeing a new problem
may well be the most difficult step in creating ewntheory (Popper, 1990, p. 49 -- emphasis in the
original)

And this brings me to a further point of interdktve agree with Popper that seeing a problem
is crucially important, and if a condition of segia problem, of getting the explanatory enterprise
going, is the experience of disappointed expectafithis argues for a more inclusive academy than w
currently find (especially within economics). Rbe things that surprise us, or rather the expeotat
which we hold that can be disappointed, necessaaily very much with our situations. Only those who
do not expect (or do not accept as ‘normal’ that) albiét jobs to go to men, most of the wealth of the

world to accrue in the hands of the few, peaceredularly be sacrificed in the interests of onsugr

gaining the resources of another, economists egllarly forsake the real world in the interests of
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appearing to be skilled in mathematics, will baa®ned by, and prepared to question, the situgation
we find around us. So for wide-ranging explanatwoyk we need to bring all points of view into the
academy. For, as | say, what it is that strikessisurprising, depends very much on our situated

practices and prejudices and so immediate vallegems that Popper would agree with this too:

"All organisms are problem finders and problem erdv And all problem solving involves evaluations
and, with it, values. Only with life do problemsdavalues enter the world. And | do not believat th
computers will ever invent important new probleorsnew values" (Popper, 1990, p. 50).

Final comments

Let me, in conclusion, address the remaining gquesaised at the outset, for it allows me to
sum up my assessment of Popper's basic orientatidh bears on social explanation. The second
guestion posed was whether the current orientédicocial explanation in modern economics warrants
the label Popperian. Now modern economics is gesulwvhich is not in a heathy state. Its methods,
mainly those of mathematical formalism, are noty\&rccessful. But its results, though questionable,
are rarely challenged. Economists choose mostliivéo with the situation, rather than to seek to
transform it. The few who attempt to do anythinffedent, and specifically to learn from error, are
largely ignored. Consider the recent observatidnRichard Lipsey (a mainstream, not a heterodox,

economist):

"..anomalies, particularly those that cut acrogsdib-disciplines and that can be studied withouari
technical levels of sophistication, are toleratedaoscale that would be impossible in most natural
sciences -- and would be regarded as a scantalifere” (Lipsey, 2001, p. 173)

Or consider Leamer's (1978) observations regattiegvidespread discrepancy between the theory and

practice of econometrics:

"The opinion that econometric theory is largelglievant is held by an embarrassingly large shatteeof
economics profession. The wide gap between ecdriontigeory and econometric practice might be
expected to cause professional tension. In facgl@a equilibrium permeates our journals and our
meetings. We comfortably divide ourselves intekbate priesthood of statistical theorists, ondhe
hand, and a legion of inveterate sinner-data arsalgs the other. The priests are empowered o dra
up lists of sins and are revered for the speclahta they display. Sinners are not expected tidav
sins; they need only confess their errors opetlgamer, 1978, p. vi).

The truth, then, is that Popper the critical radit is hardly understood by economists at althBa



than pursue existing methods in the name of Pojggsriime, | believe, for a more critical orietican

to be taken. Specifically, something more is regiithan the tired insistence that given methods are
fine, or that errors can be lived with. And to pant, a more genuinely Popperian response isatked
Or at least a response is required that fits witpper's critical rationalism. The aspect of modern
economics that warrants criticism is not the makihgrrors but the widespread reluctance to |e@nm f
them, including the pretence that they do not mattérrors provide a scientific opportunity. This
anyway is a position described and defended heteelewhere (e.g. Lawson, 2003). And | think it
entails replacing the Popperianism of modern masast economists with the quite different

Popperianism of Karl Popper.
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