Social Sciences Stream

The Social Sciences and the Christian World View
(Friday)

Can the social sciences be trusted? (Saturday)
Friday 15 (all day) and Saturday 16 March 2019 (morning through lunchtime)
New College, Holywell Street, Oxford

Senior convener: Donald Hay (Economics)

Student co-conveners: Jicun Baek (Public Policy)

What does it mean to be human? How should societies be structured? How should we situate
our Christian worldview within a pluralistic society?

How can postgraduates, postdocs, and academics at the University of Oxford approach
philosophy and theology as Christians? What does it mean to respond to a Christian vocation
and to honour God in university life?

The Social Sciences Stream is one of four disciplinary streams that make up Seeking
Wisdom, the spring conference of Developing a Christian Mind. It includes law, business,
and all other subjects in the University of Oxford Social Sciences Division. Past attendees are
encouraged to come, listen to new talks, and take part in discussion with new attendees.

Friday March 15th
The Social Sciences and the Christian World View

Three sessions with break out groups to discuss the issues

9:00 am Registration begins at New College in the North Undercroft with coffee & tea

Three sessions with break out groups to discuss the issues

9:30 am Social scientific and Christian understandings of human beings in
society (Donald Hay, Economics)

Comparing and contrasting Christian anthropology with evolutionary psychology, rational
choice theory, and social theory

11:00 am Coffee & tea

11.30 am Social ethics in the social sciences: theological and secular approaches (Tom
Simpson, Blavatnik School of Government)

In this session we explore the broad issue of how society should be structured. By the
‘structure of society’ is meant those laws and policies that govern how people interact with
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each other. The task of social science is avowedly descriptive, aiming to identify and
understand how people interact. But it seldom stops there; accurate description is a precursor
to intervention and change, through such policies. We address three questions. First, in what
way does the practice of social science have implicit commitments about the way society
should be structured? Second, is there a Christian view on how society should be structured,
and if so, what is it? Third, what are the dominant secular proposals about how society should
be structured, and what should a Christian make of them?

1:00 pm Lunch in the Hall

2:00 pm Christian political theory and liberal democracy (Paul Billingham, Politics, and
Joshua Hordern, Theology and Religion)

3:45 pm Coffee & tea
4:15 pm The challenges of post-doctoral research in the social sciences

Four Oxford post docs reflect on their experiences as researchers in diverse areas of the
Social Sciences in a session chaired by Ewan McKendrick (Law): Bernhard Kasberger
(Economics), Mary Louis (Said Business School), Penny Mealy (Institute for New Economic
Thinking) and one other

The following events are joint with all streams at New College.

5:30 pm Prayer in the Chapel
6:00 pm Drinks at the Bar

6:45 pm Dinner in the Hall

Saturday March 16th

Can the social sciences be trusted?

The programme for the whole morning is a round table on the lack of trust accorded to the
Social Sciences in public life, chaired by Andrew Dilnot (Economics). Those contributing
will be, Joerg Friedrichs (International Development), Jane E Green (Politics), and Paul
Yowell (Law).

The intended scope of the discussion is outlined in the note below, ‘Can the social sciences be
trusted?’

9:00 am Registration begins at New College in the North Undercroft with coffee & tea
9:15 am First session begins

11:00 am Coffee & tea break

1:00 pm Lunch in the Hall
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Social scientists to sit together to continue the discussion over lunch

Can the social sciences be trusted?

In recent years, the Social Sciences have attracted a good deal of public distrust, expressed by
a range of commentators in politics and the media more generally. Much of this came to the
fore with the arguments during the Brexit vote in the UK when ‘experts’ (especially
economists) were ridiculed for the range of predictions about the likely consequences of
Brexit; but it is a US phenomenon as well with President Trump regularly dismissing the
views of ‘experts’ on a range of issues such as climate change, migration, and international
trade. More generally the media have questioned the whole basis for international aid and
assistance for development, and even the international liberal consensus on globalisation, the
role of international organisations, and human rights. [Other examples can be identified in
law, social policy, and education.]

Some of this no doubt reflects ideological stances or just prejudices, and unwillingness on the
part of policy makers to see their cherished projects undermined by social science. Some
reflects misunderstanding about the nature of predictions made by economists about the
outcomes of particular political decisions (notably in the case of Brexit), or by pollsters about
the outcome of elections or referenda. Some is frustration with the absence of simple answers
to complex social issues, such as the prevalence of gun and knife crime in large cities, the
provision of health and social care to an ageing population, or international measures to deal
with climate change or mass migration.

More concerning perhaps is the now prevalent view that we are living in a post-truth world
where according to popular post-modernist thinking there is no such thing as truth, but only
opinions. In which case, the role of social science is to provide arguments or evidence to
support whatever opinion you happen to hold about an issue. Or perhaps just to illustrate the
range of views on offer, and explain them by reference to the social class or ethnic or gender
group to which proponents belong. There is, in this understanding, no way in which evidence
or analysis is going to decide between the views, and persuasion depends more on the way in
which a particular view is marketed. The views that are marketed best will attract adherents,
and so will eventually win out.

How is a Christian social scientist to proceed in these circumstances? We are committed to
truth, and that is not just revealed truth about God, humanity and salvation, but must include
truth about the world, both the physical creation and the moral ordering of the human world.
We are made in the image of God, even though fallen; so human life is ordered even if there
is also disorder arising from human sinfulness. We should expect to find that order in our
world. It is therefore entirely correct to hold that there is truth to be discovered about
humanity, and about the social and economic order. Moreover we have a responsibility under
God to care for the created order, and to ensure human flourishing. So a concern for law and
good governance, rooted in effective social sciences, is part of our calling.



So what are the implications for a Christian social scientist? First, we must be committed to
the pursuit of truth in our disciplines. That means, among other things, being alert to the
biases that may exist in the tools we use for our research and in the topics we choose to study.
The Kuhnian analysis of scientific research programmes almost certainly applies with extra
force in the social sciences, if only because there is a range of paradigms to choose from.
Perhaps the best advice is to be open to interpretations of social and economic phenomena
from disciplines that differ from our own. Second, there is an obligation on the Christian
social scientist to search diligently for evidence, and not allow research to be dominated by
theoretical constructs and arguments. [ We might note that the progress of physical science
has always been stimulated by the search for evidence, and there are surely good reasons for
that: the objective reality of the physical world acts as a constraint on most physical theories,
and the objective is always to explain real physical phenomena.] Third, much social science
has a normative basis — the social sciences seek not only to understand humanity and society,
but also bring about change. But that is always motivated, at least implicitly, by some vision
of human flourishing. A Christian social scientist needs to consider whether that vision is
compatible with Christian understandings of what makes for human flourishing in society,
and be ready to reject mainstream vision which falls short.

There is another consideration that should characterise the Christian social scientist, and that
is research integrity. Given the pressure to publish, and the importance of research reputations
in modern universities, it is always tempting to ‘cut corners’ in research. This can include, for
examples, not reporting evidence that would count again our hypotheses, claiming more for
our results than the analysis actually supports, and not acknowledging materials or
contributions from other researchers. The ‘peer review’ system is far from being fully
effective in exposing such behaviours. And it is far too easy to succumb to ‘group think’ in
order to please those who might support the publication of our work.

The programme will include the following elements:

A brief theological introduction to the concept of truth as it might apply in the social sciences.
Four established researchers (across the main disciplines) reflecting on their own research —
focussing on research frameworks and tools, the significance of evidence, the vision of human
flourishing that underlies their work, and the issue of research integrity.

Donald Hay
25" January 2019
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SPCK and other publishers)

C.J.H. WRIGHT (2004) Old Testament Ethics for the People of God, IVP, Leicester
(especially Part One)

[A written up version of a lecture on this topic is available on the DCM website:
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[No session in 2019, so for reference only]

Epistemology, science and hermeneutics in the social sciences: how do you do ‘good’
social science?
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especially chapters 9, 10, 11, 13)
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[A very preliminary written up version of a DCM lecture on this topic is available on the
DCM website: Donald Hay, Epistemology and methodology in the social sciences)



