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Sociology challenges inequality
• Much UK sociology is committed to challenging 

social inequalities. This entails not simply 
documenting these inequalities but also a 
negative evaluation of them and a demand that 
action be taken to eliminate them. (Remedies 
are occasionally proposed, but this is rarer than 
one might imagine – very often the sociological 
task seems to be restricted to a denunciation of 
the status quo).

• ‘What is wrong with this?’, you might ask. There 
are two problems: the task is often not done 
well; and it is not the task of the sociologist.

Ideology dressed up as science?
• Not all inequalities are unjust: Chinese students 

have routinely achieved higher levels in many 
school qualifications; 80-year-olds use more 
NHS resources than 20-year-olds. Neither of 
these inequalities is inequitable, I suggest.

• In practice, sociologists study inequalities they 
regard as unjust. But the grounds for their 
evaluations are largely taken for granted.

• In effect, they attack one ideology by relying 
upon another.

• While this may be a necessary political activity, 
it is not social science.

What is the proper task of sociology?
• Sociology is promoted, and widely regarded, as 

a social science, in both institutional and public 
terms.

• The predominant conception of science treats it 
as concerned with producing factual not 
evaluative knowledge. 

• While there are alternative conceptions – from 
Hegel and Marx, through Strauss and Voegelin, 
to Bellah’s ‘civic philosophy’ or Bhaskar’s 
Critical Realism – none provides a sound basis 
for the claim that science can provide 
authoritative answers to value questions. 

The failings of ‘sociology as critique’
1. Frequently, insufficient care is given to 

establishing relevant facts about inequalities. 
Instead, questionable assumptions are made: 
for example that there is an equal distribution  
of relevant knowledge and skills between 
members of the social categories studied.

2. Focusing on value questions also tends to 
increase the danger of bias from values.

3. ‘Sociology as critique’ abuses the authority of 
science; in much the same way as does, say, 
corporate or military ethnography.

4. It is an ineffective way of challenging inequities.

Conclusion
• A more fundamental question underpins my title: 

to what values should sociologists be committed 
in their work? Another way of putting this is to 
ask: what counts as research integrity?

• I suggest that the primary value commitment of 
social science should be to pursue (value-
relevant) factual knowledge effectively. Other 
goals must be suspended in order to do this.

• In broad terms, this was the position that Max 
Weber adopted. Critics of his views have 
typically caricatured them, and have failed to 
justify the grounds for their own positions.
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