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Cornel Ban 
 
TITLE: Beyond Social Science Naturalism: The Case for Ecumenical Interpretivism 
 
ABSTRACT 
The epistemiological and methodological wars that bedevil social science often pit those who follow 
into the footsteps of natural science and those that favor a more holistic, interpretive approach. In 
this war-torn landscape Bevir and Blakley have written the go-to book-size plea for interpretive social 
science for the years to come. However, their anti-naturalism is of the methodologically ecumenical 
kind, with the qualitative toolkit cohabiting with mass surveys, or large-N statistics under well-
specified conditions. Grown out of debates in political science and policy studies, the book’s insights  
can nevertheless productively travel into emerging ecumenical trends noted in international political 
economy and economics. 
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Without a doubt, Bevir and Blakley have written the go-to book for interpretive social science for 
the years to come. To my knowledge, no one has previously brought together into a single volume, 
and with so much analytical skill, the case for deploying an interpretive framework with maximum 
distinctive effect in disciplines as different as political science and policy studies. As such, the book 
balances beautifully a productive tension in endeavors of this kind: a clear, crisply cut sense of the 
foil (in this case, “naturalist” social science); and a multi-layered, simplification-resisting parade of 
theoretical defenses, ecumenical methodological prescriptions, and real-life illustrations culled from 
the stunningly diverse interpretivist intellectual universe. I have no doubt that this will become a 
classic of graduate school reading lists in social science.  
 
 Interpretation, Meaning, and Holism 
The main foil of the book is the naturalist philosophy of most mainstream social science. 
Specifically, naturalism tried, at once, to import the natural sciences’ search for ahistorical causal 
laws, depoliticize the study of human behavior, boost formalism and quantification, and reduce 
complex social realities to interpretation-free verifiable facts. The alternative proposed is an 
interpretive philosophy of science based on the retrieval of historically rich accounts, the use of 
narratives as explanations, and the focus on the beliefs and meanings (understood here as matrices 
of continually and collaboratively composed forms of intersubjective knowledge and norms) of 
those whose behavior is being analyzed.  
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 In my view, the main merit of the book is that it definitively entombs the inexplicably 
popular myth that interpretivism (or hermeneutics) is a qualitative method preferred by touchy-feely 
minds that can, therefore, be safely discarded by serious social scientists. Bevir and Blakeley 
convincingly argue that hermeneutics is a non-optional research strategy for any serious study of 
human behavior. Where naturalism seeks either formal, synchronic knowledge or historical 
correlations, hermeneutics understands social science as the attempt to unravel webs of meaning, 
beliefs, and significances and make them legible in ways that value contingency, culture, and 
narratives, while (in Bevir and Blakely’s unusual view) not necessarily rejecting rational choice or 
survey research.  
 To provide clarity, Bevir and Blakely trace the family resemblances among interpretivist 
approaches such as phenomenology and social constructivism, with a particular emphasis on 
developments during the past fifty years. The book starts with a detailed genealogy of 
interpretivism’s holistic philosophical roots, focusing on the core practice of relating “parts to 
wholes” in the analysis of meanings. As the authors put it: 
 
 The point is that because the meaning of particular beliefs is only filled out in  
 relation to other beliefs, social scientists will often need knowledge not only  
 of the languages but also of the social milieus and ways of life that inform  
 particular beliefs. Because beliefs are holistic in this way, social scientists are  
 necessarily involved in an interpretive act—that is in the hermeneutic circle  
 of relating parts to various wholes. (Bevir and Blakely 2018, 21). 

Interpretivists, unlike naturalists, assume that actions and “facts” are always traceable to beliefs that, 
in turn, continually change and get modified by individuals who are always embedded in a 
historically shaped social background. This assumption is defended with a three-part argument. First, 
even naturalists have not fully emancipated themselves of the most basic hermeneutical concepts; if 
they were to do so, their data would be devoid of meaning. Second, beliefs are by nature contingent 
and context specific, such that fitting them under trans-historical causal laws, or reducing them to 
ahistorical causal mechanisms, is a heroic attempt at best. Third and perhaps most importantly, 
human beings are in fact non-mechanistic, creative creatures whose lives are imbued with meanings. 
 Bevir and Blakely conclude, however, that to privilege inquiries that are sensitive to belief 
and meaning formation at the local level does not necessarily entail the rejection of more 
conventional approaches. Subsequent chapters show that anti-naturalism need not eschew grand 
generalizations, mass surveys, or large-N statistics. But these forms of “zooming out” need to be 
microfounded in the hermeneutics of the local and guarded against the naturalist temptation to try 
to predict. For example, Bevir and Blakely admire the insights of rational-choice models into the 
ramifications of strategic and calculative reasoning within human practices, particularly in market-
regulated contexts, as rational choice may, in such contexts, accurately reflect the beliefs and 
meanings of human agents. Thus, Bevir and Blakely’s interpretivism rejects the oft-dramatized 
antagonism between rational choice scholars and their opponents, restoring to social scientists the 
freedom to employ the method that best addresses their goals in specific contexts.   
 
 Three Sins of Naturalist Social Science 
The two chapters on the philosophical foundations of interpretivism cover some familiar territory 
that could have been slimmed down a bit so that philosophy would not take up a third of the book, 
which may perhaps appear excessive to some. Nevertheless, the chapter on concept formation packs 
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a weighty punch, charging that naturalistic methodology, as canonized by the likes of Giovanni 
Sartori and David Collier, is guilty of reification, essentialism, and linguistic instrumentalism.  
 Through reification, social reality is treated as consisting of brute facts that can be verified 
without much bothering about their interpretation. The “things” in question are then introduced 
into models of explanation assembled by natural science-like logic. Thus, for Sartori, a concept’s 
referent is described simply as “whatever is out there before or beyond mental and linguistic 
apprehension,” precluding a recognition of the constitutive role of meanings in the actions and 
practices that constitute society by separating actions and social phenomena from meanings and 
beliefs (quoted in Bevir and Blackey p. 69). Similarly, for Collier, “interpretation” and “explanation” 
are understood as distinct rather than as consistent analytical activities (Collier and Seawright 2004). 
Likewise, naturalism resorts to conceptual essentialism, which airbrushes historical 
specificity/contingency and rich context from concepts so as to give them cross-historical and cross-
geographic reach. For Sartori, when a concept is made to travel to new cases, its value collapses if 
those cases do not share the essential features shared by previous cases being examined. Collier’s 
more open-ended approach was to allow for concepts that could absorb more context and capture 
greater empirical diversity by “emphasiz[ing] that the category is an analytic construct which the 
researcher should not expect to be a perfect description of each case” (quoted in Bevir and Blackey 
p. 75), and by “identifying attributes that are present to varying degrees in particular cases, rather 
than being simply present or absent” (quoted in Bevir and Blackey p.75). However, Collier 
continued to hold a weak form of essentialism that demanded concepts that could function within 
general, causal explanations, be it via “family resemblances” or fixed sets of attributes: “If the cases a 
concept covers do not share a common attribute, social scientists will not be able to posit a common 
cause. Instead, they would have to use family resemblance concepts to reference the particular 
origins of overlapping cases” (Bevir and Blackely , 75). The anti-naturalist alternative is 
Wittgenstein’s argument that “family resemblances lack any single, fixed set of attributes to begin 
with, and therefore the problem of conceptual stretching doesn’t even arise as there is nothing to 
stretch; instead, . . . family resemblance allows for potentially limitless empirical diversity, in which 
concepts must always be considered within specific contexts” (Bevir and Blackely , 75). “Although a 
pattern can be found,” Bevir and Blakely continue, “no core of essential properties can be said to 
exist across the entire subset” (Bevir and Blackely, 81). The result is a chronicle of continual 
variation and flux caused by contingency or the self-interpreting language of the actors, leaving 
behind the naturalists’ search for strong regularities.   
 Finally, naturalists’ linguistic instrumentalism cleaves concepts from the language in which 
they are expressed by those being studied and those doing the studying. This is a tendency that 
devalues textual, archival, and empirical research and assigns high value to the formal languages of 
researchers who never leave their desks, and who are loathe to reflect on their own place in the 
particular historical and cultural contexts in which they work. While Sartori seems to have been at 
his crudest here, Collier is more refined, as he acknowledges that the normative positions of the 
researcher decide questions and approaches. However, at the end of the day he, too, endorses a 
naturalistic approach that mutes human “subjects” when it comes to the critical act of concept 
formation. The anti-naturalist alternative is to engage in continual dialogue with the social world and 
cooperative concept formation with the “subjects” of research. Anti-naturalist concepts are thus 
oriented toward the astonishing empirical diversity that is the result of people’s self-interpretation. 
Instead of fleeing from this reality, anti-naturalists enter into a continual dialogue with it, such that 
social-scientific concepts arise out of a fusion of horizons between researcher and world.  
 
 Anti-Naturalist Methods 
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One of the most interesting parts of the book, for me, is its long chapter on methods. In contrast to 
the more theoretical parts of the book, which constitute novel, synthetic, and analytically 
parsimonious curations of the state of naturalism and anti-naturalism, this chapter consists mostly of 
a familiar survey of the territories of ethnographic research, survey research, and so on. Yet the 
demarche is not to dig yet more trenches for qualitative methods and unconstructively hurl 
explosives at the quants. Instead, Bevir and Blakely defend a methodologically eclectic line that 
liberates social scientists from unproductive agony over how to produce consistency between 
philosophy and method.  
 For example, contrary to the typical interpretivist rejection of mass surveys as crude anti-
interpretive instruments, Bevir and Blakely allow that under certain conditions, they can be 
legitimately interpretivistic—for example, if researchers treat their findings as expressions of the 
beliefs of individuals embedded within an historically specific social background. The authors also 
reclaim for interpretivism the territory of random sampling and statistical inference by highlighting 
their capacity to deliver rich descriptive accounts that can be complemented by traditional 
interpretivist tools that probe for deeper beliefs and meanings. And, to return to rational-choice 
theory, the authors wish not to reject it as inherently pathological, but limit its reach to situations 
where rational-choice models demonstrably approximate the actual self-understandings of agents as 
mapped out by hermeneutic analysis.  
 Bevir and Blakely’s flexibility may resonate in various corners of social science. In my 
subfield of political science, international political economy (IPE), there has been a great deal of 
post-positivist work that prioritizes the use of tools that are as close to human experience as 
possible, rejecting positivist claims to value-free analysis and uncovering oppressive social structures 
obscured by positivist analysis. In contrast to most of the work fitting under both forms of 
positivism, this critical pluralism is geared to deliver comprehensive accounts, albeit at the expense 
of tidiness (Montgomerie 2017, 6-7). Similarly, in the positivist pluralist approach, taken by scholars 
who are loathe to respond to calls for them to position themselves normatively, there prevails an 
open view of methods, seeing them as “separate but equal,” while privileging a view of science that 
still seeks tidy accounts of the social processes in which capitalism is embedded (Sil and Katzenstein 
2010; Phillips and Weaver 2010).  
 Nevertheless, IPE could benefit more from a systematic engagement with this eminently 
pluralistic book. During the past few years, IPE scholars have come to admire pluralistic innovations 
in development economics, ranging from the survey-based studies of Maria Mayda and Dani Rodrik 
(2005) to the field-based experiments of Benerjee and Dufo (2009). However, this version of 
methodological pluralism is of a narrow kind, using surveys and experiments that do not engage 
with specifically interpretive methods. Several prominent IPE scholars have put their imprimatur on 
experiments and on the direct testing of individual preferences about macro issues such as trade and 
finance, along with the microlevel causal mechanisms by which domestic institutions shape the 
preferences of firms (see Pepinsky 2014 for an overview). Bevir and Blakley would, I think, probably 
throw a bit of cold water on this type of eclecticism, pointing out that naturalist experimental 
methods are not only dogged by low external validity, high sensitivity to context, and widespread 
protocol violations in the field (cf. Deaton and Cartwright 2018), but that they are ahistorical and 
context-free in seeking to extrapolate from a given experiment to all other times and places.    
 Given the tightly naturalist tradition in economics, it may come as a surprise that the cutting 
edge in that discipline is, at present, more open to the richly synthetic view of methods proposed in 
Interpretivist Social Science than is IPE, a more pluralistic field. In development economics, a new 
generation of quantitative researchers is grounding econometric models in the type of ethnographic 
research that Bevir and Blakley would probably endorse, at lest in part (e.g., Karra et al. 2017). Even 
in macroeconomics there has been substantial modeling of quasi-rational expectations, which entails 
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dabbling in the broad range of qualitative methods that behavioral economists have been working 
with (Woodford 2011) and should open the door, at least in theory, to the vast synthesis of data 
collection, data analysis, and heuristics advocated by Bevir and Blakely. This is in sharp contrast to 
the comfortable tendency of mainstream IPE quantitative researchers to continue to make untested 
assumptions about the world represented by their models, even though funding for 
methodologically ecumenical work is increasingly available. 

 For many decades, political science has been replete with pleas for methodological pluralism 
based on the prioritization of substantive questions over methodological border policing (Brady and 
Collier 2010; Phillips and Weaver 2011; Sil and Katzenstein 2010; Montgomerie 2017). What is 
needed is the kind of methodologically ecumenical yet theoretically distinct anti-naturalist position 
anchored in the claims of this book. This would require researchers to be not only open to the 
complementary knowledge produced through a wide spectrum of methods (“pluralism in the lab”), 
but to be explicit about how the limits of their methods shape their research questions and standards 
of evidence (“pluralism in the wild”). This positioning should cut across the naturalist/interpretivist, 
qualitative/quantitative, and desk/field dichotomies. Indeed, if there is an innovative future, it lies 
with mixing and matching these categories while clearly rejecting the impoverishing philosophy of 
naturalism.  
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