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Abstract: This article presents fourteen propositions summarising the hypotheses advanced in 
Alain Testart’s book Pour les sciences sociales: essai d’épistémologie. This text crucially challenges 
the bases of social sciences in general. It mainly analyses, from a unified perspective, the position 
of the observer, by highlighting that a poor understanding of this issue has contributed to social 
sciences’ struggle to acquire a scientific status. In this article these positions will be compared 
to those developed by Jean-Claude Passeron in his book Le raisonnement sociologique: l’espace 
non poppérien du raisonnement naturel, which at first glance are irreducible. Nonetheless these 
two approaches seem to be complementary. Passeron focuses his proposal on historicity but he 
is forced to treat secondarily the nomological aspect. His proposal sets out the non-Popperian 
character of historical approach. Testart centres his proposal on the nomological aspect but he is 
forced to consider secondarily the aspect of historicity. This opposition can be incorporated into 
our epistemological approach inspired by natural sciences.
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Abstrakt: W artykule przedstawiono czternaście stwierdzeń stanowiących podsumowanie 
hipotez sformułowanych przez Alaina Testarta w pracy Pour les sciences sociales: essai d’épi
stémologie. Autor tej publikacji w sposób zasadniczy kwestionuje ogólne podstawy nauk spo-
łecznych. Analizuje on przede wszystkim (z ujednoliconej perspektywy) pozycję obserwatora, 
podkreślając, że niewłaściwe rozumienie tej kwestii przyczyniło się do kłopotów nauk spo-
łecznych z uzyskaniem przez nie statusu naukowego. W przedstawionym artykule stanowi-
sko A. Testarta zostało zestawione z innym, sformułowanym przez Jean-Claude’a Passerona 
w pracy Le raisonnement sociologique: l’espace non poppérien du raisonnement naturel. Oba 
te podejścia, na pierwszy rzut oka nieprzywiedlne, wydają się jednak komplementarne. 
J.-C. Passeron skupia się na historyczności, ale jest zmuszony brać pod uwagę także, choć drugo-
planowo, aspekt nomologiczny. Jest to zatem podejście historyczne o charakterze nie-poppe-
rowskim. Natomiast A. Testart, koncentrując się na aspektach nomologicznych, jest zmuszony 
rozważać także (na drugim miejscu) aspekty historyczne. Opozycję tę można dołączyć do 
stanowiska epistemologicznego autora artykułu, inspirowanego naukami przyrodniczymi.

Słowa kluczowe: Testart, Passeron, epistemologia, aspekt nomologiczny, konstruktywizm, 
nauki przyrodnicze

I recently discovered the book Pour les sciences sociales: essai d’épistémologie. I do 
not understand why this crucial work had such a poor impact on anthropologists, 
to such an extent that almost nobody cites this work and that I was unaware of its 
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existence until recently. However, this text written by Alain Testart (1991) deserves 
to be placed among the very great theoretical works relating to sociology and 
contemporaneous anthropology. Its major, provocative proposition, namely that 
there is no fundamental difference between physics and what we should understand 
as social sciences, a proposition that is so inconsistent with the positions adopted 
by those practising social sciences, may explain why the reflections of Alain Testart 
received little coverage. I will first summarise the main theses of this complex book 
in fourteen propositions. A presentation of this type, summarising the statements 
of Alain Testart is widely justified if the way of thinking of this scholar is to be 
respected and an objective judgement on his approach is to be made.

POUR LES SCIENCES SOCIALES...:
MAIN THESES

The first, essential point concerns the issue of the specificity of social sciences.
1. Social sciences have no specificity
Currently nothing can be taken for granted if not the certainty that the social 

fields were not able to form a science. From this perspective the idea that social 
sciences cannot gain the same status as the natural sciences should be rejected and 
three biases be eliminated:

– “Social sciences deal with unique facts” (Testart 1991, p. 9). But “science invari - 
ably consists of a general discourse held with regard to unique beings, considered 
through their generality” (Testart 1991, p. 10).

– “Historical events or social facts are not reproducible. With regard to this 
second issue it can be objected that theory is not based on the identity of the things 
but that it is the theory that, once constituted by the systematicity of its concepts, 
justifies the judgement of identity” (Testart 1991, p. 11). The discourse about the 
things must be distinguished from the things themselves. 

– Experimentation is impossible. “It is an odd illusion to believe that science 
starts with experimentation. Any theory first starts by carrying out observations” 
(Testart 1991, p. 11). Science is invariably empirical during the initial stage.

It will be possible to define social science only if humans are considered to be 
the object of multi-disciplinary knowledge, both physical and social. From this 
perspective an intrinsic specificity is no longer attributed to humans except the one 
attributed by the various sciences dedicated to their study. 

“Any a priori definition regarding human specificities leads us to hopeless philo-
sophical controversies and it is quite senseless to base science on these [...]. The 
issue of how to know what is specific to humans thus strictly refers to the ‘human 
species’, i.e. a field of biology” (Testart 1991, p. 70). Social science therefore cannot 
be based on considerations about “human nature”.

“As social sciences depict exactly the same elements as natural sciences, the epis-
temological status of both of them is the same. But their object is of course different. 
The difference arises from the fact that natural sciences, because they are established, 
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have already dealt with the subject within their own field, whereas social sciences, 
which are in the process of becoming established, still focus all their attention on 
the subject” (Testart 1991, p. 57–58). “Because natural sciences have reached their 
objectivity and have placed humans within it, they can continue to advance while 
claiming that they are not interested in humans. It should be added that if one 
day a theoretical science related to social science does exist, it can consist only of 
this: to identify the specific objectivity of the social world studied by social science 
and to place humans within it” (Testart 1991, p. 60).

Points 2 to 6 look at the position of the subject within a scientific approach.
2. The physical person can only be an object of knowledge
Classical philosophy “builds two worlds each closed in on itself, a world of 

objects and a world of the subject. Being of different natures, packed with different 
essences – Descartes’ matter and mind – they cannot communicate” (Testart 1991, 
p. 24). However, this thinking does not account for “the scientific movement with 
which it is contemporaneous and which builds one and the same world based on an 
i n t r i n s i c  duality between the subject [knowing – AG] and the object [subjected 
to study – AG]” (Testart 1991, p. 25). 

3. The history of geometrical optics testifies to the deconstruction of the subject 
in favour of scientific objectivity

Initially, optics supposed that a ray of light started from the eye and therefore 
located the origin of vision in it. “The history of (geometrical) optics is generally 
the history of the deconstruction of the subject” (Testart 1991, s. 38). “In modern 
optics theory the eye is an object as is the lens. By being considered as an object, it 
is deconstructed as a subject” (Testart 1991, p. 41).

“As a result of all this, there is no science related to the subject. Or more sim-
ply, scientifically, nothing can be said about the subject” (Testart 1991, p. 55).  
“To a science without a subject understandably is opposed the contrary illusion of 
a philo sophy related to the subject outside the field of science, which culminates 
[...] during the 19th century” (Testart 1991, p. 56). 

4. Methodological individualism is an avatar of the illusory importance accorded 
to the subject 

Methodological individualism advocated by distinct anthropologists (Laurent 
1994) is an avatar of the erroneous position attributed to the subject. It has there-
fore to be rejected on the basis of the discussion about the position of this latter 
in knowledge, but also on the basis of the rejection of phenomena of emergence.

According to methodological individualism, “society is composed of humans 
[...] and this is thought to be its only reality. It should be based on them and on 
them exclusively [...]. This kind of attitude has disastrous effects on social sciences” 
(Testart 1991, p. 125). This position is wrong because the underlying idea is that 
“perception would result from indispensable intellectual operations in order 
to assemble and to recompose basic sensations” (Testart 1991, p. 130). The world 
surrounding us is “built” independently from the logical categories considered and 
from that to which these refer. “Any science is necessarily characterised by its own 
realism – not a naive one but methodological or epistemological realism – that 
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believes in the reality of its objects, which are different from those related to the 
neighbouring science” (Testart 1991, p. 130). 

5. Subjectivity and the issue of an explicative discourse 
In a science the real refers to observations and provides an explanation for obser-

vations within a theory. “Once established, only social science will make it possible 
to distinguish that which is subjective from that which is objective [...]. It would 
be nonsense to aim to build a science relating to society based merely on objective 
data – assuming that it is possible to define them a priori – and without taking into 
account beliefs and discourses” (Testart 1991, p. 78).

“No more than the physical person, the social person is destined a priori to be 
defined in an immediate and simple manner. The social person can only be con-
structed as a perspective on the things” (Testart 1991, p. 77). “Invariably and only 
by changing the position, by comparing the points of view, will it be possible to 
reveal invariants and to define an objectivity” (Testart 1991, p. 76).

From this perspective, the discourse of the actors studied by the ethnologists 
forms one point of view amongst others and – with a scientific objective –  i s  n o t 
t h e  u l t i m a t e  e x p l a n a t i o n  o f  t h e s e  p h e n o m e n a. It is nonethe-
less essential to take it into account as a basis for reflection as with any other point 
of view stemming from an external observer, explorer, missionary or even scholar.

6. Understanding versus explanation are the two components of the construc-
tion of an emerging anthropological science

This opposition is the “most evident legacy of German idealism” (Testart 1991, 
p. 80). The opposition between E r k l ä r u n g  (explanation) and Ve r s t ä n d n i s 
(understanding) was formulated for the first time by Wilhelm Dilthey (1883; 1905; 
1910) at the end of the 19th c. and can be found again in works such as the work of 
Max Weber.

“According to this concept, natural sciences call upon explanation through the 
reduction of particular phenomena to general laws and are called nomological; 
social sciences, on the other hand, would call upon understanding and assume that 
the i n t e n t i o n s  of the actors are taken into account, [...] or assume moreover, 
using a clearly phenomenological terminology, the u n d e r s t a n d i n g  o f  t h e 
s e n s e, an interpretation easily developed by hermeneutics” (Testart 1991, p. 80).

“This leads to major differences in the practice of the two fields of study 
[physics, anthropology]. But these are merely differences regarding the manner of 
data collection or the methods of observation” (Testart 1991, p. 87).

The distinction between understanding and explanation therefore does conflict 
with social sciences and natural sciences; this dualism is present within anthropo-
logy itself. U n d e r s t a n d i n g  concerns the t a k i n g  i n t o  a c c o u n t  of the 
discourse of the actors, whereas explanation applies to scientific approach, which 
can only develop during a second stage.

The understanding of a discourse is a “basic operation”, but it is only an “initial 
stage of the scientific process”. Scientific thought, however, cannot be restricted to 
this initial operation (Testart 1991, p. 84–85).

Points 7 to 10 concern the issue of cultural diversity.
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7. Cultural diversity forms the basis of general theoretical research
What ethnologists have shown, “is the tremendous diversity of social organisa-

tion; what they tried to inventory is neither human specificity nor the essence of 
this specificity but more precisely the specificity of each society under study, of each 
social practice, of each discourse that a precise society has held on itself ” (Testart 
1991, s. 71). The author adds that anthropology assigned the discovery of a theoreti-
cal vision of humans to itself but, in practice, studied the diversity of cultures. The 
moment has come to move beyond this initial stage of the study field. The subjective 
diversity of the points of view leads to an overall objectivity.

8. Comparatism on principle is not based on the concept of resemblance
“Because social sciences have not so far been able to define general laws, they 

merely study particular cases. But, as is often the case, these weaknesses were estab-
lished as a dogma” (Testart 1991, s. 140). The conditions of a comparative approach 
are, however, well known:

– Singularity results from a lack of theorisation. 
– A “science of the specific” is invariably comparatism that ignores itself (Testart 

1991, p. 140). It should be acknowledged that “specific knowledge only exists against 
generality” (Testart 1991, p. 141).

– The “whole” and the “specific” have always been of no use to science. “It is 
often reported that social facts are incomparably more complex than those related to 
physics. This strange opinion probably originates from a twofold misunderstanding: 
first of the so-called ‘individualistic’ approach, given the fact that each individual 
is considered as being a small monad with a more or less unknowable interiority, 
[...] and second of the fact that specific cases, specific social situations or histori-
cal events are taken as an example with the aim of contrasting these with theo-
retical objects with a completely different epistemological status relating to natural 
sciences” (Testart 1991, p. 143).

As Alain Testart reports, “the greatest blunder, that French social anthropology 
can be proud of is no doubt the ‘total social fact’ [seasonal variations of the Eskimo 
or of the Kula] [...]. In contrast, the overall legitimacy of each type of possible analysis 
should be proclaimed, these types should be described in the same way as episte-
mological field: these are indeed autonomous [...]. The ‘whole’ and the ‘specific’, 
which embellish the discourse of philosophers have always been of no use to science, 
because science is simply fragmented and abstract” (Testart 1991, p. 144–145).

– Generality can only result from limitation introduced by theory. “A  the-
ory only explains – and in addition does not claim to explain – what is relevant 
with regard to its issue. The banality is that not a single scientific theory has ever 
established a theory of a single specific fact, i.e. an object or an event rich in all its 
determinations” (Testart 1991, p. 142).

9. Structure and history: two complementary approaches in anthropology
“The dualism of structure and of history gave rise to much debate amongst social 

sciences. As is often the case in these study fields, the concern degenerated into 
a philosophical dispute about two scientific approaches, which were both legitimate 
and which in addition coexist in the other sciences” (Testart 1991, p. 153). I believe 
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that it is possible to distinguish a paradigmatic axis and a syntagmatic axis in any 
epistemological field.

The paradigmatic axis in Alain Testart’s work roughly corresponds to the con-
cept of a “society”, which can be found on the side of the structures. Alain Testart 
adopts this perspective, that of anthropologists such as Morgan, Durkheim, Radcliffe 
Brown, Lévi-Strauss, etc. “Our conception of the structure is not that developed 
by Levi-Strauss’s structuralism. This is not a ‘mind structure’, a kind of a  priori 
Kantian condition that would inform social life and come true in it; this is a social 
structure, rather to be called a ‘social form’ in order to avoid misunderstandings” 
(Testart 1991, p. 165).

In the book the syntagmatic axis roughly corresponds to the concept of “culture” 
which is on the side of history, and which the author qualifies as a “naturalist” 
approach for the lack of a better term. The laws relating to the naturalist field are on 
the side of history. “They involve a different type of generality because their object 
is different and consists of reporting the successive transformations of the state of 
the world. These are general laws of state transformation. Even if one could perfectly 
explain in a determinist manner each state observed by comparison with a preced-
ing state and so on, the complete series of states remains nonetheless a singular, 
irreducible and inexplicable phenomenon. The idea of contingency or ‘coincidence’ 
in the sense in which the biologists use this notion to describe the evolutive series 
of life forms, is essential for the approach of these so-called ‘naturalist’ sciences” 
(Testart 1991, p. 157). As regards social sciences, one should characterise “as a natu-
ralist approach that, which is specific to history or what American scholars have 
called cultural anthropology” (Testart 1991, p. 160), a field in which scholars such 
as Franz Boas, Ruth Benedict and Margaret Mead can be grouped together.

“Without doubt the difference between these two approaches can be recognised 
most easily within anthropology [...]: on the one hand, societies, which are con-
ceived as so many entities regarded according to their own life and in their inter-
action, and on the other hand, structures, which are less the structures of the societies 
or the society but rather social structures or, better, structures of social life” (Testart 
1991, p. 161–162). The author adopts this second approach in a subtle manner.

10. The generalities related to anthropology must be specifiable generalities 
“False generality directly results from a lack of knowledge about the diversity of 

societies; as to vacant generality, its lack of relevance results from the fact that it is 
located beyond this diversity, at too general a level, as a result of which it becomes 
meaningless” (Testart 1991, p. 147).

“Hopefully, general laws can only be identified when analysing the particula risms 
in greater detail – I want to specify that these are particularisms, which assumes 
a comparative work, which by definition is multiple and which assumes that one is 
not caught up in a narrow circle of a particular, unique case, which would represent 
the only research horizon” (Testart 1991, p. 147; see Testart 2014).

“In sociological law, there is not a single generality, which would make it possible 
to generate all the particular cases [...]. It therefore follows that each particular case 
has to be the object of special clarification. For each case it has to be specified how 
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the general law applies to it”. In that regard “the term s p e c i f i a b l e  g e n e r a 
l i t y  [emphasis added by AG] can be used” (Testart 1991, p. 151). Or, when 
taking into account the theory of the structures, which generate types within specific 
configurations, one should use the term “‘typifiable generality’ for want of a better 
term” (Testart 1991, p. 164).

Points 11 and 12 concern the relationships between the various sciences.
11. The various sciences form distinct epistemological fields relating to the same 

world 
Each field defines its own objectivity. “Each field defines in its own way a distinct 

division between the objective and the subjective.” (Testart 1991, p. 92). “There are 
therefore no sciences of the subject, of the subjectivity or the ‘interiority’ or other 
sciences of the object and the things” (Testart 1991, p. 93). The “assumption of the 
unicity of the world is consistent with our position according to which subjectivity 
consists of a point of view taken from one place in the world of this same world, and 
therefore we should not consider the simultaneous existence of a world of things 
and another world, that of the ideas” (Testart 1991, p. 94).

“These are not the things of the world that can be organised in distinct drawers, 
but the intellectual operations applied to the things” (Testart 1991, p. 95). “To say 
that the sciences are autonomous also means that each science has to develop on its 
own terms, and only in these, the c o m p l e t e  [emphasis added by AG] explana-
tion of each phenomenon it aims to study [...]. The indecisive fluctuation between 
several fields only serves to portray the immaturity of each science. This explains 
why the current fashion of interdisciplinarity, where the so-called ‘social sciences’ 
are concerned, does not further the development of genuine scientificity in these 
fields” (Testart 1991, p. 108).

12. The notion of emergence is useless 
“The thesis which is defended (the coextensivity of laws of each science in the 

world as a whole) contrasts with the classical image according to which sciences 
would be ranked in a successive pile such as a stepped pyramid” (Testart 1991, 
p. 99–100).

“This image [of an hierarchisation] serves as a background to the discussion 
that opposes the reductionists, who think that one day all the sciences could be 
united within a single science, which will necessarily be the largest and will incor-
porate all the other sciences and explain them as being many particular cases. Those 
people who think that the opposite is true, for example Auguste Comte, believe that 
the so-called superior sciences cover everything that goes beyond anything that 
is encountered in the inferior levels. Obviously, it is impossible to support either 
position because the discussion is based on a premise that we cannot accept: the 
idea of unequal levels of sciences” (Testart 1991, p. 100).

Points 13 and 14 relate to validation issues.
13. The hypothetico-deductive approach must take precedence over strict 

empiricism
“Finally, the magnitude of the difference between the level at which theory is 

constructed and the level at which the reality is observed, characterises the science” 
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(Testart 1991, p. 113). “It is difficult to refute a new scientific theory in its ini-
tial state of formulation. This is the case because there is not a single theory that 
is constructed from small pieces, in contrast to what distinct empiricism wants 
to make us believe [...]. Theory rather proceeds in the reverse order, beginning 
from the top by advancing bold hypotheses or global principles on the fragile basis 
of poorly observed facts and then deriving further, down-to-earth hypotheses while 
observation becomes more detailed; the problem of falsifiability will arise only when 
these two processes, carried out simultaneously and in a sufficiently detailed man-
ner, and only when this long chiselling, which first of all separates the conceptual 
tool from the raw material, the ‘top’ and the ‘bottom’ of the construction can be 
adjusted in a satisfactory manner” (Testart 1991, p. 116).

14. The falsifiability of social sciences is rather based on matching with the real 
than on experimentation 

There are “three operations that involve a problem relating to method:
– a method of theory construction, combining a lot of concepts into a con-

sistent whole;
– a method of observation, subdividing and organising the real into theory-

relevant objects or facts, observable using appropriate methods;
– an ‘experimental method’ which is improperly considered as being the very 

criterion of scientific activity that involves a verification of fair matching between 
theory and facts and that plays the role of a process of self-justification” (Testart 
1991, p. 110).

“Given that experimentation is not possible in most social sciences we will more 
generally use the term mode of m a t c h i n g  [to reality – AG; emphasise added], 
a manner in which the matching of the theory and the facts can be controlled” 
(Testart 1991, p. 112).

SOCIOLOGICAL REASONING:
OPPOSED PERSPECTIVE AND EXTENSION

In 1991 a well-argued book was published by Jean-Claude Passeron Le raisonne
ment sociologique: l’espace non poppérien du raisonnement naturel1. The theses deve-
loped by Alain Testart must be compared to this book, which defends precisely the 
opposite positions (Passeron 1991). Jean-Claude Passeron indeed reflects a way of 
thinking that currently largely dominates social sciences that consider historical 
approach as being non-reducible to a nomological scientific approach (Fig. 1).

It can be stated moreover that Jean-Claude Passeron’s position can be evalu-
ated in comparison with the opposition of mechanisms and scenarios, which I had 
proposed. Jean-Claude Passeron is indeed forced to complete the historical reason-
ing, which he considers as being specifically non-Popperian with an experimental 

1 The English translation of Jean-Claude Passeron’s book was published in 2013 under 
the title Sociological reasoning: a nonPopperian space of argumentation (Passeron 2013).
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reasoning, which he qualifies as «statistic». This author develops an opposition that 
matches our opposition between scenarios (the historical reasoning) and mecha-
nisms (the experimental reasoning) (Fig. 2).

However, in my opinion, the approaches developed by Alain Testart and Jean-
Claude Passeron seem to be complementary and should not be opposed as being 
irreducible.

Jean-Claude Passeron focusses his discourse on historicity but he is forced to 
recognise also the nomological aspect. The non-Popperian character of his historical 
approach can be noted from his writings.

Alain Testart centres his discourse on the nomological aspect but he is forced to 
also recognise historicity. His text sets out the autonomisation of the various points 
of view of a same object, the taking into account of the actor’s discourse as one of 
several points of view and not as an explicative principle, and lastly the constructi-
vist character of the approach.

Yet it is possible to evaluate several points of Alain Testart’s vision, which cor-
respond to our own work.

Fig. 1. Organisation of the concepts developed by Jean-Claude Passeron (except for the terms regulari-
ties, prediction and retrodiction) within a space opposing Popperian and non-Popperian reasoning. 

The // symbols mark the irreducibility of the approaches.
Prepared by A. Gallay

Ryc. 1. Usytuowanie pojęć rozwijanych przez Jean-Claude’a Passerona (z pominięciem terminów: 
prawidłowości, predykcja, retrodykcja), z uwzględnieniem opozycji pomiędzy rozumowaniem poppe-

rowskim i nie-popperowskim. Symbol // oznacza nieprzywiedlność podejść.
Opracował A. Gallay
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A CONSTRUCTIVIST PERSPECTIVE

The book adopts a constructivist approach with which I fully agree by putting 
the discourse at the centre of the construction of sciences and by matching it in its 
relativity to the objectives defined by the various fields (Gallay 2011).

PRIMACY OF THE HYPOTHETICO-DEDUCTIVE APPROACH

The primacy given to the hypothetico-deductive approach highlighted by Alain 
Testart appears to correspond to the traditional practices of social sciences accor-
ding to Robert Franck (2015). 

This position obviously contradicts the logicist approach that mainly leads to 
empirico-deductive constructions. But Robert Franck indeed opposes in too much 
schematic a manner the hypothetico-deductive practice of social sciences to the 
normative and empirical character of logicism. Jean-Claude Gardin invariably con-
sidered both approaches as being complementary. He laughed at the «Popperian» 

Fig. 2. Possible relationship between the distinctions made by Jean-Claude Passeron and the episte-
mology derived from natural sciences, proposed by Alain Gallay.

Prepared by A. Gallay

Ryc. 2. Możliwe powiązania pomiędzy pojęciami wyróżnianymi przez Jean-Claude’a Passerona 
a epistemologią wywodzącą się z nauk przyrodniczych, zgodnie z propozycją Alaina Gallay’a.

Opracował A. Gallay
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scholars who claimed that they did not advance their hypotheses from empirical 
facts (Gardin 1979, pp. 241–243) (Fig. 3).

The process proposed by Alain Testart (point 13) is obviously the one advanced 
by Francis Bacon and Classical Empiricism in the 16th/17th c. 

For Francis Bacon (de l’an 8 à XI de la République Française; Franck 2010), the 
primary focus is on observation, which forms the basis of the inductive approach 
and makes it possible to form general propositions, but the construction of know-
ledge invariably originates from the back and forth between observations and general 
ideas. This position clearly moves away from the l o g i c a l  e m p i r i c i s m  o r 
l o g i c a l  p o s i t i v i s m  of the Vienna Circle (Hume, Witttgenstein) in the 1920s, 
which has been the subject of severe criticism. It does not conflict with logicism 
(Franck 2015; Gallay 2015). 

THE POSITION ATTRIBUTED TO THE DISCOURSE OF THE ACTORS

Alain Testart provides two complementary visions of the subject.
On the one hand the history of sciences in general reveals a deconstruction of the 

“essentialist” vision of the subject in favour of the construction of an external scien-
tific discourse, but on the other hand, the examination of social sciences invites us to 

Fig. 3. Relationships between perceptual analysis D (description Cc) and cognitive analysis T
(theories Ct and Ce).

After Gardin 1970, p. 363

Ryc. 3. Powiązania pomiędzy analizą percepcyjną D (opis Cc) i analizą kognitywną T (teorie Ct i Ce).
Wg Gardina 1970, s. 363
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take the subjective discourses of the subjects seriously, as an initial stage towards the 
construction of external scientific objectives that may contain various specificities.

I have repeatedly advanced, more particularly based on the works of Gerald 
Edelman on the biology of consciousness (Edelman 1992), that the discourses of the 
actors can by no means form a scientific and explicative discourse (Gallay 2012a). 
My contributions, however, somehow disregarded these multiple discourses as if 
there was nothing to be said about them. Alain Testart therefore enriches the debate 
by indicating the role, albeit elementary, that the discourses of the actors play with 
regard to the construction of a scientific discourse.

SPECIFIABLE GENERALITIES

The notion of “specifiable generality” used by Alain Testart perfectly matches the 
logicist position adopted in an ethnoarchaeological approach (Gallay 2011). I have 
indeed stressed the fact, that in the current state of development of the anthropo-
logical sciences, a ‘general’ law should be incorporated into a context of activation 
defining the geographical, temporal, social etc. limits of its application. This limita-
tion corresponds exactly to the notion of specifiable generality. This position also 
makes it possible to reject the explanations of the functionalist schools of thought, 
thought to be too general to be useful.

PARADIGMATIC AND SYNTAGMATIC COMPONENTS

By contrast, I found it more difficult to agree with the distinction made by 
Alain Testart between a paradigmatic axis and a syntagmatic axis (Alain Testart 
does not use these terms). I hesitate to place natural history completely on the side 
of history within the syntagmatic axis. Natural history can be placed on the side of  
history within the syntagmatic axis if it describes concrete scenarios, but it has 
to be placed within the paradigmatic axis when it describes general laws relating to 
status transformation, according to the terminology used by Alain Testart. 

The general laws of status transformation correspond to the dynamic aspects 
of the structures and must be placed at the level of what I call regularities. This 
is moreover the position adopted by Alain Testart in his book on the evolution 
of hunter-gatherer societies (Testart 2012). His notion of evolution, as a my way of 
understanding cladistic approach, relate to structural dynamics and therefore 
to the paradigmatic axis (Gallay 2012b).

CRITICISM OF LÉVI STRAUSS’S STRUCTURALISM

Lastly, the analysis carried out by Alain Testart on the structures defined by Lévi 
Strauss perfectly matches our own analysis of this issue. These structures are not 
mind structures; they are social structures that are entirely located on the side of the 
scientific discourse including everything this implies with regard to the dissolution 
of the subject (Gallay 2012a, p. 249).
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A PLEA FOR COMPARATIVE HISTORICAL SOCIOLOGY

It can be shown that the theme of Pour les sciences sociales... is also discussed 
by Alain Testart, with a concrete approach, in his book Avant l’histoire (Testart 
2012), in which the concepts of s o c i e t i e s  and of c u l t u r e s  are distinguished. 
Both of these books thus form the foundations of c o m p a r a t i v e  h i s t o r i -
c a l  s o c i o l o g y  called for by Alain Testart during a lecture held at the Collège 
de France in 2010 in a still unpublished text. The aim of this text is to introduce 
a vision of human evolution that has not been put forward either by historians or 
by anthropologists (Testart 2004–2010)2.

In his book Avant l’histoire Alain Testart (2012) contrasts the notion of cul-
ture (originating from local scenarios), which reports on human diversity, with the 
notion of society (concept articulating the major structural trends of economic and 
social organisation). This latter notion is the only one that makes it possible to report 
on a consistent evolutive process. It forms the basis of evolutionism defined by Alain 
Testart (see point 9). It can be demonstrated that this opposition encompasses our 
concepts of scenarios and regularities (Gallay 2011).

I have therefore extended this reflection by introducing a cladistic approach 
into the study of the evolution of African societies according to a perspective 
that merely systemises, in a more technical form, the approach of the book Avant 
l’histoire (O’Brien and Lyman 2003; Gallay 2012a).

A GENERAL EPISTEMOLOGY INSPIRED
BY NATURAL SCIENCES

The approaches developed by Alain Testart and by Jean-Claude Passeron can 
actually be perfectly incorporated into epistemology. This is what I want to encou rage 
(Gallay 2011). If we admit that knowledge about the surrounding world, whether 
this concerns humans or nature, can support unique epistemology, this authorises 
a look at natural sciences, which have proved successful in seeking therein a bet-
ter understanding of the issues raised by the approach to reality. Our scope here is 
not to discover elsewhere the procedures that could be indiscriminately applied to 
human realities, but simply to better understand the issues raised and the articu-
lation of the approaches that make it possible to acquire distinct control over the 
realities. Several fields, such as astrophysics, plate tectonics in geology or evolu-
tionary biology, share with archaeology similar issues that need to be resolved: 
a – these are observational sciences the study field of which also includes the past; 
b – past phenomena are affected by various distortions: reduced information, per-
spective effects, etc.; c – in any case, reality is holistic and therefore presents, within 
its histo ri cal evolution, a random component that is not controllable. These various 

2 The book Principes de sociologie générale will be published in 2018 by Éditions du 
CNRS, Paris.
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fields are consequently located at the crossroads of three specific types of know-
ledge, the articulation and heuristic limits of which must be well understood: history, 
regularities and mechanisms.

HISTORY

History is the reconstruction, through invariably incomplete information, of 
scenarios that characterised the evolution of things over time. As was demon-
strated by the French historian Paul Veyne (1971) and subsequently by Jean-Claude 
Passeron, h i s t o r y  i s  m a i n l y  a  d e s c r i p t i v e  s c i e n c e. During patient 
reconstruction work, scholars try to reconstruct events and facts based on invari-
ably incomplete documentation. Occasionally, while constructing the hypothesis of 
distinct regularities, they manage to complete their information in order to provide 
the proposed histories with more consistency. I use the term retrodiction here, as 
proposed by Paul Veyne to describe this operation.

The limits of this procedure are obvious. They are of two types: a – the documen-
tation is incomplete, the proposed scenarios may invariably be challenged by new 
discoveries; b – history is commented on; it cannot be explained because these are 
complex systems evolving through time. There are no laws in history.

REGULARITIES

It is likely that a large part of history may be considered as being indeterminate; 
however, the possibility of describing scenarios that exhibit distinct generality at 
a  local level cannot be ruled out. The rejection of unique and universal history 
indeed does not exclude the identification of consistent trajectories within smaller 
spaces or from a wider descriptive angle. Observation is thus the basis of a process 
of generalisation. A t  a n  i n i t i a l  s t a g e  a t t e m p t s  m a y  b e  m a d e  t o 
a r t i c u l a t e  t h i s  k n o w l e d g e  within consistent logical classes, which are 
the typologies, reporting common-sense statements.

Regularities are induced empirically from the examination of the scenarios 
through an initial global intuition of the presence of distinct consistency within 
our world. This empirical knowledge forms the basis of most human actions. We 
may call this traditional knowledge.

As regards archaeology, traditional knowledge may occur in three forms, i.e. 
in decreasing order of precision: a – quantified correlations between two types 
of continuous or discontinuous phenomena; b – typologies incorporating two or 
several fields of reality, each being the subject of a subdivision; c – discursive rela-
tions, formulated in natural language and that can be expressed by sequences of 
propositions such as: if Pi then Pi + 1.

The implicit or explicit limits of knowledge are known: a – the correlation 
between two phenomena does not necessarily provide an explanation of this phe-
nomenon; b – the empirically perceived regularities may be based on a poor know- 
ledge of the reality, even if they have predictive power concerning this latter; c – the 
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most profound theories a r e  o f t e n  c o u n t e r - i n t u i t i v e; d – the opposition 
between scenarios and regularities remains a relative opposition because it strictly 
derives from the conceptual and classificatory activity of the human mind. A phe-
no menon will remain particular or may be g i v e n  a  g e n e r a l  m e a n i n g 
a c c o r d i n g  t o  t h e  p r e c i s i o n  o f  t h e  p r o p o s e d  d e s c r i p t i o n.

MECHANISMS

Seeking laws makes it possible, in a distinct manner, to understand partial 
aspects of reality and hence to justify the presence of regularities. Instead of the 
term law, preference is given to the term mechanism, which is better adapted 
to the practical epistemology I try to promote and which is closer to the current 
scientific approach. These mechanisms are the only explanations that can be derived 
from a scientific approach. This concept must be distinguished from the notion of 
“explanation” sometimes used in a broader sense in archaeology. These explanations 
are indeed often only high-ranking regularities (Gallay 1992). The limits of this type 
of approach are well-defined:

– the mechanisms that are highlighted only explain very limited sectors of reality;
– these latter can only be identified by the observation of today’s living world. 

The hope that mechanisms will be discovered simply from observation of past 
reality is utopian;

– the only explanations that are possible are functional and concern the descrip-
tion “of what happens”. As a consequence, they are nothing to do with the functio- 
nalist explanations, proposed by ethnologists such as Malinowski (1963), the finalist 
connotation of which is still present;

– these latter relate to the genesis of constructed regularities based on the obser-
vation of the world, but by no means to the scenarios of history. It is therefore 
necessary to rule out global causality in history;

– The opposition between regularities and mechanisms remains relative. 
According to Lewis Binford, t h e  h i g h l i g h t i n g  o f  m e c h a n i s m s  m a y 
e n s u r e  t h e  v a l i d i t y  o f  d i s t i n c t  t r a n s c u l t u r a l  m o d e l s  (Binford 
1978). The question then will be raised as to how to establish in turn our belief 
in the generality of these mechanisms given that these latter are only descriptive?

The identification of mechanisms in fact means clearly identifying the initial 
conditions at the origins of a regularity, i.e., formally speaking, defining a set of 
properties Pi responsible for the properties Pi + 1. This research frequently leads 
to the mobilisation of external knowledge with regard to the study field, the founda-
tions of which are based on sciences that are external to archaeology and anthro-
pology. This way of expanding the scope of the discussion makes it possible to 
ensure distinct legitimacy of the proposed construction by incorporating it into 
the general scientific field, but it is insufficient to validate the construction. 

The diagram of figure 4 shows that the non-Popperian space of Passeron is 
located on the axis connecting the regularities with the scenarios and that the nomo-
logical space of Testart is located on the opposite side of the axis connecting the 
mechanisms with the regularities (Fig. 4).
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A general and essential constraint derives from this situation: history cannot 
be understood directly from mechanisms and has to go through the intermediate 
stage of regularities.

Translated from the French by Karoline Mazurié de Keroualin
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ALAIN GALLAY

ALAIN TESTART ET LA RÉFLEXION ÉPISTÉMOLOGIQUE

R é s u m é

Nous n’avons découvert que récemment le livre Pour le sciences sociales : essai d’épistémologie (Tes-
tart 1991). On ne s’explique pas pourquoi ce livre essentiel a eu si peu d’impact dans la communauté 
des anthropologues, à tel point que personne, quasiment, ne le cite. Le texte d’Alain Testart mérite 
pourtant d’être placé parmi les très grandes œuvres théoriques de la sociologie et l’anthropologie 
contemporaine. Touchant aux fondements mêmes de ces disciplines, il remet fondamentalement en 
cause les bases des sciences humaines en général. L’article résume en quatorze propositions les thèses 
développées dans le livre d’Alain Testart et montre comment cette vision radicale peut participer à une 
vue renouvelée des sciences humaines intégrant approches nomologique et historique.
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Le premier point, essentiel, concerne la question de la spécificité des sciences humaines. 
1. Les sciences humaines n’ont aucune spécificité. On ne peut que constater l’échec des sciences 

humaines à se constituer en science. Il convient donc rejeter l’idée que les sciences sociales ne peuvent 
pas avoir le même statut que les sciences physiques. 

Les points 2 à 6 abordent la question de la place du sujet dans l’approche scientifique.
2. Le sujet physique ne peut être qu’objet de connaissance. On doit rejeter l’idée de la philosophie 

classique qui oppose matière, objet des sciences dures, et pensée, objet des sciences humaines.
3. L’histoire de l’optique géométrique témoigne de la déconstruction du sujet en faveur d’une 

objectivité scientifique de l’objet. On constate dans cette discipline la construction progressive d’un 
savoir fondé sur la marginalisation du rôle de l’observateur. 

4. L’individualisme méthodologique est un avatar de l’importance illusoire attribuée au sujet. Le 
monde qui nous entoure est « construit ». Toute science est forcément caractérisée par un réalisme 
qui lui est propre. Il consiste à croire en la réalité de ses objets qui ne sont pas les mêmes que ceux de 
la science d’à côté.

5. La subjectivité du sujet a pourtant un rôle à jouer dans les sciences sociales. Pas plus que le sujet 
physique, le sujet social n’est donné a priori, définissable de façon immédiate  et simple.

6. Compréhension versus explication constituent les deux composantes de la construction d’une 
science anthropologique émergente. Cette opposition, propre à l’idéalisme allemand (Wilhelm 
Dilthey), ne se situe pas entre les sciences sociales et les sciences physiques, elle se situe à l’intérieur 
même de l’anthropologie. La compréhension concerne l’appréhension du discours des acteurs, l’expli-
cation relève de l’approche scientifique qui ne peut se développer que dans une seconde phase. 

Les points 7 à 10 concernent la question de la diversité culturelle.
7. La diversité culturelle est le fondement d’une recherche théorique générale. Il convient de 

dépasser cet état initial de la discipline. La diversité subjective des points de vue doit pouvoir débou-
cher sur une objectivité d’ensemble. 

8. Le comparatisme ne repose pas, par principe, sur le concept de similitude. La généralité ne 
peut découler que de la limitation introduite par la théorie qui ne peut être jugée que par la qualité 
de l’abstraction qu’elle met en œuvre. 

9. Structure et histoire sont les deux composantes de toute science anthropologique. Dans tout 
champ épistémologique, on peut distinguer un axe paradigmatique correspondant au concept de 
société, qui résulte d’un travail d’abstraction et un axe syntagmatique qui décrit des cultures concrètes 
insérées dans l’histoire. 

10. Les généralités de l’anthropologie doivent être des généralités spécifiables. Aucune généralité 
ne permet d’engendrer toutes les figures particulières. Chaque cas particulier doit faire l’objet d’une 
élucidation spéciale. Il faut donc spécifier dans chaque cas comment la loi générale s’applique.

Les point 11 et 12 concernent les rapports entre les diverses sciences.
11. Les diverses sciences constituent des champs épistémologiques distincts portant sur un même 

monde. Chaque discipline définit une objectivité qui lui est propre. Chaque chose ou événement 
est susceptible de recevoir, en droit, un discours approprié de la part de chaque discipline, selon la 
problématique qui est la sienne.

12. La notion d’émergence est inutile. Le réductionnisme qui admet que l’on pourra un jour 
ramener toutes les sciences à une seule est une illusion. 

Les points 13 et 14 concernent les questions de la validation.
13. La démarche hypothético-déductive doit primer sur l’empirisme strict. C’est l’ampleur de 

l’écart entre le niveau où se construit la théorie et le niveau où l’on observe la réalité qui caractérise 
la science. Aucune théorie ne s’échafaude par petits morceaux à partir de la perception, contrairement 
à ce qu’un certain empirisme voudrait nous faire croire. 

14. La falsifiabilité des sciences humaines repose plus sur l’adéquation au réel que sur l’expéri-
mentation, souvent impraticable. Les théories nouvelles ne peuvent être immédiatement prédictives. 
Il n’y a donc pas lieu de s’étonner que les jeunes théories ne prédisent d’abord que les faits que tout 
le monde connaît.

La même année 1991 paraissait le livre de Jean-Claude Passeron Le raisonnement sociologique : 
l’espace non poppérien du raisonnement naturel. Les thèses de Testart doivent impérativement être 
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comparées à ce livre qui défend des positions exactement opposées. Passeron se fait en effet l’écho d’une 
pensée qui, aujourd’hui, domine largement les sciences humaines ces dernières considérant l’approche 
historique comme non réductible à une démarche scientifique de type nomologique.

La position de Passeron peut être évaluée par rapport à l’opposition que nous proposons entre 
mécanismes et scénarios. En effet, les deux approches ne devraient pas être opposées comme irré-
ductibles. Passeron centre son propos sur l’historicité, mais il est contraint d’aborder, en marge, 
le nomologique. Nous pouvons retenir de son propos le caractère non poppérien de la démarche 
historique. A l’opposé, Testart centre son propos sur le nomologique, mais il est contraint d’aborder, 
en marge, l’historicité. Nous pouvons retenir de son propos l’autonomisation des divers regards sur 
un même objet, la prise en compte du discours des acteurs comme  un point de vue parmi d’autres et 
non comme principe explicatif, enfin le caractère constructiviste de l’approche. 

Cette position concorde avec plusieurs points de notre propre théorie.
Le livre d’Alain Testart adopte une approche constructiviste en plaçant le discours au cœur de 

la constitution des sciences et en le situant dans sa relativité par rapport aux objectifs posés par les 
diverses disciplines. La primauté de l’hypothético-déductif n’est qu’apparente. Pour Bacon, l’observa-
tion vient en premier et constitue le fondement d’une démarche inductive qui permet de remonter 
aux propositions générales, mais l’élaboration d’un savoir procède toujours d’un va et vient entre 
observations et idées générales, ce qui est la position adoptée par le logicisme de Jean-Claude Gardin.

Alain Testart enrichit le débat par rapport à la position que nous avions adoptée en montrant 
la place, quoiqu’élémentaire, que tiennent les discours des acteurs dans l’élaboration d’un discours 
scientifique. 

La notion de « généralité spécifiable » rejoint parfaitement la position logiciste adoptée dans la 
démarche ethnoarchéologique.

L’oppostion entre composantes paradigmatiques et syntagmatique doit être relativisée. La notion 
de l’évolution, tout comme la façon dont nous concevons l’approche cladistique, sont des notions se 
rattachant à une dynamique structurale, donc à l’axe paradigmatique.

Enfin ce que dit Testart des structures lévi-straussiennes rejoint parfaitement l’analyse que nous 
avions faite de cette question. Ces structures ne sont pas des structures de l’esprit, ce sont des structures 
sociales qui se trouvent entièrement du côté du discours scientifique avec tout ce que cela implique au 
niveau de la dissolution du sujet. Dans son livre Avant l’histoire Alain Testart (2012) oppose donc la 
notion de « culture » (issue des scénarios locaux), qui rend compte de la diversité humaine, à la notion 
de « société » (concept exprimant les grandes tendances structurales de l’organisation économique 
et sociale). Cette dernière notion permet seule de rendre compte d’un processus évolutif cohérent et 
donc de changements structuraux.

Les points de vue des deux auteurs peuvent s’intégrer dans notre approche épistémologique inspirée 
des sciences de la nature. Ils se situent tous deux à la jonction de trois savoirs spécifiques dont il importe 
de bien saisir l’articulation et les limites heuristiques : l’histoire, les régularités et les mécanismes.

1. L’histoire, c’est-à-dire la reconstitution, à travers une information toujours partielle, des scé-
narios qui ont caractérisé la transformation des choses au cours du temps. Comme Veyne (1971) et 
à sa suite Passeron (1991) l’ont bien montré l’histoire est essentiellement descriptive.

2. Les régularités sont induites empiriquement de l’examen des scénarios, à travers une première 
intuition globale de la présence d’une certaine cohérence dans notre monde. Ce savoir empirique 
non expliqué constitue le fondement de la plus grande partie des actions humaines. Nous pouvons 
l’appeler un savoir artisanal.

3. La recherche des lois permet, dans une certaine mesure, de comprendre certains aspects par-
tiels de la réalité et par là même de justifier la présence de régularités. Au terme de loi nous préférons 
le terme de mécanismes mieux adapté à 1’épistémologie pratique que nous tentons de promouvoir et 
plus proche de la démarche scientifique de tous les jours.

L’espace non poppérien de Passeron se situe sur l’axe reliant les régularités aux scénarios alors que 
l’espace nomologique de Testart se situe, à l’opposé, sur l’axe reliant les mécanismes aux régularités. De 
cette situation découle une contrainte générale et essentielle : l’histoire ne peut être comprise directe-
ment à partir des mécanisme et doit passer par l’étape intermédiaire des régularités.
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ALAIN GALLAY

ALAIN TESTART A REFLEKSJA EPISTEMOLOGICZNA

S t r e s z c z e n i e

Tak się złożyło, że dopiero niedawno odkryłem pracę Alaina Testarta Pour le sciences sociales: 
essai d’épistémologie, opublikowaną w roku 1991. Trudno powiedzieć, dlaczego ta ważna publikacja 
spotkała się z tak niewielkim oddźwiękiem w środowisku antropologów, do tego stopnia, że nikt 
prawie jej nie cytuje. Tymczasem tekst A. Testarta w pełni zasługuje na umieszczenie pośród najwy-
bitniejszych współczesnych dzieł teoretycznych z zakresu socjologii i antropologii. Dotykając samych 
fundamentów tych dyscyplin, autor rzuca zasadnicze wyzwanie podstawom nauk humanistycznych 
w ogólnym tego słowa znaczeniu. W niniejszym artykule podsumowano (w czternastu punktach) 
tezy rozwijane przez Alaina Testarta we wspomnianej pracy, ukazując, jak ta dość radykalna wizja 
może przyczynić się do nowego spojrzenia na nauki humanistyczne, integrującego podejście histo- 
ryczne i nomologiczne. 

Punkt 1, zasadniczy, dotyczy kwestii specyfiki nauk humanistycznych:
1. Nauki humanistyczne pozbawione są jakichkolwiek cech specyficznych. Można jedynie odno-

tować nieudane próby konstytuowania się humanistyki jako nauki. Należy odrzucić pogląd, że nauki 
społeczne nie mogą mieć tego samego statusu co nauki ścisłe. 

Punkty 2–6 dotyczą kwestii usytuowania podmiotu w postępowaniu naukowym:
2. Podmiot fizyczny może być tylko przedmiotem poznania. Należy odrzucić idee filozofii kla-

sycznej, przeciwstawiające sobie m a t e r i ę  [podkreślenie tłum.] jako przedmiot badań nauk ścisłych 
oraz m y ś l  [podkreślenie tłum.] jako przedmiot badań nauk humanistycznych. 

3. Historia badań w zakresie optyki geometrycznej świadczy o dekonstruowaniu podmiotu na 
rzecz obiektywności naukowej przedmiotu badań. Zauważalne jest w tej dziedzinie stopniowe kon-
struowanie wiedzy opartej na marginalizacji roli obserwatora. 

4. Indywidualizm metodologiczny to awatar iluzorycznej ważności przypisywanej podmiotowi 
badań. Otaczający nas świat jest „skonstruowany”, niezależnie od branych pod uwagę kategorii logicz-
nych. Każdą naukę musi zatem charakteryzować jej własny realizm (nie naiwny, ale metodologiczny 
lub epistemologiczny). Polega on na przekonaniu o realności jej własnych przedmiotów badań, które 
nie są tożsame z przedmiotami badań nauk pokrewnych. 

5. Subiektywność podmiotu odgrywa jednak pewną rolę w przypadku nauk społecznych. Podob-
nie jak podmiot fizyczny, podmiot społeczny nie jest dany a priori, nie jest definiowalny w sposób 
natychmiastowy ani prosty. 

6. R o z u m i e n i e  versus w y j a ś n i a n i e  [podkreślenie tłum.] stanowią dwie główne składowe 
konstrukcji w rozwijających się naukach antropologicznych. Opozycja ta, właściwa dla idealizmu 
niemieckiego (por. Wilhelm Dilthey), nie jest usytuowana pomiędzy naukami społecznymi a naukami 
przyrodniczymi, ale wewnątrz samej antropologii. R o z u m i e n i e  dotyczy sposobu postrzegania 
[brania pod uwagę] wypowiedzi poszczególnych aktorów, w y j a ś n i a n i e  wynika z postępowania 
naukowego, które może rozwinąć się dopiero w następnym etapie. 

Punkty 7–10 dotyczą kwestii zróżnicowania kulturowego:
7. Różnorodność kulturowa stanowi fundament ogólnych badań teoretycznych. Jest to stan 

początkowy dyscypliny [antropologii – przyp. tłum.], który należy przekroczyć. Subiektywna różno-
rodność punktów widzenia powinna doprowadzić do obiektywnego obrazu całości. 

8. Podejście komparatystyczne nie polega zasadniczo na przyjęciu założenia o podobieństwie. 
Uogólnianie może wynikać jedynie z ograniczenia wprowadzanego przez teorię, która z kolei sama 
może zostać uznana tylko na podstawie akceptowalności realizowanej przez siebie abstrakcji. 

9. Struktura i historia – to dwie główne składowe całej antropologii jako nauki. Na wszystkich 
polach epistemologii można wyróżnić oś paradygmatyczną, odpowiadającą konceptowi s p o ł e -
c z e ń s t w a, co wynika z tworzenia pojęć ogólnych, oraz oś syntagmatyczną, opisującą konkretne 
k u l t u r y  wbudowane w historię. 
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10. Kwestie ogólne antropologii powinny być definiowalne. Żadna kwestia ogólna nie umożli-
wia generowania wszystkich kwestii specyficznych. Każdy przypadek szczególny powinien stanowić 
przedmiot specjalnego objaśnienia. Należy zatem każdorazowo określać, w jaki sposób stosuje się 
prawo ogólne. 

Punkty 11 i 12 dotyczą relacji pomiędzy różnymi rodzajami nauk:
11. Różne rodzaje nauk tworzą pola epistemologiczne odrębne, ale odnoszące się do tego samego 

świata. Każda dyscyplina definiuje właściwy sobie rodzaj obiektywności. Każdy przedmiot lub zjawi-
sko może prawomocnie otrzymać adekwatną wypowiedź ze strony każdej dyscypliny, stosownie do 
właściwej tej dyscyplinie problematyki. 

12. Pojęcie w y ł a n i a n i a  s i ę  [podkreślenie tłum.] jest nieprzydatne. Redukcjonizm, zakłada-
jący, że możliwe będzie kiedyś sprowadzenie wszystkich dziedzin nauki do jednej jedynej, jest iluzją. 

Punkty 13 i 14 dotyczą kwestii uprawomocniania:
13. Podejście hipotetyczno-dedukcyjne powinno przeważać nad ścisłym empiryzmem. Naukę 

charakteryzuje wielkość odchylenia pomiędzy poziomem, na którym powstaje teoria, a tym, na którym 
obserwuje się rzeczywistość. W przeciwieństwie do tego, w co każe nam wierzyć swoiście pojmowany 
empiryzm, żadna teoria nie powstaje „po kawałku”, poczynając od postrzegania zjawisk. 

14. Falsyfikowalność w naukach humanistycznych polega bardziej na badaniu adekwatno-
ści (zgodności) w stosunku do rzeczywistości niż na eksperymentowaniu, często niewykonalnym. 
Nowe teorie nie mogą mieć od razu mocy predyktywnej. Nie może zatem dziwić, że młode teorie nie 
prognozują początkowo niczego innego niż to, co stanowi wiedzę ogólną, dostępną wszystkim. 

W tym samym roku (1991) ukazała się także książka Jean-Claude’a Passerona Le raisonnement 
sociologique: l’espace non poppérien du raisonnement naturel. Tezy A. Testarta koniecznie należy 
zestawić z tą pracą, która broni pozycji skrajnie odmiennych. Wypowiedź J.-C. Passerona stanowi 
odbicie myśli, dominującej obecnie w naukach humanistycznych, zgodnie z którą podejście histo-
ryczne uważane jest za nieredukowalne do postępowania naukowego typu nomologicznego. Poglądy 
tego badacza mogą być też analizowane w stosunku do proponowanej przeze mnie [AG] opozycji 
pomiędzy m e c h a n i z m a m i  a  s c e n a r i u s z a m i. Jednak w rzeczywistości oba te stanowiska 
[A. Testarta i J.-C. Passerona – przyp. tłum.] nie powinny, moim zdaniem [AG], być sobie przeciw-
stawiane i uznawane za wzajemnie nieredukowalne. Wypowiedzi J.-C. Passerona skupiają się wokół 
pojęcia historyczności („historicité”), ale on sam jest jednak zmuszony do poruszania także, choćby 
marginalnie, kwestii nomologicznych. Z jego wypowiedzi możemy przyjąć stwierdzenie o nie-pop-
perowskim charakterze postępowania badawczego w naukach historycznych. W przeciwieństwie do 
J.-C. Passerona, A. Testart koncentruje się na nomologii, ale on z kolei zmuszony jest traktować, bodaj 
marginalnie, kwestie historyczne. Spośród jego propozycji możemy przyjąć: a – autonomiczność 
różnych poglądów odnoszących się do tego samego przedmiotu badań; b – traktowanie każdej wypo-
wiedzi poszczególnych „aktorów” jako odrębnych punktów widzenia, bez uznawania ich za podstawy 
wyjaśniania; c – konstruktywistyczny charakter tego podejścia. Takie stanowisko jest w wielu punktach 
zgodne z moim własnym [AG]. 

Alain Testart stosuje w omawianej tu pracy podejście konstruktywistyczne, umieszczając dyskurs 
w centrum tworzenia nauki i sytuując go zarazem w relacji do celów formułowanych przez poszczególne 
dyscypliny. Nadrzędność postępowania hipotetyczno-dedukcyjnego jest jedynie pozorna. Dla Francisa 
Bacona pierwszeństwo ma obserwacja: stanowi ona fundament postępowania indukcyjnego, które 
pozwala wznieść się na poziom stwierdzeń ogólnych. Jednak konceptualizacja odbywa się zawsze pod-
czas ruchu „tam i z powrotem” pomiędzy obserwacjami a pojęciami ogólnymi: takie podejście zostało 
przyjęte przez Jean-Claude’a Gardina i jest widoczne w jego logicyzmie. Alain Testart wzbogacił tę 
debatę, także w stosunku do moich własnych [AG] poglądów, ukazując (choćby w sposób elementarny) 
miejsce, jakie zajmują wypowiedzi poszczególnych „aktorów” w wypracowaniu dyskursu naukowego.

Pojęcie „ogólności definiowalnej” („généralité spécifiable”) łączy się wyśmienicie z logicyzmem 
stosowanym w etnoarcheologii. 

Opozycja pomiędzy dwiema komponentami: paradygmatyczną i syntagmatyczną, powinna być 
zrelatywizowana. Rozumienie ewolucji, podobnie jak sposób pojmowania podejścia kladystycznego 
[filogenetycznego], są powiązane z dynamiką strukturalną, a zatem z osią paradygmatyczną.
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Wreszcie to, co mówi A. Testart o strukturach (w rozumieniu struktur C. Lévi-Straussa), łączy się 
bardzo wyraźnie z analizą przeprowadzoną przeze mnie [AG] w tym zakresie. Bowiem to nie struktury 
umysłowe, ale społeczne znajdują się całkowicie po stronie dyskursu naukowego, łącznie z wszyst-
kim tym, co pociąga za sobą kwestię „rozmycia” podmiotu. W swojej pracy Avant l’histoire Alain 
Testart (2012) przeciwstawia zatem pojęcie k u l t u r y  (jako rezultatu lokalnych „scenariuszy”), które 
odzwierciedla ludzką rożnorodność, pojęciu s p o ł e c z e ń s t w a  (konceptu wyrażającego główne 
tendencje strukturalne w zakresie organizacji ekonomicznej i społecznej). Tylko to ostatnie pojęcie 
uzmysławia spójność procesu ewolucyjnego, a zarazem – przemian strukturalnych.

Punkty widzenia obu autorów można zintegrować w przyjmowanym przeze mnie [AG] podejściu 
epistemologicznym inspirowanym naukami przyrodniczymi. Oba sytuują się na styku trzech specy-
ficznych dziedzin: historii, prawidłowości i mechanizmów, przy czym ważne jest zarówno dobre zro-
zumienie ich artykulacji, jak i ograniczeń heurystycznych: 1. Historia, z uwagi na charakter informacji, 
zawsze cząstkowy, jest rekonstrukcją scenariuszy odzwierciedlających transformację przedmiotów 
(artefaktów) w czasie. Jak to wykazał Paul Veyne (1971), a po nim J.-C. Passeron (1991), historia jest 
zasadniczo deskryptywna. 2. Prawidłowości można indukować empirycznie poprzez analizowanie 
scenariuszy, możliwe dzięki pierwotnej intuicji ogólnej, która dotyczy istnienia w świecie pewnej 
szczególnej spójności. Ta niewyjaśniona wiedza empiryczna stanowi podstawę większości działań 
ludzkich. Możemy nazwać ją „wiedzą rzemieślniczą”. 3. Poszukiwanie praw pozwala, do pewnego 
stopnia, zrozumieć niektóre cząstkowe aspekty rzeczywistości, a przez to nawet uzasadnić występo-
wanie prawidłowości. Zamiast terminu „prawa” preferuję [AG] termin „mechanizmy”, lepiej przy-
stosowany – moim zdaniem – do epistemologii praktycznej, którą usiłuję promować, a także bliższy 
codziennej praktyce badawczej. 

Nie-popperowska przestrzeń J.-C. Passerona sytuuje się na osi łączącej „prawidłowości” ze „sce-
nariuszami”, podczas gdy przestrzeń nomologiczna A. Testarta znajduje się, wprost przeciwnie, na osi 
łączącej „mechanizmy” i „prawidłowości”. Z sytuacji tej wynika jedno ogólne i zasadnicze ograniczenie: 
historii nie można zrozumieć bezpośrednio, tylko na podstawie „mechanizmów”, ale powinna ona 
przechodzić przez etap pośredni, jaki stanowią „prawidłowości”. 

Z francuskiego tłumaczyła Hanna KowalewskaMarszałek
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