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My purpose here is to describe and defend a programsial ontology. Itis a
programme being carried though by a group of researah€ambridge. | start by
defining some of my terms.

Ontology

The term ontology/derives from Greek, with “onto” meaning “being”, afioigos”
usually interpreted as “science”; so that ontologyraditionally understood, is the
science or study of beifig

The word being has two senses:

1) Something thas, or exists; an entity a thing
2) What itis to be or to exist; what all the thirtgat are have in common.

It follows that if ontology is the study of being stthen both:

1) The study of whas, or what exists; the study of entities or things; and
2) The study of what it is to be or to exist; whattlad things that are have in
common.

Certainly this twofold conception is adopted Hef@early, so conceived, ontology
amounts to the study of anything and everything; ¥erghing is a part of being. But
ontology is only the study of anything under the aspéits being, of what is
involved in its existing. Even so any particular dogical project must clearly adopt
a particular focus of study.

! For helpful comments on an earlier draft of thaper | am very grateful to members of the
Cambridge social ontology group.

2Ontology’, or rather ‘ontologia’, appears to haween coined in 1613 by two philosophers writing
independently of each other: Jacob Lorhard irThisatrum Philosophicurand Rudolf Gockel in his
Lexicon Philosophicumlts first occurrence in English seems to be ifleB& Dictionary of 1721,
where ontology is defined as ‘an account of beinthée abstract’.

3 As such ontology should be distinguished from kpilstemology, which is a concern with
knowledge, and methodology proper, a concern witthod.

* In recent years the term ontology has also bedelwiised in the field of computer and information
science. It is used to denote a formal languagpqgsefully designed for a specific set of practical
applications and contexts or environments. Theiginsually something like the construction of a
formal representation of entities and relationa given domain that can be shared across different
contexts of application. This recent interpretatidontology is not one | am especially concernéith w
here (for good discussions see especially, Smith...).



The strategy adopted in the project | am describinigaast for that strand of
ontology concerned with what exists, is to prioritise study of those entities or
things that are regarded as in some sense the most bagjnificant. Of course,
which things or entities, etc., are to qualify as digant will depend on context and
will always be historically relative.

Scientific and philosophic ontology

Now the things or entities that are most widely reghaebasic or significant are
typically studied across the range of sciences. Fsrdaison the branch of study
concerned with what is or what exists can reasonabdifdteguished ascgentific
ontology(it is easily extended to include significant objeadtextra-scientific
thinking).

In contrast, the second strand of ontology, the stfisshat it is to be or to exist,
with all the things that are have in common, is deseghahilosophical ontology.

Ontographology (or opology)

Notice that althougBcientific ontologys the study of the sorts of entities that are
posited or presupposed in scientific and other theatiessnot to be confused with
the study of those theoripsr se or interpreted as a concern with the fact that, o
manner in which, certain entities are posited andéatéd within those theories. To
suppose that the study of being can be reduced &iublg of theories and their
presuppositions (about being) is to commit the episteriiacia to reduce ontology
to epistemology.

It is true that in some natural science contexts thgwal to study certain posits
has been via the theorising of natural scientists. Stpag theory provides an
example. But still there is an extra conceptual stgpired to move from 1)
identifyingor recognisingthe presuppositions of such theories andc2gpting the
plausibility of those theories and so their ontological presuppaositi Indeed many
natural scientists do not at this point accept supergstineory as a plausible theory.

If it is essential to distinguish the study of being @wogy) from the study of
knowledge and its presuppositions (about being), it ssenwble to give a name to
the latter activity. The terms of art accepted heeesgtherontographologywhere
‘graphy’ means (the art of) writing or describingrepresenting, aopology where
the op stands in fantologicalpresuppositions (incorporatir@tologicalpremises
andontologicalposits).

Social Ontology

In the ontological project | am outlining a focustbe social realm serves further
to narrow the scope of enquiry. By the social relatnean that domain of
phenomena whose existence depends at least in past Snaial ontology, then, is:

1) the study of whas, or what exists, in the social domain; the study ofadoci
entities or social things; and

2) the study of what all the social entities or thitigg are have in common



| have already suggested that when considering wioatwhat exists, it is
necessary to narrow the focus in some way, and reasdpnatgasider those entities
regarded as somehow most central or significant. Thaswfe means that within
social ontology specifically it makes sense to focus tegoaies (currently) widely
considered to be significant in social life. As a congege | emphasise the following
two projects:

1) Social scientific ontologythe study of the most basic or significant entities or
things of the social domain; and

2) Social philosophic ontologyhe study of what all the social entities or thirtgst t
are have in common

Notice that in the social domain, at least, to study sloimg that exists it not only
to be concerned with its properties but typically ats@entify and elaborate its
conditions of existence.

An Ontology

A further convention adopted here is to refer togpecific results of ontological
study as “an ontology”. The ambiguity involved of mgyvthe same word for both a
form of study and its results is not uncommon; the samétylaakes with such
categories as history, explanation, geography, trudihnauch else, and the
appropriate meaning will usually be clear from cont&kus if a goal of ontology is
to produce or elaborate a sustainable ontology thecumatter of ontographology,
or opology, is to identify or elaborate an ontolgggsupposed by some community
or conceptual field.

Metaphysics

The term ontology is often (but not always) treatexdh@e) as synonymous with
metaphysicsThe term “meta” in Greek means over, but it can aésmterpreted as
denoting behind or aft&rwhilst “physis” translates as nature.

It is the interpretation of meta as ‘after’ that moshagentators take as significant
in the morphology of metaphysics. For the latter terosigally said to owe its origins
to the fact that the relevant part of Aristotl&se Metaphysicfa meta ta phusika)
(concerned with “being qua being”) was placed immedtijatfter the part of the book
called Physics However, it seems just as likely that the term had inmieeéhtuitive

® Apparently this is because when X passesY it ends up eithebehindor after X.

® Of course, Aristotle (384-322 BC) never himsekdishe term metaphysics (when he wishes to refer
to the relevant part of his study he uses suchg@sriwisdom’ §ophig, ‘first philosophy’ prote
philosophid or ‘first science prote episeme]). Nor even did he assemble the work we now knew a
The MetaphysicsThe latter consists of a series of fourteen bpak®r most of which were written by
Aristotle, and corresponds to the latest periodiefvork. Specifically they were written after his
leaving the Academy, Plato’s school in Athens (tatie became a pupil of Plato [427-347 BC] at the
age of seventeen, and remained for twenty yeass & a pupil and later as a relatively independen
researcher, leaving after Plato’s death), andvietig his founding (in 335 BC) his own school of



appeal (and thereby achieved ready acceptancehatrdpthepurposeof
metaphysics, which is (or includes) reaching above yorik nature (physis) as we
immediately perceive it, to uncover its most basic compisner fundamental
features.

Why Bother?

Why the interest in ontology so conceived? Notic that the results of
ontological enquiry are first and foremost taxonomibeathan explanatory. Whilst
scientific ontology seeks to elucidate the entitiestarctures posited in, or
presupposed by, science or some conceptual field, ppiiasd ontology seeks a
classification that is exhaustive in the sense thaypdls of entities are consistent
with (and manifestations of) the entities or featuretuiied within its classificatidn

The value of ontology, whether philosophical or stifee, lies in bringing clarity
and directionality. These attributes follow becauséheorising, it is helpful to know
something of the nature of whatever it is that onété&srgting to express or
investigate.

In its turn, ontographology or opology can help udarstand the practices and
belief systems of varying cultural systems or tribal comities In addition, it allows
the identification of inconsistencies and other ina@deges in scientific and other
forms of reasoning. This is possible just where the ogidb presuppositions of
different aspects of specific theories or practices nemmagxamined by their
scientific creators and so are not compared eitheaidb ether or to any explicitly
expressed worldviews.

philosophy in Athens: the Lyceum or Peripatos. &uy after his death, and probably between 200
and 100 BC, were these fourteen books arrangeg@anighed in the order with which we are now
familiar. In fact the title itself,  the Metaphys’ was probably provided by Adronicus of Rhodos
when he assembled the Collected Works of Arisiotlée first century BC.

" Whitehead sets out a version of philosophical logwwhich accepts this goal in describing his
approach to “metaphysics” identified explicitly g;seculative philosophy:

“Speculative philosophy is the endeavour to frangelzerent, logical, necessary system of general
ideas in terms of which every element of our systambe interpreted. By this notion of
“interpretation’ | mean that everything of which am conscious, as enjoyed, perceived, willed or
thought, shall have the character of a particuistaince of the general scheme.” (Whitehead,
1978[1929])

A similar position is taken by Mario Bunge who,vesll as distinguishing philosophical (or
speculative), from scientific, ontology, also, @sewhat unusually for a philosopher, notes that
ontology can (as in social ontology, which | tuoribe below) be “domain” or “region” specific. Thus
Bunger writes of ontology that it is

"The serious secular versionmktaphysicsThe branch of philosophy that studies the mostgséve
features of reality, such as real existence, chaimge, chance, mind, and life. (...) Ontology ¢en
classed into general and special (or regiot@dneralontology studies all existents, whereas each
specialontology studies one genus of thing or processipay<hemical, biological, social, etc. Thus,
whereas general ontology studies the conceptsamiespime, and event, the ontology of the social
investigates such general sociological conceptiase of social system, social structure, and kocia
change. Whether general or special, ontology catultivated in either of two manners: speculative o
scientific. The ontologies of Leibniz, Wolff, Schinyj, Hegel, Lotze, Engels, Mach, W. James, H.
Bergson, A. N. Whitehead, S. Alexander, L. Wittgeirs M. Heidegger, R. Carnap, and N. Goodman
are typically speculative and remote from scie&eis the contemporapossible worlds
metaphysics."”



Other uses of ontology and ontographology/opologyteaalaborated as well,
though | postpone discussion of them until the sectiosazial ontology below,
where such matters can be discussed less abstractly. Sufficay at this stage that
ontology (in conjunction very often with ontograjtgy/opology) serves not as a
substitute for science or substantive theorising butLaglkean under-labourer for
such activity. Its essential contribution lies in helping cleardgheund a little so that
substantive theorising can proceed more fruitfully twanld otherwise be the case.

In the Cambridge project, as we shall see below, hilsgophical ontology that
has figured most to date. And this emphasis, which is sggmincommon,
certainly appears in need of some defence. For martgitmaiors, and in particular
various twentieth century philosophers working indhalytic tradition, have
accepted that the second programme involving the ebo of the content of
scientific theories is the only defensible way of pemtieg. Even within this group it
is only the theories of natural science that are thobtegbe usable. Actually, |
understate the justificatory task here. For, in trathny contributors to modern
analytic philosophy take the view that any kind nfadogy is out of the question.
According to this group all that we can achieve isthtam here terming
ontographology/opology, which they sometimes refelf spmewhat misleadingly,
as internal metaphysics.

Let me now address the arguments of these sceptics. Iflstdxy providing a
defence of scientific ontology against those who teggen the possibility of this, and
subsequently by making the case for philosophical ogyodowell.

In defence of scientific ontology

To the extent that twentieth century analytic pbalphy has accepted the project of
ontology at all this is usually associated with the gbations of Quine, particularly
his “On What There Is”. In this paper, Quine (198R)ues that to be is be a value of
a bound variable. Bound variables are terms likaghi'everything’ ‘something’.
Quine’s contention amounts roughly to the claim thdtetas to be in the range of
reference of a pronoun.

If (to use Quine’s example) a person declares “some degglate” that person is
actually saying that some things that are dogs are yaritefor this statement to be
true the things over which the bound variable ‘sonmgthianges must include some
white dogs. So in making the original utterance thies@n is accepting white dogs are
part of her or his ontological commitments

Now when using a phrase like “to be is to be a vafuebound variable”, Quine
gives the impression that he is talking of what existswéVer it must be accepted

8 The interpretation of philosophy or methodologyaasunder-labourer for science can fairly be
attributed to Locke. It is found, albeit almostaasaside, in the ‘Epistle to the Reader’ of AisEssay
Concerning Human Understandinghere Locke writes:

“The commonwealth of learning is not at this timéhaut master-builders, whose mighty designs, in
advancing the sciences, will leave lasting monusenthe admiration of posterity; but everyone must
not hope to be Boyleor aSydenhamand in an age that produces such masters asehtHyygenius
and the incomparable MNewton with some others of that strain, it is ambitiooegh to be

employed as the under-labourer in clearing the mptaulittle, and removing some of the rubbish that
lies in the way to knowledge” (Locke, 1690 [194ap, xlii, xliii).



that, first and foremost at least, he is indicating drdyw we determine whether
someone (the author of a text) is committed to an exsteAt this point, it can
reasonably be argued, Quine is not doing ontologybtagraphology or opology.
This has led some interpreters of Quine to argue thiatinerely laying out a strategy
which scientists and others should follow in order &wifyt their ontological
commitments (see e.qg.,).

If this was as far as Quine was prepared to go he wodéastd seem to belong to
that strand of twentieth century philosophy, inspisgdant, and including the likes
of Carnap and Putnam and Strawson, that has concaivaatology as properly
concerned not with any (‘external’) world in itseliit only with human concepts,
languages or systems of beliefs.

For this group the objective is simply to elucidatedhtlogical commitments of
those language users or belief holders on which thegsehto focus. Traditional
ontology aimed at the world beyond is considered implessths said to necessitate
an “external metaphysics” resting on a neutral perseot “God’s eye view”
capable of comprehending reality as it exists indepghdef our knowledge
frameworks and language. In rejecting such a metaphysagoup in question argue
that the most that can be undertaken is a study girdseippositions or ontological
commitments of specific theories or systems of belief, évitgdermed “internal
metaphysics”.

Traditional ontology is thus replaced by the ontobodpgy/opology, the study of
how a particular community or individual conceptuaiseparticular domain. The
goal is merely the conceptual presuppositions of setsligff® systems, languages
and so forth. In contrast to the traditional ontodtigiendeavour to uncover features
of the world beyond conceptions, the proponentsraéfnal metaphysics” seek to
uncover features of subjects or their beliefs or tlesotheir goal is an account not of
the broader reality but of such features as the taransystem presupposed by
speakers of a particular language or by researcheksngavithin a scientific
discipline.

But Quine does seem to go further than is. Not ongsdwe see himself as doing
‘internal metaphysics’, in accepting certain theosdtataims as reliable, he seems to
be accepting the posited ontology as reliable as Wwetther Quine suggests that the
way in which we accept an ontology is similar to tteeywe come to accept a
scientific theory, that is by seeking to accommodatesimple conceptual scheme all
the relevant facts in the domain, albeit with thevgo that ontologists seek to
accommodate not empirical facts but ‘science in thedastasense’

“Our acceptance of an ontology is, | think, similapimciple to our acceptance of
a scientific theory, say a system of physics: we adapeast, insofar as we are
reasonable, the simplest conceptual scheme into whiahigbedered fragments of
raw experience can be fitted and arranged. Owlayy is determined once we
have fixed upon the over-all conceptual scheme wikithh accommodate science
in the broadest sense” (Quine, 1953, pp 16, 17.)

Quine, then, at least in his influential 1953 conitidn, appears seriously to
engage in traditional ontology, the project of istigating the nature of reality. He



treats it not as the study of scientific languagepanessuch, but of the world beyond
(that does not merely reduce to) conceptions

Problems arise for Quine through his strategy for aaingivis (pragmatic) goal of
limiting the scope of ontology. If Quine clearly dagways believe that some posits,
some ontological commitments, are informative of the thayworld is, with time at
least he is suggesting that this is true only of somesmayial forms of reasoning.
Thus by the time of his “Word and Object”, Quine (1pB0suggesting that the
entities we quantify over, and certain predicatesises are indeed indispensable in
everyday language, but have no ontological sigmfiea

Rather he distinguishes a top rate conceptual systesitébig natural science
“properly formalised”) from a “second grade conceptyastem” and simply rules
that only our first grade conceptual system providesraus or reliable account of
what the world contains. Thus Quine (like Blackb@hurchland, Williams and
others) insists that only our best scientific theoriesuaithe world say anything
seriously about what there is. Later, describing hsstipm as naturalism, Quine
writes:

“Naturalism looks only to natural science, howevelilid, for an account of what
there is and what there is does. Science ventures fitdemtative answers in man
made concepts, perforce, couched in man-made landguaigg@e can ask no better.
The very notion of object, or of one and many, @eed as parochially human as
the parts of speech; to ask what realitsemlly like, however, apart from human
categories, is self-stultifying. It is like asking haamngj the Nile really is, apart
from parochial matters of miles or meters” (1992 a).

Putnum (19xx) amongst others thinks this signals the déathtology. He
observes that many of us (including apparently Quingjrsags like: “Some
passages in Kant’s writing are difficult to interpreitcording to Quine’s earlier
paper such assessments commit us to the existence of sushathifpgssages that
are difficult to interpret” as well as correct andarrect interpretations of passages.
According to Putnam, because the interpretationxfisenot part of our best
scientific theories, the later Quine, along with Viths, Blackburn and Churchland,
must conclude that “passages which are difficult terpriet do not exist” (Putnam,
19xx, p. 13). Finding such a conclusion to be abgeutham concludes that ontology
has had it.

There are, though, various less than compelling featfrButnam’s line of
reasoning:

First, even if we were to accept that only theorigsiging to a top rate
conceptual system (natural science properly formaligexijide serious or reliable
accounts of what the world contains, it would noloiwlthat things posited in a
“second grade conceptual system” need not exist. Tieeatherwise is to commit the
epistemic fallacy once more, to reduce being to oomikedge of being. It is one

% of course, if Quine is a realist, his emphasishenempirical underdetermination of theories and of
the underdetermination of translations means teas krery cautious about allowing that anything can
actually be known, as opposed to being capableiofjranked according to pragmatic use.



thing to suggest that only our best theories givesliable access to what there is; it

is another to say that nothing exists that are notgubbly these theories, and in
particular that the posits of other second grade i®anust not exist. After all some
entities posited in first grade science may also begabsitsome “second grade”
conceptual system or theory as well. Where the segatk system emerged first the
reasoning of our philosophers would mean that thei@nsb posited did not exist
until the first grade theory brought them into existernThis is hardly an implication
that these would-be scientific realists would wantrtdagse. In short, even accepting
the dualistic thinking of these philosophers the meredhan entity being posted in
some “second grade” theory implies nothing of necessiytals existence.

Second, who is to say that the interpretation ostexhot part of our best
scientific theories? This presupposes a conception ofbdsscientific that is not
provided.

Third, who is to say, or by what criteria are we tpudate, that theories considered
(by whom?) to be our “best scientific” ones, are thig ones suitable for the
(ontological) task at hand? None of the philosophergiestion provide any insight.

It is true that many theories formulated in the soci@me academy, particularly
economics, are unreliable. But the same is not trieeydheorising.

(Indeed, 1 would suggest that, when we eventually tarthe social realm, we will
find that it is the insights of lay theorising thatanh the theories of economists and
not the other way around; it is lay theorising andaratanding that constrain
economists to posit certain real world categories/estguch as: markets, money,
firms, institutions, technology etc.)

Fourth, what anyway is the problem of allowing thangs like “passages that are
difficult to interpret” are real, are a part of bg? Why should our accepting their
reality signal the death of ontology? Clearly iedanot; Putnam is simply wrong.
Quine clearly does not want to grant existence tartaay things. But this is merely
ana priori or pragmatic preference. Of course, if we refusaked Quine’s
(arbitrary) stance (and | think we should refuse &)must accept that ontology so
conceived has an enormous field of enquiry. Indeesltihe whole of being, as |
earlier acknowledged. But this merely means that iera progress it is necessary,
as here, to delimit any particular ontological projgersued. | see no problem with
this. It just entails that w need to be clear aboufield-delimiting strategies.

So | conclude that ontology is not yet dead. Asteaversion of scientific
ontology is not. As long as we are in possession of theandely regarded as
reliable, whose content can serve as premises for ordal@palysis, there is reason
to suppose that the presuppositions uncovered can telagality beyond
conceptions. Where this is not so then we can accapithen employing the
method of Quine, we are learning only about the gmessitions of scientists.

| should indicate that | will be looking to move beagoQuine’s approach, even
within scientific ontology. For to the extent thhetobjects of scientific theories are
discipline or even sub-discipline specific the relasibetween such entities inevitably
fall outside the domain of ontology as Quine perceivdaut these are matters to
which | will turn in due course. To this point | haseught only to establish that



scientific ontology is not everywhere ruled out omgiple. | now want to make a
defence of philosophical ontology. And this may seeftvetthe harder task. For it is
widely held that this sort of philosophy at least isassarilya priori and
transcendent. | believe this not to be so. And is essémimy overall strategy that it
be not so.

Philosophical ontology

Now my contention here is that philosophical ontolaggd not be dogmatic and
transcendent, but rather that it can be conditiandlimmanent. Quine allows that the
theories of natural science constitute a legitimateygoint for scientific ontology
just because, or where, they are taken as reliahlew8 not constrained to consider,
with Quine, only those reliable claims etc. that expre content of theories; we
can, for example, just as legitimately commence from aatufe of experience
regarded as reliable or adequate to the relevantidarheeality, including those
concerning human practices. And if philosophical gy aims, as it does, at
generalised insights we can seek reliable conceptiomsnoan practices and so forth
that too are reasonably generaliSed

For example, it seems to be a relatively non-contestimgsessment that, in well-
controlled laboratory experiments, event regulargiesproduced that would
otherwise not occur. What are the preconditionsisf?ti_et me refer to a sphere of
reality

1) in which an event regularity is produced, or sscasclosed

2) that comprises more than one ontological level,(thgt does not reduce to the
level of events) astructured;and

3) in which some parts can be insulated from otheseparable

Making sense of the experimental production of anevegularity presupposes
that the experimental activity is successful in a) tsggb) an intrinsically stable, and
separable, causal mechanism from countervailing fa@odsg) triggering the
mechanism under these conditions, thereby observingeatomn between its
triggering conditions and effects.

In other words, reflection on the conditions of expental control reveal the
domain of reality in question to be open (allowihg possibility of experimental
closure), structured (constituted in part by causahaweisms irreducible to events
and their patterns) and separable.

Notice, then, that whilst reflection on a specifiedhy of science will inform us
about a specific causal mechanism (or whatever), plplosal ontology allows more
general insights into such real world propertiestascture,causality, separability
andopenness/closure

9 The fact that my own approach differs from (I nighggest generalises) Quine’s on such issues has
recently been noted in an interesting paper byi4,a2604.



Transcendental reasoning

In the experimental case just examined, the reasoningadrfoom generalised
observations about experimental practices to inferesm@serning their conditions of
possibility. Any argument that moves from certain geissa features of our
experience to their conditions of possibility can reasty be termed transcendental.
Now | mentioned above that the arguments of Puthammapaand others in favour of
an internalist metaphysics are inspired by Kant. Arglitifluence stems in
significant part from his use of the transcendentalraent. Indeed, Kant explicitly
employs transcendental reasoning in a project condeviik replacing (what he
viewed as misguided) endeavour aimed at disclosingatweenof being by a set of
investigations into the presuppositions of our knowleafgeeing. Hence my
acknowledging a reliance on transcendental argunhenésmay seem confusing.

But as | have already noted these two activities boetding the structure of
reality and identifying the presuppositions of our\kiexige of being — need not be
different projects, and specifically that the lattan serve as a means to achieving
insights into the nature of being. An incompatibiligtween the two projects arises
for Kant only when, in his doctrine of transcendértaalism, he identifies the task of
uncovering the presuppositions of knowledge with ¢fi@ucidating the conceptual
structures in terms of which any knowable being mushbeght. In this, Kant is thus
conflating practices that are conceptually distifisice we disentangle théhwe can
accept transcendental reasoning just as fallible,ipadlgtconditioned investigation
into some or other feature of our experience, a g&atiking, in philosophical
ontology, the form of an investigation into generalifsatures of our experience,
including human activities (see Lawson, 1998).

A point | want emphasise, for it is rarely noted evgnhmse who accept the case
for philosophical ontology, is that transcendentatoe@ng can be employed even
where the practices initiating the exercise are camed inappropriate in some sense.
For such an exercise can still give insight, albed the sort of reality in which the
practices being recommended or adopted would be apgiepn this case the
conception of reality in question can be contrasti#d any other presupposed by
successful practices, and relevant inferences can s diredeed, such a procedure
has been consequential in modern social ontology, iedlgen relation to the study
of the practices of modern economists (see e.g., Law808, 2hapter 1).

] am not even sure that the conceptual disengagenfi¢ranscendental argument from Kant's specific
mode of application is particularly contentious.hu$ | note that in th&Cambridge Dictionary of
Philosophy Brueckner opens his entry tanscendental argumeas follows:

“transcendental argument, an argument that elucidates the conditions ofsipdisy of some
fundamental phenomenon whose existence is uncheliieror uncontroversial in the philosophical
context in which the argument is propounded. Sarclargument proceeds deductively, from a premise
asserting the existence of some basic phenomench és meaningful discourse, conceptualization of
objective states of affairs, or the practice of mglkpromises), to a conclusion asserting the extgtef
some interesting, substantive enabling conditi@msttie phenomenon. The term derives from Kant's
Critique of Pure Reasonvhich gives several such arguments” (p. 808).

Of course, although modern familiarity with transgental argumentation derives from the manner & wa
taken up by Kant, its employment is found in phojasy stretching back through the middle ages to the
ancient Greeks. Over time its interpretation resetbped with new understanding just as has theegin

of an atom and almost any other notion. And therpretation accepted here is certainly continweitts

that running up to the present day through Kant.
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A further point to stress is that | have focussed orst@mdental argument to
indicate that philosophical ontology can be (andmfrse | am also suggesting that it
must be) conditional and immanent. But | do not sugdestthis is the only method
of philosophical ontology, and even less define tenms of (that) method. The
argument so far has been illustrative rather than itiefial.

Therelationship of philosophical to scientific ontology

Before finally turning to see how the issues considemdk out in the context of
social ontology | ought first to consider the questbhow the insights of
traditionally conceived philosophical and scientdittology inter-relate. Specifically,
| should address the question as to whether a formapmetizs of the sort aimed for
though the project of philosophical ontology caritbglf generate any more specific
metaphysics of the sort achieved, or sought for, theagintific ontology.

Many have tried simply to deduce results of scientifimtmgy from those of
philosophical ontology, but none seem to have succeddeddo | think it is
possible. The movement from the results of philosophidala@gy to the insights of
scientific ontology require the former to be supplereéntith additional empirical
insights. This is not to say that the former cannotrmfthe elaboration of the sorts
of entities that are the objects of scientific or sultsta analysis - and this will be
important to the project in social ontology | desciiadow. But the two programmes
must be regarded as irreducible each to the otheinatehd laid each along side the
other.

Philosophical ontology explicates the properties comtoa@il objects in the
relevant domain; scientific ontology elaborates théssafrentities, etc., that are found
in the domain of interest. Both are historically rekat practically conditioned, and
rationally appraisable; each, though, is a sepamateyeducible project.

Social ontology

If my own concern with ontology has been mostly wightiaditional interpretation
as the study of being as such, my particular or ‘reiconcern, which is with social
ontology, is not traditional at all, even within j@gophy.

By social ontology, let me recall, | mean the studthefnature or structure of
social reality, a concern with identifying basic comeots or fundamental features of
social being. By social reality, to repeat furthendan that domain of phenomena
whose existence depends at least in part on us. lirttlusles tables, chairs, language
systems, pollution, wars, nations and societies, andsaaal and philosophical
reasoning itself: social theory is part of its own fiefcstudy.

As noted above | am concerned with the following prgjects in particular:

1) Social scientific ontologythe study of the most basic or significant entities or
things of the social domain; and

2) Social philosophic ontologyhe study of what all the social entities or things
that are have in common

| start by considering the former.
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Social scientific ontology, an initial orientation

Now if it is plausible (although erroneous) to suppibse scientific ontology in
the natural realm is usually less problematic than tilegaphical, there seems little
reasora priori to hold any apprehension of this sort with regardhéoinvestigation
of social being. It is not for nothing that Quinetress his focus to the (widely-held-
to-be) successful natural sciences. For the social ssi@nee veritable cauldron of
claims and counterclaims devoid of anything approacbamgensus. Nowhere is this
more obviously the case than economics, the disciplittewhich | am the most
familiar.

However, let me start by stressing an actual advati@fsocial scientific
ontology possesses over its natural science countefia@g.is that whilst the entities
of natural science (e.g., super strings, quark, tar@utrinos, black holes) are at first
unfamiliar, being the objects of conceptions formwlatéthin natural scientific work
in the course of explaining observed phenomena anbikén and so in principle
discoveries, the explanatory categories of social seigncluding economics (which
will be my primary focus here), are typically alrgdahown, at least under some
description. This follows just because the social reaifikeithe natural one,
depends for its existence on us, including our conoegti

It does not follow thereby that the latter concepdiare adequate to their objects.
But it does mean that we will likely already haveaavareness of many, and possibly
of most, social objects at some level. Thus, for exarapleserious substantive
(including lay) account of aspects of capitalism villely include categories such as
markets, institutions, money, firms, production, eveheflatter remain ill defined
and unelaborated.

The primary problem with social scientific theorisimggslnot with identifying the
categories (although it may yet be that a realistadysis may throw up hitherto
unrecognised categories) but in the fact that sudygodts as appear vital are treated
differently in competing theories.

Thus in some contributions, an institution is a pattéfmebaviour, in others a set
of rules, in still others a control system, and so ontoNously the category money is
found to take different meanings in different pagaas, for example as a commodity,
a unit of account, a store of value, whilst in theergly dominant paradigm of general
equilibrium theorising no place can be found for antion of money at all, a feature
recognised within that project as a failing (see dahn, 19xx).

Indeed, the latter ‘failing’ bears on my assessment atelécbriefly above, that by
and large it is the insights of lay theorising thabint the theories of economists and
not the other way around; it is lay theorising andaratanding that constrain
economists to posit certain real world categories/estguch as markets, money,
firms, institutions, technology etc.

So, in sum, if social scientific ontology possesses a $iadon natural scientific

ontology in being in possession of a knowledge of eelecategories even before
turning to scientific theorising, its problem is thatnsoch social theorising around
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these categories is found to be unreliable, and ogrteontested, that it is difficult to
find claims that can safely be treated as suitable prerfos¢he ontological analysis.

A recognition of the latter state of affairs may elead us to suppose that social
ontology is impracticable, that in the social domainanenecessarily restricted to
ontographology/opology. For it may seem that all @matuiry can hope or
realistically claim to achieve in such circumstances laydear the presuppositions
of economists and/or their theories; it can elaboralg an ‘internal metaphysics’.

Now let me immediately acknowledge that investigativeeavour of this latter
sort, even if we were confined to it, is not itselfiwaiut value or insight. For to the
extent that social theorists are committed to the coofetheir theories then,
ontographological/opological enquiry, in the manthet psychology or anthropology
are (or anyway in principle could be) informativiettee worldviews of their subjects,
can be informative of the worldviews of social thearisin this way we can seek to
elaborate the worldviews of certain singled-out asi@ant contributors, or, where a
project is shared (and much modern economics, for exameared -- encouraging
Leijonhufvud to talk of the ‘economics tribe’), ofptiaular groups of social theorists.

Actually, by examining a contributor's ontologicaéponceptions it is often
possible to throw further light on the nature andd@anings of her or his substantive
claims and contributions, especially where the lattef@und to be otherwise open to
a large number of seemingly ill-grounded interpretegio

For example, through examining the relevant authatslagical preconceptions it
has proven possible, in economics, to give support tdsted) assessments that
Commons did hold a theoretical perspective (see Lavizori994, 1995, 1996,
1999); that Hayek's position changed significantlyrdaee (Lawson, 1994a;
Fleetwood, 1995); that Veblen did favour an evoludiry economics and not merely
because making economics evolutionary would rendgr-ib-date (Lawson, 2003,
chapter 9); that Marx's theory (of capitalist tendesicis not a deterministic theory
(Fleetwood, 2002); and so on.

Of course, such a project of clarification presuppdkat contributors being
studied are reasonably internally consistent. Butahaire as internally consistent as
they might hope to be. Indeed, it is conceivablé ¢osanomists will sometimes
profess worldviews that are at odds with those presuppmstteir theorising. Here,
though, is a yet further (or alternative) way in @fhsocial opology can be useful: in
revealing such inconsistencies (and possibly stimulatafiglactical process aimed at
reconciling them).

Examples of this latter sort of work or approach alyeadst, of course. Thus,
Gracga Moura (1997, 2002) focuses on the often-notsahsistencies in
Schumpeter’s writings and shows that the explanatidraistihe ontological
presuppositions of Schumpeter’s equilibrium theorisingyaree inconsistent with the
worldview expressed in his vision of economic developrmieratten (1998) similarly
shows that the inconsistencies between the ontologiesiippositions of Marshall’'s
equilibrium theorising and those of the theories ofi@@nary biology that interested
him explained Marshall’s failure to produce a secasitdan of his Principles
incorporating insights from biology. Further, it isga&nough to subvert the claim of
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proponents of general equilibrium theorising thatrthebject is essentially identical
to Adam Smith’s account of the invisible hand in his Weaf Nations. (see e.g.,
Arrow and Hahn, 1971, p. 1 for an example.) by rengdhe ontological
presuppositions of the two to be quite opposed (seet@dpP003; Lawson, 2004).

But still these contributions, and others like themndbget us as far as we would
like. Research endeavour aimed at clarifying howagetontested contributions are
best interpreted, or at identifying and explainingansistencies in an individual’s
output, are certainly of value. But it does not pdevinsight into the basic structure of
social reality; it throws little if any light on theorld beyond our conceptions of it. It
would be preferable to engage in social scientifiology. But is it possible?

| think that we can do social scientific ontologyut®efore indicating (and indeed
in part in order to indicate) how, | first consideetpossibility of social philosophic
ontology. For | think the latter may often provegfal to the former. Of course, | do
not wish to suggest that the latter, if possible, cewkt be sufficient for social
scientific ontology. But, as | say, | do think it wiften prove enabling of it. So let
me first turn to consider the possibility of social pedphic ontology, to identifying
the common properties (if any) of the objects of saeality.

Social philosophic ontology

| have earlier suggested that one fruitful approagbhilosophical ontology is to
seek (possibly transcendental) arguments starting from ggeraoncerning
successful social practices. Although most of the practtsocial science may not
be said to be (or be recognised as being) reliabli@k tve can accept that we all of
us engage in many successful social practices in ourgtaitg on in life. Our
practices are successful in the sense that allow us tmistegour way round a
complex reality, an outcome intelligible only on #esumption that these practices
are mostly appropriate to their objects. Let me giveesexamples.

| start with the simple observation that routinisedgoeably predictable)
behaviour is pervasive; indeed all social practice s¢ernave some or other
repeated or routinised aspect.. Now a seeminglyssacg condition for this is the
existence osocial rules or codesvhich guide the practices people follow (Lawson,
1997a, chapter 12; 2003 chapter 2).

In truth, we already know that social reality is arfpconstituted by social rules.
Indeed | think that identifying them is one of thedeontentious contributions of
scientific ontology; social rules (or rule systems) magnesonstitute the most
significant and pervasive features of social realitihink too we know their forrf.

2 30cial rules can be conceptualisedjeseralised procedures of actigirocedures that, under
suitable transformations at least, can be expreas@gunctions of the form:"if x do y under cornalits
z". For example, "if wishing to speak at a crowdechinar, hold your hand up, when in twentieth
century Britain”". The stipulation “under condition’ will often be dropped or unacknowledged in any
explicit formulation but will always be implicatedhll action, for example, takes place over limited
regions of time and space and in specific socitucail contexts.

This formulation is quite general and intendedpplg equally to semantic, moral, constitutive,
regulative, etc., forms, or aspects, of rules alikbe “do y' in other words is to be interpretadely

and to include such injunctions as “interprets’,. @ount ... as' ‘take ... to mean’, and so@incourse,
any rule only carries normative or legitimatingfacilitating (constitutive/regulative/moral/semanti
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But there are aspects of these rules and their consliti@mt warrant elaboration
before we can claim to have a conception of themistet all adequate.

We can start by noting that social rules are onto#ilyiclistinct from social
practice$’. A recognition of this follows once we observe, anduére into the
conditions of possibility of, the fact that practicesgrned by rules are not always, or
on average, in conformity with our formulations ofgbeules.

The (intentional) act of rebelling requires as mucbwedge of the rules as does
that of conforming. Currently, motorway drivers i tdK mostlydrive at a speed
above that laid down in law, albeit in each casellg not significantly faster than
other motorists for fear of getting caught out byficgiolice. And workers taking
industrial action frequentlthreatento work to rule. Making sense of the fact that
rules are often (or even sometimes) so much, and posggtgnsatically, out of
phase with the practices they condition requiresvieatecognise the two aspects,
rules and the practices, as connected, but ontolbguatiatinct. The ontological
distinction between social rules and practices is agtendentally inferred)
necessary condition of the possibility of the formeluieficing, whilst simultaneously
being often out of phase with, the latter.

But it is not just social rules that are irreduciblehe social practices on which
they depend. This is true of all other social featubage such is social positions. Let
me quickly elaborate.

A further widely observed fact of experience is tihat practices people follow,
including routines (which may or may not become hatbjt are highly, and
systematicallysegmented or differentiated. It seems we are ndt cases all
empowered to do the same sorts of things as each dteachers follow routines and
other recognisable practices which are differenhosé followed by students.
Similarly there are differences between the reguiactices of employers and those
of employees, between those of land ladies/lords arsg thiotenants, and so forth. It
is the case, then, that either we do not all follbevd¢ame rules, or given social rules
lay down contrasting obligations, etc., for differésuarts of) people.

How can this be? Notice, too, as a yet further gdisexd observation, that
practices which can be followed in any context, smdhe rules governing the
obligations and prerogatives in play, are often irtelent of the particular
individuals carrying them out at any point in timeack year, for example, | am, as a
university lecturer, faced by an array of students agoexpected to attend lectures,
write essays and sit exams (just as | am expected to gvedtures, etc.). But
equally, each year the set of individuals facing metadents is found to be different

force. A social rule, in other words, is a forntida of action that, under specified conditions,stu
should, or can usefully, legitimately, meaningfully advisedly, etc., be carried out, rather than a
prediction or observation of an action. It is aggibly contested) directive, code, convention, or
understanding abotiowan act could or should be performed; it is pet sea prediction or claim that
the performance so indicated in fact always proseed

13 My assessment clearly differs from those accoilnatisappear to interpret rules as merely genedafestures of
practices. | think the latter is Giddens' intetatien (see Giddens, 1984; also see Archer, 1995).
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from that of the previous year. The practices areigoatl but the individuals
enacting them frequently change.

We can make sense of all this by recognising thatahstituents of social reality
includespositionsinto which people essentially slot, positions that hales attached
to them governing the obligations and perks, etct,fitllaon, or are on offer to, their
occupants. This real category of positions into whiebgte slot is required to make
sense of (is a necessary condition of the possibilitthefcontinuity of social life in
the face of changing individuals; and it is the assmtiaf rules with these positions
that explains the systematic segmentation of routirksyed. So, we find that the
ontology of the social world includes not only so@edctices and social rules but
equally social positions.

It seems from this that social practices and social ruéekeavily bound together,
via social positions. People access the rules by stamdpagitions. And social rules
seem to bear on (but do not of course determine tlvemed of all spheres of human
interaction. Social reality, then, consists in moreatbae irreducible ontological
level. It may be that social phenomena like rulespositions etc. lie at the same
ontological level as each other. But they are owmficklly distinct from and
irreducible to the practices on which they deperalae intrinsically bound. So
social reality then appears to consist of complexes @sichle position systems) that
are irreduciblystructured

This is not he end to it of course, even in respectitaunderstanding the manner
of functioning of social rules. For example we caretakte of (and seek to explain)
the further generalised feature of experience thafrole-guided) practices are not
only differentiated according to position occupied typically systematically and
constitutively other-oriented. The defining praeiof any one group are usually
oriented to the practices of others which, if ofteratdegree similar to the first set of
practices, are typically quite distinct. Thus, thagtices of students are oriented
towards (though mostly different from) those of teacheans, vice versa. In similar
fashion this feature of being other-oriented charesss the practices of employers
and employees, land ladies/lords and tenants, parenthaaickn, preachers and
congregations, performers and audiences, etc.

A condition of the possibility of this other-orientani of social practices is the
existence ointernal relationsin the social domain. These are relations whereby the
aspects related, the relata, just are what they adégraare able to do what they do, in
virtue of the relation in which they stand. Relasavhereby the relata are not
mutually constitutive are termexkternal Internal relations hold for the natural world
too, e.g., between a magnet and its field. Notlwaygh, that it is relations between
positions (as opposed to peopkr s@ that are likely to be of primary importance in
the social domain (for an elaboration of the argunsertLawson, 1997a, chapter 12;
Lawson, 2003, chapter2). The prevalence of intesoaial relations suggest a further
ontological property: that efiterconnectivity that its constituents of social reality
are highlyrelational.

More yet can be inferred regarding the socio-oniokdgicture. Becaussocial

structure is found to make a difference (we couldspetk as we do without the prior
existence of language, drive safely on motorways witknawing the already
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existing highway code, etc) we can infer that sostiaicture is both relatively
autonomous (it pre-exists our current acts) and alddireaakes a difference to what
is possible). Hence voluntarism must be rejected. Becaus# stucture (in virtue of
being social) depends on us (i.e., on transformatimeainuagency), structural
deterministic accounts must also be rejected.

In short, social structure is both condition of, as weltependent upon, human
action. So it is neither created by, nor creativehaman action. This means we must
replace both voluntarist and determinist accounts oékliie by a transformational
or reproductive account, according to which so@ality is continuously being
reproduced or transformed. This is thensformational model of social activit@nly
on such a conception does it follow that social stracisithe (often
unacknowledged) condition of our actions and itsadpction/transformation the
(often unintended) outcome. So the objects of soe#dity are inherentlprocessual.

Notice that such processuality characterises all sph@homena, including such
social structures as markets, universities, schools, hasaitdlsystems of industrial
relations. Social entities such as these do not indiepélly exist (and often endure
over significant periods of time-space) and undergogba Rather, change is
essential to what they are, to their mode of beingeyTexist by way of the social
practices that they in turn facilitate, processes obtreng (and decline). Although,
for example, the university of Cambridge has always stggdeaching and research,
the form and content of this has (like that of anyeo#spect of university life) been
changing all the time.

Yet more can be inferred. In the discussion of thé-eatrolled experiment
above | referred to a situation in which an evegtifarity occurred as closed. Any
other situation can be referred to as open. The @tedrexperiment is an intervention
designed to close an open structured system, by waag ot¢ saw) isolating an
intrinsically constant and separable mechanism from feetsfof countervailing
mechanisms. Now because social reality is highly intgrmalated, conditions of
separability cannot be generally assumed; and becauaérsadity is intrinsically
processual or dynamic, the required intrinsic constahspcial mechanisms cannot
be widely expected. Hence social reality can beatharised by openness. From this
perspective it is not at all surprising that methods ssobconometrics, that require
that social reality is in some relevant region closeslrepeatedly found to provide
only limited illumination at best.

One final property of any social phenomenon thatntvwa emphasise is that it is
alwaysemergent.A stratum of reality, and indeed each of its members or
constituents, can be said to be emergent, or as possess#ngent powers, if there is
a sense in which it

1) has arisen out of a lower strata, being formedrimeciples operative at the
lower level;

2) remains dependent on the lower strata for its existdyut

3) contains causal powers of its own which are bo#lulucible to those
operating at the lower level and (perhaps) capadeting back on the lower
level.
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Thus organic material emerged from inorganic mateAald, according to the
conception | am defending, the social realm is emeifgemt human (inter-) action,
though with properties irreducible to, yet capalfileausally affecting, the latter. For
example, a language system has powers irreducible tauthan speech, and other
communicative, acts on which it nevertheless depends.

It is clear, then, that we are able to make sensermfusgageneralised features of
certain human practices, by identifying and elaboggtineir conditions of possibility.
In so doing we are led to a definite conceptionoaia reality. Not only do we find
that amongst its existents are social rule-position-jgeasiystems, we also find that
social reality is structured vertically (it includesdenlying powers and tendencies as
well as actualities such as social practices and otleet€y and horizontally
(practices are differentiated), and further charéssd by emergence, openness,
interconnectivity (or relationality) and dynamism oogessiality.

Consequences

Such a conception clearly has numerous implicationsiéory matters including
approaches to substantive theorising and ethics. Xaon@e, it obviously provides
directionalityto social theorising. In particular, it is suggestif¢he sorts of
scenarios for which we ought to be methodologicalgppred. Because the social
world is found to be structured (it is irreduciblestech actualities as events and
practices) it follows that social research will need¢ancern itself not only with
correlating, or otherwise describing, surface actiealitout also, and seemingly
primarily, with identifying the latter's underlying@editions. Indeed it appears to
follow that social-scientific research has, as a prapdrcompelling object, the
explaining of surface phenomena in terms of its undeglgonditions.

Alternatively expressed, the ontological conceptidefend directs us towards
considering how, in social theorising, including eaoits, we might conduct causal
explanatory projects.

In fact, the conception is suggestive of the possiltiiay seeking surface
correlations in social events and states of affairs maeg lile application at all. For
the conditions of these (closures requiring intrinsiestancy and separability of
mechanisms) are precisely those found in well contreiigariments, and as we have
seen the social realm is such as suggest that the spewalats are unlikely very to
obtain. Given that modern mainstream economics is domibgtadnainstream
project which makes an emphasis on methods of formalisticetigist reasoning
more or less compulsory, a stance which in turn requitgcuity of correlations or
closures, we can at once understand the widely obs@efs)l explanatory failings of
that project to date.

4 This emphasis, in turn, points to a need to dgvelodes of inference over and above (the usual
forms of) deductive and inductive logic. To pursagisal explanation as interpreted here, we require
mode of inference that takes us behind the sugheaomenon to its causes, or more generally from
phenomena lying at one level to causes often Igtregdifferent deeper one. Thigétroduction The
specifics of the explanatory context will bear ufmonv in practice the retroductive process might
proceed. But it seems likely that it will often helped along by a logic of analogy and/or metapduad,
rest usually upon ingenuity as well as luck.
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Actually the ontological conception in question is mexplanatory powerful still.
For not only does it explain the widespread continegulanatory failures of much of
modern economics over the last fifty years or so, butitatsmn account for both (i)
theprima faciepuzzling phenomenon that mainstream economists everywhexre
mannerquite unlike researchers in other disciplines, suppgag@cknowledged)
fictionalising is alwaysiecessaryand (ii) the types of conditions that prevail when
mathematical methods in economics achieve such (limitedgsses as are
experienced (see Lawson, 2003 chapter 1 for a diseyssi

And as indicated, the conception elaborated alsouyar matters of ethics and so
on projects of a practical or policy sort. Formgde, because all human beings are
both shaped by the evolving relations (to othersyhich they stand as well as being
differently (or uniquely) positioned, it followsdhall actions, because they are
potentially other-affecting, bear a moral aspeut] also that any policy programmes
formulated without attention to differences, theggume homogeneity of human
populations, are likely to be question begging ftomoutset. Certainly, programmes
of action that ignore their likely impact on thedet community are immediately seen
as potentially deficient.

Eventually, of course, such considerations point &stions of power, democracy
and legitimacy. They raise questions of who shbeltbking decisions in a world of
different identities where most of us are likelysome way (differentially) affected by
actions taken by others. And indeed they invitee@stioning of whether anything less
than the whole of humanity (and possibly much moas) constitute a relevant unit of
focus in the shaping of emancipatory projects atidres

However, significant though these sorts of issues agg,ale not my central
concern here (for an elaboration of these and atmgications, see Lawson, 2003).
The main task awaiting me at this stage is to give sulestarmy earlier claim that
philosophical ontology can aid the project of sos@éntific ontology, that the results
of philosophical ontology applied to social phenomesia facilitate the elaboration
of social entities. It is this issue | consider next.

Social scientific ontology once more

Before | proceed further, though, let me restate arlyez cautionary remark, that
there can be no direct inference from the resulthiddgophical ontology to the sorts
of entities or categories we are now attempting toigéue. To reach the latter,
additional empirical input is unavoidable. Howeuatp want to suggest that the
social philosophic ontological findings can be helpéuthe task before us, and, in the
circumstances, probably essential to it.

Amongst the results of the exercise in philosophicallogyodescribed above are
the insights that social reality is an emergent, op@e@structured, transformational
process in motion, in which the parts are constitutexhahthrough their (changing)
relations to each other.

If we accept these results it follows that social exgidf interest to, say,
economists, such as money, markets, institutions, firms, sowahdividual
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identities etc., must be made to cohere with this cdimeprhis, then, is a first
criterion for any sustainable conception of a palticsocial entity.

Now if formulations of specific social entities, say,aof institution, money,
technology, or a firm, can indeed be made to colmeassatisfactory way with the
above elaborated results of social philosophic ontgltiggre are likely to be various
ways of achieving this in each case. If so how wouldla@de on the specific
formulation to adopt?

The (realist) orientation adopted here, of coumgyires that the social category
employed also picks out a definite feature of realitgf there is a definite referent.
This is a second criterion for any sustainable concepti@ particular social entity.

Notice, that from the philosophical ontological pretelaborated, all social entities
will clearly be emergent phenomena. It follows thad bbvious questions to ask of
any conception of a social entity are:

a) what distinguishes it from anything/everything else?
b) in virtue of what can it be identified as an gfti

For if everything is constituted through its relasdo everything else how do we
draw boundaries? Are there, for example, many markgtsbone? And can we
really distinguish, say, markets from money? Certainlycareot use the tools of
controlled experiment to insulate a particular sdwah from any other.

Furthermore, if change is fundamental to all sociahf) in what sense can
anything be identified as the same entity over timetAe things we call money,
Cambridge University, capitalism or the market placestrae things that were
ascribed the same labels two centuries, or even twarldscago?

These are questions less obviously, or perhaps less ftBquentinent to the
theorising of natural phenomena, where there is psregson to suppose that
hydrogen, quarks and tanon-neutrinos are the sangsttoday as they always were.
But in social theory the need to addressing such guesti® these seems to be
everywhere unavoidable.

| do think that an important third criterion for @fulation of a category to be
accepted is that it be consistent in a sense with liatarsage. It would be unhelpful
to interpret a term in a way that bears connotatibasgreviously have born no
relation. But still, how do we decide on the intetation to give precisely?

An essential part of the answer, albeit one thatalwiys seem unsatisfactory to
some, is that it will depend on the context of analyéie can see that at some level
the conceptions resulting from mainstream formalistic-diadstmodelling will be
forced into the separable and separated intrinsicatigtant mechanisms (social
atoms), so that the formulation of categories in thésdilure must be treated with due
caution. But there are other literatures as well asyelay lay understandings. It may
even be that (many of) these are widely found toebéstic but perhaps dismissed on
erroneous grounds, say for not being sufficiently forseal
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For example, some notion of an institution is widelydd; even a dictionary
definition can provide an input to a sustainable eption. Further, before the rise of
the mathematical mainstream, the largest tradition inliN®merican economics was
that of institutionalism. For this project a conceptodran institution was a central
category, and indeed remains so. Now | do not suggaisall such conceptions of an
institution will be identical or perfectly cohererBut a task of synthesising them can
perhaps be undertaken, employing the criterion tleatbnception defended be
consistent with the earlier defended (philosophicddlsived) emergentist ontology.
This synthesising process will typically be dialectigakserving the insights of all
conceptions dialectically developed). In any casendial conception will be
continually revised to fit with relevant consideraso Put differently, the process will
involve what Strawson calls revisonary metaphysics iitiaddo the initial
descriptive metaphysics. Unlike Strawson’s conceptiondh, the goal here are
categories that express aspects of the basic structsoeiaf reality.

Now if ‘revisionary metaphysics’ is indeed involved ieses to me that a fourth
criterion to employ in formulating our interpretatimthat any conception defended
has some theoretical or practical utility. It seems tiess transforming the meaning
of a term to, say, express something already capturadbyher category, or to
express something that carries no analytical insight.

| do not pretend that these four criteria will béfisient, or will always lead
everyone to the same conclusion. But they do seenssageto the process. The
process of discriminating amongst any remaining competingeptions will clearly
depend on context specific issues and criteria, thaughy sometimes be a relatively
simple matter to do so.

Elsewhere (Lawson 2004a) | do look precisely at th®naf an institution. The
historical record | draw on is indeed that of theitogbnalist tradition. There the
common idea is of something that is relatively fixedteAtonsidering limitations of,
or objections to, this conception, and in the lighthe social ontology defended
earlier, this notion becomes transformed into the ¥ahg: Institutions areparticular
forms of emergent social phenomena, mostly social systestajcured processes
of interaction, that are either intended to be (whethrenot they are), or are
discovered posteriorto be and are recognised as, relatively enduring

This conception, | then argue, picks out definitduess of reality (for example,
Cambridge University, or even the Cambridge realiskaloop), and is useful as a
modern analytical category. The latter follows juscause there is no other term that
captures the relatively enduring (and recogniseshdsring) structures of society, and
because such structures are sufficiently importawgtoant identifying in social
theory; in uncertain and often perilous, largelgmpsocial systems, such relatively
enduring structures facilitate opportunities fompleg that would otherwise not be
possible.

An alternative project recently undertaken involgkgborating a conception of
gender that reconciles both the early (second waweist emphasis on the
oppression of women my men with the postmoderngght that all experiences are
unique so that conceptions of men and women basdeaategory of experience are
problematic. The ontological conceptualisation alateal above allows for a synthesis
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of both sets of insights, producing a concepti@argue, that is has as a referent an
aspect of most features of society, and is extrgarglytically useful in being able,
amongst other things, to maintain without obviousien the intuition that
emancipatory projects are worth pursuing (see Laynadvb)

An aim of the Cambridge project is to elaborate manye of such challenging
categories, including, perhaps centrally, moneyketar firms, technology, and
individual identity, amongst others. Indeed, g fair to say that such contributions,
though now urgent, and in the process of beingezhthough, remain to this point in
their infancy.

| might emphasis, finally, that | am not all suggestirag the sort of approach just
described constitutes the only possibility for ontolagelaboration at the level of
social entities. It all depends on context.

Where the ontologist does accept a social theory iablelthere is a case for
scientific ontological elaboration along the linesgegjed by Quine. Many, for
example, accept the theories of Marx as realistichach time has been spent
elaborating such categories as socially necessary labmjrexploitation, exchange
and use value, and so forth. But in modern economisgjespread acceptance of
any theories as even plausible remains a rarity, an@msisgly always contentious.

A further strategy is to borrow categories or theaoresietaphors from domains
other than the social, to render them consistent wélohtological conception
defended here, and then enquire into their usefubmeassocial category. In such
endeavour, the analysis is modal rather than injundtia is it involves investigating
the relevance of the borrowed features rather thidngd them as given.

An example is the borrowing of (Darwinian) evolutionaonceptions from
biology. Obviously, in the light of the social ontgioset out above this evolutionary
conception needs first to be rendered consistent thighjs formulated as a version
of, the transformational model of social activity, befthe question is put as to
whether it carries social theoretic relevance. Thter@ssue of course is an empirical
one (for a lengthy analysis see Lawson, 2003, chajpter 5

Final comments

In conclusion, my aim here has been to set out thenedé for, and briefly to
describe and defend, an ongoing collective programmatology.

The features that differentiate this project from maisérs in ontology are that a)
its primary concern is with the social domain and bditlogical orientation has
thus far been first and foremost philosophical rathan gtientific.

However, contrary to prominent conceptions of the e&gderature of
philosophical ontology, the approach adopted is nghthtic and transcendent but
conditional and immanent; indeed it is as situatedbfalbnd practically conditioned
as the more substantive contributions upon which it sirétvdloes not analyse a world
apart from that investigated by science; ratherdresses that self same reality but
with different questions, emphases and tools.
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To this point in time the project in question has piedi, before all else, a
conception of the basic structure of social realityeof insights into the nature of
social being. Less attention has been paid to elahgrhaéisic social categories or
entities, the task many allocate to social scientifiolmgy. For reasons laid out
above, insights into these categories may actuallyebeadthieved by way of
(dialectically) combining philosophical ontology aswkio-substantive accounts
(including lay interpretations) in a programme of sgmary metaphysics. The
fulfilment of the latter, though, lies mostly in thadte. This essay has been
concerned to at least provide it with a rationate] also to set out some grounds for
optimism that its realisation is entirely feasible.
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