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Abstract: This paper presents some aspects of Otto Neurath’s proposal for 
the foundations of the social sciences. Neurath’s proposal is expounded 
in relation to the Vienna Circle’s general aim of establishing unified 
science, a cooperative network of people who adopt the scientific world-
conception. Such a point of view takes science to be an attitude that 
generates a collective effort for dealing with the world. This paper shows 
the scientific world-conception as a humanist, pluralist, and fallibilist 
approach to science, contrasting with the view adopted by Auguste Comte 
at the birth of the social sciences. From Neurath’s point of view, Comte’s 
stance is seen as absolutist and technocratic. In opposition to that, Neurath 
provides a picture of science that contributes to a free society by means of 
education. Finally this paper presents some connections between Neurath 
and John Dewey, indicating a more comprehensive way of understanding 
the social sciences.
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apresenta algumas conexões entre Neurath e John Dewey, indicando uma 
maneira mais abrangente de entender as ciências sociais.

Palavras-chave: Neurath. Comte. Dewey. Filosofia das ciências sociais.

Introduction
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3);.5.)($ 2."*$ "*&$ .+&)0$ #3$ "*&$ =.&//)$ >.(45&6$ ;)-$ "*./<$ "*.0$ ;&)/"$ "*)"$ %&'()"*$
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Comte and the system of human knowledge
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9*-0.406$4*&;.0"(-6$9*-0.#5#1-6$)/+$3./)55-6$0#4.)5$9*-0.40:$B*.0$9)9&($.0$1#./1$"#$
+.04'00$ #/5-$ "*&$ 3.(0"$ )/+$ "*&$ 0&4#/+$ 5&00#/0$ #3$ "*)"$ 4#'(0&6$ "*&$ ./"(#+'4".#/$ ./$
2*.4*$>#;"&$)+,)/4&0$*.06$)0$2&$4)55$."6$1&/&()5$9*.5#0#9*-$#3$04.&/4&:Z
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E&00#/6$.0$+'&$"#$"*&$3)4"$"*)"$/#/&$#3$"*&$"*./<&(0$7&3#(&$*.;$*)+$7&&/$)75&$"#$
0&"$'9$)$9(#9&($0-0"&;$#3$)55$*';)/$</#25&+1&:$Y&$4(.".4.8&0$9)(".4'5)(5-$F)4#/$
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9*.5#0#9*-6$0&&$?>Y@^HH6$RVVZ:
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and d’Alembert, saying that in their encyclopedic attempts the various branches of 
sciences were classified very loosely, according to the faculties predominantly used, 
resulting in an arbitrary system that kept together sciences that were in different 
stages of progress.6 Comte, by contrast, claims to be able to conceive the proper 
system, because he had discovered the law of the progressive march of human 
spirit. (COMTE, [1830] 1972).

The law of the three stages, or states, as he explains in the beginning of the 
First Lesson, describes the advance of the spirit. “This law states that each one 
of our main conceptions, each branch of our knowledge, passes successively by 
three different historical states: theological or fictitious state; metaphysical or abstract 
state; scientific or positive state” (COMTE, [1830] 1972, p. 84). The idea is that, in 
the beginning, scientific explanations are of a theological type, with recourse to first 
and final causes, to absolute knowledge, and to supernatural agents. Then, as our 
explanations reach the second stage, supernatural agents are replaced by abstract 
forces of a metaphysical kind. Ultimately, in the third stage, the human spirit is 
mature and realizes the impossibility of obtaining absolute notions, and of getting 
to know the intimate causes of phenomena; the human spirit in the positive state 
is, hence, concerned “uniquely in finding out, by means of the well combined use 
of reasoning and observation, effective laws [of phenomena], that is, their invariable 
relations of succession and similitude.” (COMTE, [1830] 1972, p. 84-85).

Thus, some kinds of phenomena are relatively simple and their laws can be 
easily discovered. That is the case of astronomy: its phenomena depend on no 
other phenomena, so that the positive state was reached very early. Phenomena of 
terrestrial mechanics are a little more complex, for they depend on phenomena of 
celestial mechanics; therefore, it took some more time for the human spirit to attain 
the positive state in this domain. Chemical phenomena are yet more complicated, 
since they depend on terrestrial mechanics; physiological phenomena, as well, 
depend on mechanical and chemical phenomena, so that the positive state in 
biology had only recently been attained. Probably Comte has in mind the works 
of Newton, Lavoisier, and Bichat, which founded physics, chemistry, and biology 
respectively, while, much before, astronomy had already advanced considerably 
with Galileo, Kepler, and others. Finally, the phenomena of social physics depend 
on all the others, and, therefore, are the most complex—which makes it hard for 
the positive state to be reached in this science. In the time of Comte, it had not yet 
been reached.

Comte accounts for the aspect that all sciences are human, all knowledge is 
human; so, the progress attained by a particular science is the progress of the human 
spirit in that particular area of expertise. If phenomena in that area are simpler than 
in some other area, then it is likely that the human spirit marches faster, and it 
makes more progress in that particular area. However, if the study of the sciences 
is organized in a system of human knowledge such as that of d’Alembert, according 
to Comte’s criticism, one will not be able to realize that some branches of science 

6  The main classification of human knowledge in the French encyclopedia separates the 
different kinds of production according to the faculty mostly used in them: memory 
brings history, reason brings science, and imagination brings art (see D’ALEMBERT, 
[1751] 1986, p. 115-120).
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verbiage to describe science. (SCHARFF, 1995). Even though Comte took science 
to be empirical and non-absolutist, he was not keen on being so himself. Such 
problem, as we are going to see, was dealt with by Neurath and the Vienna Circle, 
since they sought to make philosophy of science more scientific by means of logic.

Neurath and the Encyclopedia
In their manifesto, Wissenschaftliche Weltauffassung, the Vienna Circle claims that 
there is a basic attitude, called the scientific world-conception (thus the title of the 
manifesto), which can be noticed in every branch of science. Science is not so much 
characterized by a body of knowledge or a method, but by this basic attitude, a 
way of conceiving the world, which shows up in points of view and directions of 
research.7 The aim of the Vienna Circle was, then, to enforce and stimulate such an 
attitude. This was to be done by establishing unified science, a network of collective 
efforts and individual achievements in the various branches of science. The Vienna 
Circle did not aim at creating a system of the whole of science, but at connecting the 
diverse parts of the scientific manifold. (HAHN; NEURATH; CARNAP, [1929] 1979).

The comprehensive network of the scientific world-conception would be set up 
by laying “emphasis on what can be grasped intersubjectively” (HAHN; NEURATH; 
CARNAP, [1929] 1979, p. 87), by searching for “a neutral system of formulae, for a 
symbolism freed from the debris of historical languages; and (…) for a total system 
of concepts”. (HAHN; NEURATH; CARNAP, [1929] 1979, p. 87). Their idea was to 
promote the conception that in science there are no “dark distances”, no “unsolvable 
riddles”, and no “unfathomable depths”, which means that every form of scientific 
knowledge is completely accessible. This establishes an opposition to mystical, 
religious, and metaphysical views that somehow assert that there are concepts 
that cannot be known, posing absolute limitations in principle to humankind; the 
Vienna Circle aimed at creating a society that believes that “everything is accessible 
to humans” and that “humans are the measure of all things” (HAHN; NEURATH; 
CARNAP, [1929] 1979, p. 87), in other words, an enlightened society that adheres to 
the scientific world-conception.

This opposition to metaphysics can be related to Comte’s positivism. But the 
stance taken on by the Vienna Circle is different, since it is best conceived of as 
a struggle towards clarity in the sciences, and not as a belief in some order of 
progress, such as the law of the three stages, which turns out to be obscure. More 
importantly, the concept of science adopted is also quite different.

The Vienna Circle takes science to be an attitude, a way of conceiving the world 
as completely knowable, as void of insurmountable obstacles that are impossible 
to understand and that must be faithfully accepted. The Vienna Circle became well 
known for the work of most of its members, such as Rudolf Carnap, Moritz Schlick, 
and Philipp Frank, who strove for the construction of the universal language of 
science—that system of concepts which would allow the different branches of 
science to be comprehensively and intersubjectively connected. Neurath, on the 
other hand, had a different agenda; he was engaged in politics, and he sought to 

7 I elaborated on this characterization of science in other papers, see CUNHA, 2013 and 
2015.
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of philosophy and science, but “science itself is supplying its own integrating glue”. 
And such an endeavor, with those proprieties, is to be a picture of science, a 
representation of human knowledge; in Neurath’s words, “an Encyclopedia (in 
contradistinction to an anticipated system or a system constructed a priori) can be 
regarded as the model of [human] knowledge.” (NEURATH, [1938] 1955, p. 20). Of 
course, as he states, an encyclopedic program faces many difficulties, but those are 
natural problems in an enterprise that involves collective work towards an aim that 
is not clear—since we do not know what the resulting picture of science is going 
to be. As Neurath points out, believing that such difficulties can ever be overcome 
“is to entertain a variation of Laplace’s famous demon who was supposed to have 
a complete knowledge of present facts sufficient for making complete predictions 
of the future.” (NEURATH, [1938] 1955, p. 21). Neurath associates the pretense 
of complete knowledge with the presumption of creating the one truly correct 
system of knowledge: “such is the idea of !"#$%&%!#' in contrast to the idea of ()$
#)*&*+,-#./( ; the anticipated completeness of !"# system is opposed to the stressed 
incompleteness of ()$#)*&*+,-#./( .” (NEURATH, [1938] 1955, p. 21).

So, human knowledge forms no system in the 0)*&*+,-#./( . It is an incomplete 
mosaic, composed of uneven and irregular pieces, continuously being put together, 
altered, and transformed by many people who do not (and cannot) have a clear 
picture of the resulting image. Our situation, in Neurath’s most famous metaphor, is 
similar to that of sailors who must rebuild their ship in the open sea. In the version 
of such metaphor that appeared in a later number of the 0)*&*+,-#./( , he says:

Imagine sailors who, far out at sea, transform the shape of 
their clumsy vessel from a more circular to a more fishlike one. 
They make use of some drifting timber, besides the timber 
of the old structure, to modify the skeleton and the hull of 
their vessel. But they cannot put the ship in dock in order 
to start from scratch. During their work they stay in the old 
structure and deal with heavy gales and thundering waves. In 
transforming their ship they take care that dangerous leakages 
do not occur. A new ship grows out of the old one, step by 
step—and while they are still building, the sailors may already 
be thinking of a new structure, and they will not always agree 
with one another. The whole business will go on in a way 
we cannot even anticipate today. That is our fate. (NEURATH, 
[1944] 1970, p. 47).

Neurath advances this fallibilist pluralist view of human knowledge in an 
ever-changing collective mosaic image. And for him, the special sciences also have 
this structure. Although some systematizations can be made in some particular 
fields, such as physics and mathematics, those systems cannot be extrapolated 
as to cover the whole of science—and perhaps not even the particular field 
systematized, since such fields are always changing. As Neurath points out, the 
axiomatization, or systematization, “of science seems to give an opportunity to 
make the use of fundamental terms more precise and to prepare the combination 
of different sciences; preliminary axiomatization has to be founded on a long 
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evolution of science. We cannot anticipate a ‘final axiomatization’.” (NEURATH, 
[1938] 1955, p. 38-39).

�1�H�X�U�D�W�K�¶�V���I�R�X�Q�G�D�W�L�R�Q�V���R�I���W�K�H���V�R�F�L�D�O���V�F�L�H�Q�F�H�V
The above-quoted version of the ship metaphor appeared in !"#$%&'("$)*"+* ',-*
."/(&0*./(-$/-) , the first number of the 1$/2/0"3-%(&’s second volume. This book 
presents a way of conceiving the social sciences in the encyclopedic mosaic of 
unified science.

Neurath recognizes that the social sciences form a complicated field, with many 
interrelations among various disciplines and even different points of view inside the 
same discipline. And the social sciences relate even to non-social sciences, such 
as biology. Given this complexity, Neurath argues that it is important to fight the 
tendency of demarcating specific fields within the social sciences and of separating 
the social sciences from other sciences. He points out that in the nineteenth century 
there was a joke saying that the social sciences were mainly concerned with what 
the social sciences should do; even though that is not true anymore, Neurath says, 
“the number of lines in sociological books devoted to what are usually called 
‘methodological questions’ and to demarcations between single disciplines is not 
small.” (NEURATH, [1944] 1970, p. 1-2). He regards such discussions as a sign of 
uneasiness in the scientific communities, and he believes that philosophy could be 
helpful in this regard. Consequently, he proposes a way of understanding the social 
sciences as a more uniform field—mosaic-like uniformity, as we are going to see.

Neurath proposes that we should consider the basic item in the social sciences 
to be &445-4&'-),12 complexes of many different elements, analyzable in diverse 
ways, from various points of view. He insists that he does not suggest to start 
from “simple basic assertions”, “atomic ideas”, or “sense data”; on the contrary, 
his suggestion is to start “with a full lump of irregularities and indistinctness, as 
our daily speech offers it. Afterward we may find some regularities in it and relate 
some items even to a calculus with all its exactness and its formulae. Each item 
of our start may be called a ‘clot’.” (NEURATH, [1944] 1970, p. 18). When one 
observes something, in daily life as well as in science, one sees many of those clots, 
overlapping complexes of phenomena from the most diverse origins, that can be 
taken as cultural, physical, biological, geological, climatologic, etc. Such clots are 
so complex, including even values, that it is impossible to tell them apart, and it is 
hard to distinguish precisely each field of research. Neurath holds this applies even 
to physics, being against analyses that bring forward clear-cut sense-data, but the 
situation in the social sciences is worse: he says it would “imply a kind of scientific 
suicide”, because “social scientists need this richness and indistinctness” in their 
studies, that seems to be the only way to cover complex and diverse phenomena. 
It is important, therefore, not to insist on looking for “social facts” or on isolating 
“human relations” to establish the basic item of social science; instead, the starting 

12 Neurath suggests the term ‘aggregate’ or ‘clot’ as a translation of his original German 
term ‘6&00#$4’; the English translation comes from French ‘[&]4574&'’ (NEURATH, [1944] 
1970, p. 18). Neurath does not mention other common translations, such as ‘cluster’ and 
‘agglomeration’, perhaps because of their usage in other scientific fields.
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point has to be the situation as complete as possible, or as Neurath calls it, synusia, 
the relations between living beings and their environment. (NEURATH, [1944] 1970).

Neurath’s central proposal, therefore, is to start from a situation composed of 
many clots of irregular and indistinct phenomena, such as the ones that we perceive 
in daily life. That is the basic experience in the social sciences. An example of synusia 
may be a heavy traffic situation on a bridge that connects two densely populated 
areas. There are many clots of phenomena in that situation: the geographical one, 
that is, the shape of the terrain; the geological one, the rock composition in the area 
that allows no efficient system of ferry boats; the economical one, in which people 
find it more profitable to live on one side of the bridge and work on the other side; 
many cultural ones, such as the habit of living by the water, the habit of commuting 
by car instead of taking public transportation, which comes along with a political 
one, that local government does not invest in public transportation because people 
prefer to drive their own cars; a physical one, the structure of the bridge that was 
preferred over other models; a sociological one, in which people do not cross the 
bridge on foot, because they are afraid of robbers on the side walk; also, due to the 
weather conditions and to the shape of the bridge structure, they feel cold when 
crossing; and so on. 

Thus, an aggregate, which can be experienced in everyday life and described 
in everyday language, serves as a point of departure for many scientists from 
different areas or backgrounds, who might develop specialized research which may 
or may not overlap each other. There is even the study of the historical development 
of each of those clots, as well as of the history of the whole aggregation of clots, 
which provides important information for specialized research.

All this research will be part of the pluralist mosaic of science, the piece by piece 
collective construction with no definite resulting image. They all have in common the 
fact that they are carried through the scientific attitude of rejecting, in the words of the 
Vienna Circle Manifesto, “unfathomable depths”, “dark distances”, and “unsolvable 
riddles”. Everything that has to do with science is clear and understandable, because 
it involves no unknowable concepts. Science begins in daily experience and however 
abstract theorizations may get they can be somehow related to intersubjective common 
experience. And such experience can be stated in terms of everyday language, “the 
language that is common to all [humans] in the world.” (NEURATH, [1938] 1955, p. 
23). This is the thesis of physicalism, central to Vienna Circle’s and Neurath’s thought. 
The idea that all science can be related to everyday experience, however, must not 
be taken too rigidly as if it was a requirement, but as an effort towards a univocal 
mode of expression, one that can be understood in any language, regardless of 
the technical instruction of the people involved – creating what Neurath called the 
Universal Jargon, a step in the direction of further penetration of science in society. 
Neurath believes that much of the methodological uneasiness in the social sciences 
would be overcome with a terminological agreement, something that must be built 
in broad cooperation among social scientists of different areas. Such agreement is 
of fundamental importance, in regard to the interdisciplinary character of the social 
sciences. (NEURATH, [1944] 1970).13

13 Also see CAT; CARTWRIGHT; CHANG, 1996, p. 362-369, and my discussions in CUNHA, 
2013 and 2015.
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method, but only some narrow professional instruction. Finally, Dewey points out, 
“something called by the name of ‘science’ gets shut off in a segregated territory of 
its own. There are powerful special interests which strive in any case to keep science 
isolated so that the common life may be immune from its influence.” (DEWEY, 
[1938] 1955, p. 37).

Dewey claims that his aim is not that every person is turned into a scientist, 
but that “all human beings become scientific in their attitudes: genuinely intelligent 
in their ways of thinking and acting”. (DEWEY, [1938] 1955, p. 38). Such an aim 
is desirable, he says, “because this attitude forms the sole ultimate alternative to 
prejudice, dogma, authority, and coercive force exercised in behalf of some special 
interest.” (DEWEY, [1938] 1955, p. 38). He concludes, then, by pointing out the 
relevance of the encyclopedic effort of bringing together all those who are interested 
in thinking about science, in studying science in a more technical way; Dewey says 
that those “should take the lead by co-operation with one another in bringing home 
to all the inherent universality of scientific method.” (DEWEY, [1938] 1955, p. 38).

Hence, we see that the same convergence between Neurath and Comte’s 
ideas, the strategy of reorganizing science and the scientifically oriented people in 
order to transform society by means of education, can also be observed in regard 
to Dewey. And while Neurath was in agreement with Dewey when it came to what 
‘science’ meant and what an enlightened society was, both these authors notably 
differ from Comte on this point. Yet, there are, of course, also some important 
differences between Neurath and Dewey; for example, Neurath does not connect 
the scientific attitude to a method, as Dewey does; and furthermore, Dewey does 
not so clearly emphasize all the plurality in the scientific attitude that Neurath does.18 

There is another salient similarity between Dewey and Neurath in their 
approach to the social sciences. In his masterpiece Logic: Theory of Inquiry, Dewey 
says that the starting point of every inquiry is a situation, which is not merely 
a juxtaposition of isolated objects and events, but a contextual whole in such a 
way that each situation is “an individual situation, indivisible and unduplicable.” 
(DEWEY, [1938] 2008, p. 74). All the objects and events, processes and entities, of 
scientific or common sense inquiry are to be understood in a situation, in a context 
of multiple relations. When one faces an indeterminate situation, one experiences 
a doubtful condition, some sort of confusion, or irritation, which leads the person 
into inquiry, an effort towards a determinate situation. Dewey, then, describes a 
pattern of inquiry, a method, understood in a broad sense, of intelligent steps taken 
in the process of turning an indeterminate situation into a determinate one (DEWEY, 
[1938] 2008, chapter 6). The whole book is an inquiry about such a method, which 
is understood as the most intelligent (scientific) way of thinking, discovering, and 
solving problems ever developed by the human kind throughout evolution (DEWEY, 
[1938] 2008, p. 13-14).19 And in one of the final chapters of the book, Dewey points 

18 In the mid-forties, Dewey had some divergences with the editors of the Encyclopedia, 
especially Carnap and Morris. I have argued in another paper that such divergences were 
mostly due to misunderstandings on Dewey’s part (CUNHA, 2012).

19 It is important to remark that Dewey acknowledges the tentative character of the method 
he described: he says that when future methods of inquiry appear, the theory of inquiry 
will have to change (DEWEY, [1938] 2008, p. 22).
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out that the social sciences are underdeveloped, and that such area can be viewed as 
a test for the efficacy of his considerations. One of the aspects in which he thinks his 
ideas can be applied is in the understanding of the complex situations from which 
inquiries start. He says that “one of the chief practical obstacles to the development 
of social inquiry is the existing division of social phenomena into a number of 
compartmentalized and supposedly independent non-interacting fields (…), for 
example economics, politics, jurisprudence, morals, anthropology, etc.” (DEWEY, 
[1938] 2008, p. 501). It is possible to relate this claim advanced by Dewey to that 
of Neurath, that the social sciences must take the situations, synusia, composed of 
aggregates from which many overlapping special inquiries may start.

!"#$%&'(#)*+,-.+/0
We have seen some points in which Neurath’s view is close to Dewey’s, and in those 
very points both authors differ significantly from Comte. Of special importance for 
us here is the view that the starting point for inquiries in the social sciences is a 
complex situation, aggregate, or clot. This represents a deflection from a traditional 
epistemological standpoint that analyses knowledge into its !"#$%& parts. Atomic 
analyses may be useful in dealing with many philosophical problems, but not with 
the problem of understanding the social sciences, as our conclusions indicate.

Many thinkers have proposed such a point of view for the social sciences. In 
a recent text, L.H. Dutra calls it a $#'!()*+(,*+&"%-+, since it takes as a starting point 
something larger than atoms and also larger than molecules. As Dutra shows, besides 
Dewey and Neurath, also Karl Marx and Karl Popper proposed molar perspectives 
in their accounts of the social sciences. An important epistemological issue that can 
be dealt with by this kind of approach, as Dutra advances, is that of the calibration 
of models (Dutra, 2013, chapter 10). In the philosophy of the social sciences, such 
issues appears in the problem about how much of each scientific branch is needed in 
order to analyze or solve certain social problem or situation; in our bridge example, 
it has to do with how much economy, geography, psychology and sociology, for 
example, is needed to appropriately describe the complex situation, without giving 
too much importance to a less relevant factor. This is an epistemological problem that 
is of extreme concern to social scientists who aim at interdisciplinary approaches. 
And an atomic account, that reduces the social sciences to basic “social facts” is of 
no consequence in this case.20

In regard to this contemporary problem, Comte’s stance does not help; the 
attempt to separate the sciences according to their degree of progress in the march of 
the human spirit would only contribute to an even larger isolation of the many social 
disciplines. While Comte considered that the problem of the “system” of knowledge 
advocated by d’Alembert was that it would mix areas that are in different stages or 
that are of different natures, now we take such a mixture to be a desirable aspect 
of many approaches. The merging of knowledge fields promotes the aggregations, 
and it also brings together a community, plural as it is, which we don’t want to be 
fractured. This seems to be a reasonable way to deal with the unique situations 
found in society.

20 Unless social facts are understood as complexes. See DUTRA, 2014.
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