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1.3 The Quest for a new social science
Kariane Westrheim

The scientific revolution established science as a source for the growth of knowledge. It was an  
epistemological revolution, a revolution in human knowledge, an attempt to understand and ex
plain man and the natural world where the “new” scientists had to let go of their intellectual her
itage of the old masters.  During the 19th century (18011900), the practice of science became 
professionalised and institutionalised in ways that continued through the 20th century. As the 
role  of  scientific  knowledge  grew  in  society,  it  became  incorporated  with  aspects  of  the 
construction of and the functioning of nationstates and modernity, and not only for good. 

One  factor  that  followed  in  the  wake  of  the  scientific  revolution  was  the  eager  search  for 
methodologies applicatory to explain the natural world, and human phenomena. The search for 
methods was not new, even Aristotle emphasized the need for certain methods in order to explain 
his  analysis  of  the  world  and  humankind.  But  during  the  19th  and  20th  century,  new 
explanations of society brought new methods to the foreground. Major thinkers have inspired 
social sciences in many ways, not least to broaden its perspectives and look for underlying and of
ten hidden political causes and structures in society. According to Little (2011) a thinker who also 
had major influence on methodology within social sciences in the 19th century and onwards, is 
Karl Marx, whose thoughts and analysis  shaped a new understanding of the social world. Even 
though he was not a scholarly researcher at the outset it is pertinent to claim that a thinker and  
theorist like Antonio Gramsci made a major impact on social sciences by being a thoughtful ob 
serverparticipanttheoretician. Gramsci was working between the twoworldwars in Italy  his 
instruments were his own participation and his unique powers of observation and diagnosis of so
ciety. The most compelling aspects of his theories derive from his reflections on the political pro 
cesses in Italy in which he was directly involved, the workingclass politics of Turin, the socialist  
and communist movements of interwar Italy, and his observations of the rise of the fascist move 
ment in Italy (Boggs, 1976 in Little,  2011). Gramsci contributed much to the major themes 
within social sciences, and he certainly expanded the perception of what “method” is  that it cer 
tainly contains more than positivistic approaches to science. Gramsci showed that good research 
can be conducted and theories developed by people who are not necessarily formally educated 
scholars, but organic intellectuals grown out of, and supported by the people. There are many ex
amples of the latter within the Kurdish freedom movement.  

According to Jennifer Vermilyea (2006), there has for a few decades now been a growing debate  
within social sciences over the extent to which positivism (the domination paradigm)1 has the 

1  Also qualitative studies are legitimate within SC – perhaps in growing numbers. 
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ability to ‘explain’ the world and political phenomena. The debate about positivism is not some
thing ‘new’ that suddenly has emerged as people are becoming more ‘aware’ about the dangers of 
a particular scientific approach. Many people have focused on this debate, on the relative merits  
of the different approaches, and its perception of the world. There has i.e. been a heated debate  
about the way  language is  conceptualized by positivism as  something that  needs to be  opera
tionalised and measured, in relation to modernity’s attempt to create a language as an object to be  
studied and known. Thus, the positivist dream is to make language a scientific, neutral means by 
which it can then mirror the world it seeks to know. In a way language now becomes an object in 
itself to be studied. Language becomes the object through which the world can then be explained 
and known (Vermilyea, 2006, p. 122124). 

But it is not only about how the world can be known and explained. Let’s look at the case of the 
Kurds and research on Kurds and Kurdistan. Many researchers who wish to move away from the 
positivistic approach in order to look at the field though other lenses,  and with good intentions  
of writing from the margin, does not manage though to catch the marginal world in his or her 
writings. 

“Dissidence writing, or writing at the margins has always been there. The distinction is 
not in whether it is ‘there’ or ‘not’, but in how it is presented, in what questions it asks, 
and perhaps most importantly, whether or not marginal writing is ignored or brought to  
attention” (Vermilyea, 2006, p. 121).

So the question is; do we need a new social science methodology or do we simply need to criti
cally evaluate the current one and its claim on evidence, objectivity and neutrality, its method
ological, ethical and theoretical underpinning that has been dominating academia but too limit
ing to face the challenges of today’s world. My answer would be – yes we should! The question is  
how? Allow me though to reflect on the current academic research regime in light of my own re
search on Kurdistan Workers Party (PKK) and the Kurdish Freedom Movement. 

Up to the present, research about the PKK and the Kurdish freedom movement has been rela
tively scarce.  Even though the amount of scholarly literature on Kurds is increasing in interna
tional scholarly literature (see Gunter, 2008), this popular mass movement has rarely been subject 
for research.  The reasons are many of course, but they are certainly political. As an educational 
scholar working on a sociological basis, I am as mentioned very well aware of the existing litera
ture and empirical work available on Kurdistan, the Kurds and the Kurdish freedom movement. 
Many of these publications are written by internationally acknowledged scholars, many highly in
teresting volumes that bring new knowledge to the field. My personal opinion though, is that  
many contributions are too general in content; too concerned with keeping the balance between 
the political actors investigated. What comes out of it is the maintaining of status quo and not al 
ways in line with what is actually taking place on the ground. Simply maintaining the status quo 
does not move anything forward. I am not saying that  researchers or scholars are not aware of 
what is going on in Turkey or the Kurdish regions; the question is rather how these works are  
presented. Sometimes you get the sense that the researcher or scholar is heavily influenced by the 
general opinion of the state in which he or she resides, because the writings often mirror these  
perspectives. This rather worrying fact can be understood though in light of the current western 
academic research tradition. In the process of becoming a researcher the candidates are socialized 
into a certain research environment founded on the research politics of the particular state or uni 
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versity. They are  encouraged to be “neutral” and “objective” so that their data are not  being 
influenced or biased. They are probably taught to keep a distance to the “object” of investigation,  
never to get personally involved, never to allow people participating in their research to get close;  
and most of all, never to get emotionally involved. Because if you do you are in danger of being 
marginalised within your own research community and you will certainly never have a seat in the  
internationally recognised research establishment. When you in addition are conducting research 
on a movement accused of having links to a party that is labelled as “terrorist”, as I did, you are in 
danger of being put under the magnifier yourself. I guess this is one reason why a party like the 
PKK and the Kurdish freedom movement is often analysed from a distance, and very seldom on 
their own premises. When this is said, research on Kurdish issues is not an easy conduct. Turkish 
authorities put whatever they can find in the way in order to hinder the researcher to gather data,  
to meet with people, to observe, to participate. I guess those of you who have tried this out also 
have been closely watched by the security police, put under surveillance, or even arrested and de 
fined as persona non grata as happened to me in 2010. This is one reason why researchers might 
hesitate to get too much involved. 

But how can we develop a new critical social science without daring getting involved, without get
ting close, without taking a stance also politically?  Research is a political conduct. Every step in a 
research process is also a political choice in some way or another. Academia has as mentioned  
been dominated by an evidence based neutrality regime that does not match the reality on the  
ground. When a researcher is faced with a field situation where the neutrality claim is put in 
question – he or she is forced to make a choice – to take a stance. Conducting research in areas of 
war and political unrest as in Turkey leaves the researcher with questions beyond those usually 
raised in traditional literature on research methodology. It is hard to figure out how to encounter  
people whose lives are dominated by daily fear, pain and sorrow and it most certainly challenges 
you both as a researcher and as a human being. A classic example of the kind of involvement I am 
thinking of is shown by the anthropologist and Jesuit priest Ricardo Falla, who spent six years 
with escaped Maya Indians deep in the rain forest of Guatemala. He argues that it is not possible 
to study conflicts without choosing sides (Falla, 1994 in Westrheim 2007, 2009). Falla (1994) 
further states that intellectuals [researchers] can act as intermediaries by lending their voices to 
those who have  witnessed and lived  through the  “macabre”  (Falla  1994 in Green,  1994,  p. 
230).How can you study the conflict in the Kurdish regions of Turkey without choosing side, 
how can you listen to the stories of Kurdish people in the area without being an intermediary? 

When you always choose to keep a distance choosing not to get involved I dare to claim that this  
also is a political decision. As a researcher you have not only a responsibility towards your research 
environment and to research procedures, but also to those you involve in your study. As a re 
searcher you have to take stance because if you don’t, things will never change and that is crucial 
if we have the intention of developing a critical social science. 

I  regard myself as lucky. I managed to interview members of the PKK and the freedom move
ment about their perception on education without interference from my research environment. 
For this I will be ever grateful because what I experienced in dialogue with PKK members has in 
many ways reshaped or transformed me as a researcher. Being in this dynamic and highly politi
cal field encouraged me, touched me and urged me to more action – also scientifically. What for 
the last decades has been initiated by the PKK and the movement can only be regarded as a mass 
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transformation through personal, collective and political processes – a transformation which has 
taken place in the mountains, in the streets, in prisons and in diaspora (Westrheim, 2009). It is  
important that this is communicated also through research – in writings. Fetullah Gulen claims 
to develop an educational movement, however, his attempt shrinks compared to the educational  
“revolution” of the PKK.   

The Kurdish leader Mr. Abdullah Öcalan has in his writings developed and presented new politi
cal concepts, new political and social theories for the Kurds, the Middle East, for the world. Some 
of these theories and concepts are already in use within the Kurdish freedom movement but  
should be investigated further by scholars also outside the movement. 

In order to create critical social science, we need an alternative methodology, new concepts, new 
theoretical perspectives and critical awareness of what we actually want with our research contri
butions. A critical social science should first and foremost critique the establishment in society as  
well  as  in  research  and seek  radical  changes  like  the  important  theorists  of  Marxism in  the 
twentieth century did within the frame of the Frankfurt School from the 1930s and onwards. A  
way  to  start  is  to  critically  question  our  comprehension of  research,  research  ethics  and our 
relation to the people and the cause we regard as the subjects of interest. 

A constructive contribution to a critical social science with regards to the Kurds would be to pub
lish works on Kurdistan, the Kurds, the PKK and the Kurdish Freedom movement in English. 
There seems to be a lot of publications written by Kurdish scholars and authors in Turkish or 
Kurdish. The problem is that even if they would be of great interest they remain inaccessible to 
scholars who are not familiar with these languages. 

To conclude: What we need is a critical approach to social sciences; we need to look at method
ologies, concepts and theoretical perspectives with “new” eyes and ask ourselves how we can con
duct research on Kurdish issues that is in line with the recent political situation and what is actu 
ally happening on the ground. 
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