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Abstract 

 

This article offers a reassessment of the main import of Peter Winch’s philosophy of the 

social sciences. Critics argue that Winch offered a flawed methodology for the social 

sciences, while his supporters deny that Winch’s work is about methodology at all. Contrary 

to both, the author argues that Winch deals with fundamental questions about 

methodology, and that there is something substantial to learn from his account. Winch 

engages methodological questions without being committed to social ontology. Instead, 

Winch’s work on methodology is best described as a descriptive metaphysics of social 

inquiry. This alternative reading clarifies the close link between Winch’s argument for the 

autonomy of the social sciences and R. G. Collingwood’s philosophy of history. 
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1. Introduction 

 

There is general agreement that Peter Winch’s work is a key point of reference for 

philosophy of social science in the twentieth century (Turner & Roth 2003; Roth 2011; 

Theunissen 2020). However, there is almost no agreement at all concerning the main import 

of Winch’s philosophy of the social sciences, especially the views expressed in his seminal 

1958 book The Idea of a Social Science and Its Relation to Philosophy (ISS). Naturalists argue 

that Winch’s work is still relevant as an instructive yet deeply flawed attempt to provide an 

ontological foundation for social science research – the flaws of which show the correctness 

of the naturalist approach to social science. On the other hand, Winch’s supporters 

currently tend to argue, either implicitly or explicitly conceding the naturalist critique, that 

Winch’s work is not really concerned with foundations or methodological questions in the 

social sciences at all. Winch was not, as his earlier supporters and naturalist critics have 

assumed, recommending a Wittgenstein-inspired Verstehen methodology for the social 

sciences (cf. Louch 1963; Giddens 1993, 58-59; Hutchinson, Read and Sharrock 2008, 13–14, 

65–68; Kögler and Stueber 2000, 18–19). Instead, Winch’s supporters now interpret his 

work as arguing for the importance of an ethical orientation in social inquiry, one in which 

cultural understanding is connected to questions about self-knowledge (Hutchinson, Read 

and Sharrock 2008; Theunissen 2020). Interestingly, despite their differences, the shared 

conclusion in the contemporary reception seems to be that there is nothing substantial to 
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learn from Winch concerning fundamental questions about the methodology of the social 

sciences. The reason being that Winch was, supposedly, either wrong about the 

methodology of the social sciences, as naturalists say, or that Winch should be read as 

providing answers to quite other kinds of questions about ethics, as several of Winch’s 

supporters argue.  

 

This paper argues that Winch does address fundamental questions about the methodology 

of the social sciences, and that there is something substantial to learn from his account 

about the autonomy of the social sciences. Importantly, Winch engages methodological 

questions without being committed to social ontology. This alternative reading will be 

provided by: (i) exposing flaws in the naturalist critique of Winch and (ii) showing that 

methodological concerns were at the core of Winch’s ISS – which makes it misleading to 

claim that Winch was engaging with ethical issues instead of methodology. Winch’s 

philosophy of the social sciences is concerned with both fundamental, methodological 

questions about the epistemic character of social knowledge and with the ethical dimension 

of cross-cultural understanding. This alternative interpretation of the main import of ISS also 

highlights the close link between Winch’s argument for the methodological distinctiveness 

of the social sciences and R. G. Collingwood’s philosophy of history. In conclusion, the paper 

argues that this reading will reveal ways in which the main import of Winch’s book on ‘the 

idea’ was, similar to Collingwood’s ‘idea of history’, to provide a descriptive metaphysics of 

social inquiry. 

 

2. The Alleged Social Ontology in ISS 
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The cornerstone of the naturalist critique is an ontological reading of the main arguments of 

Winch’s ISS. The most important source are the passages in ISS where Winch argues that, in 

social explanation and understanding, the participant’s “unreflective understanding” of 

social phenomena has logical priority over the sociologist’s theory based understanding 

(1990, 88–90). Winch’s crucial argument is that the description of a social or intellectual 

phenomenon cannot even get started unless the researcher can identify what belongs to 

the phenomenon (and thus counts as ‘the same thing’) according to classifications that the 

participants in the target society themselves might naturally use. The social scientist is, 

therefore, not like an engineer investigating physical processes but more like an apprentice 

engineer who wants to understand the activities of his colleagues in terms of their concepts, 

reasons and norms of belief (Winch 1990, 88). However, Winch is keen to point out that this 

argument concerns the logical requirements for understanding social phenomena. It is not 

an ad hoc stipulation designed to forestall critical engagement with the participant’s own 

understanding. The latter interpretation has been the source of many misrepresentations of 

Winch’s philosophy – claiming that Winch, supposedly, only allowed for descriptions of 

action in the same terms as the agents themselves would use (cf. Ahlskog & Lagerspetz 

2015). Winch (1990, 89) writes: 

 

I do not wish to maintain that we must stop at the unreflective kind of 

understanding of which I gave as an instance the [apprentice] engineer’s 

understanding of the activities of his colleagues. But I do want to say that any 

more reflective understanding must necessarily presuppose, if it is to count as 

genuine understanding at all, the participant’s unreflective understanding. . . .  

[A]lthough the reflective student of society, or of a particular mode of social 
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life, may find it necessary to use concepts which are not taken from the forms 

of activity which he is investigating, . . . still these technical concepts of his will 

imply a previous understanding of those other concepts which belong to the 

activities under investigation. 

 

In this passage, Winch is explicitly stating that he does allow for critical engagement through 

reflective understanding by the researcher. Yet the question remains: What does Winch 

mean by his claim that all critical engagement must necessarily still presuppose an 

understanding of the participant’s unreflective understanding? Throughout ISS, Winch 

explicates this notion as the ideas, concepts and rules that belong to the social phenomena 

themselves and argues that it is by viewing the behavior of the agents in relation to such 

ideas and concepts that the social scientist makes sense of actions by historical agents. 

Similar to Collingwood’s (1993) well-known argument about action as the embodiment of 

thought, Winch emphasizes that ideas and concepts are not something apart from the 

action itself, but rather constitutive criteria for identifying human behavior qua action in the 

first place. Thus, Winch’s main point is that without an understanding of the relevant ideas 

and concepts shared by the agents of the target society, one would not be able to explain 

how the actions and events in question follow from the motives and reasons of the agents. 

For only in relation to ideas and concepts – expressed in practices and ways of thinking – 

will the actions in question appear as meaningful responses to some situation that the agent 

is facing. Putting the point in a different terminology: Explaining by way of the agent’s 

beliefs and desires presupposes an understanding of what kinds of beliefs and desires that 

were seriously entertained in the target society; for instance, belief in witchcraft may often 

be explanatory for the conduct of the Zande tribesman but seldom for 20th Century 
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Europeans. For Winch, this historical embeddedness of human thought was important not 

only for action explanation, but for the very idea of philosophical analysis itself, as Winch 

claimed that “logical relations between propositions themselves depend on social relations 

between men” (1990, 126).  

 

The most debated part of ISS is Winch’s analogy between understanding action and 

Wittgenstein’s idea of rule-following. In the new preface for the ISS (1990), Winch himself 

also expressed reservations about rigidity of the concept of ‘rules’ in his book. Winch’s later 

reservations addressed the fact that the ISS did not pay enough attention to the openness of 

rule-following and the fact that different forms of rule-following may often overlap in 

human life (1990, xi–xvi). However, Winch never retracted from the most fundamental 

philosophical point about rule-following in the ISS; namely, that rule-following is what 

conceptually distinguishes the category of action from brute biological or psychological 

dispositions and habits. Consequently, the social scientist who endeavors to understand 

social phenomena from the perspective of the agents must do so in terms of the historically 

specific rules and norms in relation to which reasons and motives carry normative force. 

This is not an ontological commitment of the social sciences – which would mean that 

researchers simply posit rational agency – but a methodological one: to explain action by 

way of reasons and motives must (logically) presuppose an understanding of norms and 

rules concerning what, for the agents, counts as intelligible responses to their situation.1 

This very idea, that normativity is a logical feature of explaining action by way of motives 

 
1 It is important here to distinguish between the constitutive and the regulative sense of “norms” and “rules”. 
Constitutive rules and norms define how certain acts are performed, regulative norms and rules prescribe that 
certain acts ought to or may be done. Winch and Collingwood are interested in the constitutive sense of norms 
and rules. For this distinction, see von Wright 1971, 151. 
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and reasons, was central also for Collingwood’s philosophy of history. For example, the 

invocation of epistemic and moral norms plays a central role in Collingwood’s well-known 

explication of the concept of a historical fact. Collingwood writes: 

 

[I]f the reason why it is hard for a man to cross the mountains is because he is 

frightened of the devils in them, it is folly for the historian, preaching at him 

across a gulf of centuries, to say “this is sheer superstition. There are no devils 

at all. Face facts, and realize that there are no dangers in the mountains except 

rocks and water and snow, wolves perhaps, and bad men perhaps, but no 

devils”. The historian says that these are the facts because that is the way in 

which he has been taught to think. But the devil-fearer says that the presence 

of devils is a fact, because that is the way in which he has been taught to think. 

The historian thinks it a wrong way; but wrong ways of thinking are just as 

much historical facts as right ones, and, no less than they, determine the 

situation (always a thought situation) in which the man who shares them is 

placed. The hardness of the fact consists in the man’s inability to think of his 

situation otherwise. The compulsion which the devil-haunted mountains 

exercise on the man who would cross them consists in the fact that he cannot 

help believing in the devils. Sheer superstition, no doubt: but this superstition 

is a fact, and the crucial fact in the situation we are considering. (Collingwood 

1993, 317)2  

 
2 Compare with the so-called Thomas Theorem formulated in 1928 by W. I. Thomas and D. S. Thomas in 

sociology: ‘If men define situations as real, they are real in their consequences’.  
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Collingwood’s point is that explanations of social phenomena, in contrast with nomological 

causal explanation of natural phenomena, operate by rendering action intelligible in relation 

to historically variant norms. To explain the actions of the devil-fearers as social phenomena 

would be to show the ways in which their action follows from their responsiveness to norms 

for understanding the natural world at the time. Such norms are usually not the objects of 

deliberation, but rather constitutive frameworks for what counts as reasonable behavior. 

For Collingwood, what makes an explanation historical – which I take to be aiming at more 

or less the same thing as what Winch (1990, xi) simply calls “understanding social 

phenomena” – is the invocation of historically specific norms and reasons, not the 

contingent fact that the explanandum in question, the actions of the devil-fearers, may have 

happened a long time ago. Winch had some reservations concerning the conclusion of 

Collingwood’s idea of history – that all history is the history of thought – but wrote 

nonetheless that “Collingwood is right […] if he is taken to mean that the way to understand 

human events in history is more closely analogous to the way in which we understand 

expressions of ideas than it is to the way we understand physical processes.” (1990, 132) In 

sum, Winch intended his argument concerning the rule-governed character of meaningful 

behavior to be a clarification of the logical features of explanation in social inquiry.  

 

However, Winch’s naturalist critics do not read ISS that way. Instead, they argue that 

Winch’s notion of rules stipulates an ontology of Platonic meanings that constitutes and 

supplies the social world with a rigid and univocal structure (cf. Bohman 1993; Pleasants 

1999, 2000; Pettit 2000; Roth 1987, 2003a, 2011; Turner and Roth 2003; Turner 1994.) As 

Mark Theunissen (2020, 259) has recently summarized this interpretation of Winch: 
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“According to this reading, ISS argues that the social world can only have the necessary 

stability if built on a web of shared rules independent of any one individual, which magically 

constrains each one of us from destabilizing the social reality we are members of.” In Paul 

Roth’s (1987, 134) interpretation, Winch’s philosophy “hypostasizes social rules and talks of 

them […] as if they were an independent object of study.” This interpretation finds support 

also among scholars sympathetic to Winch. For example, Nigel Pleasants (1999, 2000) writes 

that Winch ontologizes Wittgenstein, while Philip Pettit (2000) complains that Winch’s 

ontology of rules imposes overly rigid constraints on the freedom of agency, as if there was 

always unquestioned agreement about the identity of practices and social rules within a 

culture. Some of Winch’s supporters view his supposed social ontology in positive terms. 

Alice Crary takes Winch as proposing “a distinctive social ontology. At issue is an ontology 

on which objective features of the social world are irreducibly ethical.” (2018, 31) Winch, on 

Crary’s reading, tells us that values are just as real, or almost as real, as physical objects are 

– for Winch’s account “is giving us an image of a region of objective reality as an intrinsically 

ethical realm” (2018, 31). Still, most readers commenting on the ethical implications of 

Winch’s supposed ontology of rules view it as a misguided endorsement of both cultural 

relativism and social conservatism (Roth 2003a, 2011; Turner 1994; Turner and Roth 2003).  

 

The basic contention of the naturalist critique is that Winch’s argument on the role of rules 

in explanations of behavior steers social science in the wrong direction. Naturalists tend to 

construe Winch’s argument as dependent on a hypothesis about mental entities. For 

example, Roth (1987, 138; cf. Roth 2011, 109–110) derides, with implicit reference to 

Winch, philosophers of social science “who believe that there exist conceptual models 

lurking in mental space awaiting discovery.”  However, according to Roth, the project of 
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discovering supposedly univocal meaning-entities is an entirely misguided endeavor. Roth 

thinks that this conclusion follows directly from Quine’s thesis about the indeterminacy of 

translation and the consequent dismissal of the analytic/synthetic distinction. As Roth writes 

(1987, 139; cf. Roth 2011, 114–15), the key issue is that Quine’s thesis undermines the 

entire idea of the existence of a “mental model that a propitious translation might mirror.” 

As Quine is supposed to have shown, in contrast to the “objectively determinable stimulus 

conditions for observation sentences”, there can be no “similar warrant for an assumption 

about a shared semantic model.” (Roth 1987, 143; cf. Roth 2011, 114–15) In other words, 

there are no observable meaning-facts parallel to natural facts. Hence, it is misguided to 

claim that social scientists should give precedence to the ‘real’ meanings of actions, or to 

think that such meanings can be retrieved by observing the agents. Quine’s thesis shows 

that “there is no behavioral fact of the matter [to separate between impositions and 

discoveries] moreover […] there are no introspective facts of the matter to settle the 

question either.” (Roth 1987, 234; cf. Roth 2003b, 318; Roth 2011, 114–15) On the basis of 

such considerations Roth (1987, 143–44) concludes that Quine’s thesis directly undercuts 

what he takes to be Winch’s central proposal for the social sciences: “If we have no reason 

for assuming that there exists some unique set of rules by which individuals jointly make 

sense of their social environment, then it can hardly be maintained that the sole purpose of 

social analysis is to discover such rules.” 

 

 

3. Defending Winch Against the Naturalist Critique 
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How can we defend Winch against his naturalist critics? One alternative is to contest their 

two essential claims about what his position implies. This would mean (i) to deny that Winch 

makes rigid claims of any kind about the social world, and (ii) to deny that his use of the 

concept of rule-following constitutes an attempt to formulate a methodology for the social 

sciences. The first of these arguments is advanced often enough, by stressing the many 

qualifying remarks that Winch makes in this connection. Social rules, for Winch, are neither 

static nor univocal building blocks of the human realm (ISS 1.8). In his discussion, Winch also 

highlights the diversity of social rules, some of which are implicit and others explicit; some 

are rigid while others are more permissive (ISS, 2.2-2.5). Recently, Theunissen (2020, 265) 

uses these reservations as a philosophical defense of Winch and writes: “[For Winch,] rules 

aren’t a homogeneous class of ontological entities that fix social life as ready for 

interpretation, rather they are varied, multifaceted, contingently or necessarily 

indeterminate, subject to change and thus as pluriform and dynamic as we expect social life 

to be.” However, equally important for Theunissen’s defense is the claim that Winch was 

not trying to provide a methodology at all. Instead, he says, Winch wanted to highlight the 

“ethical character of philosophical and social inquiry” (2020, 252). Hutchinson, Read and 

Sharrock (2008) defend Winch along similar lines. They, too, argue that Winch often 

stressed the varied character and openness of different kinds of rules, and they deny 

completely that Winch’s work has anything to do with methodology: “any argument to 

extract a methodology for the social sciences […] will be alien to Winch.” (2009, 32).3 In this 

 
3 For other interpretations of Winch’s philosophy as non-methodological, in the sense of not providing a 

manual for researchers in the social sciences, see for example Hertzberg 1980; Lyas 1999; Lassman 2000 and 

Theunissen 2014. 
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connection, one must also emphasize that these arguments by Winch’s supporters are 

directed not only against Winch’s naturalist critics but also against those that have read 

Winch’s ISS as an endorsement of a Wittgenstein-inspired Verstehen methodology in the 

social sciences (cf. Louch 1963; Giddens 1993, 58-59; Hutchinson, Read and Sharrock 2008, 

13–14, 65–68; Kögler and Stueber 2000, 18–19). 

 

These lines of defense identify important aspects of Winch’s work, often overlooked by his 

critics. In addition, this kind of defense finds support not only in the original text of the ISS, 

but also in Winch’s later works and in his preface to the second edition of the book. In later 

work, Winch himself wanted to tone down the rigidity of the concept of rules and he 

expressly wrote that he was not advocating a practical, universal method for how to 

understand others (Cf. 1990, xiii–xiv; 1964, 207). The ease with which Winch’s appeal to 

‘rules’ was misinterpreted, and also Winch’s own doubts about the usefulness of that term, 

may explain why Winch spoke less about rules and more about standards, while 

emphasizing the openness of both, in his closely related article “Understanding a Primitive 

Society” (1972). However, the important issue here is, as I will argue, that building a defense 

of Winch on the reservation that ‘rules’ are not rigid, but rather diverse and open, fails to 

meet the naturalist challenge. Instead, one should undermine the naturalist critique by 

offering an alternative way of understanding the main import of Winch’s ISS. In the final 

section of the paper, I return to the question about methodology, arguing that Winch’s work 

is indeed, contrary to claims by several of his supporters, about the methodology of the 

social sciences – the crucial issue is to clarify what kind of methodology it is. 
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Mere emphasis on the diversity of what Winch meant by ‘rules’ would not yet imply that the 

naturalist critique is mistaken. For the naturalist critique, that Winch postulates meaning as 

discoverable mental entities, is not dependent specifically on the idea of rigid rules. 

Emphasizing the diversity of rules simply risks transforming Winch from a rigorous 

ontologist who subscribes to determinate Platonic meanings into an indecisive ontologist 

who believes that social rules are so varied that one cannot say much about them at all, 

while lamenting that meaning-entities are as complex as life itself. Importantly, it should be 

obvious that this kind of defense carries no weight against naturalism. For whether 

meaning-entities are univocal or multifaceted makes no difference for the thesis of 

indeterminacy of translation – the argument is that no specifiable meaning can be 

discovered ‘behind’ behavioral facts at all (cf. Roth 1987, 143; 2003b, 318, 326; 2011, 115–

16). 

 

Instead, every successful defense must directly attack the (erroneous) supposition that 

Winch was engaged with ontology in the first place. ISS is simply not in the business of 

determining what kinds of things generally exist in the world.4 Does this imply that Winch’s 

philosophy of the social sciences involves no ontological commitments at all? No, it means 

that Winch argued against a conception of ontology – which his naturalist critics erroneously 

ascribe to him – in which the methodology of the social sciences is to be validated by 

postulating entities the existence of which can be justified independently of methodological 

 
4 My argument here is that ‘ontology’ is not an appropriate way to describe what Winch is doing in ISS. This is 

not an argument for denying the relevance of ‘ontology’ in the philosophy of the social sciences in general. The 

latter issue has been much-discussed in recent work (Cf. Little 2021, Sivado 2020, Lauer 2019). 
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consideration. Instead, Winch offered a ‘methodology-first’ approach in which our 

ontological commitments depend on the nature of the investigation one is pursuing. Like 

Collingwood’s account of historical metaphysics (2002), Winch’s approach to the 

methodology of the social sciences was to subsume ontology under epistemology (cf. Winch 

1990, 40-43; D’Oro 2002, 22, 83, 138). This does not deny that certain ontological 

commitments follow from the logical commitments of one’s methodology. To invoke a 

perspective of meaning is to render behavior intelligible as action against a background of 

beliefs, practices, institutions, and norms – this does entail that the existence of such social 

phenomena is always-already a feature of the very explanation and understanding of 

behavior qua action. 

 

This ‘methodology-first’ interpretation clashes with both Winch’s naturalist critics and some 

of his supporters. The most important task for a methodology-first defense of Winch will be 

to explicate what kind of philosophical work Winch assigns to the much-debated concept of 

rule-following. Crucially, one must get in view that Winch does not understand rule-

following as a concept for making ontological claims, but rather he uses it for delineating 

logical distinctions between forms of understanding and explanation in social and natural 

science respectively. When Winch reflects on the main argument of ISS in his new 

introduction for the second edition of the book, he makes the following clarification:  

 

The discussion of the distinction between the natural and the social sciences in 

the book revolves round the concept of generality and the different ways in 

which this characterizes our understanding of natural and social phenomena 

respectively. I expressed this difference by saying that our understanding of 
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natural phenomena is in terms of the notion of cause, while our understanding 

of social phenomena involves the categories of motives and reasons for 

actions. Furthermore, I argued, whereas the category of cause involves 

generality by way of empirical generalizations, that of a reason for action 

involves generality by way of rules. And these notions—of generalization and 

of rule—differ from each other in important logical respects. (1990, xi) 

 

We can, and do, speak about actions as caused – in phrases such as ‘what was the cause of 

his doing that?’ – which implies that causal terms do apply to human actions too. Thus, 

Winch is not making a point about proper language use. Nonetheless, this does not matter 

for the logical distinction that he is investigating: “it would be a great mistake to think that, 

in saying this [that causal terms apply to action], we are saying anything substantial about 

the form of explanation and understanding of his behavoir that is in question.” (1990, xii)  

 

For Winch, the concept of rules is not an a priori description of what the social word is like. 

Rather, the concept of rules serves a logical function in the kind of explanation and 

understanding that distinguishes social science from natural science. The social scientist 

does not start by hypostasizing that such and such social rules exist as ready-made meaning-

entities. Instead, the concept of rules is internal to method: Rules, norms and concepts are 

what social scientists must (logically) look for in order to render action intelligible by 

invoking motives and reasons on the part of the agents. Thus, for Winch, there is no 

meaningful question as to what ‘rules really are’ apart from the logical role of rules for 

making sense of human behavior as action. But how do we decide whether a particular 

instance of behavior is a case of rule-following or not? For Winch, this is settled not by 
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postulating the existence of ready-made meaning-entities, but finds its answer based on the 

kinds of questions it makes sense to ask within the form of inquiry one is conducting. As 

Winch writes (1990, 58): “the test of whether a man’s actions are the application of a rule is 

[…] whether it makes sense to distinguish between a right and a wrong way of doing things 

in connection with what he does.”5 

 

However, considering that right and wrong ways of doing things, or what counts as 

legitimate reasons and motives for action, are not determined by universal human nature, 

the possibility of giving explanations in terms of reasons and motives will, necessarily, 

depend on understanding historically specific rules, norms, ideas and concepts – expressed 

in practices and ways of thinking – in virtue of which reasons and motives have normative 

force. In the social realm, the sufficiency of a reason for action is assessed in terms of good 

versus bad reasons – a distinction that finds no equivalent in our talk about the causes of 

natural phenomena. Equally, what counts as a sufficient reason for action cannot be 

assessed as necessary, invariant relations in the way that one assesses independent causal 

relations in the world – smoke means fire (or not). Rather, the sufficiency of reasons for 

action depends on what kinds of ideas that are taken seriously in a given culture or historical 

context. Depending on the context investigated, the will of God or the progress of capitalism 

may or may not count as sufficient reasons for action. From this it follows that explanations 

in terms of reasons are logically connected with the invocation of norms and concepts. For 

understanding action from the perspective of historical agents must involve grasping the 

 
5 Winch’s account is here quite close to present-day accounts that focus on the question of justification for 

understanding Wittgenstein’s account of rule-following, cf. Goldfarb 2012. 
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background of norms that inform relations of sufficiency between reason and action. In 

everyday situations this background is often shared to such an extent that no question of 

understanding appears at all, nor is there any need to spell out what kinds of ideas that are 

taken seriously among the interlocutors.  

 

In a similar way, for the natural scientist, using the concept of cause does not entail the 

supposition of causes as ready-made entities in the natural world. Rather, ‘causality’ 

characterizes one central form of explanation by way of which the natural scientist 

investigates empirical generalizations. Consequently, whether social rules are univocal or 

multifaceted – or whether causes are simple or complex – is not a question to be solved by 

ontological theory, but rather an empirical question that finds its answer in the actual work 

of the social and natural scientists respectively. Again, it is important to note that Winch 

stresses these points by quoting passages in which Wittgenstein speaks of ‘language-games’ 

and ‘rules’ not as entities independent of our forms of understanding, but rather as 

concepts of comparison through which we render experience intelligible (Cf. Winch 1990, 

xiv). 

 

The methodology-first reading of Winch exposes the fundamental category mistake of his 

naturalist critics. For to claim that Winch relies on a hypothesis about hidden meaning-

entities is to confuse Winch’s delineations of logical commitments, inherent in different 

forms of explanation, with ontological claims about what kinds of things exist in the world. 

Importantly, Winch explicitly rejects the assumption that naturalists believe to be the most 

problematic feature of his philosophy of the social science, namely, that explanation by way 

of social rules, norms and concepts presupposes an idea of hidden mental entities. Winch 
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writes: “It must be said very firmly here that the case for saying that the understanding of 

society is logically different from the understanding of nature does not rest on the 

hypothesis of an ‘inner sense’.” (1990, 119) Furthermore, Winch’s own account of ‘social 

rules’ is directly opposed to the idea that such rules are to be understood as ‘inner’ mental, 

conceptual structures: “In fact it follows from my argument in Chapter II that the concepts 

in terms of which we understand our own mental processes and behaviour have to be 

learned, and must, therefore, be socially established, just as much as the concepts in terms 

of which we come to understand the behaviour of other people.” (1990, 119) Hence, the 

core mentalist presupposition which the naturalist critique ascribes to Winch is in fact 

explicitly undermined by the main arguments of ISS.  

 

Still, this leads to the question of how one should understand the relation between the 

methodology-first reading of Winch and naturalist accounts. If Winch does not think that 

social rules are entities residing in a hidden ‘mental space’, does this not mean that rules, 

norms and concepts must – as several naturalists argue (Cf. Roth 2003b, 2011, 2020) – be 

construed as mere intellectual tools, devised by the social scientist and imposed for 

purposes of explanation? Winch addresses this question directly in his critique of Karl 

Popper’s methodological individualism. Popper’s position implies that there is no significant 

distinction to be made between, on the one hand, intentional descriptions of the historical 

agent’s action and, on the other hand, the theoretical models used by the researcher to 

explain the agent’s behavior. As Winch pointed out, Popper’s neglect of this distinction is 

closely related to his project of presenting the social scientist’s descriptions as analogous to 

the construction of theoretical models used in the natural sciences, an approach which is 

very similar to that of present-day naturalists (Cf. Roth 1987; 2003b; 2011; Turner and Roth 
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2003). Popper was fighting what he called ‘methodological essentialism,’ which, he 

believed, would involve the assumption that behind the explanatory models of the scientist 

there would be some kind of “observable ghost or essence” (Popper, quoted in Winch 1990, 

127). Popper claimed therefore, again in a way that is reminiscent of present-day 

naturalists, that our knowledge of social action and events is no different from other kinds 

of empirical knowledge – for all such knowledge simply consists in the explanation of 

experiential data by way of the researcher’s imposition of scientific categories and 

theoretical models (cf. Roth 2003b:317–18; 2011, 115; 2012, 315; 2020, 48, 61). 

 

Popper’s methodological individualism implies that descriptions of social institutions are 

only external models applied for explanatory purposes. This idea Winch derides as “palpably 

untrue.” (1990, 127) Instead, Winch argued that the actions of historical agents embody 

concepts that belong to the perspectives of meaning inherent in the ways of life and 

thought of the agents themselves. In other words, the explananda of social science embody 

concepts. Winch argued, furthermore, that this was the chief feature distinguishing the 

social scientist’s relation to their subject matter from that of the natural scientist. As Winch 

writes:  

 

The ways of thinking embodied in institutions govern the way the members of 

the societies studied by the social scientist behave. The idea of war, for 

instance, which is one of Popper’s examples, was not simply invented by 

people who wanted to explain what happens when societies come into armed 

conflict. It is an idea which provides the criteria of what is appropriate in the 

behaviour of members of the conflicting societies. Because my country is at 
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war there are certain things which I must and certain things which I must not 

do. My behaviour is governed, one could say, by my concept of myself as a 

member of a belligerent country. The concept of war belongs essentially to my 

behaviour. But the concept of gravity does not belong essentially to the 

behaviour of a falling apple in the same way: it belongs rather to the physicist’s 

explanation of the apple’s behaviour. To recognize this has, pace Popper, 

nothing to do with a belief in ghosts behind the phenomena. Further, it is 

impossible to go far in specifying the attitudes, expectations and relations of 

individuals without referring to concepts which enter into those attitudes. 

(1990, 127–28) 

 

Winch’s point in this passage concerns the logical distinction between different 

presuppositions for describing phenomena within social and natural sciences respectively. In 

social science, the very possibility of describing human action as an intelligible response to a 

historically specific context is logically dependent on understanding the norms and concepts 

that belong to the agents’ understanding of their situation. Furthermore, as Winch’s 

argument about the concept of war aims to show, the normative dimension is not 

something added to actions by social scientists in and through their explanations. Quite the 

contrary, the normative dimension is already part of the original context of the agents, 

which is clear from the fact that appealing to the normative dimension of ‘being at war’ 

would also be essential if the agents themselves were to make sense of what they were 

doing. In addition, the concept of ‘being at war’ would shape explanations of their actions 

independently of the fact that individual agents may have cheered the war on, while others 

opposed the very idea of war as conscientious objectors. Thus, rationalization is not a 
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feature added by social scientists, but an aspect that logically belongs to every form of 

description of behavior as action – irrespective of whether such descriptions are made by 

historical agents or social scientists.   

 

The question about logical requirements for describing social phenomena takes us to the 

heart of the naturalist challenge. For what Winch shows is that without interpretive 

understanding there cannot even exist any relevant candidate descriptions to choose 

between for the social scientist’s investigation. That there are such candidate descriptions is 

something naturalists take for granted. For instance, Roth argues that the translation of 

meaning is a process of empirical investigation, one that parallels the way theories are 

tested in the natural sciences (Roth 1987, 240; cf. Roth 2003b, 318; Roth 2012, 332, 336). He 

concludes that deciding between competing translations is like a “scientific test” in which 

the researcher does not aim for the right answer: “the search, as always, is for the best – the 

most empirically adequate, simplest – account we can give at the time.” (1987, 244; cf. Roth 

2012, 336; 2020, 48, 61). As Roth (2003b, 325–26) emphasizes, there is “nothing nonnatural 

needed for purposes of the human sciences”, and the reason is again that that there is no 

shared meaning entity that a special science of understanding social phenomena is 

supposed to be about.  
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However, if the Quine-inspired6 empiricism of Winch’s naturalist critics is endorsed full-

scale, with the result that all intensional terms are to be eschewed and only empirical 

descriptions of behavioral data are permitted, it follows that there can be no grounds for 

saying that one translation is better than the other. The reason is that the very first attempt 

to make out what the native speaker’s expression means already requires that the 

expression in question is grasped from within the context of utterance to which it belongs. 

However, any such contextualization will, in turn, depend on the very understanding of 

rules, norms and concepts that Winch argued for. This entails that there simply is no such 

thing as a purely naturalist identification of the sense or reference for an expression.7 

Without invoking intensional terms, the naturalist would only be able to speculate about, 

say, the way in which the tone of voice, or the way signs are jotted down on the paper, 

betrays signs of biologically or psychologically disposed behavior patterns. In a trivial sense, 

purely extensional descriptions of human behavior are not impossible. However, such 

descriptions of social phenomena cannot communicate anything of interest to historians 

and social scientists.  

 

The fundamental flaw of his naturalist critics is their complete failure to understand the 

nature of Winch’s argument. As I have shown, Winch did not assume, contrary to his 

 
6 It is beyond the scope of this paper to address questions about whether the interpretation of Quine by 

Winch’s critics is correct, or whether the critique of Winch’s naturalist critics that this paper delivers is 

pertinent for Quine’s philosophy in general. 

7 This problem for Quine’s position in relation to meaning connects directly to why Donald Davidson gave a 

stronger role to the concept of reference in his account of radical interpretation. However, to engage in 

discussion about how to interpret Quine is beyond the scope of this paper. Cf. Kemp 2012, 124–150. 
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naturalist critics, that the normative dimension of action explanation implies a hidden 

mental structure behind the overt behavior of historical agents. Winch argued instead that 

norms, rules and concepts are features of the forms of understanding and explanation that 

logically distinguish social science from natural science. Secondly, naturalists erroneously 

assume that the only legitimate way that normativity – in the form of rules and concepts – 

enters social science research is by way of imposition on the part of the social scientist. In 

contrast, Winch argued that concepts and rules belong to the very identification of behavior 

as action, which means that normativity is also intrinsic to the ways in which historical 

agents themselves understood what they were doing. Consequently, descriptions of social 

phenomena could not even get off the ground without understanding the background of 

rules, norms and concepts in terms of which actions and expressions can be identified for 

what they are. In sum, Winch is not putting forward an argument about what kinds of things 

exist in the world; he is making a methodological point about the kinds of logical 

commitments that shape our descriptions and explanations of behavior and events qua 

actions and social phenomena.  

 

4. Fundamental Questions About Methodology 

 

As Wittgenstein (1953, II, 225) emphasized, the word ‘methodology’ has a double meaning. 

One the one hand, one may by ‘methodology’ mean investigations of the techniques of 

inquiry in any given epistemic practice, say chemistry or paleontology. This is also the way 

that ’method’ is most often used in relation to social science. A book on the methodology of 

the social sciences is, therefore, typically a book about the accuracy and reliability of the 

critical tools that social scientists use in their study of social phenomena. Thus, what one 
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expects to find in books on the methodology of the social sciences are discussions about 

qualitative versus quantitative approaches, or practical tips for the production of empirical 

data via questionnaires and polls – in short, tools for how to do social science research. 

However, as Wittgenstein pointed out, by ‘methodology’ one need not mean only 

investigations of the techniques of inquiry. One may instead denote a conceptual 

investigation of the ideas that must stay in place as the logical condition for a form of 

inquiry to be what it is.  

 

Wittgenstein’s distinction between different notions of methodology is key for 

understanding the sense in which Winch’s ISS does, in fact, investigate fundamental 

questions about the methodology of the social sciences.8 While Wittgenstein often 

investigated ideas about the natural world that must logically stay in place for induction and 

measuring to be possible, the ISS investigates ideas about the world that must logically stay 

in place for the understanding of social phenomena to be possible. The main import of 

Winch’s philosophy of the social sciences is the argument that the social sciences are 

methodologically distinctive in virtue of the fact that they explain social phenomena by 

invoking perspectives of meaning of historical agents. Rules, norms and concepts are what 

social scientists must (logically) look for in order to render action intelligible by invoking 

motives and reasons on the part of the agents – this is the idea that must stay in place for 

the understanding of social phenomena to be what it is.  

 

 
8 The importance of distinguishing between different concepts of method for understanding Winch’s ISS was 

briefly discussed already in Georg Henrik von Wright’s Explanation and Understanding (1971, 29). 
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Philosophers who defend Winch today tend completely to deny that his work is about 

methodology. For example, Theunissen (2020, 265) has recently claimed that Winch’s 

argument about rule-following bears no methodological connotations at all but is merely 

meant to make us “reflect on the kind of relationship we have to ourselves, others and the 

world, our commitments and entitlements to each other and the world.” According to 

Hutchinson, Read and Sharrock (2008), Winch’s goal was neither to suggest a methodology, 

nor even to help us understand what the methodology of social science is – what Winch 

offers is instead a therapeutic philosophy to rid our intellect of the very idea that there can 

be any such thing as “the methodology of the social sciences” (2008, 41–2, 69, 137–8). For 

Hutchinson, Read and Sharrock, the main import of Winch’s philosophy of the social 

sciences is to make us reflect on the deeply personal character of understanding others, and 

by doing so help us overcome the temptation to “think we need a general method for 

understanding, which will tell us in all contexts, on all occasions, what the identity of the 

action is.” (2008, 138). Similarly, they argue that the concept of rule-following is not about 

fundamental methodological distinctions between the social and the natural sciences – the 

concept is employed merely as an “analogy” in order to make us realize that there are 

sometimes, not always, standards that constitute what kind of activity one is engaged in 

(2008, 41). To argue that rule-following has methodological implications for the social 

sciences, that ‘rules’ are more than a mere analogy for what understanding others is 

sometimes like, is yet again to fall into a generalizing and theorizing “disease of the 

intellect” (2008, 42).  

 

Importantly, for Winch’s supporters, the personal dimension of understanding others is 

what motivates the claim that Winch was not providing a methodology for the social 
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sciences. More precisely, this relates to the conflict that they see between the very idea of a 

methodology, which necessarily involves general claims about the principles and 

presuppositions of an inquiry, and the personal challenges that understanding a foreign 

practice may pose for the self-understanding of individual researchers. This (perceived) 

conflict between the generality of methodology and the personal dimension of 

understanding is most clearly expressed by Hutchinson, Read and Sharrock (2008, 120–21) 

when they write: 

 

[T]o understand another’s claims, to understand the practices of another 

culture, one will need, for those claims and/or practices to be intelligible to 

one […] [T]his is what makes both Wittgenstein’s and Winch’s remarks, 

hereabouts, not, as generally understood, methodological—showing the 

philosopher or social scientist a new method or methodology—but a work on 

oneself, work in self-understanding […] For in attempting to reach 

understanding of the ‘voice’, or idiom, in which the serious person of faith 

speaks, one might be best served in examining one’s own articles of faith and 

weighing them against the claims of the religious. 

 

In one sense Winch’s supporters are right. Concerns about rule-following may certainly also 

contribute to reflections about our commitments to others and clarify how understanding 

others is personal and not something for which there can be universal manuals. Still, these 

readings underestimate the fact that the very concept of ‘rule-following’ was one of Winch’s 

central tools for explicating the logical distinction between forms of explanation in social 

and natural science respectively. As Winch explicitly wrote: “I want to show that the notion 
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of a human society involves a scheme of concepts which is logically incompatible with the 

kinds of explanation offered in the natural sciences.” (1990, 72). Explanations in terms of 

reasons and motives must invoke historically variant norms and rules – and to invoke such 

variant perspectives of meaning is a form of explanation qualitatively different from the 

operation of induction about regularities in the natural world. Importantly, and contrary to 

what some of Winch’s supporters claim, this philosophical delineation already entails that 

the ISS is indeed analyzing the foundations and methodology of the social sciences.  

 

There are two different factors that may explain why the methodological nature of Winch’s 

work is often misunderstood. Firstly, both Winch’s critics and supporters tend to assume 

that concerns about foundations and methodology translates automatically into concerns 

about ontological theory. As I have shown, naturalists argue Winch is committed to a flawed 

ontological theory of ‘mental entities’; some supporters believe Winch launches a felicitous 

ethically engaged social ontology; and other supporters tone down the rigidity of Winch’s 

supposed ontology. In each of these cases, the question of methodology is reduced to a 

concern about what kind of ontology Winch supports – rigid, ethical or non-rigid? Secondly, 

the methodological nature of Winch’s work is misunderstood since both supporters and 

critics interpret ‘methodology’ as equivalent to providing a manual for how social science 

research should be conducted. It is correct, as his supporters claim, that Winch offered no 

such manual. As Winch also wrote about this very issue: “'I was not advocating any 

particular procedure ("First grasp the concepts and then apply these to the actions"), but 

saying something about the character of certain sorts of investigation” (1964, 207). Still, 

what Winch says about the character of social science research is indeed methodological in 

the sense explicated by Wittgenstein’s double meaning of ‘methodology’, i.e. as committed 
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to delineating the ideas that must stay in place for a method of inquiry to be what it is. 

Winch explicates what the method of explaining social phenomena in terms of reasons and 

motives must (logically) involve. It is perfectly possible to argue that Winch was delineating 

the conceptual conditions for social research and yet not maintain that he wanted to 

produce a manual for solving specific research problems. 

 

5. Is the ISS about self-understanding and ethics? 

 

The main import of Winch’s ISS is indeed also about self-understanding and ethics. 

However, it is wrong to think that those issues are something apart from the question about 

method, rather they follow from it. Explicating the concepts and ideas that a certain form of 

explanation necessarily involves is not to deny that our engagement with such inquiries has 

personal and ethical implications.  

 

Most importantly, the ethical and personal dimension of understanding is not something 

separate from delineations of the form of explanation – which has been perhaps the most 

central supposition for the claim that Winch’s work is not about methodology among his 

supporters. Quite the opposite: The personal and ethical aspects of understanding others 

derive from the very fact that explanations in social science involves engaging with the 

perspectives of meaning held by historical agents. Such perspectives may seem abhorrent to 

us, or appear simply unintelligible, while someone else may find them completely 

reasonable. As many writers in hermeneutics argue, we face the moral demand to do justice 

to the reality of the historical agents (Cf. Ricoeur 1988). Consequently, it is by way of 

methodological concerns – not in opposition to them – that we can see the connection 
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between forms of explanation and the ethical and personal challenges of understanding 

involved in the research. Without understanding the methodology of the social sciences, as 

delineated in Winch’s ISS, one will not be able to investigate why the actual effort to 

understand others does indeed have ethical and personal implications. In other words, and 

in direct conflict with some of Winch’s supporters, Wittgensteinian ‘work on oneself’ should 

be understood as internally related with Winch’s delineations of the methodology of the 

social sciences. 

 

This connects with Collingwood’s famous claim that history is “the only way in which man 

can know himself” (2005, 180). According to Collingwood (2013, 114–15), there is an 

internal relation between self-understanding and understanding others in historical 

research – for one can only achieve reflective self-understanding through contrasts with the 

forms of otherness discovered through historical research. Such contrasts are necessarily a 

feature of the (historical) method itself since explanation and understanding is provided by 

invoking the agent’s, not the historian’s, perspective of meaning. It calls forth a ‘view from 

elsewhere’, and by attaining such a view, through critical study of the evidence, the 

researchers will concurrently be able to see their own norms and concepts in a new light. 

Naturally, this goal will place certain demands on revising the current categories of the 

researcher in order to make room for otherness. In other words, to render what is foreign 

intelligible involves a two-way relation. This relation involves, on the one hand, redescribing 

the objects in order to make them fit with our own categories and, on the other hand, 

openness toward changes in current categories through confrontation with foreign 

categories of intelligibility. In relation to this two-way relation of cultural understanding, 

Winch wrote: 
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We are not seeking a state in which things will appear to us just as they do to 

members of S [= the alien society], and perhaps such a state is unattainable 

anyway. But we are seeking a way of looking at things which goes beyond our 

previous way in that it has in some way taken account of and incorporated the 

other way that members of S have of looking at things. Seriously to study 

another way is necessarily to seek to extend our own – not simply to bring the 

other way within the already existing boundaries of our own. (1972, 33) 

 

For Winch there is, similar to Collingwood, a necessary connection between self-

understanding and the understanding of others in history and social science research. The 

connection is necessary from the fact that the core methodological idea of social inquiry, 

according to Collingwood and Winch, is to render reality intelligible by invoking the 

perspective of meaning of historical agents. This is not to say that historical understanding is 

merely an instrument for furthering our own self-understanding, as if understanding agents 

from other cultures and times was only in the service of self-edification. The point is not 

that we must study others in historical investigations because we desire self-knowledge but 

that doing justice to otherness is not possible without a movement of thought in which our 

self-understanding is critically engaged.9 

 
9 However, is it possible to understand others without imposing upon them our own conceptual schemes? This 

question about the very possibility of understanding has been central to the discussion about relativist 

implications of Winch’s philosophy of the social sciences. It is beyond the scope of this paper to address this 

much-debate epistemological question about Winch’s position. For a good assessment of this complex 

question, see Hutchinson, Read and Sharrock 2008, 29–71. 
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6. Conclusion: The ISS as Descriptive Metaphysics 

 

The critique mounted against Winch, and his supporters attempts at defending him, 

becomes irrelevant if the main argument of this paper is accepted, i.e., that Winch was 

delineating the contours of the form of knowledge that cultural and social explanations 

involve. The question at issue for Winch does not concern whether the ‘entities’ described 

in the social sciences exist as such. Winch’s philosophy is descriptive. This means that he can 

neither be refuted nor defended by claims to the effect that the entities referred to in social 

explanation do or do not exist. The only relevant refutation would be to show that Winch is 

mistaken in his presentation of the kinds of reasoning that belong to social explanation and 

understanding. 

 

How should the descriptive philosophy of Winch’s ISS be understood? Along with 

Wittgenstein, Collingwood is obviously Winch’s other main source of inspiration. Winch’s 

seminal book makes frequent reference to Collingwood, and the very title of the book 

consciously alludes to The Idea of History.10 However, while Winch often explicitly 

acknowledged Wittgenstein’s influence on his work, the inspiration he derived from 

Collingwood remained far less explicit. One reason for this may be that Winch himself was 

not fully aware of all the fundamental similarities between his own position and 

 
10 The title was a suggestion by R. F. Holland, the book series editor (Peter Winch, in discussion with Lars 

Hertzberg). 
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Collingwood’s.11 Given these circumstances, it is only quite recently that scholars have 

articulated fundamental connections between Collingwood’s and Winch’s work, pointing to 

ways in which Winch’s philosophy of the social sciences can be read as an implicit 

development of themes found in Collingwood’s philosophy of history (Ahlskog & Lagerspetz, 

forthcoming; Marion 2009, 141–146.) 

 

Collingwood’s and Winch’s seminal books on ‘the idea’ shared views on what the human 

sciences are about. Both thinkers argued that the human sciences involved forms of 

understanding and explanation that are logically distinct from those employed in the natural 

sciences. In addition, for both thinkers, the task of philosophy is to explicate ‘the idea’ of 

different forms of inquiry, and this entails a conceptual investigation of the logical 

conditions that govern a particular kind of knowing and understanding (cf. Collingwood 

1993, 1–4). As Winch (1990, 9) wrote, such conceptual investigations do not reveal reality as 

it supposedly is in-itself, which would constitute an ontological theory, but rather “the force 

of the concept of reality” within different ways of knowing the world. As Winch framed his 

aims in doing philosophy in a much later text: 

 

[W]hat we fundamentally need to get away from is the whole idea that we 

need to, or even can, give a ‘description of the world and what it’s like and 

 
11 In addition, Winch was not always the most astute reader of Collingwood, and in ISS he repeats the common 

misinterpretation of re-enactment as psychological Einfühlung rather than seeing it, as Collingwood would 

have insisted, as a critical reconstruction of past reasoning along with the historically contingent conditions of 

its meaningfulness (Cf. Winch 1990, 132) 
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what is in it’. To put it more provocatively, we need to do away with the 

pseudo-concept of ‘ontology’ (Winch 1995, 212). 

 

How should this philosophical task be understood? For Collingwood (2002, 17–20), this task 

was understood as one about ‘metaphysics without ontology’, and the general idea of such 

an investigation has subsequently been labelled descriptive metaphysics. The latter term 

hails from Peter Strawson (1959) who introduced a contrast between ‘descriptive’ and 

‘revisionary’ metaphysics. Descriptive metaphysics aims to analyze the conditions and 

presuppositions of knowledge and understanding, as they appear in different contexts of 

inquiry. Revisionary metaphysics, in contrast, is not content with conceptual analysis but 

aims to uncover the true ontological structures of reality as such, regardless of our manner 

of knowing it or inquiring about it.12 However, In the English-speaking philosophy of today, 

the role of metaphysics is almost universally perceived as revisionary, as testified by the 

present broadly naturalist consensus. In fact, reading Winch’s ISS as an endorsement of a 

particular kind of social ontology is possible only if the main arguments have first been 

misconceived as flawed instances of revisionary metaphysic.  

 

Importantly, Winch’s critique of ontology is clearly directed against the possibility of an 

‘ontology-first’ approach in the social sciences, i.e. the idea that our pursuit of knowledge 

 
12 The labels of ’descriptive’ vs ’revisionary’ are here used only for describing different approaches to the task 

of philosophy, and explicitly for the purpose of describing Winch’s general approach to the methodology of the 

social sciences. However, it is important to remember that the distinction itself has been criticized, cf. Haack 

1979. 
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can start from a presuppositionless description of the world and what it is like (cf. Winch 

1995, 212). However, Winch’s ‘methodology-first’ approach does not reject all talk about 

ontology – for he makes no absurd dismissal of all claims about existence – what he rejects 

is ontology as a disguised form of metaphysical realism; the tenet that our different forms of 

knowing can be assessed by appealing to a master science of Ontology that offers direct 

confrontation with the world.13 Consequently, supporters who ascribe to Winch a distinctive 

social ontology – which Crary describes as “irreducibly ethical” (2018, 31) – are not incorrect 

as long as such ontological commitments are understood as following from methodological 

presuppositions of social knowledge, and not as independent claims about the ‘objective 

world’ (cf. Tsilipakos 2018, 82–83).14  

 

Today, there is a growing consensus among Collingwood scholars that Collingwood’s 

philosophy of history is best characterized as descriptive metaphysics, even though all do 

not use that label (cf. Ahlskog 2021, D’Oro and Connelly 2020, D’Oro 2010, 2002; Dray 1995; 

Saari 1984; van der Dussen 1981; Martin 1977). Given the similarities in their arguments, 

and also their general view on the task of philosophy, the label of ‘descriptive metaphysics’ 

becomes a fitting label also for describing the main import of Winch’s ISS. Still, it is 

Important to emphasize that Collingwood never referred to his work as descriptive 

metaphysics, and Winch would probably have protested against including his own work 

 
13 I owe the useful expressions of ‘methodology-first’ and ‘ontology-first’ to one of the anonymous referees of 

this paper.  

14 However, Winch would surely have protested against describing ethics as a region of objective reality, cf. 

Winch 1987, 130, 171, 201.  
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under that heading. Nevertheless, using the label of a ‘descriptive metaphysics’ of science, 

history or social inquiry captures an important element in both Collingwood’s and Winch’s 

general approach to knowledge: one that includes mid-twentieth century thinkers such as 

Georg Henrik von Wright, Charles Taylor, Hans-Georg Gadamer and Paul Ricoeur. The 

important element captured by ‘descriptive metaphysics’ is the fact that Winch’s ISS 

engages with the methodology of the social sciences without being committed to the 

ontology-first approach of revisionary metaphysics. 

 

 

REFERENCES 

 

Ahlskog, J. 2021. The Primacy of Method: Philosophy of History and the Perspective of 

Meaning. New York: Routledge. 

Ahlskog, J. and Lagerspetz, O., 2015. “Language-Games and Relativism: On Cora Diamond’s 

Reading of Peter Winch”, Philosophical Investigations 38(4): 293–315.  

Ahlskog, J. and Lagerspetz, O. Forthcoming. ”The Pincer Movement: Winch and Collingwood 

on the Metaphilosophical Dimension of the Human Sciences”, History of the Human 

Sciences. 

Bohman, J. 1993. New Philosophy of Social Science: Problems of Indeterminacy. Cambridge: 

MIT Press. 

Collingwood, R.G. [1940] 2002. An Essay on Metaphysics, revised edition, with an 

introduction by Rex Martin, Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

Collingwood, R. G. [1946] 1993. The Idea of History, revised edition, with an introduction by 

Jan Van der Dussen. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 



 36 

Collingwood, R. G. 2005. The Philosophy of Enchantment: Studies in Folktale, Cultural 

Criticism, and Anthropology. Edited by D. Boucher, W. James, and P. Small- wood. Oxford: 

Oxford University Press.  

Collingwood, R. G. 2013. An Autobiography & Other Writings: With Essays on Colling- wood’s 

Life and Work. Edited by David Boucher and Teresa Smith. Oxford: Oxford University Press.  

Crary, A. 2018, “Wittgenstein Goes to Frankfurt (and Finds Something Useful to Say)”, 

Nordic Wittgenstein Review 7 (2018): 7–41. 

D’Oro, G. 2010. “The Myth of Collingwood’s Historicism”, Inquiry 53 (6): 627–41. 

D’Oro, G. 2002. Collingwood and the Metaphysics of Experience, London and New York: 

Routledge. 

D’Oro, Giuseppina and James Connelly. 2020.  "Robin George Collingwood", The Stanford 

Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Winter 2020 Edition), Edward N. Zalta (ed.), URL = 

<https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/win2020/entries/collingwood/> 

Dray, W. H. 1995. History as Re-Enactment: R. G. Collingwood’s Idea of History, Oxford: 

Clarendon Press. 

Van der Dussen, Jan, 2012 [1981]. History as a Science: the Philosophy of R. G. Collingwood, 

The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff publishers; revised edition. Dordrecht: Springer. 

Giddens, A. 1993. New Rules of Sociological Method: A Positive Critique of Interpretive 

Sociologies, second edition. Cambridge: Polity Press. 

Goldfarb, W. 2012. “Rule-Following Revisited”, in J. Ellis and D. Guevara (Eds.), Wittgenstein 

and the Philosophy of Mind, pp. 73-91. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

Haack, S. 1979. “Descriptive and Revisionary Metaphysics”, Philosophical Studies 35, 361-

371. 



 37 

Hertzberg, L. 1980. “Winch on Social Interpretation”, Philosophy of the Social Sciences 10: 

151–171. 

Hutchinson, P., Read, R. and Sharrock, W. 2008. There is No Such Thing as a Social Science: 

In Defence of Peter Winch, Burlington: Ashgate. 

Kemp, G. 2012. Quine versus Davidson: Truth, Reference and Meaning, Oxford: Oxford 

University Press. 

Kögler, H. H. & Karsten R. S., 2000. ”Introduction: Empathy, Simulation, and Interpretation in 

the Philosophy of the Social Science”, in Kögler, H. K. & Stueber, K. R. (Eds.), Empathy and 

Agency: The Problem of Understanding in the Human Sciences, pp. 1–62. Boulder, Colorado: 

Westview Press. 

Lassman, P. 2000. “Politics and the Fragility of the Ethico-cultural”, History of the Human 

Sciences 13(1): 125–139. 

Lauer, R. 2019. “Is Social Ontology Prior to Social Scientific Methodology?” Philosophy of the 

Social Sciences 49 (3): 171–89. 

Little, D. 2021. “Social Ontology De-dramatized”, Philosophy of the Social Sciences 51 (1): 

13–23. 

Lyas, C. 1999. Peter Winch. Teddington: Acumen. 

Louch, A. R. 1963. “The Very Idea of a Social Science”, Inquiry: An Interdisciplinary Journal of 

Philosophy 6 (1-4): 273–286.  

Marion, M 2009. “Some Remarks on Collingwood and Relativism”, Ethnographic Studies 11 

(Autumn): 125–155. 

Martin, R. 1977, Historical Explanation: Re-enactment and Practical Inference, Ithaca, NY: 

Cornell University Press. 



 38 

Pettit, P. 2000. “Winch’s double-edged idea of a social science”, History of the Human 

Sciences, 13(1): 63–77. 

Pleasants, N. (1999). Wittgenstein and the Idea of a Critical Social Theory: A Critique of 

Giddens, Habermas and Bhaskar. London: Routledge. 

Pleasants, N. 2000. “Winch, Wittgenstein and the idea of a critical social theory”, History of 

the Human Sciences (special issue on Winch’s Conception of Philosophy), 13(1): 78–91. 

Ricoeur, P. 1988. Time and Narrative. Translated by Kathleen Blamey and David Pellauer. Vol 

3. Chicago: The University of Chicago Press. 

Roth, P. 1987. Meaning and Method in the Social Sciences: A Case for Methodological 

Pluralism. Ithaca and London: Cornell University Press.  

Roth, P. 2003a. “Mistakes”, Synthese 136(3), 389–408. 

Roth, P. 2003b. “Beyond Understanding: The Career of the Concept of Understanding in the 

Human Sciences”, in S. P. Turner & P. A. Roth (Eds.), The Blackwell Guide to the Philosophy 

of the Social Sciences (pp. 1–17). Oxford: Blackwell. 

Roth, P. 2011. “The Philosophy of Social Science in the Twentieth Century: Analytic 

Traditions: Reflections on the Rationalitätsstreit”, in I. C. Jarvie & J. Zamora-Bonilla (Eds.), 

The SAGE Handbook of the Philosophy of Social Sciences, pp. 103–117. London: SAGE 

Publications. 

Roth, P. 2012 ‘The Pasts’, History and Theory 51 (3): 313–39. 

Roth, P. 2020. The Philosophical Structure of Historical Explanation. Evanston: IL; 

Northwestern University Press. 

Saari, H. 1984. Re-Enactment: A Study in R.G. Collingwood’s Philosophy of History, (Acta 

Academiae Aboensis, Ser. A, Vol. 63, No. 2), Abo: Abo Akademi. 



 39 

Sivado, A. 2020. “Ways to Be Understood: The Ontological Turn and Interpretive Social 

Science”, Philosophy of the Social Sciences 50 (6), 565–85. 

Strawson, P. 1959, Individuals. An Essay in Descriptive Metaphysics, London and New York: 

Routledge. 

Theunissen, M. 2014. “The Idea of Philosophy and Its Relation to Social Science”, Philosophy 

of the Social Sciences, 44(2): 151–178. 

Theunissen, M. 2020. ”’Don’t Mention the Idea of a Social Science’: The Legacy of An Idea”, 

in M. Campbell and L. Reid (Eds.), Ethics, Society and Politics: Themes from the Philosophy of 

Peter Winch, pp. 251–71, Nordic Wittgenstein Studies 6. Cham: Springer. 

Tsilipakos, L. 2018. “Social Criticism, Moral Reasoning and the Literary Form”, Nordic 

Wittgenstein Review 7 (2): 77–109. 

Turner, S. P. 1994. The Social Theory of Practices: Tradition, Tacit Knowledge, and 

Presuppositions. Chicago: Chicago University Press. 

Turner, S. P., & Roth, P. 2003. “Introduction. Ghost and the machine: Issues of agency, 

rationality and scientific methodology in contemporary philosophy of social science”, in S. P. 

Turner & P. A. Roth (Eds.), The Blackwell Guide to the Philosophy of the Social Sciences (pp. 

1–17). Oxford: Blackwell.  

Winch, P. 1990/1958. The Idea of a Social Science and Its Relation to Philosophy. 2nd ed. 

London: Routledge. 

Winch, P. 1964. “Mr. Louch’s Idea of a Social Science”, Inquiry 7 (1–4): 202–208. 

Winch, P. 1972/1964. “Understanding a primitive society”, American Philosophical Quarterly 

1(4): 307–324. Reprinted in Ethics and Action, pp. 8-49. London: Routledge. 

Winch, P. 1987. Trying to Make Sense. Oxford: Blackwell. 



 40 

Winch, P. 1995.  “Asking too Many Questions”, in T. Tessin & M. von der Ruhr, Philosophy 

and the Grammar of Religious Belief, pp.200–214, New York: St Martin’s Press. 

Wittgenstein, L. 1953. Philosophical Investigations. Oxford: Basil Blackwell. 

von Wright, G. H. 1971. Explanation and Understanding. London: Routledge and Kegan Paul. 

 

 

Author Biography 

 

Jonas Ahlskog is Postdoctoral Researcher in Philosophy and History of Ideas at the 

Department of Philosophy, Åbo Akademi University, Finland. He specializes in philosophy of 

the human sciences and epistemology. Ahlskog is the author of The Primacy of Method in 

Historical Research: Philosophy of History and the Perspective of Meaning (Routledge, 2021). 

 

 


