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TRAJECTORY: SOCIAL SCIENCE, SOCIAL WORK

AND HUMAN CONDITION

The Human Condition 

The social dimension of that which is human appeared clear among the daily experiences in Villarrica, a city in Paraguay known by its historical and cultural tradition, where I awoke to life. A world of relationships, human closeness and distance, marked contrasts, nobility as humility, conflicts, pride founded on money, abuse of power and resentment both suffered and dealt with quietly in submission could all be found there. Given I had woken up to life amidst the Chaco war, and because my adolescence ran among the echoes of a distant world war and the trembling of a civil war in that country, I understood that there were winners and losers. Above all, what remained clearest to me were the poverty of many and the relative prosperity of few. I came from the latter.

The city had a rather pretentious tone set by the dominant bourgeoisie that lived together with the almost inseparable modesty of the peasant people. The house, the streets and plazas, the schools, markets and businesses, the churches and soccer fields were scenes of a world that seemed as tiny as it did vast, simple and complex, monotonous and diverse. The city and the countryside coexisted in an ecological and human hybrid relationship, as close as they were distant. The peasant thread raveled out indiscreetly onto the scene, for the shame of the urban fineness, while a polished-style of conduct stood out amid the natural rudeness of the majority of the people. Guaireño Spanish, known by its intonation, alternated with the ubiquitous and indispensable Guaraní, the indigenous language also spoken by most Paraguayans. The Río de la Plata’s Spanish version was not uncommon and, as the remains of the Chaco War, the sibilant of some Bolivian could be heard, as well as European languages and Arabic and, of course, the Latin of the liturgy.

It is possible that this limited and limiting environment, although never devoid of human richness and complexity, along with some other more personal factors, has stimulated my own early interest in reflecting upon the human condition and the search for that which is essentially human. This came first from a psychological standpoint, typical of an adolescent who seeks to know himself while discovering others around him, and then with the big questions about the human being, his/her origin and destiny, the world, God — all with a clear philosophical resonance. Both approaches, philosophical and psychological, would be central to my intellectual endeavors for a little more than a decade since, already living in Asunción, I soon found myself teaching both disciplines. In truth, neither will ever leave me. 

My philosophical itinerary started with Jacques Maritain, the most influential Tomist in the middle of the last century and well known in Latin America. I studied his logic and introductory book in my courses but then I continued with his work in a disciplined and sustained manner. I recognize him in tacit ways of my mind and my conduct. I started to move away from Maritain with Xavier Zubiri’s reflection that integrated sources such as the classic Greeks, scholastic philosophy, theology, modern science and his teachers, José Ortega y Gasset and Martin Heidegger. Zubiri introduced me to the historicity of knowledge. At the same time I worked on Max Scheler, the father of axiology or theory of values, as well as a phenomenologist and philosophical anthropologist. Soon I found myself in a long, fascinating and fruitful reading of José Ortega y Gasset who awoke me to the relationship between life, reason and history. He also contributed to what would become my thinking and writing style. Both Ortega y Gasset and Zubiri induced me to read two of their disciples, Julián Marías and José Ferrater Mora; the first perhaps the closest and most talented follower of Ortega y Gasset and the second in his dictionary of philosophy, considered one the best. By then I entered into the meditative world of Martin Heidegger, always arduous but equally revealing and enlightening. His reflection on time in being and thinking took him to reject the centuries old conception of the human being as rational animal, which he thought to be merely zoological, while he asked the question on the human being not as an anthropological but as eminently historical. To this respectful line of reflections was added Karl Jaspers, Ernst Cassirer, Gabriel Marcel and, to a lesser degree, Jean Paul Sartre and others. In a different, historical, vein, Arnold Toynbee taught me that “whole societies” are the only valid unit of historical analysis as well as certain distrust on national histories. Close to this philosophical reflection was the theological one centered on the works of some of those who would become the precursors of the Vatican II Council such as Romano Guardini, Henri de Lubac, Karl Rahner and some others who were announcing a theology more open to the historical conditions. That would be liberation theology, especially in Latin America.   

It was my early interest in the understanding of the human condition, together with the need of knowing about myself and about others, typical of a curious and reflexive young man, which made me to study and, later on, to teach psychology. The psychology of the time was emerging from the focus on the mind. Soon I understood, first, that the psychological concepts should be substantiated by research as much as possible and, second, that I needed to see psychology in the context of the disciplines that contribute to the understanding of the human being, such as biology, anthropology and sociology. The first consideration put me in the way of scientific psychology and the second prevented me of any psychologism. Psychology, for me, was a way of approaching to the understanding of the human being. I studied the work of William James who delighted me with his insights, concepts and revelations about the mind, the “stream of consciousness”, the self and other themes. I entered into the “deep psychology” of Sigmund Freud and some of his disciples, especially Carl Jung, amid the suspicion about it in a traditional, catholic culture of the time. The Gestalt school of Wertheimer, Köhler and Koffka arose my attention. I also worked on the nascent social psychology, such as in the work by Kurt Lewin. But my interest was above all on psychology of personality. All those perspectives mentioned contributed but was Gordon W. Allport with his book on the determinants of personality and personality traits that helped me the most. Yet, given my parallel interest and teaching of philosophy, I also used some constructs by Xavier Zubiri, Ortega y Gasset, Heidegger and others that enriched the understanding of the person. Those were years devoted to philosophy and psychology.            

However, there were also the human conditions within the country that had been aggravated to an extreme by the civil war of 1947 and the chaotic climate that followed. An important event had occurred that provided the opportunity to take a clear approach to the sorry state of affairs: Catholic Action, a movement of committed progressive lay people at the time, held a National Assembly towards the end of 1948 with an agenda that was as comprehensive as it was demanding and that asked for a reflection on the integrality of those conditions. In order to accomplish this, some “surveys” were prepared, which is a misnomer for a formidable critical approach to social reality in three instances: seeing, judging, acting. The agenda, the method and discussions that took place, first in Villarrica and then in the conference in Asuncion, all provided an excellent opportunity to introduce me to social analysis.  Since the method continued being applied to other specific themes, its benefits of disciplined observation, carefully weighed reflections and responsible action continued for some time. I was aware of the immediate origin of the method, but not its philosophical, methodological and, in truth, epistemological foundations. It was not until much later that I understood and appreciated them, so much so that in my work at the University of Maryland, Baltimore I used and taught this method as critical social hermeneutics.

Meanwhile, the country had come out of the lethargy of a “colonial siesta” and had already entered in a long period of ignominy that dominated it for more than three decades. In almost all of Latin America, variations of the same occurred while the world seemed to be obsessed by the confrontation between the East and West. These historical circumstances accelerated in me a renewed interest in the study of the human conditions of our people, but this time from a clearly social perspective that seemed inescapably imposed upon me. I needed to transcend the world of philosophical ideas as well as the inner world and that of human behavior as they pertain to psychology. On the other hand, the reflection on human rights when they were brutally violated, examined in the context of natural law, had cleared another path that coincided in the need to study social reality (E. Codas, 1965a). With this attitude, I consulted the sociological sources that were available to me at that time, such as the works by Alfredo Poviña, Francisco Ayala and José Medina Echavarría as well as some others, all conceptual, which contributed to a certain degree.

The Social Dimension

My interest became only more intense and persistent after Louis-Joseph Lebret, a French social scientist and Dominican priest, briefly visited Asunción during the late fifties. Lebret’s name was already known for his School of Economy and Humanism, his methodology and his studies in several European, Latin American and African countries. The readings of and reflections on some of his works (J. L. Lebret, 1952; 1958; 1961) prompted me to draft a proposal on development (E. Codas, 1960), which was a central theme of the time as well as in his works. Not only did he influence me during my years of graduate studies at the University of Puerto Rico where Lebret’s methodology was taught, but also during my years teaching at the National University of Asunción, the Catholic University and the Paraguayan Center for Sociological Studies. The understanding of development as the passage from a lesser human condition to another more human condition inspired both my research and my teaching. This idea was more comprehensive and respectful of the human condition than that proposed by the development ideology at the time that was merely economic. Those were the 1960s, which the United Nations had declared as the Decade of Development, even though this was not exactly how it would be remembered.

These were also years of the English and American functionalism that saturated the environment of the social sciences, especially the anthropological and sociological ones. During my graduate studies at the University of Puerto Rico, I was able to frequent the most flexible version of this theory in the works of Robert Merton (1957) from Columbia University, who was at the height of his influence at the time, as well as its more conservative version from Merton’s mentor from Harvard, Talcott Parsons (1951), a dominant figure of postwar sociological thought. Parsons’ structural-functionalist synthesis was an impressive body of theoretical work. Later, it would be read as a sociological rationalization or legitimization of the United States, the victors of World War II and the model for modern society of that time.

Based on the foundations laid by his teacher, Merton offered a theoretical world that was more flexible and admitting of social contradictions. With him, social change was explicable, which did not seem to be the case with Parsons’ structural emphasis. At that time of dominant functionalist orientation, this was also present in the clearly positivistic research methodology, as reflected by standard textbooks (i. e., C. Selltiz, M. Jahoda, M. Deusch  and S. Cook, 1960) and other works of more philosophical breadth (A. Kaplan, 1964) as well as in applied disciplines such as social work, education and administration.

In the very difficult years of an oppressive political regime, at the initiative and with the moral support of the United Nations Office in Paraguay, the National University of Asunción asked me to write the mission, objectives and curriculum for the School of Social Service, now Social Work (E. Codas, 1963). The proposal was approved and I was asked to implement it, which I did from 1964 to 1967 (E. Codas, 1964/1965b/1966a). The document recognized the influence of the Council on Social Work Education curriculum study directed by Werner Böehm (1959) and other sources but carefully integrated in the context of the social and cultural condition of Paraguay and the region. Consistent with the university educational structure of that time, the four-year program combined the social sciences and social work and counted upon a faculty made up of social scientists, social workers and other professionals. My position as Academic Coordinator made me responsible for the integration of both academic courses and field instruction. Among other novelties, the program introduced social research methodology as an academic discipline that I taught as well as the thesis direction shared in each case with another member of the faculty with substantive expertise in the concerning theme. I was asked to perform a similar role regarding research methodology in the Psychology Department of the Catholic University of Asunción and in the Paraguayan Center of Sociological Studies (E. Codas, August 12, 1969). Those years of great demands made me think and work in various fields such as human rights (1965a), research in community development (1965c), human resources for development (1965d), the cultural factor in social work (1966b), social administration (1966c), the university and professional education (1967) and other themes.     

Social Practices and Social Science 

Before the decade came to a close, and when I was about to go to Michigan, I accepted an invitation that was as unexpected as it was challenging made at the suggestion of John Biesanz, a sociology professor at Wayne State University, a student of various Latin American countries and a gentleman. The Social Science Research Center, an interdisciplinary research center at Mississippi State University, invited me to participate in a study on poverty and the options for overcoming this problem. At the time, the United States was living through the years of its “war on poverty” and there was a great deal of confidence in the role social sciences played in guiding policies. The study would be known as the “Mississippi experiment”. Within this atmosphere of rigorous empirical research and interdisciplinary efforts, the work I did with Harold F. Kaufman, director of the Center, and Kenneth P. Wilkinson, director of the project, allowed me to delve into Kurt Lewin’s social field model (1951). This model was not foreign to me given I had taught it in my psychology classes, but until then I had never rigorously applied it to a variety of social themes and problems. Strictly speaking, Lewin’s social field is more a model of analysis rather than a theory. Even though its physical origin lent itself to a certain mechanicism, its empirical bases, its attention to the existential and to the possibility of multiple explanations or interpretations — which makes it theoretically open — all these were of great value in some of my subsequent investigations, including that of Latin American people in the United States.

Meanwhile, the reaction to the dominant functionalism as well as to the entire system was clear and growing. In fact, during the dramatic years when I was entering into the social-scientific world of the United States, theoretical thinking and research methodology — both of which accompanying the agitated social practice of the time — introduced concepts, methods and languages that were more in line with a revolutionized world. As such, the social phenomenology of Alfred Schutz (1967) and of Peter Berger and Thomas Luckmann (1967), the ethnomethodology initiated by Harold Garfinkel (1967), the symbolic interactionism with Herbert Blumer (1969) and Ervin Goffman (1959), the critical and reflexive social sciences of the Frankfurt School (Max Horkheimer and Theodor Adorno (1987), Herbert Marcuse (1964), Erich Fromm (1941), Jürgen Habermas (1971) and others) as well as the humanisms of Abraham Maslow (1970) and Carl Rogers (1951) as applied to psychology, sociology, education and social work all came into light. Similar methodological works with renewed attention and the use of interpretive methods (N. K. Denzin and Y. Lincoln, 1994) and critical methods (R. A. Morrow and D. D. Brown, 1994) complemented the theoretical trends. In fact, the methodological literature soon included multiple paradigmatic approaches (E. Bredo and W. Freinberg, 1984; T. Popkewits, 1986; E. Guba, 1990; T. Morris, 2006).

Furthermore, radical questions were posed that were in one way or another inspired by Marx for the purpose of the Vietnam War, capitalism, race or gender, or the simple rejection of authority (Question Authority!). However, the most noted teacher in the United States from that generation was C. Wright Mills (1956; 1969) with his persuasive denunciation of  “the power elite” and his invitation to the “sociological imagination”. Given the student rebellion in France against the undemocratic and hardened elitist practices in French universities, and the rebellion by the workers that joined together with them and other protests across Europe, the airs of renewal seemed to be nearly universal. I lived through these new, confusing yet renewing times from the Department of Sociology and Social Work at the University of Detroit in Michigan, located in a prominent economic center and sensitive to these trends that then seemed revolutionary. Yet, in those unsettled years, I was able to submit a proposal on the objectives and the curriculum for the social work program (E. Codas, 1970) that was approved an implemented by the University. After this, I was asked to serve as chair of the curriculum committee of the department, and the Council on Social Work Education contacted me to consider working for that organization. 

However, the following year I came to the University of Maryland School of Social Work and Community Planning to teach research methodology. I know that I was also considered for Human Behavior and the Social Environment. Soon my work focused on urban research with a model for analysis that included environmental factors (place), demographics (people), way of life (culture), and patterns of interaction (participation) (E. Codas, 1975a, 1981). The model was based on Kurt Lewin’s social field along with Harold Kaufman (1959) and Kenneth Wilkinson’s (1970) works on community analysis. This model gave rise to multiple empirical studies on a variety of urban issues and problems as well as on social interventions. I was also occupied with the evaluative research of social interventions such as social programs and services and, less frequently, policies, which have been equally productive not only from the point of view of practice, but also from the conceptual and epistemological ones as well. My attention was also focused on developing a typology of the methodologies of social research that identifies the type of study at the crossroads of several criteria and that has been useful for both the design as well as the implementation of research (E. Codas, 1975b). In all these fields, the epistemological concern, above all the critical one — rather tentative at first — would become more assertive to the point of providing the framework for much of my work. (E. Codas, 2000a). 

On the Latin Americans

Another task that occupied me for long time at the University of Maryland was a series of studies and analyses of the Latin American population, first in Maryland, then in the Mid-Atlantic area and finally the whole country (E. Codas, 1993). Some of my students made valuable contributions (R. Larson, J. Larson, B. McCune, 1974; N. Raines, 1979). This immigrant population, which included myself and my family, had grown steadily in number, areas and complexity since the 1960s, and then rapidly since 1980. The study, which was widely presented in academic, civic, political and religious circles, was framed by the model I developed, and that included the ecological, demographic, cultural, and interactional dimensions. In the last versions, these analyses were made within the framework of the postmodern society understood by three defining characteristics: a critique of merely rational knowledge (J. F. Lyotard, 1979), the recognition of human models aside from the European one which implies a global view and the affirmation of human diversity. 

At the same time as I was carrying out this research, I also advocated for Latin Americans in the United States, their identity — wrongly distorted by the “Hispanic” ideology and the “Latino” vagueness — their rights and ways of participation in this country (E. Codas, July 2, 1992). Such efforts also included multiple petitions to government institutions for Latin Americans’ rights, both in this country and abroad, as well as denouncements of United States or international policies or actions that were not respectful of Latin American countries. These efforts were directed toward the relations between Latin America and the United States, as well as much of the world, and they were expressed in lectures, seminars, publications and organizations such as Acción Latinoamericana (1992) and a Task Force within the Justice and Peace Commission of the Archdiocese of Baltimore whose missions were to reflect upon, educate and, to a lesser degree, activate Latin Americans in this country. These efforts and more, some more important than others, have brought the voice and perspective of our southern continent to academic, civic and religious circles as well as to heads of state and national or global leaders (E. Codas, 2002). The University of Maryland, Baltimore found them meritorious enough for a Founders Award in 2003, and the University System of Maryland for a Board of Regents’ Award in 2005. 

Images of Social Reality

Returning to the seventies, in those crisis years of meaning and desire for change, my interest quickly acquired a strong phenomenological orientation. Because of this, I joined the efforts of the generation living through the drama of those years in order to understand the impact of such tremendous objectivity on individual and collective experience. In a course on Phenomenology as Method and Perspective that I designed and taught for several years, my students accompanied me with intellectual enthusiasm and historical sensitivity. Social phenomenology had been initiated by Alfred Schutz (1967), a disciple of Edmund Husserl, the father of phenomenology. Added to this was Peter Berger and Thomas Luckmann’s (1967) theory of social construction. The work of these last two theorists integrated the classic and modern works of several others into a synthesis that was so persuasive at the time that their book did not just emerge as a supplement to, but rather as a substitute for Merton’s required work on social theory. Furthermore, phenomenology, because of its origin, linked theory and methodology that, compared to conventional practice, was a notable difference. The need for epistemological congruence between theory and methodology became ever clearer to me. 

By then, epistemology as the study of knowledge, especially the scientific, had become an introductory consideration for the disciplines. With the seminal work of Thomas S. Kuhn, published in 1962, combined with works like those of Karl Popper (1959) and Michael Polanyi (1956; 1966), science would acquire a clearer awareness of the human and historical assumptions upon which it rests. The concept of paradigm as understood and developed by Kuhn (1962; 1970; 1974) was crucial. Soon there would be no theoretical or applied discipline that did not look at itself in the light of a paradigm, even if this was not often well understood. In fact, the term paradigm has since become as indispensable as insignificant given its use and misuse. This is unfortunate because the term points toward a key intellectual construct for understanding and organizing the vast world of knowledge, especially since the second half of last century. But this theme requires further reflections, as those I offer in a work in progress. 

Indeed, social science made several efforts to examine itself in this new frame of disciplinary and scientific reference, but it would not be until George Ritzer’s book in 1975 that the theoretical and methodological implications of sociology as a science of multiple paradigms could be understood. The work of this social theorist at the University of Maryland, well thought out but still schematic, would open up new paths for understanding social reality. These reflections were continued in several of his subsequent works (1990; 1991). Different from Ritzer’s paradigms but with similar purpose, Richard Brown (1977), also from the University of Maryland, preferred to call upon root metaphors for the various underlying images of social reality and later on the French sociologist Jean-Michel Berthelot (1990), working from an explicit epistemological approach, spoke of multiple explanatory schemas. 

Paradigmatic analysis allowed me to penetrate not only to the very root of social reality’s conceptions and the methodologies used in its study, but also to that of social interventions, such as policies, programs and social services. To accomplish this I had to go beyond a purely sociological domain and attempt to integrate social disciplines (E. Codas, 1981). I needed an approach that came from social reality itself — in truth, from human reality — and not from individual disciplines that were often more concerned with their own institutionalized interests and perspectives than with reality. Thus, the populous, complex and sometimes chaotic world of theory, research methods and social intervention practices were made more understandable by organizing themselves from the images of social reality. 

Social scientific literature, both theoretical and empirical, began to acquire a certain order and meaning, not as a starting point, but rather stemming from their own roots, the fundamental images of social reality. These images, proposed by classic figures, upon being used repeatedly as models, became the paradigms of social science. In turn, the multiple theoretical, methodological and practice modalities that arose within each paradigm from the same fundamental image could be understood. Thus, the image of the social fact presented by Emile Durkheim (1964) and that of the causal processes in B. F. Skinner’s experimentation (1938) were the origins of positivist, explanatory and causal social sciences. Furthermore, the image of meaningful social action and the interpretive verstehen in Max Weber (1968; 1949) in conjunction with the hermeneutics of conduct by Sigmund Freud (1953-74) gave rise to interpretive social sciences, one on human interpretations and social constructions. Finally, the image of emancipatory praxis and dialectical analysis by Karl Marx (1977) laid the foundation for critical and reflexive social science. The epistemological dimension was essential in all of them at the same time that the generative function of the social images made the integration of theory, research methodology and the practice of social interventions possible (E. Codas, 2003). The contributions of my students in the seminar on paradigmatic analysis were valuable, particularly so in Jeffrey Singer’s work  (1984). 

By that point, although continuing my work on research methodology, my interests were primarily on social theory which I had been teaching since the end of the eighties but always in the context of the paradigmatic analysis of theory, research methodology and practice. It was clear to me that social scientists as well as professionals, if genuine, work on the one hand with a constant tension between the confidence in theories whose validity are reasonably persuasive and, on the other, an attitude of openness toward other theories and data that challenge those with which they are comfortable. Ultimately it is a matter of genuineness or authenticity of scientific as well as moral responsibility and honesty.

In recent decades, much of social theory has acquired a strong reflexive or critical emphasis. In the United States, Alvin Gouldner’s (1970) reflexive approach included the criticism of traditional social science while offering a theoretical attitude that was more conscious of the role played by social scientists who are subjected to economic and political contexts, in the construction of social reality. In Germany, Jürgen Habermas (1971) who received the important legacy of the Frankfurt School’s critical social science, sustained first that forms of knowledge are intimately connected to universal human interests which permit the epistemological integration of theory and practice, perhaps his most significant contribution. He then moved to a reflection on communicative action (J. Habermas, 1984; 1987) as a critique of the rational instrumental action dominated by efficiency and characteristic of the societies in our times, as well as of the hermeneutic schools that were purely interpretative. For him, communication without distortion makes relationships without distortion possible. In France, Michael Foucault (1969; 1997) began with an “archeology of knowledge,” and, after a revealing analysis that included the fields of health, mental health, correction, sexuality and others ended with a “genealogy of power” that exists beneath the surface of professions and institutionalized knowledge. Meanwhile, Pierre Bourdieu (1976; 1980) went beyond the limitations of macro or micro, diachronic or synchronic, subjective or objective social science, and he broke with intellectual constructs such as habitus and with theories such as cultural reproduction in order to propose a critical and reflective approach. Finally, from England came the vast theoretical thinking of Anthony Giddens (1984) that focused on structuration as a dynamic synthesis in which the structure and the agent — that is, forms of social organization and the person as agent — converge in social practices beyond all dualism in the constitution of society.

 Along the lines of similar cross-disciplinary thinking and investigation but with an entirely different orientation, Edward O. Wilson’s work (1975) on sociobiology and by others on evolutionary psychology (Jerome Barkow, Leda Cosmides, and John Tooby, 1992) explain the social and cultural conducts through genetic factors and adaptation. As of late, Wilson (1998) has spoken of a consilience among various orders and levels of knowledge, albeit one based on a biological framework. This orientation, positivistic and reductionistic, goes along not only with the great advances made by genetics and the contemporary relevance of biological sciences but also with the prevailing conservative ideologies of our times. 

On another consideration, paradigmatic analysis has helped me to understand certain efforts toward the integration of concepts and constructs of theories of different paradigms. An illustrative case is the work of Albert Bandura whose original social learning theory of positivistic breed (1977) was first complemented with a cognitive component (1986) that is of interpretive origin. This became the cognitive social learning theory, and with the further inclusion of the notion of agency (2001), which is of critical orientation, the integration became more than just theoretical.  It reached the fundamental images of all three paradigms. This development has had important implications both epistemologically and practically, as in social interventions and therapy.                

 There seems to be a common concern throughout this imposing social scientific work, especially in the critical literature. It is a social science where first, traditional schemes and methods are transcended by new integrative syntheses of social practice with theoretical reflection and scientific research and second, age-old dualisms such as subjective vs. objective, macro-social vs. micro-social, structures vs. the individual person are overcome. 

Added to this were Paulo Freire’s emancipatory pedagogy (P. Freire, 1974) which became the exemplar, in the Kuhnian sense, of all critical interventions, the thinking and action of environmentalists (D. J.  Frank, 1997; P. Wapner, 1996) and feminists (P. Madoo Lengerman and J. Niebrugge-Brantley, 1992), the economic dependency theory and global practices (F. H. Cardoso and E. Faletto, 1969; F. H. Cardoso, 1977; I. Wallerstein, 1974/1980/1989) and liberation theology (G. Gutiérrez, 1972; J. L. Segundo, 1975) some to which Latin America has made decisive contributions. Today these make up a world of reflection and action — that is, praxis (Aristotle, 1976) — that has arisen from the circumstances of our times. They straddle two centuries and have contradictions of universal vastness, but at the same time they offer renewed hopes for the obstinate human effort to build history.

Trans-disciplinary Times  


By the 1980s my approximation to the understanding of the social dimension of  human reality was clearly framed by two considerations: first, the multiple paradigms or fundamental images of social reality, and second, the search for approaches derived from social reality itself and not from specific disciplines (E. Codas, 2000b). I have already dealt with the first one. Let me just add that working from the images of social reality has been a fruitful journey down a heuristic path that allowed me to recognize the generative source of theories, research methodologies and intervention modalities, and from them to know when to integrate them as well as how to identify frequent incongruities.   

With regard to the second consideration, the epistemological legacy of social sciences and professions as they were developed and known until the second half of the twentieth century consisted of individual disciplines with their own theoretical, methodological and practical bodies of knowledge. By accepting — mostly uncritically — the positivistic assumptions, social disciplines followed the path marked by natural sciences and professions. Just like these, they eventually multiplied into specialized disciplines and, by and large, applied ones. After this stage of dispersion, brought about by multiple historical factors, new historical forces of our own time began driving natural, social and humanistic disciplines to a new period of reorganization of knowledge first through interdisciplinary approaches and later with the emergence of new disciplinary syntheses. 

This restructuring that has accelerated in our time does not happen from the disciplines themselves: instead it is suggested — often loudly — by reality itself. History is what brings about the identification of new problems, issues and themes that also require new disciplinary responses. For instance, it is necessary that the environment, the most basic global phenomenon that threatens our world, no longer be addressed by means of isolated disciplines like chemistry, biology, economics or sociology, nor by their combined efforts, but rather by a new disciplinary synthesis such as the environmental sciences or ecology and the environmental professions. Communication as well, one of the salient social phenomena of our time, has ceased to occupy a chapter in some social sciences such as social psychology, and has become the subject matter of communication sciences and professions. Today they are synthesized with information science and technology, which is of decisive relevance in the economic and cultural life of the contemporary world. Cognition is another field that transcends disciplinary boundaries and has given rise to cognitive sciences devoted to study the phenomenon of knowing with concepts, theories and methodologies that transcend the sciences and professions and bring together philosophy, science and even arts. The growing fields of culture, sex and gender, areas and populations such as Latin American, African American or Asian studies are developing concepts, theories, methods and even professional practices that are just not those of any existing disciplines. The same happens with the ways poverty, health, work, education and many other fields are being studied and dealt with for the sake of knowledge as well as for intervention purposes. These disciplines and others that are still emerging, some yet in tentative ways, draw an epistemological scenario that is very different from the one that has been institutionalized until recently (E. Codas, 2000c). To reiterate, the new disciplines do not come from the assumptions of established sciences and professions but rather from problems, issues and topics suggested by reality itself. In this sense, they are more faithful to reality as well as to history.

In the social domain, approaches to phenomena of behavior, social organization, culture, production, distribution and consumption as well as power are no longer confined to specific disciplines such as psychology, sociology, anthropology, economics and political science. In fact, they never were. Rather, they are dealt with by theories, concepts and methodologies that integrate contributions from all of them, beyond their respective disciplinary fields (E. Codas, 2000d). Furthermore, they integrate contributions from disciplines that come from various orders and levels of knowledge — the “degrees of knowledge” as Jacques Maritain called them — like philosophy, mathematics, science, humanities and, of course, social professions such as education, law, social work, administration or management and others that are more recent.  Finally, the field of social professions is changing with the appearance of new ones such as practice sociology, clinical sociology, community psychology and various modalities of counseling from family to pastoral and genetic, all with novel bodies of knowledge and skills. This certainly poses serious challenges to the education and practice of more established professions such as social work, education and administration.           

Only few years ago, Mario Bunge (1998), in a critical reading of the social sciences, revisited the idea of anthropology as the general social science with the other social sciences being its specializations. Although this totalizing conception of anthropology is more an etymological inference made by a philosopher rather than an actual ordering of the social sciences, the conciliation — consilience — among them has been a constant preoccupation. Regarding anthropology as a science of all that is human, we need only to recall Ralph Linton’s (1936) efforts many decades back.           

In summary, these developments suggest that we are no longer in an era dominated by the disciplines, not even anymore in a merely interdisciplinary one. Rather, we are inaugurating a new trans-disciplinary time, toward the constitution of new syntheses of knowledge. It is more than pertinent to say that this epistemological trend goes along with others that are more practical such as the economic and political integration efforts in a world that is increasingly one yet multiple.                       

History and Quehacer


Meanwhile, history continued. The 1980s were dominated by the conservative climate of the domestic policy in the United States and other countries, such as England, while their foreign policy was aggressive and violent. In our continent, one only needs to recall the wars of “moderate intensity” in Central America and the war over the Malvinas or Falkland Islands. The eighties ended with the spectacular collapse of almost the entire Second World communist Europe. During this decade, many Latin American countries, motivated by their own problems and internal efforts as well as stimulated by the human rights policies promoted by Jimmy Carter, freed themselves from their authoritarian regimes and initiated a new period that appeared promising, and perhaps more just and human. Such was the case of Paraguay and many Latin American countries.

The changes, however, were much more than political; there were also changes in social structure and cultural openness. Societies in the world of the North moved from an industrial and service economy to one of information and knowledge that substantially altered the occupational structure and lifestyle in those countries. In addition, the acceptance of cultural plurality that had appeared after World War II became more explicit, widespread and almost universal. Its convergence with other attitudes showed aspirations of a new society that was called, without much accuracy, post-modern. Some of these attitudes included a criticism of epistemological rationalism, doubts about the European human model being the best or the only acceptable model, and the recognition of other models as humanly valid. This was the case with countries of the North, and certainly with the United States. Meanwhile, Latin American countries and much of the world of the South made great efforts to turn civil society into the agent of their novel democracies — more electoral and formal than real — while they hurried to respond with regional integration to the demands of global society. 

By then, the whole world, having just recovered from the brief respite of a nuclear threat it had suffered during the second half of the twentieth century, recognized the danger of some tremendous global problems. Such tribulations include environmental depredation, new massive diseases, the relentless growth in population, enormous forced migrations, uncontrolled urbanization, the polarization of standards of living and opportunities, hunger and poverty coexisting with exorbitant consumption practices, childhood abandoned to the miseries of daily urban or rural life, discrimination against gender, race or class, the multiple manifestations of violence, criminality, an economy of vices and human degradation. Both the developed world to the North and the impoverished world to the South suffered from these social miseries. And with terrorism on the scene — unpredictable, anonymous, devastating — fear had once again become universal. 

This renewed, aggravated conscience of the conditions of people oppressed by the many forms of human injustice and pain contributed to a renewed line of social reflection of which, immersed as it was in the philosophical and spiritual interests of my younger years, I was not fully aware at the time. The notion of historicity (E. Codas, 2002), the concept and reality of praxis, new reflexive and critical theories, social hermeneutic analysis and Latin American theological reflection understood and practiced in epistemological syntheses that transcended disciplinary barriers — all this together with the practice of inquiring, educating and the social action efforts — converged in a certain congruence of what I was researching, teaching and practicing.

From this northern region of our America, the awareness of the historical and structural conditions of my native Paraguay and of the southern part of the continent, understood in a world increasingly more one and multiple, helped make this possible.
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 Quehacer is a word that resists to be translated. Following Ortega y Gasset, its meaning here is life itself as a task and project 
