
When you hear the word “science,” things that come to mind are chemical formulas, particle accelerators, and test tubes.  You think of men and women in white lab coats in gleaming laboratories, adding drops of liquid to a solution, or dissecting mice.  When we talk about science, we talk about something rigid and disciplined.  Answers are either right or wrong—there is very little room for interpretation.

This is all very well when we’re talking about molecules and the laws of physics.  After all, we don’t expect all the table salt to disappear because sodium and chlorine are going through a messy break-up, and it’s not like gravity ever just stops working because it’s had a bad day.  People, obviously, are a little more complicated.  All hydrogen atoms look and act the same; all humans don’t.  You can’t put the stock market in a test tube; you can’t dissect a country.  But it is human nature to seek understanding, to put things in categories and discover what makes them what they are.  Because of this, we have the social sciences.

They are often vague and imprecise, and we can only ever hope to find broad generalizations, rather than any hard, empirical truth about the reality of human nature.  Nonetheless, they are an essential part of our daily lives.

We need psychology to tell us what drives a college student to become a mass murderer—and what makes a girl play hard to get.  We need economics to tell us why a depression in the American real estate market caused Germany to print more Euros—and how best to get that student coffee shop going we keep talking about.  With primaries for the next Presidential election beginning in just a few months, we need our US Government class to tell us how to be informed and active citizens.  And today, on the anniversary of Sept. 11, we should be more aware than ever of the importance of comparative politics, without which we cannot hope to understand how that single event so significantly changed our world.

Economist Adam Smith once said that “science is the great antidote to the poison of enthusiasm and superstition.”  Just as the natural sciences help us know how the world works so that we do not forever think that it is flat, the social sciences help us know how people work, so that we do not forever live with ignorance and prejudice about our fellow human beings.
