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Why is Value-Neutrality in Social Sciences Possible?
An Analysis of Max Weber’s Paradox between
Fact and Value
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Abstract: Max Weber put forward the principle of “value-neutrality” for social sciences, trying to maintain their
specific identity as the “science” in the strict sense by carrying out this principle. However, under the influence of
the dichotomy between fact and value in the mainstream Western philosophy, he completely separated them and
emphasized that the value judgments of scientists and their understanding of facts cannot coexist. This paradox
has made it difficult for him and his supporters to convincingly answer a key question: given the basic premise
that both social scientists and their research objects are full of “value-load” in social life, how can they restrain
their value positions, preferences, and interest tendencies, and gain true knowledge about their research objects in
academic research by carrying out the value-neutrality principle? Also, Weber’s opponents have held that according
to this very paradox, the demand of value-neutrality is an illusion impossible to realize for social science, and even
itself constitutes some kind of logical contradiction. Only by negating the dichotomy between fact and value and
understanding the pivotal role of “needs” to link the two together is it possible for us to achieve “value-neutrality”
in social sciences and get out of the theoretical maze where academic circles have been bogged down in the issue of
value-neutrality. There are two methods. First, people always give those existent facts various values or meanings
according to their various needs in real life; therefore, it is totally possible for people to infer values from facts
through the mediation of their needs. Second, people's needs can be divided into two categories: “cognitive needs
(curiosity)” and “non-cognitive (material, moral, aesthetic, or faithful) needs”; therefore, they can give those
existent facts as well as the related knowledge “cognitive values” and “non-cognitive values”. In this sense, the
so-called “value-neutrality” only requires social sciences to remain neutral to non-cognitive values (not to judge or
appeal any non-cognitive values of their objects), but not—and it is impossible—to remain neutral also to cognitive
values. In fact, although both the subjects and objects of social sciences have rich non-cognitive value-loads, as long
as sclentists are willing to suspend their non-cognitive needs in their academic research, they can reveal the truth
of social facts and gain the correct knowledge of them solely out of their cognitive needs, thereby making social
sciences “sciences” in their strict sense similar to natural sciences. In this regard, maintaining non-cognitive value-

neutrality is not only possible but also necessary for social sciences.
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