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Reconstructing the Social Sciences to Reconstruct Societies 
 
We’re going once again through “dark times” that test our most cherished 
assumptions about the social sciences and societies. This intensive, five-day course in 
critical social theory is animated by a sense of urgency and a conviction that we have 
to rebuild the social sciences to rebuild societies. Trying to reflect at the same time on 
the philosophical presuppositions of a reconstructive social theory and on the contours 
of a critical analysis and diagnosis of the present, we will move back and forth 
between metatheory, social theory and sociological theory.  
The course will start with an exercise in sociological reflexivity. Through an analysis 
of some texts by the course convener, we will show how social theory is directly 
affected by, and connected to, the social, cultural, political and personal context of its 
formulations. On the second day, we will analyse three traditions of critical theorizing 
(British critical realism, German critical theory and French anti-utilitarianism) that 
offer philosophical, normative and anthropological guidance for the reconstruction of 
the social sciences we propose. On the third day, we will read two provocative texts 
by Ulrich Beck and François Dubet that show how the changing conditions of late 
modern societies put in question some of the most basic concepts of the social 
sciences (society, nature, culture, individual). On the fourth day, we will try to 

reactualise Karl Polanyi’s multidimensional analysis of the collapse of liberal market 
societies under fascism. On the fifth day, we will develop the concept of the ontology 
of the present and try to join conjunctural and structural analyses of the present. At a 
later moment, shifting from English to French and from Belgium to Brazil, we will 
have a public debate about the catastrophic situation in Brazil and the responsibility of 
intellectuals in troubled times.  
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Scéance supplémentaire: Débat public: Le Brésil en péril: néolibéralisme, 
anthropocène, populisme. 


