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PREFACE

T his work is intended to be a textbook for the fundamentals of theories 
and methods in the social sciences and the humanities.  Along with the 

knowledge of the existing theories and methods, this book will provide the 
analytical tools that will help the reader comprehend the hidden assumptions 
and philosophical underpinnings from a comparative and critical perspective. 
More precisely, this book aims to introduce not only theories and methods but 
also the worldviews from which they emerge and the paradigms that they are 
rooted in. Crystallizing the ontological, epistemological and methodological 
categories in mind, this book will also help the reader be consistent in research 
questions, methods and conclusions. 

Social science is not just about randomly picking one among various theories 
and methods and applying them in research, if one aims at originality in 
thinking. For that purpose, this book aims to teach the reader the art of 
theory building in addition to offering a better understanding of the existing 
theories. Once one masters this art, it will be possible to start thinking about 
building one’s own theory and eventually become intellectually independent. 
Indeed, our ultimate aim in writing this book is to enable the reader to achieve 
“intellectual independence.” This book is good for students and readers alike 
who follow the Chinese proverb: Don’t give me the fish but teach me to fish.

After long years of study and teaching in Istanbul, Cairo and New York, I felt 
the need for a book that would guide my students through the jungle of 
mixed theories in social studies which indeed is confusing and perplexing 
for many. For, while trying to understand a myriad of theories and methods 
which contained conflicting views and contradictory ideas I found out that 
the initiates cannot navigate in the ocean of social studies. My students 
are always amazed about the divergent theories scholars developed about 
the same phenomenon and the contradictory answers they offered to the 
same question. Every student finds studying theories with clashing ideas 
somewhat amusing and try earnestly to understand why they are different 
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from each other and how they can make sense of them. I have also wondered 
why there are so many different scientific theories about the same issue. 
I would ask myself: Why do great thinkers disagree among themselves? 
If reality is one and if there is only one scientific method, then why is it 
that scientists have different, indeed opposite, opinions? Should not the 
scientific method and its application lead them to the same conclusions? 

I am sure the same questions occupy your mind as well as the mind of every 
student and young researcher from every discipline in the humanities and 
the social sciences. But before addressing this issue, let me ask you a very 
fundamental question: do you know who classified your discipline as part of 
the social sciences or the humanities?

Let me share some of the insights I obtained during my educational journey. 
As I continued to progress further in my research, I discovered that even the 
conventional distinction between the social sciences and the humanities is 
a contested one among scholars for it is based on a particular theoretical 
approach to what science is and what it is not. I learned with great surprise 
that some scholars outright reject this distinction which I used to take for 
granted. 

Furthermore, I have come across other classifications of the sciences 
including many that are very different from the one we commonly use 
today. For instance, the classification of the sciences by Ibn Khaldūn is very 
much unlike the one we adopt today in our schools and universities. If we 
had adopted Ibn Khaldūn’s classification of the sciences and disciplines, 
we would have different names for the departments and schools in our 
universities. Eventually, I have also come to agree with the view of those 
scholars who focus on the question that they research and reject disciplinary 
boundaries. 

I have always found studying theories to be intriguing and enjoyable 
especially because it provides a sense of awareness of the hidden 
assumptions and conceptual foundations behind the ideas you used to 
take for granted and the institutional practices you accepted without any 
questioning. This awareness helps you better analyze from a critical and 
comparative perspective the ideas presented to you as “scientific theories” 
and their applications in our lives.  It is an undeniable fact that policy 
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makers commonly use scientific theories to regulate our social, economic, 
political, educational and institutional life.  For instance, the distinction 
I mentioned earlier between the social sciences and the humanities as 
well as the organizational structure of our current educational system 
which is based on this distinction comes from a particular theory, namely 
positivism, about what science is and how we can group sciences into 
different categories. According to positivism, disciplines such as literature 
and philosophy are not sciences because they do not use experimentation 
and observation and should therefore be placed under the category of the 
humanities. But why should we accept observation and experimentation 
as the only valid methods of science? And why should we use it as the only 
criterion to judge some disciplines as nonscientific?

This suffices to demonstrate that theories are not abstract entities void of 
any practical implications and applications. On the contrary, theories are 
very powerful tools and have an immense impact on our lives through the 
institutions with which we interact.  This is why theories must be taken seriously. 

And yet theories should not be treated as dogmas because they all have their 
limitations.  All theories are products of human imagination similar to what 
we find in fiction and in stories. They are there as tools to help us understand 
reality or the subject we study. However, there is a disadvantage to this. 
Theories may, at the same time, condition our mind to think in a particular 
way or to focus on a particular dimension and, consequently, neglect some 
facts and other important dimensions of the subject we study. One must 
therefore be aware of the boundaries, limits and drawbacks of each theory. 

Briefly put, there are two main rival theoretical imaginations and worldviews: 
“uniplex” and “multiplex”. Uniplex means a single layer while multiplex 
means multiple layers. Some theories assume that reality has only a single 
layer, either material or ideal. In contrast, some theories see this dichotomy 
between materialism and idealism as a false-dichotomy and view reality as 
multiplex, which includes both material and non-material levels.  This book 
exposes this deep cleavage in theoretical thinking and worldviews to help 
you better understand each one of them.  Eventually, being aware of the 
philosophical assumptions behind theories regarding reality, knowledge and 
approach, we hope that you can both consciously choose between different 
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existing theories and methods in consonance with your own attitude towards 
reality, and potentially build your own theory and method.

In this book we used labels such as positivists, idealists and materialists, 
constructivists and many others to classify and describe various relevant 
schools of thought in social sciences. We understand that it is hardly possible 
to find any scholars who label their own ontological, epistemological, 
methodological choices with any of these labels today. We label some 
currents of thought with these widely known terminologies because they 
exactly reflect and represent their underlying assumptions. Classification and 
reduction are inescapable in such an introductory book. First and foremost, 
our deliberate and thoughtful reduction has an analytical and pedagogical 
purpose. We preferred to reduce them under single umbrella terms such 
as these labels to communicate our message. We are aware of the fact 
that there are many nuances as well as palpable differences between these 
schools of thought; some scholars would even deny being labeled by any 
of these terms. Besides, it would be naive to assume the proponents of 
each view to disclose their hidden assumption with any of those labels, 
given the fact that those labels became the targets of criticisms from many 
different angles last few decades and they carry all the baggage of negative 
connotations.  But the labels do a fair job to reflect their proponents’ tacit 
commitments. Disclosure of these commitments in a critical perspective is 
the major aim of our book. Think of our preferred labels as ideal types, as 
common mental constructions, they do not conform exactly what actually 
they represent but they are deliberate simplifications and exaggerations. 
They help us to see reality in a more systematic and clearer way. It will be 
clearer what we mean by each label under the subsequent chapters where 
we discussed them separately. 

The present book is divided into six modules covering thirteen chapters in 
addition to an introductory chapter. These thirteen chapters are covered in 
six separate modules with respect to the subject’s priority and relevance. For 
the reader’s convenience, we explained in the introduction the fundamental 
notions regarding theories and methods that are necessary for a self-sufficient 
understanding of this book —the definitions of fact, concept, thinking, 
idea, theory, method and methodology. The reader will also find a new 
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classification of different theories and methods, as uniplex and multiplex, 
concerning primarily their assumptions about reality and knowledge that will 
be thoroughly explained in the following chapters. A more detailed structure 
of the book will be provided in the introduction.

*
*
*

It gives me great pleasure to present this textbook Comparative Theories 
and Methods: Between Uniplexity and Multiplexity. Let me now briefly share 
with you the story behind it. I have been personally working on the idea 
behind this book for more than twenty years in my articles and books. My first 
book on the subject was completed during my doctoral studies at Columbia 
University and published in 2015 entitled Modernization and Societal 
Sciences.* It begins with a comparison between the paradigms of fiqh and 
social sciences on how to study human action. In that book, I explored the 
causes and the process of transition in the Muslim world, particularly in Turkey 
and Egypt, from fiqh to Western social sciences, which made the Muslim world 
intellectually dependent on the West.  The last book that I wrote from this 
comparative perspective is titled Open Civilization.** In this book, I argued 
that “open science” is a prerequisite for “open civilization.” By “open,” I 
mean anti-reductionist and thus open to diversity of opinions and theoretical 
perspectives.

Despite my administrative responsibilities as a university president, last year 
(2018-2019) I took on the task of teaching the “Comparative Theories and 
Methods” course, which is one of the main core curriculum courses offered 
to freshmen students at Ibn Haldun University.  As a first step, I formed an 
interdisciplinary group to work on the syllabus of that course. This group 
included professors Önder Küçükural, Alparslan Açıkgenç and Qayyim Naoki 
Yamamoto, along with graduate students who served as teaching fellows 
including Maria Taiai, Seda Özalkan, Danish Naeem, Metin Noorata, Ayaz 
Asadov, Cyrus McGoldrick, Evren Belkız, and İhsan Altıntaş. 

We organized a week-long retreat at Enez in the city of Edirne, a summer youth 
camp on the Aegean Sea near the border with Greece, to finalize the syllabus 
and the course content. There, the idea of creating a DEF-TAB emerged. 
“DEF-TAB” is an abbreviation of two Turkish words: Defter (notebook) and 

* For partial 
English 

translation see. 
Recep Şentürk, 

Modernization and 
Societal Sciences 

in the Muslim 
World, (tr. Maria 

Taiai) Istanbul: 
Ibn Haldun 

University Press, 
2020. For Turkish 

edition see. 
Recep Şentürk, 

İslam Dünyasında 
Modernleşme 

ve Toplumbilim, 
İstanbul: İz 

Yayıncılık, 2018.

** See. Recep 
Şentürk, Açık 

Medeniyet, 
İstanbul: İz 

Yayıncılık, 2014.
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Kitab (book). It contains the course syllabus, an academic calendar, lecture 
outlines, keywords, reading lists, visuals, and a glossary of the important 
concepts, students are required to know.  There, in Enez, we also decided to 
name our group the “Istanbul Circle.”

I offered the course with the contribution of the aforementioned professors 
and teaching fellows. We recorded the lectures and transcribed them from 
video to texts, collected student feedback from the discussion sessions, and 
decided to turn all the material that we have thus far prepared and compiled 
them into a textbook. Each member of the Istanbul Circle volunteered to 
work on the parts he or she is most familiar with.

To finalize our textbook, as the Istanbul Circle, we went to Enez again for a 
second retreat at the end of summer 2019. There, we reviewed all the work 
that we completed over the summer and discussed every idea and every 
sentence, one by one. Nursem Keskin Aksay from our Sociology Department 
along with our new teaching fellows including Léonard Faytre, Osman Kırkarlar 
and Ambreen Sultan joined our team and contributed to the editorial process 
of the book.

I am mentioning all of these things to demonstrate just how much work has 
been put in to produce this textbook and also to proudly acknowledge that 
this is a product of a collective work which was carried out over the past 
two years by members of our international and multidisciplinary team – the 
Istanbul Circle. Members of the Istanbul Circle have come from different 
countries and academic backgrounds and have all gathered around the idea 
of critically analyzing the existing theories and offering new alternatives based 
on “multiplexity.” I thank each and every one of them for their fellowship 
and hard work in contributing to the production of the first edition of this 
textbook.

This project should be seen as a humble first attempt to produce a textbook 
from a non-Eurocentric perspective. We are aware that improvements will be 
made based on feedback from our readers, be they students or colleagues. 
Similar to other textbooks, revised editions will be produced in the upcoming 
years. Therefore, I greatly appreciate any input, feedback, critique and 
comments by students and colleagues alike.
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I would like to conclude by thanking our staff at Ibn Haldun University, Tevhid 
Yeni who recorded the videos, and Savaş Tali who helped in printing. My 
special thanks to my tireless assistant Seda Özalkan whose meticulous and 
enthusiastic work has been crucial for the completion of this book in content 
and design. I would once again like to thank my young and senior colleagues 
from the Istanbul Circle who contributed to the production of this book with 
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