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Introduction

Any academic subJect requires a methodolog‘y to reach
jits conclusions: it must have ways of producmg and
analysing data so that theories can be tested, accepted
or rejected. Without a systemanc way of producing

- knowledge the ﬁndmgs of a sub_]ect can be dismissed

as guesswork, or even as common sense made to
sound complicated. Methodology is concerned with
both the detailed research methods through which data
are collected, and the more general philoéophies upon
which the collection and analysis of data are based.

As we have seen in this book, most areas of
sociology are riven with controversy. Methodology is
no exception to this general rule. One of the main areas
of disagreement concerns - in the most géneral-terms -
whether sociology should adopt the same methods as
(or similar methods to) those employed in science,

Sociology first developed in Europe in the
nineteenth century when industrialization resulted in-
massive social changes. Accompanying these social
changes were intellectual changes during which science
started to enjoy a higher reputation than ever before.
Science appeared to be capable of producing objective
knowledge that could be used to solve human problems
and increase human productive capacity in an unprece-
dented way. It was not surprising, therefore, that many
early sociologists chose to turn to science for a
methodology on whichito base their subject.

However, not all sociologists have agreed that it is
appropriate to adopt the methodology of the natural
sciences. For these sociologists, studying human
behaviour is fundamentally different from studying
the natural world. Unlike the subject matter of, for
example, chemistry or physics, people possess
consciousness, which means (from the point of view
of some sociologists) that sociology requires a
different type of methodology from science.

In the above terms, it was possible to identify two
broad traditions within sociology:

1 Those who advocated the use of scientific and usually
quantitative methods (numerical statistical methods).

2 Those who supported the use of more humanistic
and qualitative meéthods.
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| However, it was never the case that all sociologists
fitted neatly into these categories. Furthermore, as
will become clear, there are divisions within these -
two broad camps as we]l as between them.

In recent years, some sociologists have questioned
the need for such a rigid.division between quantita-
tive and qualitative methodology, and have
advocated combining the two approaches. Other
sociologists have advocated methods associated with

critical social science or with postmodernism.

Critical social science tends to favour more '
.qualitative methods but it is not excluswely associ-
ated with such methods. The central feature of
critical social science is that it links research with
trying to transform society. It therefore rejects the '

i view of many sociologists - including many of the

| -advocates of the two approaches discussed above -

i that researchers should be impartial. Instead, it sides
with those it sees as the disadvantaged and
oppressed groups in society. It seeks to develop any
methods that will help to liberate these groups from
their oppression.

Feminists are amongst the most influential of
critical social scientists, and some feminists have
argued that distinctive. feminist methodologles shiould’

. be adopted. -

Postmodernists have developed their approaches
to methodology relatively recently. They tend to
reject the belief that researchers can ever discover
some objective truth about the social world. Instead
they believe that all that can be done is to examine
the social world from the viewpoint of the different
actors within it, and to deconstruct or take apart
existing explanations of society. They reject the
claims of traditional quantitative, qualitative and
critical researchers that it is possible to determine
the truth about society. Whatever method is used,
researchers will be left with many different accounts
of the social world, and no particular account can be
singled out as being better than the others.

Critical social science and postmodernism will be
examined in detail later in the chapter, but first the
contrast between quantitative and qualitative
approaches will be discussed in greater depth.
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As the introduction suggested, some sociologists have -

tried to adopt the methods of the natural sciences. In
doing so they have tended to advocate the use of
quantitative methods. The earliest attempt to usé such
methods in sociology is known as positivism.

Positivism, Durkheim. and sociology

The French writer Auguste Comte (1798~ 1’-"857)-was‘
the first person to use the word ‘sociology’, and he
also coined the term ‘positive philosophy’ (Comte,
1986, first published in the 1840s). Comte believed
that there was a hierarchy of scientific sub_]ects with
sociology at the pinnacle of that hierarchy. Comte -
was confident that scientific knowledge about
society could be accumulated and used to improve -
human existence so that society could be run
ratlonally without religion or superstition getting in
the way of progress.
Emile Durkheim (1858-1917) advocated a similar

" methodology to that of Comte. He has been widely
regarded as a positivist. Durkheim’s classic study
Suicide (1970, first published 1897) is often seen as‘a
model of positivist research and it does indeed follow
many of the methodological procedures of positivism.
Certain aspects of Durkheim’s work will be used to
illustrate the positivist approach. However, strictly
speaking Durkheim was not a positivist. As the
discussion below will show, he did not follow the
positivist rule which states that sociological study
should be confined to observable or directly measur-
able phenomena.

1 Social facts

First, as a posxtmst Comte believed that the
scientific study of socxety should be confined to

* collecting information about phenomena that can be
objectively observed and classified. Comte argued
that sociologists should not be concerned with the
internal meanings, motives, feelings and emotions
of individuals. Since these mental states exist only
in the person’s consciousness, they cannot be
observed and so they cannot be measured in any
objective way.

Durkheim agreed that sociologists should confine
themselves to studying social facts. He argued that
‘Tke first and most fundamental rule is: Consider
social facts as things’ (Durkheim, 1938, first published
1895). This means that the belief systems, customs
and institutions of society - the facts of the social
world - should be considered as things in the same
way as the objects and events of the natural world.

2

- However, Durkheim did not believe that social
facts consisted only of those things that could be
directly observed or measured.-To Durkheim, social
facts included such phenomena as the belief systems,

‘customs. and institutions of society. Belief systems are

nofvdireéﬂy measurable. or observable since they exist

1" in the consciousness of humans. Nevertheless,
“ Durkheim saw them as existing over and above

individual consciousness. They were not chosen by
individuals and they could not be changed at will.

“Social facts, such as the customs of a particular
Pprofession, were external to each individual and

constrained: their behaviour. That is, each person had
thelr optxons limited by the ex1stence of customs and

- practices.

In Durk}xexm s view, soc1ety is not simply a collec-

'| tion of individuals, each acting independently in

terms of his or her particular psychology or mental

“state. Instead, members of society are directed by

collective beliefs, values and laws - by social facts
which have an existence of their own. Social facts
therefore make individuals behave in particular ways.
Durkbeim’s definition and use of the term ‘social
facts’ distinguish him from positivists such as Comte.

" In many other réspects, though, he followed the logic
- and methods of positivism. (The differences between

Durkheim’s approach and posmwsm are further
discussed-on Pp. 976) -

2 Statistical data

The second 'aspec_t of positivism concemns its use of
statistical data. Positivists believed it was possible to
classify the social world in an objective way. Using
these classifications'it was then possible to count sets

.. of observable social facts and so produce statistics.

For example; Durkheim (1970) collected data on
social facts such as the suicide rate and membership
of different religions.

3 Correlation ~ ;

The third stage of positivist methodology entails
looking for correlations between different- social facts.
A correlation is a tendency for two or more things to
be found together; and it may refer to the strength of
the relationship between them. In his study of suicide
Durkheim found an apparent correlation between a
particular religion, Protestantism, and a high suicide
rate.

4 Causation

The fourth stage of positivist methodology involves a
search for causal connections. If there is a strong .



cormelation between two or more types of social
phenomena, then a positivist sociologist might
suspect that one of these phenomena was causing the
other to take place. However, this is not necessarily
the case, and it is important to analyse the data
carefully before any such conclusion can be reached.
The example of class and criminality can be used

to illustrate this point. Many sociologists have noted °

a correlation between being working-class and a
relatively high chance of being convicted of a crime.
This has led some (for instance, Robert Merton
(1968)) to speculate that being working-class, was one
factor which might cause people to commit criminal
acts. This can be illustrated simply as; '

. BEING WORKING-CEASS~~  /

: /
. 'l
Y l I. '

causes

{

CRIME -

However, there are other possibilities that might
explain the correlation. It could be that a similar
proportion of criminals come from all social classes
but that conviction for crime causes criminals of

~ middle-class origin to be downwardly socially

mobile, and to become working-class, since their
criminal records might prevent them from obtaining
non-manual work. In other words it is being criminal
that causes a person to-become working-class, and
not the other way round. This.is.illustrated as:

CRIME:

\

causes .

APERSON TO BECOME WORKING-CLASS

Furthermiore, there is the even more serious
possibility that an apparent connection between two
social phenomena might be a spurious or indirect
correlation. This occurs when two or more '
phenomena are found together but have no direct
connection to each other: one does not therefore
cause the other. It may be that some third factor has
a causal relationship to both the phenomena or
factors being examined. For example, it may be that
gender is related both to social class and to the likeli-
hood of committing a crime, and that class and crime
are not directly connected at all. Men may be more
likely to commit crimes than women and may also be
more likely to have manual jobs. Thus the original
correlation discovered could be a product of the

o
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concentration of men-in the workmg class, as the
diagram below illustrates: :

GENDER |
Yy
causes causes o
Y NI
CLASS LEVEL OF

LOCATION CRIMINAUTY

"A further p0551b1hty is that the police dlscnmmate

against the working class and arrest more members
of that class than.of the middle class, even though -

“the’ middle class are _)USt as prone to crime.

Multwanate analysns

In order to overcome the problem of spurious.
correlation; Durkheim’ devised a technique known as

‘multivariate analysis. This involves trying to isolate

the effect of a particular independent variable upon

" the dependent variables. The dependent variable is
‘the thing that is caused (in the example used above,

crime); the independent variable(s) is/are the factor
or factors that cause the dependent variable. In the
diagram above, gender is an example of an indepen-
dent variable.

To assess the influence of a particular independent
variable - that is, to see if it is more or less
important than another independent variable - it
may be possible to produce comparisons where one
variable is held constant, and the other is changed.
For instance, the effect of gender on criminality -
could be isolated from the effect of class by
comparing working-class men and women to see
whether their crime rates were similar or different.

With the aid of computers and sophisticated
statistical techniques, quantitative researchers can-,
analyse the relative importance of ‘many different
variables. Durkheim had to make do with less sophis-
ticated research procedures, but he used the same
logic in his study of suicide. For example, he checked
whether or not Protestantism was associated with a
thh suicide rate regardless of nationality by
examining suicide rates in a range of countries.

Laws of human behaviour

Positivists believe that multivariate analysis can
establish causal connections between two or more
variables. If these findings are checked in a variety of
contexts (for example, in different societies at
different times), then the researchers can be confident
that they have attained the ultimate goal of
positivism: a law of human behaviour.

A scientific law consists of a statement about the
relationship between two or more phenomena which
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| is true in all circumstances. Thus Newton’s three
! Laws of Motion were supposed to describe the ways
in which matter would always move. Similarly,

advocate and use an alternative, deductive approach.
1 Although the loglc of the deductive approach is

 similar in many ways to posmwsm, the differences
Comte and Durkheim believed that real laws of have important implications.
human behaviour could be discovered. L This alternative methodology in both natural
Durkheim claimed to have discovered laws of ' science and sociology is supported by Karl Popper in
human behaviour that governed the suicide rate. his bqu The Logic of Scientific Discovery (1959). The
According to Durkheim the suicide rate always rose deductive approach reverses the process of induction.
‘during a time of economic boom or slump.

-1t starts with a theory and tests it against the
Comte believed he had discovered a law that all ewdence, rather than developmg a theory as a result
human societies pas_éed through three stages: the of examlmng the data. .
; theological, the metaphysical, and the positive. In the '

" Popper argues that scientists should start with a
first stage humans believed that events wére caused ‘hypothesis’ or a statement that is to be tested. This

3 by the actions of gods; in the second, events were . statement should be very precise, and should state

? held to be caused by abstract forces; but; in the third, | exactly what will happen in particular circumstances.

3 : scientific rationality triumphed so that sc1ent1ﬁc laws On th_t_:vbasis of the hypothesis it should be possible to
formed the basis of explanation.” deduce predictions about the future. Thus, for

& Positivists and Durkheim, then, believe that laws ‘example, Newton s Law of Gravity enables

of human behaviour can be dlscovered by the collec- ' hypotheses ‘to be made about the movement of bodies

tion of objective facts about the social world ina

S

~statistical form, by the careful analysis of these facté, .

and by repeated checking of the findings in a series

~ of contexts. From this point of view humans have
little or no choice about how they behave. What
takes place in their consciousness is held to be irrele-
vant since external forces govern human behaviour:
people react to stimuli in the environment in a
predictable and consistent way. They may also have
little or no awareness of the factors shaping their
actions. These can be uncovered through studying
statistical patterns. The implication is that humans
react directly to a stimulus without attaching a
__meaning to it first. (A simple example would be that
if a motorist saw the stimulus of a red light, he or
she would automatically react to it by stopping.) It is
this implication of the positivist approach that has
attracted the strongest cntmsm as will become clear
as the chapter develops.

Positivism is based upon an understandmg of
science that sees scxence as using a mainly inductive
methodology. An inductive methodology starts by
collecting the data. The data are then analysed, and
out of this analysis theories are developed. Once the
theory has been developed it can then be tested
against other sets of data to see if it is confirmed or
not. If it is repeatedly confirmed, then Durkheim and
positivists such as Comte assume they have discov-

ered a law of human behaviour.

Karl Popper - falsification and
deduction

Despite the undoubted influence of positivist method-
ology within sociology, the inductive method on

which it is usually based has not, by any means, been
accepted by all scientists. Indeed, many scientists now

-

of a given mass, and these hypotheses can then be

“used'to make predictions which can be tested against

future events. .

According to Popper it matters little how a
scientific theory originates. It does not, as positivists
suggest, have to come from prior observation and
analysis of data. Scientists can develop theories
however they wish - their theories might come to
them in dreams or in moments of inspiration. What is
important, and what makes them scientific, is their
ability to be tested by making precise predictions on

“the basis of the theory.

Popper differs from positivists in that he denies
that it is ever possible to produce laws that will
necessarily be found to be true for all time. He argues
that, logically, however many times a theory is '
apparently proved correct because predictions made *
on the basis of that theory come true, there is always
the possibility that at some future date the theory
will be proved wrong, or ‘falsified’ For example, to
Popper, the hypothesis ‘all swans are white’ is a
scientific statement because it makes a precise predic-
tion about the colour of'any swan that can be found.
But, however many times the statement is confirmed
- if five, five hundre,d or five thousand swans are
examined and found to be white - the very next
swan examined may prove to be black and the
hypothesis will be falsified. Laws, whether of natural
science or of human behaviour, do not, from this
point of view, necessarily have the permanence
attributed to them by positivists.

Popper suggests that scientists have a duty to be
objective, and to test their theories as rigorously as
possible. Therefore, once they have formulated
hypotheses, and made predictions, it is necessary to
try constantly to find evidence that disproves or
falsifies their theories. In the natural sciences one



e

method that has been developed in order to falsify

‘theories is the laboratory experiment. This method,

and its relevance to sociology, will now be examined.
Popper’s view of sc1ence will be evaluated later in the
chapter (see pp. 1023- 7)

The laboratory experiment and
sociology .

The word ‘science’ conjures up an image of
researchers in white coats carrymg out experlments
in laboratories. This image is not usually associated,
however, with sociology. Indeed socioiogists very '
rarely carry out laboratory experiments even if they
support the use of ‘scientific’ methods in thelr .
research. The reasons for this will be exammed later,
but first, why does the laboratory experiment.enjoy
such popularity in natural science?

The main reason why scientists use the laboratory
experiment is because it enables them to test precise

predictions in exactly the way that Popper advocates.

Laboratories are controlled environments in which
the researcher can manipulate the various indepen-
dent variables however they wish. They can calculate
the effects of a single independent variable while
removing the possibility that any other factors are
affecting the dependent variable they are studying.
This is achieved through the use of a control with
which to compare the-experiment.

For example, if an experimenter wished to
determine the importance of the independent
variable, light, on the growth of plants, they could
set up a laboratory expenment to isolate the effects
of light from cther mdependent variables. Thus the
experimenter would set up an experiment and a -
control in which every variable other than the
amount of light was held constant. Two sets of
identical plants of the same species, age, condition
and size would be kept at the same temperature, in
an environment of the same humidity, planted in the
same type and amount of soil, and given the same
amount of water at the same time. The control group
of plants would be exposed to a given intensity of
light for a given period of time. The experiment
group could be exposed to either more or less light
than the control group. The results would be
observed, measured and quantified. A single variable
- light ~ would have been isolated to find the effects
it had, independently of all the other variables.

The laboratory experiment allows researchers to be
far more confident that they have isolated a partic-
ular variable than they would have been had they
observed plants in the wild, where it would not be
possible to regulate the various independent variables
so tightly. Furthermore, the laboratory experiment
facilitates replication: so long as the precise nature of

n2
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the experiment is recorded, other scientists can
reproduce identical conditions to see 1f the same -
results are obtained.

- From Popper’s point of view the experimental
method is extremely useful because it allows the sort
of precision in the making and repeated testing of
predictions that he advocates. Laboratory experi-

‘ments are quite frequently used in some ‘social

sciences’, particularly psychology, but sociologists

~ almost never make-use of them There are two main

reasons for this:

71 Laboratones are unnatural 5|tuatsons Members of

society do not, in the normal course of events, spend
their time under observation in laboratories. The
knowledge that they are being studied, and the
artificiality of the situation, might well affect the
behavuour of those involved and distort the results
0 as to ‘make them of little use.

2 It ls.lmprac_tlcal to carry out experiments in

~ laboratories on many of the subjects of interest to
sociologists. It is not possible to fit a community -
let alone‘a whole society - into a laboratory. Nor is
it possible td carry out a laboratory experiment over
a sufficiently long time.span to study social change.

Field experiments

As a consequence of the above difficulties, when
sociologists do carry out experiments they are
normally outside a laboratory. Such experiments are
known as field experiments. They involve intervening
in the social world in such a way that hypotheses can
be tested by isolating particular variables.

For example, Rosenthal and Jacobson (1968)
tested the hypothesis that self-fulfilling prophecies
could affect educational attainment by manipulating
the independent variables of the pupils’ 1Q (inte\lli-
gence quotient) scores known to teachers (see p:846):

In an experiment into gender role socialization
catried out at Sussex University, girl babies were
dressed up in blue clothes, boy babies in pink, and
the reactions of adults to their behaviour were
recorded. Not only did the adults assume that the
boys were girls, and vice versa, but they interpreted
their behaviour differently depending upon the sex
they presumed them to be. Thus restless ‘boys’ (in
reality the girls dressed in blue) were regarded as
wanting 10 be active and to play, while restless ‘girls’
were regarded as being emotionally upset and in
need of comfort (reported in Nicholson, 1993).

In another experiment, Sissons observed the
reactions of members of the public when they were
asked for directions by an actor. The location of the
experiment was held constant (it took place outside
Paddington station), but the appearance of the actor
varied. Halfway through the experiment the actor
changed from being dressed as a businessman to
being dressed as a labourer. Sissons found that the
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public were more helpful when the actor was dressed
as a businessman rather than as a labourer (discussed

“in McNeill, 1985).

Brown and Gay (1985) conducted field expen-
ments in which they made bogus applications for i.
jobs by letter and telephone, identifying themselves g
as being from different ethnic groups (white, Asian
and Afro-Caribbean). They found that the applica- -
tions from supposedly non-white candidates were less
likely to lead to a job interview than those from
supposedly white candidates (see pp. 282 3).

Although field experiments overcome the
problem of experiments taking place in an
unnatural setting, these experiments do have other
problems associated with them.-First, 1t is. not
possible to control variables as closelylas it'is in the
laboratory: Thus in Sissons’s experiment, for-
example, it was not possible to carry out the:two

“experiments at the same time and the: same place,.

and, since they took place at dlfferent times, factors

such as the weather and the time of day might have

affected the results.

Second, in some field experiments the fact that an -
-experiment is taking place can affect the results. This

is often known as the Hawthorne Effect, after a
famous experiment conducted at the Hawthorne
works of the Western Electricity Company in Chicago
and analysed by Elton Mayo (1933). The experiment

was intended to test various hypotheses about worker
productivity. Variables such as room temperature, the

strength of the lighting and the length of breaks were
varied, but, irrespective of whether working
conditions were improved or made worse, produc-
tivity usually increased. It appeared that the workers
were responding to the knowledge that an expefi-
ment was taking place rather than to the variables
being manipulated.

To avoid the Hawthorne Effect (which can render
the results of experiments worthless), it is necessary
that the subjects of e_J\(penmental research are
unaware that the experiment is taking place. This,
however, raises a further problem: the morality of
conducting experiments on people without their
consent. Some sociologists strongly object to doing
this. Some experiments, such as Sissons's, may not
have great moral implications, but others do. In
Rosenthal and Jacobson’s experiment (described
above) the researchers may have held back the
educational careers of some children by lying to
their teachers.

Although field experiments open up greater
possibilities than laboratory experiments, they are
still likely to be confined to small-scale studies over
short periods of time. Experimentation on society as
a whole, or on large groups in society, is only likely
to be possible with the consent of governments. Few

. can be tested directly. .

'The‘*'cfd_mpar_ative‘method

governments are willing to surrender their authority
to social researchers who are keen to test the
theories and hypotheses they have developed! In any

" case it would cost a fortune and funds for research .

are limited. In these circumstances sociologists
normally rely upon studying society as it is, rather ~
than trying to manipulate it so that thelr theories

The comparative method, as its name suggests,
involves the use of comparisons. These may be

comparisons of different societies, of groups within

one or more soc1et1es, and comparisons at the same -

- or different points in time. Unlike the experiment,

- the comparative method is based upon an analysis of
-what has happened, or is happening in society,
'réther‘théﬁiupqn thé situations artificially created by

a researcher. The data used in the comparative

_ method niay come from any of the primary or

secondary sources discussed in detall later in this
chapter.
The comparative method overcomes some of the

_problems involved with experimentation in ‘social

sciences’ Moral problems are not as acute as in
experimentation, since the researcher is not
intervening directly in shaping the social world.
Furthermore, the researcher is less likely to affect
artificially the behaviour of those being studied,

- since the data, at least in theory, come from

‘natural’ situations.

The comparative method uses a 51m11ar ‘scientific’ -
logic to that employed by positivists, or to that used
in the deductive approach supported by Popper.

- Systematic comparisons can be used either to .
-establish correlations and ultimately causal connec-

tions and supposed ‘Jaws’, or to rigorously test

~ hypotheses.

This method can be used to isolate variables to try
to uncover the cause or causes of the social phenom-
enon being studied. It can be a far less convenient
approach than laboratory or field experimentation.
There is no guarantee that the available data will
make it possible to isolate variables precisely when
comparing, for example, the development of two
different societies. There may be many ways in which
they differ, and determining which independent
variables caused the differences in the societies may
not be straightforward.

The comparative method is superior to the
experiment, though, in that it allows the sociclogist
to study the causes of large-scale social change
over long periods of time. The historical develop-
ment of societies can be studied; this is not feasible
using experiments.



The comparative method has been widely used in
sociology, particularly but'by no means exclusively
by those advocating a ‘scientific’ quantitative
approach to the subject. The major founders of the
discipline - Marx, Durkheim and Weber -~ all
employed the comparative method.

Marx (1974) compared a wide variety of
societies:in order to develop his theory of social
change and to support his claim that societies

passed through different stages (see Chapter 15 for

further details). _ »
Durkheim, too, used the comparatlve method in -
his study of the division of labour and the ch_ange,
from mechanical to organic solidarity (Durkheim,
1947, first published 1893).(see pp. 691-3 for further
details). Durkheim’s study of suicide (whichi is consid-

ered later in this chapter).is a'classic example of how -

detailed:statistical analysis — mvolvmg the compar-
ison of different societies, different groups within
society, and different time periods$- can be used to
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try to isolate the variables that cause a social
phenomenon (see pp.-974-6). .
In The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of

_ Capitalism (1958, first published 1930) Weber
: systematically compared early capitalist countries in
"-Western Europe and North America with countries

such as China and India to try to show a correlation

" between early capitalism and Calvinism (see

pp. 446-51).

Modern sociologists have followed in the footsteps
of Marx, Durkheim and Weber. There are numerous
examples of the use of this method throughout this
book, i'ncluding David Martin’s comparison of
secularization in different countries (see pp. 490-2),
Cicourel’s companson of Juvemle Jjustice-in two
Californian cities (see pp. 379-80), Michael Mann's
comparison of networks of power in different territo-
ries (see pp. 63‘ 5), and Fiona Devine’s comparison

_of affluent: workers in Liiton in the 1990s and similar

workers in the 1960s (see pp. 81-3).

Despite the considerable influence of the ‘scientific’
approaches to sociological methodology described
above, an alternative series of interpretive or
qualitative approaches has long existed within
sociology. These approaches claim either that "
‘scientific’ approaches are inadequate on their own
for collecting, analysing and explaining data, or that
they are totally inappropriate in a subject that deals
with human behaviour. Thus some sociologists who
advocate the use of interpretive and qualitative
approaches suggest that they should be used to
supplement ‘scientific’ quantitative methodology;
others that they should replace ‘scientific’
approaches. oo _\

Qualitative data

Quantitative data are data in a numerical form: for
example, official statistics on crime, suicide and
divorce rates. By comparison, qualitative data are
usually presented in words. These may be a descrip-
tion of a-group of people‘living in poverty,
providing a full and in-depth account of their way
of life, or a transcript of an interview in which
people describe and explain their attitude towards
and experience of religion.

Compared to quantitative data, qualitative data
are usually seen as richer, more vital, as having
greater depth and as more likely to present a true
picture of a way of life, of people’s experiences,
attitudes and beliefs.

i

The interpretive approach

Sociologists who take an interpretive approach are
usually the strongest advocates of qualitative data.
They argue that the whole basis of sociology is the
interpretation of social action. Social action can only
be urlderst_ood by interpreting the meanings and
motives on which it is based. Many interpretive
sociologists argue that there is little chance of discov-
ering these meanings and motives from quantitative
data. Only from qualitative data - with its greater,
richness and depth - can the sociologist hope to
interpret the' meanings that lie behind social action. -,
" Some interpretive sociologists reject the use of
natural science methodology for the study of social -
action. They see the subject matter of the social and
natural-sciences as fundamentally different. The
natural sciences deal with matter. Since matter has

! no ¢onsciousness, its behaviour.can be explained

srmply as a reaction to external stimuli. It is.
compelled to react in this way because its behaviour
is essentially meaningless. Unlike matter, people have
consciousness. They see, interpret and experience the
world in terms of meanings; they actively construct
their own social reality. Meanings do not have an
independent existence, a reality of their own which is
somehow separate from social actors. They are not
imposed by an external society that constrains
members to act in certain ways. Instead they are
constructed and reconstructed by actors in the course
of social interaction.
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People do not react automatically to external -
stimuli as positivists claim. Instead, they interpret the
meaning of a stimulus before responding to it. ,
Motorists who see a red light will not automatically
stop in response to this stimulus. They will attach a’
meaning to the stimulus before acting. Motorists
might conclude that the light is a decoration on a
Christmas tree, and not a traffic signal,.or alterna-
tively that it indicates that a nearby building is a
brothel. Having established the mean_ing_of.thg o
stimulus to their own satisfaction; the- motorists will
then decide how they wish to respond. Motorists
being pursued by the police might jump :i red light
rather than stop. If the stimulus is regarded as a
decoration, motorists might stop to. admlre it, or
continue on their way without giving the light a -

second thought. Clearly, the motorist who concludes -

off anger or for some other motive. According to
Weber, understanding motives could be achieved
through verstehen - imagining yourself to be in the
position of the person whose behavmur you were
seeking to explain.

Weber’s emphasxs on meanings and motives is

.. obvipus throughout his work. For example, in The '

“Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism (1958),
--one of his main concerns was to interpret the beliefs
| “and motives of the early Calvinists (see pp. 446-51).
'{ However, he was not simply concerned with
‘understanding meanings and motives for their own
'sake. Weber wanted to explain social action and -
e soc1al change He was interested in causality.

- This ‘can be seen clearly from The Protestant Ethic

“and the ‘Spirit of - Capltahsm Using the comparative
.method ‘Weber systematxcally compared the charac-

it that the red light is advertising-a brothel mlght L - teristics of early capitalist countries and technologi-
; respond in a variety of ways! 2 cally advanced oriental societies. By doing so he_
& ,  Whatever action is taken by an md1v1dual claimed to have isolated ‘ascetic’ Protestantism as a
% l advocates of interpretive sociology would argue that | variable that contributed to the rise of capitalism. He
y 7’4 ] { the causal explanation of human behaviour is i saw the moral and religious beliefs and motives of
5 a impossible without some understanding of the the early Calvinists as one of the main factors:
ﬁ < { subjective states of the individuals concerned. Thus a accounting for the emergence of capitalism in the
T‘?é ;* positivist might be content to discover what external West. (For a fuller account of Weber's methodology,
4 7y factors led to a certain type of human behaviour,

see Chapter 7.)

X

> | while an advocate of a more qualitative approach

would be interested in the meaning attached to the
!behaviour by those engaging in it.

It is at this point that opponents of posntmst and
‘scientific’ methods begin to diverge. While some, like
Weber, regard the understanding of meaning as -
necessary to making cadsal explanations possible,
others, such as phenomenologists, regard
understanding as the end product of sociological
research and they reject the possibility of producing
causal explanations at all.

The impIi'éations of three qualitative interpretive
sociological approaches for methodology will now be
briefly examined. They are dealt with in more detail
in the next chapter.

1 Max Weber

Weber defined sociology as the study of social action
(Weber, in Gerth and Mills (eds), 1948). Action is
social when it takes account of other members of
society. Weber believed that an explanation of social
action necessitated an understanding of the
meanings and motives that underlie human
behaviour. The sociologist must interpret the
meanings given to actions by the actors themselves.
For instance, in order to explain why an individual
was chopping wood, the sociologist must discover
the person’s motives for doing so -~ whether they
were doing it to earn money, to make a fire, to work

4

2 Symbolic interactionism-

. Symbolic interactionists do not reject the attempt to

establish causal relationships within sociology;
indeed they see this as an important part of the
sociologist’s work. However, they tend to believe that
statistical data does not provide any great insight
into human behaviour. Interactionists see human
behaviour as largely governed by the internal
processes by which people interpret the world around

- them and give meamng 1o their own lives.

In particular; interactionists believe that individ-

uals possess a ‘self-concept’, or image of themselves,
of interaction with other members of society. Thus
himan beifigs have an IM4age of what Sort of person
they are, and they will tend to act in accordance with
that image. They might see themselves as caring or
tough, honest or dishonest, weak or strong, and their
behaviour reflects this sense of their own character.

The responses of others to an individual may
make it impossible for him or her to sustain a partic-
ular self-concept; the self-concept will change, and
in turn the behaviour of the individual will alter

i accordingly. Thus interactionists have tried to show

how the labelling of people as deviant, or as
educational successes or failures, can produce self-
fulfilling prophecies in which their behaviour comes
to live up (or down) to the expectations of others.



o

(For details of these labelling theories, see pp. 372-9
and 843-9.)

The implications of these views for sociological ~

methodology have been developed by the American
- interactionist Herbert Blumer {1962). Blumer rejects

what he regards as the simplistic attempts to establish

causal relationships which characterize posmv1st
methodology. :

As an example, Blumer refers to the proposition
that industrialization causes the replacement of -
extended families with ‘nuclear families. He objects to
the procedure of isolating variables and assuming -
that one causes the other with little or no reference
to the actor’s view of the situation. He argues that
data on the meanings and interpretations whlch
-actors give to the various facets of mdustnallzauon
and family life are essential :before a relatlonshlp can
be established between the two factors.

Blumer claims that many sociolOgi‘StSf conduct

their research with only a superficial familiarity with, .

the area of life under investigation. This is often
combined with a preoccupation with aping the
research procedures of the natural sciences. The net’
result is the imposition of definitions on the social
world with little regard for their relevance to that
world. Rather than viewing social reality from the
actor’s perspective, many sociologists have attempted

~ to force it into predefined categories and concepts.
This provides little chance of capturing social reahty
but a very good chance of distorting it.

7 In place of such procedures Blumer argues that
sociologists must immerse themselves in the area of
life that they seek to investigate. Rather than

\ attempting to fit data into'predefined categories, they
must attempt to grasp. the actor's view of social -
reality. This involves ‘feeling one’s way inside the
experience of the actor’:Since action is directed by
actors’ meanings, the soc1ologlst must ‘catch the
process of interpr which they -
construct their action \Thls means that the researcher
‘muist fake the role of ‘the acting unit whose

NW
behaviour he is studying’
lumer offers no simple solutions as to how this

type of research may be conducted. However, the
flavour of the research procedures he advocates is
captured in the following quotation:

Itis a tough job requiring a high order of careful
and honest probing, creative yet disciplined
imagination, resourcefulness and flexibility in
study, pondering over what one is finding, and a
constant readiness to test and recast one's views
and images of the area.

Blumer, 1962

(For a detailed discussion of symbolic interactionism
see Chapter 15.)

1
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3. Phenomenology

The nature of social reality

Phenomenology represents the most radical departure
from the ‘scientific’ quantitative methodology
éxamined at the start of the chapter.
Phenomenologists go further than interactionists in
that they reject the possibility of producing causal
explanations of human behaviour. They do not

 believe that it is possible objectlvely to measure and

classify the world. To phenomenologlsts human
beings make sense of the world by imposing
meanings and classifications upon it. These meanings
and classifications make up social reality. There is no

‘objective reality beyond these subjective meani
W‘
Thus, for example, in” Cicotirel's study of Juvemle

- justice (Cicourel, 1976) (examined on pp. 379-80),

poiice'and juvenile officers had the problem of classi- -
fying the behaviour of juveniles into the categories:
delinquent and non-delinquent. Cicoure] did not find

- this process to be objective: it larggly_@pg_ded on
“the stereotypes of the ‘typical delinquent’ held by the

officials. As such, the data on convictionsfor various
delinquent acts were a social product based upon the
commonsense assumptions of the authorities who
created the statistics.

At first sight, Cicourel’s study might simply
suggest that the statistics were invalid and that
further research might well reveal-the true rate of
delinquency. However, phenomenologists reject this
view. All statistics are social products which reflect
the meanings of those who created them. The
meanings are the reality which sociologists must
examine. Crime statistics have no existence outside
the meanings and interpretive procedures that _
produced them. To assume that there is a true cfime -
rate that has an objective reality is to misunderstand
the nature of the social world. From a phenomeno:
‘Togical perspective, the job of the sociologist is
simply to-understand the meanings from which social
reality is constructed. :

Phenomenologists believe that the problem of
classification is universal, and not unique to partic-
ular types of data. All people, all of the time, make
décisions about how to classify things, and these
decisions are the product of social processes. For
example, on a simple level, what one person might
classify as a ‘chair’ might be classified by another

person as a ‘wooden object’, and by a third person

who was involved in a pub brawl as ‘a missile’ From
this point of view all data are the product of the -
classification systems used by those who produce
them. If the classification system were different, the
data would be different.

Furthermore, to phenomenologists there is no way of

: choosing between different systems of classification and
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seeing one as superior to another. It is therefore
pointless to use data which rest upon the interpretations
of individuals in order to try to establish correlations
and causal relationships. Thus, using official statistics to:
reach the conclusion that being working-class causes a ;
person to commit crimes would not be justified. The
figures would only show how crime was defined and
classified, rather than what criminal actions had been
carried out by particular groups within the population.
Phenomenologists believe that SOW
limit-themselves to understanding the meanings.and

Arguably, the topic of suicide has received a-dispro-
portionate amount of attention from sociologists. A :
large number of books and articles have been written

on the subject, whereas other areas of social life that :

could be seen as equally important - for instance,
murder ~ have not been the subject of so much
interest. The main reason for this is the fact that
Durkheim used this topic to illustrate his own
methodological approach.

Durkheim ~ Suicide: A Study in
Sociology

In 1897 Durkheim published his book Suicide: A
Study in Sociology (1970), and many studies of
suicide have been, at leas't-'in part, a reaction to
Durkheim’s work. Some sociologists have tried to
show how Durkheim’s approach was successful in
explaining suicide; others have tried to develop and
improve his theory; others have rejected his whole
approach. Suicide has become an area in which
different methodological approaches have been tested
and disputed. A

Durkheim chose to study suicide for a number of
reasons. In late nineteenth-century France, sociology
was gradually becoming established as an academic
discipline and Durkheim wanted to reinforce this
process and show how his particular approach to the
subject was superior to others. He wished to use his
study to show how there was a sociological level of
analysis which was distinct from other disciplines
and which made an important contribution to the
explanation of social phenomena.

Suicide was, and still is, widely regarded as a
highly individual act. For example, it is often
explained in terms of an individual's depression. It
therefore appeared an unlikely candidate for
sociological analysis with its emphasis on the social
rather than the individual. There were established

s

classifications which pqople use to give order to and
mﬁg’s‘iﬁd the socxal construction
of reality, phenomenologists concentrate almost
ntirely on the subjective aspects of social life which

e internal to the individual’s consciousness. They
herefore tend to use rather different research ‘
methods from the more ‘scientific’ approaches.

The implications of the different approaches

considered so far will now be discussed with

- reference to a particular area of social life; suicide.

psychélogiéal theories of suicide. Durkheim attempted

" to'show that suicide could not be fully explained by

psychologlsts Sociology could explain aspects of

~suicide which psychology could not.

. Durkheim did not deny that particular circum-
stances would lead to a particular person taking his or
her own life, but personal reasons could not account
for the suicide rate. For example, he tried to show
that there was no relationship between the incidence
of insanity (which many psychologists associated with
suicide) and the suicide rate. He found that Jews had
higher rates of insanity than other religious groups,

_but they had lower rates of suicide.

Durkheim also chose to study suicide because of
the availability of suicide statistics from a number of
European countries. He regarded these statistics as
social facts and so believed that they could be used
to find the sociological causes of suicide rates. He
could try to establish correlations, and, using the
comparative method, could uncover the patterns that
would reveal the causal relationships at work in the
production of suicide rates. In this way he aimed to
demonstrate that sociology was as rigorous a
discipline as the natural sciences.

In order to achieve these objectives Durkheim
first tried to show that suicide rates were relatively
stable in a partlcular society over a period of time.

i As Table 14.1 shows, over the periods covered there

. was a remarkable consistency in the comparative

. suicide rates of the European societies in question.

Durkheim felt able to claim that ‘The suicide-rate is
therefore a factual order, unified and definite, as is
shown by both its permanence and its variability.
Furthermore, as wili be discussed shortly, Durkheim
found consistent variations in the suicide rate
between different groups within the same society.
He believed it was impossible to explain these

patterns if suicide was seen solely as.a personal and
individual act.
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Durkheim then went on to establish correlations

‘between suicides and other sets of social facts. He

found that suicide rates were higher in predominantly
Protestant-countries than in Catholic ones. Jews had
a low suicide rate, lower even than Roman Catholics.
Generally, married people were less prone to suicide
than those who were single, although married women
who remained childless for a number of years-ended
up with a high suicide rate. Durkheim also found that
a low suicide rate was associated with political
upheaval. The suicide rate in France fell after the
coup d’état of Louis, Bonaparte, for example War also
reduced the suicide rate After war broke out in 1866
between Austiia and Italy, the suicide rate fell by 14

- per cent in both countnes

~ Having established these correlations, Durkheim
used multivariate analysis to isolate the most
important variables and to determine whether there
was a genuine causal relationship between these
factors and suicide. For example, Durkheim
recognized the possibility that it might be the
national culture rather than the main religion of
particular countries that accounted for their suicide
rate. In order to test whether this was the case he
checked on differences within the population of
particular countries to see whether these differences
supported his views on the importance of religion.
The evidence supported Durkheim. For example,
Bavaria, the area of Germany with the highest
number of Roman Catholics, also had the lowest
suicide rate. He also checked the relative importance
of different factors: he found that high suicide rates
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were correlated with high levels of education.
However, he established that religion was more
important than level of education. Jews had a low

: +| suicide rate despite having a highlevel of education.

Types of suicide ;
From his analysis of the relationship between suicide '
rates and-a range of social factors, Durkheim began

 to-distinguish types of suicide. He believed that the
‘suicide rate was determined by the relationships
-between individuals and-society. In particular, suicide

rates:were dependent upon the degree to which

| individuals were integrated into social groups and the

degree to which society regulated individual
behaviour. On this basis he distinguished four types
of suicide: egonstlc, altruistic, anomic and fatahsnc,
as 1llustrated in Flg‘ure 14.1.

i o Type of suicide | ., .

§ : .| ALTRUISTIC -

5 _ Excess .

;; ' | integration =

8 - = 2

0 4

2% | Type of suicide Type of suicide

% | FATALISTIC ANOMIC

Excess Insufficient

regulation - regulation

A
Type of suicide
EGOISTIC .
Insufficient A
integration

Egoistic suicide resulted from the individual being
insufficiently integrated into the social groups and
society to which he or she belonged. This, according
to Durkheim, accounted for the discrepancy between
the suicide rates of Protestants and Roman Catholics.
He argued that the Catholic religion integrated its
members more strongly into a religious community.
The long-established beliefs and traditional rituals of
the Catholic Church provided a uniform system of
religious belief and practice into which the lives of its
members were closely intertwined. The Catholic faith
was rarely questioned and the church had strong
controls over the conscience and behaviour of its
members. The result was a homogeneous religious




et i o i ORI
i
!

B T SRR N o

976 Chapter 14: Methodology

commumty, unified and integrated by umform behef :

and standardized ritual.

_ By comparison, the Protestant Church encouraged .
its members to develop their own interpretation of

religion. Protestantism advocated ‘free inquiry’ rather

than the imposition of traditional religious dogma. In

Durkheim’s view, ‘The Protestant is far more the

author of his faith” As a result, Protestants ‘were léss’ :
likely to belong to a community that was unified by

a commitment to common religious beliefs and

practices. Durkheim concluded that the higher rate of -

suicide associated with Protestantism ‘results from its
being a less strongly integrated church than the
Catholic church’

Durkheim also related egoistic suxc1de to ‘domestlc‘
society’ or family relationships. The pnmamed and
childless were less integrated into a family than the -
married and those with children. The former group
had less responsibility for others andasa
consequence were more prone to egoxsm and a hlgh
suicide rate. .

Durkheim thought that anomic su1c1de was.the
other main type of suicide in industrial societies.
Anomic suicides took place when society did not
regulate the individual sufficiently. This occurred
when traditional norms and values were disrupted by
rapid social change which produced uncertainty in
the minds of individuals as society’s guidelines for
Behaviour beécame increasingly unclear. Not surpris-.

“ingly, Durkheim found that suicide rates rose during

periods of economic depression, such as the period
following the crash of the Paris Bourse (stock
exchange) in 1882. What was more surprising - and
at first sight difficult to explain - was the rise in the
suicide rate during a period of economic prosperity.
The conquest of Rome by Victor-Emmanuel in 1870
formed the basis of Italian unity and led to an
economie-boom- with rapidly rising salaries and

living standards, but it also led to a rising suicide

Tate. Dirkheim reaSoned that both booms and
slumps brought the uncertainty of anomie, and so
more suicjdes.

Durkheim thought that egoism and anomie were
problems that affected all industrial societies to a
greater or lesser extent. Because of the highly special-
ized division of labour in such societies they were less
integrated than simple or ‘primitive’ societies.

Pre-industrial societies could suffer from the
opposite types of suicide to egoistic and anomic:
altruistic and fatalistic.

Altruistic suicide took place when the individual
was so well integrated into society that they
sacrificed their own life out of a sense of duty to
others. In the past, Hindu widows would kill
themselves at their husband’s funeral (suttee); and in
traditional Ashanti society some of the king’s

"2
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followers were expected to commit suicide after the
death of the monarch. Individuals were so strongly

integrated into their society that they would make the

ultimate sacrifice for the benefit of others. _
~ The fourth and final type of suicide, distinguished
by Durkheim as fatalistic suicide, occurred when
society restricted the individual too much. It was'the

- suicide ‘of persons with futures pitilessly blocked and

passions violently choked by oppressive dlscxplme

.Durkheim thought that this type of suicide was of
little importance in modern societies, but it was of
:some historical interest, being the cause of high

suicide rates among slaves.

-\f'.Durkh!eirh;:suicitie -and-methodology

Dur,kh'eim’s study of suicide illustrates his views both
on society and on methodology. He believed it was

essential to- achieve the right amount of integration
: and. regu]atlcn in society: ‘primitive’ societies tended

to have too much of both industrial societies too
little of-either. He used quantitatiVe, ‘scientific’
methods, employing the comparative method in a
highly systematic way. However, he did not simply
follow the approach advocated by positivists. He used
the supposedly objective statistics available on
suicide to support the claim that unobservable forces

i shaped human behaviouf. The total number of
{ suicides was determined by such unobservable

¢

collective tendencies’, which ‘have an existence of

| their own’ and are as ‘real as cosmic forces’.

According to some of today’s sociologists, such
as Steve Taylor, Durkheim adopted a realist rather
than a positivist view of science (realism is

" discussed on pp. 1026-7). However it is defined, it is

nevertheléss Durkheim’s methodology in studyirig

| suicide that has atfracted most attention.from
| supporters and critics alike.

s

Positivist responses to Durkheim

Sociologists studying suicide who adopt positivist
methods have generally praised most aspects of
Durkhieim’s work. As early as 1930 Maurice
Halbwachs carried out a review of his work.
Halbwachs attémpted to refine Durkheim’s work and
did not challenge the use of a ‘scientific’ approach in
the study of suicide. Indeed he claimed that
Durkheim had been able to provide ‘a fully compre-

hensive treatment of the phenomenon of suicide,
which could be modified and added to, but which in

principle seems unassailable’ (Halbwachs, 1930).
Halbwachs could add to and modify Durkheim’s
work by making use of both the more recent suicide
statistics that had become available and new methods
of statistical analysis such as the use of correlation
coefficients. On the whole he confirmed what
Durkheim had found. However, he did argue that

o



Purkheim had overestimated the importance of
religion in determining the suicide rate. Halbwachs
claimed to have found that differences between living
in urban and rural areas had more impact than
differences between Catholics and Protestants.

Jack P. Gibbs and Walter T. Martin (1964) agreed
‘with Durkheim and Halbwachs that suicide should be
studied -using scientific methods and stafistical data.
However, they believed that Durkheim himself had
failed to use sufficiently rigorous methods. As noted
earlier;:Durkheim sometimes used concepts that could
not be directly observed or measured and thus he did
not entirely follow positivist methods. Gibbs and .
Martin picked up on this and attempted to rectify -
what they saw-as a flaw in Durkheim’s otherw1se
exemplary method. In particular they suggested that
Durkheim failed to define the concept of * integration’
in a sufficiently precise and measurable way. They
point out that ‘one does not see ‘individuals tied to
society in any physical sense’. Consequently it was
impossible to test the theory that lack of 1ntegrat10n
led to a high suicide rate.

Gibbs and Martin did not believe that 1ntegrat10n
itself could be measured directly. The type of data
necessary to measure the durability and stability of
social relationships was not available. They therefore
proposed that ‘status integrationcould be used as an
indicator of social integration. Status integration
concerns the extent to which individuals occupy sets
of social roles that are commonly found together.
People with a high degree of status integration have

- job, family and other statuses that are commonly

grouped together. Those with a high degree of status
incompatibility have unusual sets of statuses. Thus, in
their theory, an occupation in which 75 per cent of
its members are married is compatible with marriage,
but if only 35 per cent are married it is not compat-
ible. Individuals with- compatible statuses are deemed
to be, hlghly mtegrated since it is assumed that they
will have more and sd'\onger social relationships than
those with incompatible statuses. To Gibbs and
Martin, the greater the degree of status integration in
a population, the lower the suicide rate will be.

Gibbs and Martin’s theory shows that some
commentators criticized Durkheim for being insuffi-
ciently positivist and for making too little use of
statistical data. The theory itself, though, does not
bear close examination. Gibbs and Martin do not
provide any evidence to show that status integration
can be used to measure the strength of people’s social
relationships. Nor do they justify the use of statistics
alone to identify compatible statuses. Hagedorn ard
Labowitz point out that male ballet dancers and male
lion tamers are both uncommon but the former could
be expected to have more incompatible statuses
(quoted in S. Taylor; 1982).

N
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Interpretive theories of suicide

Interpretive sociologists tend to make much stronger
attacks on Durkheim’s study of suicide than’

. positivists. They tend to reject many of the basic

N

- principles of Durkheim’s approach rather than

quibbling about particular details. On the whole,

- however, they do acknowledge the p0551b1hty of

explaining the causes of suicide.

J.D. Douglas - The Soctal Meanings ofSu:c:de

One of the best-known interpretive critics of
Durkheim is J.D. Douglas (1967). Douglas particularly
criticizes the use of official statistics in the study of - .
suicide, questioning their validity. He points out that
the decision as to whether a sudden death is suicide
is made by a coroner.and is influenced by other
people, such as the famlly and friends of the
deceased. Douglas suggests that systematic bias may
enter thepchess of reaching a decision, and that this

bias could explain Durkheim’s findings. For example,

when a person is well integrated into a social group,
his or her family and friends might be more likely to
deny the possibility of suicide, both to themselves

and to the coroner. They may feel a sense of personal .
responsibility which leads them to try to cover up the
suicide. With less well-integrated members of society
this is less likely to happen. So, while it might appear
that the number of suicides is related to integration,

in reality the degree of integration simply affects the
chances of sudden death being recorded as suicide.

Douglas sees suicide statistics as the result of
negotiations between the different parties involved. -
However, he does suggest that the distortions in the
statistics are systematic. By implication, it might be
possible to reduce or allow for these distortions to
produce more reliable statistics that could be used-to
explain suicide. ' '

Douglas’s second main criticism of Durkheim is
that it was ridiculous for Durkheim to treat all
suicides as the same type of act without investigating
the meaning attached to the act by those who took
their own life. Douglas points out that in different
cultures suicide can have very different meanings.
Fc_)f example, if a‘businessman in a modem industrial
society kills himself because his business has
collapsed, it is a quite different act from the suicide
of an elderly Innuit (Eskimo) who kills himself for the
benefit of his society at a time of food shortage. Each
act has a different motive behind it and a social
meaning that is related to the society and context in
which it took place.

In order to categorize suicides according to their
social meanings Douglas suggests that it is necessary
to carry out case studies to discover the meanings of
particular suicides. These case studies could be based
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upon interviews with those who knew the person
well, and upon the analysis of the suicide notes and
diaries of the deceased. Although he:did not carry out

such research, Douglas nevertheless claims that the ;

most common social meanings of suicide in Western!
industrial society are: transformation of the soul (for
example, suicide as a way of getting to heaven); o
transformation of the self (suicide as a means of
getting others to think of you differently); suicide-as
a means of achieving fellow-feeling (or sympathy)
and suicide as a means of getting revenge by makmg
others feel guilty.

In other societies other meanmgs mlght be more
common.

/
i

Jean Baechler - suicide as' problem
solving

Douglas’s approach has been develop"eéi further by ; : |

the French sociologist Jean Baechler (1979). Baechler .

makes extensive use of case studies of:suicide in
existing literature, and he classifies suicides
according to their meanings. He sees suicidal
behaviour as a way of responding to and trying to
solve a problem. Suicide is adopted when there seems

- to be no alternative solution. From this perspective it
» then becomes possible to classify suicides according

to the type of solution they offer and the type of
situation they are a response to: in other words,
according to the end pursued by the suicidal

“individual. On this basis, Baechler divides suicides

into four main types:

1 Escapist suicides take three forms. Some people take )

their own lives as a means of flight from an
intolerable situation. For others, suicide is a response
to grief about the loss of something in particular,
perhaps a loved one or even a limb. Suicide may also
be a means of self-punishment used by a person
when they feel they have done wrong,

2 Aggressive suicides are a way of harming another
person or people. There are four types of aggressive
suicide. Vengeance suicides are intended to, make
another person feel guilty or to bring condemnation
on them from society. For example, a wife ‘might
commit suicide to draw attention to her husband's
cruelty. Crime suicides involve killing another person
during the suicidal behaviour: for example, when
someone shoots a spouse and then turns the gun on
themselves. Blackmail suicides are used to persuade
someone else to change their behaviour and treat
the suicide victim better. Appeal suicides are used to
show others that the person concerned is in need of
help. Blackmail and appeal are often the ends
pursued by those who make suicide attempts that
either fail or are not entirely serious.

3 Oblative suicides are ways of achieving something

that is particularly valued by the suicide victim.

sy

i
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Sacrifice involves giving up your.own life to save

another person. Transfiguration suicides.are used by a

person so that they can obtain a more desirable state:
. for example, to join a loved one in the afterlife.

4 Ludic suicides involve taking deliberate risks that
might lead to death. There are two types: the ordeal
and the game. Ordeals are ways by which an
individual tries to prove themselves to.others by
showing their bravery. Games involve takmg risks

- *for the hell of it": for example, playing Russian

- f-:roulette with nobody else present.

-Baechler is more explicit than Douglas in suggcstihg -

that causes of suicide can be found. However, unlike
Durkheim, he-does not believe that suicide can be

-explamed wholly or even mainly in terms of external
~ factors. As, Baechler puts it, ‘Whatever the external-
“factor considered, 1t\lal_ways happens that the number

of thosé who do not commit suicide is infinitely
greater than the number of those who do. Not
everyone ’Whose business fails, or whose spouse dies,
or who is a Protestant in an urban area, kills =
themselves. Thus, to Baechler, suicide must always be
at least partially explained through ‘personal factors’
that are particular to an-individual:

Baechler’s work differs from the studies of suicide
examined so far in that he includes attempted
suicides under his general definition of ‘suicidal
behaviour® Other sociologists have paid even more
attention to the implications of attempted suicide (see

- pp- 980-1).

Criticisr’nfs of interpretive theories

Interpretive sociologists have been criticized in a
number of ways. Steve Taylor (1989) criticizes both

Douglas and Baechler for failing to recognize the

value of Durkheim's, work. He also questions the
worth of schemes’ that are designed to categorize
suicides according to their social meanings.

i Commenting on Baechler, he points out that
: individual cases often fit a number of categories,

depending on the interpretation the researcher
makes of the victim's motives. There is no reason to
believe that these interpretations are any more
reliable than suicide statistics. Taylor also criticizes
Douglas for contradicting himself. At some points
Douglas implies that suicide statistics can never be

. reliable since it is always a matter of judgement

whether a death is a suicide. At other times he

i suggests that causes.of suicide can be found. It is

difficult to see how this can be if it is impossible to
be certain whether an act is a suicide.

Phenomenological sociologists have taken this type
i of criticism to its logical conclusion by denying

there can be any objective data on which to base an
explanation of suicide.

)
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nologists can be turned against the sociological
theories of phenomenologists themselves. If suicide
statistics can be criticized as bemg no more than the
interpretations of coroners, then studies such as that -
done by Atkinson can be criticized as being no more

_ than the interpretation of a particular sociologist. Just
as there is no way of checking on the validity of the
“verdicts reached by coroners, there is no way of
checking on the validity of the accounts of how
coroners reach their decisions advanced by phenome-
nological socxolognsts. Hindess therefore dismisses' the
work of such sociologists as being ‘theoretically
worthless’, and he says of their work, ‘A manuscript
produced by a monkey at a typewriter would b‘e'no
less valuable! If phenomenological views were taken
to their logical conclusion no sociology would be
possible, and the attempt to understand and explain
suicide would have to be abandoned

Steve Taylor - beyond posmvnsm
‘and phenomenology

‘Persons under trains’

Steve Taylor (1982, 1989, 1990) has tried to move
beyond all the approaches that have been examined

~so far. However, his own study starts by confirming |

! to diametrically opposed situations. In Taylor’s
‘the view of many critics of Durkheim that suicide | Y OPP : Y

| theory, however, they are situations faced by partic-

statistics are unreliable (Taylor, 1982).

Taylor conducted a study of ‘persons under trains’
- people who met their death when they were hit by
tube trains on the London Underground. Over a 12-

case their landlady - they were less likely to deny
suicidal motives.

month period he found 32 cases where there were no 4 o Ectopic =
strong clues as to the reason for the death. No suicide | 2 - (FUiC‘i_dal ‘ §
notes were left and no witnesses were able to state f“; 3:2?;5 d?j"é’;g: tell ac;'i(:gc tlgd‘;r- Sit::,r; d??i? eo ta
that the victim jumped deliberately. In effect, it was - j what he wants to individual from %
impossible to say with any eértainty whether a suicide ' 1 know ‘ what he knows %
had taken place or not. Nevertheless, 17 cases resulted | % S &
in suicide verdicts, 5 were classified as accidental P Thanatation Submissive x
deaths, and the’ remalm\ng 10 produced open verdicts. 3' . (who am 1) {1 am dead) %
- Taylor found that a‘number of factors made - .
suicide verdicts more likely, People with a history of | & _ : «:
mental illness and those who had suffered some form rj{ ere'rtaint_y Qertaintx %
of social failure or social disgrace were more likely to | & (suicidal action —z— (suicidal action g
have their death recorded as suicide. When a person ;§ an ordeal) ’ ' purposive] i
who had died had no good reason to be at the tube g:; _ ?
station, suicide verdicts were more likely. Taylor also o Appeal Sacrifice %
found that the verdict was strongly influenced by the | 2 (who are you?) (1 am killed)
witnesses who testified to the dead person’s state of g &
mind. Where the witness was a close friend or family : ; (t)rft;ﬁ:d?\z\dz;? 2de ?et?;ﬁ:fe\dethe »
member they tended to deny that the person had | & oyistence in the individual's . 5
reason to kill themselves and stress reasons why they | %ﬁ world Symphysic | existence in the
might want to carry on living. Where the witnesses ; % problematic (suieidal world

were less close to the person - for example, in one : % action ‘other-

|
|

Taylor’s methodology

Taylor, then, found strong evxdence to support the
-view that suicide statistics cannot be taken at face
value. Specific factors seemed to have influenced the

- verdicts reached and distorted suicide figures in
; partlcular ways. However, Taylor does not follow

phenomenologists in arguing that such problems

| make it impossible to explain suicide. Taylor's own
i theory is not based upon statistical evidence but upon

attempts to discover ‘underlying, unobservable
structures and causal processes’ This type of approach
is based upon a realist conception of science, which is
discussed later in this chapter. He develops his theory
as.an attempt to explain the key features of different
types of su1c1de revealed in case studies.

Types of smelde
Taylor s theory is illustrated in Flgure 14.2. He argues

. that suicides'and suicide attempts are either ‘ectopic’

- they result from what a person thinks about

-themselves - or ‘symphysic’ - they result from a

person’s relationship with others. Suicides and suicide

" attempts are also related either to certainty or to

uncertainty - people are sure or unsure about
themselves or about others. Thus, like Durkheim,

i Taylor distinguishes four types of suicide connected

directed')




J. Maxwell Atkinson - Disc_overing__
Suicide |

Scientific and 'quantitétive"methods are completely

clearly from J. Maxwell Atkinson’s study of suicide
(Atkinson, 1978). Atkinson doés not accept that.a ‘real’

rate of suicide exists as an objective reality waiting to -

be discovered. Sociologists who proceed with this -
assumption will end up producing ‘facts’ on sulc1de
that have nothing to do with the social reahty they.
seek to understand. By constructing a set ofltcntena to
categorize and measure suicide - in scientific ~
language, by operatlonahzmg the concept of suicide -

they will merely be imposing their reahty on the social -

world. This,will inevitably distort that world :

~ As Michael Phillipson observes, the positivist
methodology employed by Durkheim and other
researchers ‘rides roughshod over the very social
reality they are trying to comprehend” (Phillipson,
1972). Suicide is a construct of social actors, an
aspect of social reality. Official statistics on suicide,
therefore, are not ‘wrong’, ‘mistaken’, ‘inaccurate’ or
‘in error. They are part of the social world. They are
the interpretations, made by officials, of what is seen
to be-unnatural death. Since the object of sociology
is to comprehend the social world, that world can
only be understood in terms of the categories,
perceptions and interpretations of its members:. Thus,
with reference to suicide, the appropriate question for
sociologists to ask is, in Atkinson's words, ‘How do
deaths get categorized as suicide?” (Atkinson, 1978).

Categorizing death
Atkinson’s research focuses on the methods employed

by ccroners and their officers-to-categorize death. His

data are drawn from discussions with coroners,
attendance at inquests in three different towns,
observation of a coroner’s officer at work, and a part
of the records of one:particular coroner.

Atkinson argues that coroners have a ‘common-
sense theory’ of suicide. If information about the
deceased fits the theory, they are likely to categorize
his or her death as suicide. In terms of this theory,
coroners c_onsider' the following four types of
evidence relevant for reaching a verdict:

1 They take into account whether or not suicide notes
were left or threats of suicide preceded death.

2 Particular modes of dying are judged to be more or
less likely to indicate suicide. Road deaths are rarely
interpreted as an indicator for suicide, whereas
drowning, hanging, gassing and drug overdose are
more likely to be seen as such.

3 The location and circumstances of death are judged
to be relevant. For example, death by gunshot is
more likely to be defined as suicide if it occurred in

()

i

rejected by some phenomenologists. This can be seen

| views about why people commit suicide appear to
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a deserted lay-by than if it took place in the

countryside during an organized shoot. In cases of Py
gassing, a suicide verdict is more likely if windows,

doors and ventilators have been blocked to prevem —~
the escape of gas.

4 Coreners consider the biography of the deceased _ -

with particular reference to his or hér mental state :
and social situation. A history of mental illness, a -
disturbed childhood and evidence of acute ;
depression are often seen:as reason for suicide. A
recent divorce, the death of a loved one or relative,
a lack of friends, problems at work or serious
financial difficulties are regarded as possible causes
of suicide: This, as Atkinson points out, is remarkably
.similar to Durkhéim'’s notion of social integration.

Oy

Referri_ngj{to the case of an individual found gassed in -

-~ his car, a coroner told Atkinson, ‘There’s a classic
: pattem for. you - broken home, escape to the
- services, nervous breakdown, unsettled at work, no

family ‘ueg - what could be clearer! Thus coroners’

influence their categorization of death.

Coroners’ commonsense theories of suicide contain
explanations of the causes of suicide. If information
about the deceased’s background fits these explana-
tions, then a verdict of suicide is likely. Atkinson
provides the following summary of the procedures
used to categorize unnatural death. Coroners ‘are
engaged in analysing features of the deaths and of the
biographies of the deceased according to a variety of

taken-for-granted assumptions about what constitutes

a “typical suicide”, a “typical suicide biography™, and
so on. Suicide' can therefore be seen as an interpreta-
tion placed on dn event — an interpretation which
stems from a set of taken-for-granted assumptions.
This view has serious implications for research
that treats official statistics on suicide as ‘facts’’and

seeks to explain their cause. Researchers who look for

explanations. of suicide in the social background or
mental state of the deceased may simply be
uncovering and making explicit the taken-for-
granted ‘assuinptions of coroners. Atkinson found
that cor_oners' theories of suicide were remarkably
similar to those of sociologists and psychologists.
Since coroners use their theories of the causeé of
suicide as a means.for categorizing suicide, this
similarity might be expected. Thus social scientists
who look for the causes of suicide in the social
situation or mental condition of those officially
classified as suicides may simply be revealing the
commonsense theories of coroners.

Criticisms of phenomenology

Phenomenological views have themselves been subject
to criticism. Barry Hindess (1973) points out that the
ciiticisms of suicide statistics advanced by phenome-




g

ular individuals and are not related so closely to the
-wider functioning of society. We will now look at the
four types of suicide that Taylor identified. ‘

The first two types are ectopic or inner-directed
suicides: '

1 Submissive suicide occurs when a person is certain
about themselves and their life; they believe that
their life is effectively. over and see themselves as
already dead. Taylor says, The world of the
submissive i$ one of constricting horizons; of closing
doors, blind alleys and cul-de-sacs: The terminally ill
may commit submissive-suicide. In other cases a
person may have decided that their life is valueless

" without a loved one who has died. In this type of
suicide the suicide attempt is usually deadly serious
— the person is sure they. wish to die. =~ / |

2 Thanatation is a type of su'i,cid,e, or ,sUic.idE attempt,
which occurs when a person is uncertain about
themselves. The suicide.attempt is.a gamble which

* may or may not be survived, according to fate or -
‘chance. If the attempt does not result in death, the *

person learns that they are capable of facing death.

In some cases the person may be exhilarated by the -

thrill of the risk taking and they may make several
suicide attempts. Taylor gives as examples the
novelist Graham Greene, who periodically played
Russian roulette with a revolver, and the poet Sylvia
Plath, who deliberately risked death by driving her
car off the road.

The other two types are symphysic or other-directed
suicides:

1 Sacrifice suicides occur when a person is certain that
others have made their life unbearable. The person
who takes their own life often attributes the blame
for their death to others so that they will feel guilty
or will suffer criticism from other members of society.
For:example, Taylor refers to.a case in which a 22- -
year-old man killed himself because his wife was in
love-with his elder brother and she wanted a divorce.
The man left letters making it clear that he felt that
his wife and br_other'&lere responsible for his death.

2 Appeal suicides and suicide attempts result from the

suici_da'l person féeling uncertainty over the attitudes
of others towards them. The suicide attempts:are a
form of communication in which the victim tries to
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show how desperate they are, in order to find out how
. others will respond. Suicide attempts may involve
trying to persuade others to change their behaviour, or
-they may offer them chances to save the victim. Those
who make the attempts ‘combine the wish to die and
the wish for change in others and improvement in the
situation; they are acts both of despair and of hope’

For example, a woman slashed herself with a bread
knife in front of her husband after he had’
discovered her having sex with a neighbour. Her
husband took her to hospital and she survived. She
later said that she was unsure whether or not she
would bleed to death but wanted to show her
husband how much she loved him and to appeal for
forgiveness through her actions.

In another case a man took an overdose of
barbiturates in a car parked in front of his estranged
wife's house. He left a note for his wife saying what
he had done. However, a dense fog obscured the car
so his wife did not see him when she returned to the
house and therefore could not save him.

\

* Taylor also refers to Marilyn Monroe’s death. She had

rung her doctor before taking her fatal overdose, and
on previous occasions when she had rung him in an
agitated state he had come round to calm her down.
His failure to do so on this occasion removed any
chance of discovery and rescue.

Evaluation of Taylor

Taylor’s theory has some advantages over the other
sociological theories examined so far. For example, it
Helps to explain why some suicide victims leave
notes and others do not, why some suicide attempts
seem more serious than others, and why some take
place in isolation-and others in more public places.
However, his theory is hard to test. It rests upon the -
meanings given to suicidal actions by those who, take )
part in them and these meanings can be interpreted
in different ways. ' , .
For those whose suicide attempts result in death
the meanings can only be inferred from circumstan-
tial evidence, since they are no longer able to explain
their motives. Individual suicides may result from a
combination of motives, with the result that they do
not fit neatly into any one category.

The preceding sections of this chapter have outlined
and illustrated the differences between these two

broad approaches to methodology. Ray Pawson has
described the impression that such descriptions tend

to give to many students. He says that many

iy

students ‘have their minds firmly fixed upon an
image of a methodological brawl in which the
beleaguered minority (the phenomenologists) have
been for years trying to survive the onslaught of
the wicked majority {the positivists)’ (Pawson,
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1989). He claims that such a view is hlghly
misleading.
Pawson is correct to point out that the distinction

between positivism and phenomenology has = - i
sometimes been exaggerated, and some of his points 1

will be examined shortly. However, the disputes are

real. When Hindess says that ‘A manuscript produced .

by a monkey at a typewriter would be no less
valuable’ than the work of phenomenologists, he -
illustrates the strength of some of the methodologncal
battles that have taken place. Nevertheless, a number—-
of points should be made to put these dlsputes mto
perspective: / .

1 'Even those who have strongly advocated, and are
closely associated with either a quantltatwe of
qualitative approach have:not necessarily stuck
rigidly to their own supposed methodological
principles. Douglas (1967). points out how Durkheim -
in his study of suicide strayed away from basing his :
analysis entirely on ‘social facts', and dealt with the

- subjective states of individuals. For example, he gave
mental sketches of what it felt like to be a Roman
Catholic or-a Protestant, in order to explain why
their suicide rates should be so different.

At the other extreme, even one of the most ardent
critics of quantitative methods, Cicourel (1976), has
madeé extensive use .of statistical data. In his study of
juvenile justice in two Californian cities he collected
statistics on law enforcement in the two cities, and
he used a systematic comparison of the cities in
order to explain their differing crime rates.

2 |t can be argued that the 'methodological brawl’

< A

% Lee Harvey - cntlcal social research

* The nature of crmcal social research

Critical social.science embraces all those approaches
in sociology which aim to be critical of soc1ety in
order to facilitate social change. Criticism of some
sort is present in most social science but, accdrding
to its advocates, critical social science goes beyond
simply criticizing. According to Lee Harvey, the key
characteristic of critical social science is that
‘critique is an integral part of the process ... A
critical research process involves more than
appending critique to an accumulation of “fact” or
“theory” gathered via some mechanical process,
rather it denies the (literally) objective status of
knowledge’ (Harvey, 1990).

This approach does not believe that you can
simply discover the truth by using the appropriate

L2

mentioned above has come to an-end. Pawson says
that the idea that ‘positivists and phenomenologists
‘are always at logger heads is a sixties' hangover;
‘nowadays it is much more accurate to describe the
relationship between those who do qualitative and
those who do guantitative research as one of truce’
(Pawson, 1989). Many. sociologists get on with
actually doing research without worrying too much

- about the philosophical basis of that research. As the

" later sections on primary ‘sources will show, practical

- difficulties have at least as much influence on the
choice of research. methods as theoretical -
considerations. Furthermore, many sociologists now
advocate methodological pluralism (see pp. 1022-3),
where a mixture of quantltatwe and qualitative
‘methods i Is used.

3 Finally, new phllosophtes of scierice and new

~approaches to methodology have now made the

. disagreements of positivists and phenomenologists
look somewhat outdated. The realist conception of
science, which' will be discussed in a later section

~ (see pp. 1026-7), does not imply that science should
be concerned only with that which can be observed
directly. In this respect it does not exclude the use of
qualitative methods in a ’social science’ such as
sociology. Critical social science, particularly
feminism, and postmodern sociology offer distinctive
perspectives on methodology which do not fit neatly
into either camp in the disputes between positivist
and interpretive sociologists.

“We will now examine critical social science and

postmodern approaches to methodology before
looking at specific research methods.

quantitative or qualitative methods. Instead it
believes that *knowledge is a process’ in which you
move towards understanding the social world. i
Knowledge is never completed, it is never finished,
because the social world is constantly changing.
Furthermore, knowledge can never be separated from
values. As members of the social world, researchers
are bound to be influenced by their values and those
of society. However, their aim should be to try to get
beyond the dominant values of society, to try to see
what is going on undemneath the surface.

Thus, critical social scientists tend to believe that
the way society appears to its members can be
misleading. Things that are taken for granted need to
be seen in a different light so that the true values
underlying them can be revealed. Once this has been

done, it may be possible to use the new knowlédge to
transform society.



Examples of critical social research

Harvey uses the example of feminist studies'on
housework to illustrate the approach. According to
him, feminists have been able to show that
housework should be seen as real work, just like pald
work. Like paid work it creates things of value and it
has a crucial role in the economy. Male-dominated
commonsense views of housework have devalued it
and seen it as unimportant. By revealing the true - -
nature of housework, féminists have been able to
encourage social changes in which women have
demanded that the value of their unpaid work i$ -
recognized (see pp. 552-63 for a discussion/ of
housework). ’ - ;oo
Critical research is partlcularly concemed thh
revealing oppressive structures so that such structures
might be changed. Harvey says that ‘It is important

~ that the account be located in a wider context which

links the specific activities with a broader social

structural and. historical analysis. Thus, an analysis of
‘housework can be linked to changes in the role of

women in society with the rise of industrial
capitalism (see pp. 144-5) and the development of
patriarchy (see pp. 151-6).

There are numerous examples of critical soc1al
science. Harvey sees the work of Karl Marx (see, for
example, pp. 33-6), C. Wright Mills’s work on power
elites (see pp. 603-4), and Paul Willis’s study -of
working-class lads in the education system (see
pp. 791-4) as examples. He divides critical social

- science studies into three main types, which concen-

trate on class, on gender and on ethnicity and
racism. Of course, some of the best critical research
examines all three simultaneously. However, these
categories are by no means exhaustive; and critical
social scientists also examiné issues such as
sexuality and disability - indeed any area where
some social groups can be seen as systematically
disadvanta'ged or oppfeSSed :

The main features of critical research

Harvey sees critical research as having the followmg
main features

1 Abstract concepts and |deology
It uses abstract concepts such as housework but
goes beyond simply cafrying out empirical studies
based on such concepts. Thus, instead of just
measuring who does housework tasks, critical
research tries to examine how such concepts relate
to wider social relationships. Housework is seen as a
work relationship rather than as simply a set of
tasks to be performed. In this way it tries to get
beneath the surface of social reality. This involves
trying to overcome the dominant ideology or
ideologies. Distorted ideological beliefs may be
related to dominant classes or to patriarchal or racist
beliefs. They mask the material reality that lies

L2
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_ behind these beliefs. In Marxist theory, for example,
the ideology of wage labour as a free and fair
- exchange between employer and employee disguises
the material advantages enjoyed by the employer as
the owner of the means of production.

2 Totahty. structure and history
Each abstract concept and particular belief cannot
be examined in isolation. According to Harvey itis
“necessary to relate each bit of a society to-a-totality.
Harvey says, Totality refers to the view that social
phenomena are interrelated and form a total whole!
For example, in The New Criminology (1973), Taylor,
Walton and Young advocate trying to understand
the actions of criminals in the context of society as.
a'whole (see pp. 386-8).

Critical’ social scientists see societies as possessmg
structures. Structures constrain or limit what
~people can do, but also make social actions

_ possible. For example, the structures of capitalist
Societies make it difficult for members of the
working class to set up their own businesses to
compete with big capitalist companies. On the

. other hand, they make it possible.for some -
capitalists to make substantial profits.

Structures, though, are not static; they change.
Studies of society therefore need to be related to
particular historical contexts. You need to examine
how particular societies have changed over time in
order to understand them at any particular point in
time. Thus studies of the working class need to take
account of how the economy and the labour market
have changed since the advent of capltahsm {see pp.
75-88 for examples).

3 Deconstruction, essence and.reconstruction
Critical social researchers proceed through a
process of deconstruction and reconstruction. In
the process of deconstruction the different
elements of particular areas of social life are taken
apart in order to try.to discover an essence. The
essence is the *fundamental concept that can be_
used as the key to unlocking the deconstructive "
process.. Thus, for example, the essence of
capitalism, according to Marx, is ‘the commodity
form’, while the essence of housework, according
to Christine Delphy, is a set of work relationships in
the context of family life.

-:Reconceptualization ~ thinking of familiar aspects of

" social life in unfamiliar ways - is the key to
discovering essences through deconstruction. This
process is never finished. Harvey says that critical
research:

involves a constant questioning of the
perspective and analysis the researcher is
building up. It is a process of gradually, and
critically, coming to know through constant
reconceptualization. This means that the
selection of a core concept for analysis is not a
once-and-for-all affair.

Harvey, 1990, p. 30
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The process of deconstruction does not follow a pre-

set path, as laid down by, for example, positivists.

The development and testing of hypotheses and the

collection of empirical data can all proceed ‘in
paralleli The process involves ‘a constant shuttling
back and forwards between abstract concept and
concrete data; between social totalities and

particular phenomena; between current structures .

and historical development; between surface
appearance and essence; between reflection and
practice’ Some of the process does involve
“*armchair” speculation’, but emipirical studies can’
also be carried out by whatever methods are most

suitable. i

Deconstruction leads to reconstructlon The
researcher aims in the end to ‘lay bare’ the essential
relationships that are embedded in the structure
They develop theoretical insights which allow the

i
e
i

phenomena under investigation to be'seen‘ina new.

way. A good example is Paul Willis's study of the

transition from school to work among working-class

'lads. Willis reveals how the ‘lads” rebellion at
school serves as a preparation for the alienating
shop-floor jobs they end up doing. According to
Willis the 'lads’ thereby actively contribute to
maintaining their own oppression (see pp. 791-4
for details).

4 Praxis ‘

- Critical social research is not just a theoretical
activity, it is also a form of praxis. Harvey defines
praxis as 'practical reflective activity. Praxis does not
include "instinctive” or "mindless” activity like
sleeping, breathing, walking, and so on, or
undertaking repetitive work tasks. Praxis is what
changes the world: The point of research is to
improve the world. Researchers are interested in
whether there is any potential for the oppressed
groups being studied to come together to change
their situation. If these groups come to understand
their situation better, they are more likely to resist or
challenge the Structures that oppress them. To
Harvey, far from being ‘a neutral, uninvolved
observer of society, the\researcher should be an
involved and committed participant in the social
world. The involvement should be directed towards
developing a radical praxis wnthm oppressed
social groups.

Research methods

Critical social science is not tied to any single
research method. Critical social scientists have used
a full range of methods including questionnaires,
interviews, case studies, ethnography and
semiology (see pp. 999-1003, 1003-8, 1008-14,
996-7 and Chapter 13 for discussions of these
methods). However, this approach does tend to be
sympathetic towards methods which allow the
social world to be seen from the viewpoint of those
who are oppressed.

Y

Some feminists have advocated the use of
interviews (see pp. 988-9); Goldthorpe and
Lockwood (whom Harvey describes as critical social
researchers) used questionnaires (see pp. 79-81);
while critical ethnography is perhaps the most
popular of all the methods used by such resedrchers :

(see pp. 1013-14): Unlike. positivist and interpretive

approaches to methodology, the emphasis is not so

‘much upon’ ‘the preferred techmque, but upon the
_ purpose of the research. Any method is permissible
so long as it allows you to get beneath the surface of

social life and has the potential for helping to
change society. Harvey ‘concludes that ‘Although not
susceptlble to- simple methodic. prescriptions critical

| social research lies at the very heart of emancrpatory
. .socrologlcal enquxry '

Crltlmsms of cntlcal social research

v

Martin Hammersley has identified a number of

problems with critical social research

't First, he believes that there are problems in
identifying sources of oppression in order to
orientate research. Although-critical social
researchers identify a range of sources of oppression
(principally class, gender and ethnicity) there may be
others which they have not identified. Furthermore,
it is not clear how they can clearly distinguish
oppressor from non-oppressor. Hammersley says,

many people may be simultaneously oppressor and
oppressed’ (Hammersley, 1992). If critical research is
focused on understanding the viewpoint of the
oppressed, it becomes difficult to carry out if
oppressors might in some ways be oppressed
themselves. It becomes hard to know who to
interview or who to.observe.

2 Hammersley believes that there are problems wuth
the whole concept of oppression and differing ideas
of needs and interests. There might be very different
viewpoints on what a group needs and what their
interests are. There may also be many different views
on, and dimensions of, oppression. Hammersley
believes that, in the end, needs, interests and what
constitutes oopression are subjective judgements. As
it is unlikely that all }iuman needs and preferences
can be met in society, some judgement has to be
made about which needs and interests are legitimate
and which are not.

3 Hammersley believes that critical researchers tend

- to argue that 'there is a single set of values that
everyone would agree on if it were not for the
effects of ideology on our thinking’ If this were the
case, it might get around the problem of deciding
who was oppressed. However, Hammersley argues
that this could never be achieved. Individuals, never
mind social groups, can be in two (or more) minds
about what is just, fair or in their interests.
Furthermore, the interests of different oppressed
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groups might clash. For example, a religious
minority might be oppressed in a society because of
their beliefs. However, the religion might be highly
patriarchal and oppress women within the religion.
In such a case it becomes unclear whether the
critical researcher should focus upon revealing the
oppression of the religious minority, or of the
women within that minority. If they try to do both
they Tisk the contradictory position of arguing both
that the religion should be tolerated and that its
oppression of women should not be tolerated..

4- According to Hammersley, critical-researchers _try to
establish the truth of their arguments either'by
getting oppressed groups to agree with their . -
findings, or by showing that the findings have been
successful in.combating oppression. There/are -
problems-with both of these methods. /

First, oppressed groups may not be: able to evaluate-

the truth of social science theories because they
- may be suffering from some sort of false
consciousness. How do you know that’ they have
cast off false consciousness and can now see
“the truth?

Second, you cannot assume that evén a correct
theory will automatically produce social changes
which overcome oppression, Many other factors

_ apart from the production of theories will determine
whether oppressed people are emancipated. As
Hammersley says:

- Theories are not simply applied but used in
~association with practical knowledge. And, if
this is the case, the achievement of
emancipation depends on much more than
- the truth of the theory, and so failure to
achieve emancipation does not tell us that
the theory is false.

Hammersley, 1992, p. 115

Because of the above points Hammersley denies that
critical researchers have succeeded in producing an

‘acceptable alterative to conventional methodology

for establishing the tn}th If this is the case, then
critical research ‘becomes simply research directed
towards 'serving the interests of some particular
group, whose interests may conflict with others,
including those of other oppressed groups ;

Phil Carspecken - a defence of
critical research

Despite the sorts of criticism advanced by writers
such as Hammersley, some researchers argue that it is
possible to produce an acceptable critical social
science methodology. Writing in 1996, Phil
Carspecken argues that critical researchers had failed
to develop a detailed methodology. He attempts to
put this right.

i

i
1
i
i
1
|
i
|
t

vChapter 14: Methodology 985

Carspecken believes that critical research need not
be biased because the researchers engaging in it have
value commitments. Critical researchers should not
just look for the facts which fit their theories. Like

. researchers from other traditions they should be epen
t to finding evidence which contradicts their theories

and challenges their values. They should always be

open to changing their standpoints in the light of
* what they find during the ‘course of research.

Furthermore, research needs to be systematic and
careful. Tt should go through a number of stages to
reach conclusions which can be widely accepted as
being close to the truth Carspecken suggests the
followmg stages

The process of research

1 Complhng the pnmary record. In the first stage
 the researcher immerses themselves in the social
life of the | _group or site being studied. They take
notes and may use video- or audio-tape. The
researchér tries to develop a preliminary
understanding of the social world from the
viewpoint of those being studied.

2 Preliminary reconstructive analysis. In this stage
the researcher starts to analyse what they found in
the first stage. They look particularly for
‘interaction patterns, their meanings, power
relationships, roles, interactive sequences’ and
SO on.

3 Dialogical data generation. At this stage the
researcher starts talking to those being studied and
discusses his or her preliminary findings with them.
The subjects of research have an opportunity to
influence the way the reseatcher is thinking and ..
help him or her decide how convincing the initial
ideas are. Carspecken says that this 'democratizes the
research. process. Interviews and dlscussmn groups
will be used at this stage.

| ‘Dlseovenng system’ ‘relations. Once stage 3 is well
under way the researcher now begins to broaden the
study to. try to link his or her specific findings to -
other parts of social life. For example, the
relationships found in a school might be linked to
the content of the mass media, the local labour
.market or changing conceptlons of masculinity and
“femininity. '

.

5 Using system relations to e_xplain findings. Only in
the final stage does the researcher being to produce
causal explanations of what they have found. Links
are made to social structures and particular -
attention may be made to ‘class, race, gender and
political structures of society’

Establishing truth claims
! Why, though, should people believe the results of

such research? Will it not simply reflect the biases

i and values that the researcher started with?
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CarSpecken believes not. First, the features of social
life uncovered by researchers are the basis on
which the theories are developed. They are not -
simply based on the researcher’s abstract ideas. |
Second, the subjects of the research have a chance’”
to confirm or contradict the initial understandings’
developed by the researcher. Third, Carspecken.
develops a sophisticated analysis of how conclu-
sions may be reached about whether the_.ﬁndmgs of
research are true or not.

Like Popper (see pp. 968-9), Carspecken does not a

believe that social scientists can produce statements
that will necessarily be regarded as true fpr all time.
Even if everyone agreed that something was true,
this view might be rejected in some future socnety
However, in essence, whether somethmg is regarded
as true or not ultimately depends upon whether
people can agree that it is-true. A truth cldim - a "
claim that something is true - is always an act of
communication. It is an attempt by one person or
group to assert to other people that something is
true. Establishing the truth is therefore a
communicative process.

The way to check whether a truth claim stands up
to scrutiny is to see whether other people agree with
it. The only way to do that is to allow others a
chance to accept or refute the truth claim.
Traditional science considers truth claims by limiting
those who are allowed to express an opinion on
them to the scientists. Only experts have their views
taken seriously. In critical research, those who are
being studied have a say as well as other social
scientists. In studying social life, the participants -
the children in a classroom, the workers in an office,
the members of families or whatever - are the
experts. Checking whether they can be convinced by -
the social researchers’ theory is a key part of testmg
whether it is true.”

However, there are some problems mvolved in
checking the findings of research by seeing whether
people will agree with them or not. People often
agree with things not because they believe them, but
because of power relationships. Following the work
of Habermas (1984), Carspecken believes that’
communications can be distorted where some of
those commtinicating have power over others
involved. To use a simple example, if someone holds
a gun to your head and threatens to kill you, you are
likely to agree with whatever they say regardless of
whether you believe it.

Critical researchers should therefore be aware of
these sources of distortion. They should try to ensure
that they eliminate, as far as possible, power
relationships between themselves and those being

studied. Thus Carspecken believes that researchers
should:

Establish supportive, nonauthoritarian
relationships with the participants in

your study. Actively encourage them to

question your own perceptions. Be sure

~ that participants are protected from any
harm that your study could produce,
and be sure that they know they
are protected.

- Carspecken,. 1996 p. 90.

._However, researchers should also challenge beliefs

that may result from _power relationships. Thus, for
example, women who believe that their husbands vqr
male partners should be able to tell them what to do, -

_ could have their beliefs challenged by a researcher.

The: researcher would have to find out whether the
women in question-could be persuaded that the

. relatlonsh1p Was patnarchal

- The sub_]ects of the research are not the only
ones who need to be persuaded of the researcher’s
truth claims. Other social scientists and readers of

the research need to be persuaded too. Of course,
_the research wiil be evaluated by people whose

views are influenced by the power relationships in
which the researcher is involved. He or she will
therefore be unlikely to persuade everybody of the
truthfulness of their work. Nevertheless, their aim
should be to make the findings as convincing as
possible.

While checks on the validity of truth claims do
in the end come down to a matter of opinion,

. Carspecken does not believe that what people

believe is just random. To him, what people will
accept is affected by what is real. He argues that ‘a
single, real, world exists independently from any
cultural categories used to describe it and act in

-relation to it” This real world ‘resists” human

actions. People find that it allows them to behave in
certain ways, and tHat in other ways it limits their
behaviour. For example, if people believed that

| broken glass was not sharp, and acted towards it
! accordingly, they would soon find themselves cut

and bleeding. It would be hard to sustain the belief
that broken glass was not sharp, and cultural beliefs
would be likely to change.

Beliefs tend to fall into line with reality because
of people’s experiences. Of course this does not
always happen. People can believe things in spite of
experiences which suggest that the beliefs are
mistaken. Furthermore, many beliefs are far more
complicated than the above example, and cannot
easily be tested against experience. Nevertheless, the
idea that a real world exists and that it can resist
human actions allows Carspecken to claim that
ultimately there can be a sound foundation for

people trying to agree on what is true and what
is not.



Approaches to femivnist' methodology |

Perhaps feminist approaches to critieal research are
the most developed ones. Theré have been numerous
attempts to develop feminist ways of doing or

approaching research, but three approaches have’ . =

been particularly influential:

1 The attack on 'malestream’ research. This inyblyes a
criticism of previous, male-dominated, mains‘tream
‘research. Often referred to by feministsas. /.

‘malestream’ research; itsis criticized for belng based
upon sexnst or patnarchal principles. ;

2 The claim that there can be distinctive feminist
research methods. This approach argues that the
more conventional ‘scientific’ methods used by men
are not particularly good at helping the researcher -
~to understand social reality - particularly, though
not exclusively, the reality of women..

3 The claim that feminism can reveal a distinctive :
eplstemology, or theory of knowledge, WhICh is
superior to other epistemologies.

The attack on 'malestream’ research

This is perhaps the least controversial of feminist
approaches to methodology. Rather than trying to
construct a completely new feminist approach, it tries
to rectify the mistakes of previous, dominant and
male-orientated research methodologies. From this
point of view, research has generally been carried out
about men, by men and for men. Pamela Abbott and
Claire Wallace provide a comprehensive list of feminist
criticisms of ‘malestream"soeiolﬁbgy. They say:

Cw

Feminists have made a number of criticisms

of sociology. © -} '

1 that sociology has r;winly been concerned
with research on men and by implication
with theories for men;

2 that research findings based on all-male samples
are generalised to the whole population; - :

3 that areas and issues of concern to women are
frequently overlooked or seen as unimportant;

4 that when they are included in research they
are included in a distorted and sexist way;

5 that sex and gender are seldom important
explanatory vcriables;

6 that when sex and gender are included as
variables they are just added on, ignoring the
fact that the explanatory theories used are
ones which have justified the subordination
and exploitation of women.

Abbot and Wallace, 1997, p. 6

1
i
i
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A number of examples included in this book can

'1llustrate these points:
* ® According to Carol Smart (1977), the sociology of

crime and deviance was, until the late 1970s, almost
éxclusively. the sociology of male crime and.
delinquency (see p. 408).

@ Studies such-as those by Merton, Cohen, Miller and

‘Cloward and Ohlin (see pp. 354-60) almost
completely ignored women, yet assumed that they

. applied to criminals i in general and not jUSt male
criminals, .~ .

@ AsAnn. Oakley (1974) points out, housework was

seen as too. unimportant to be studied by social
Scientists untul her own pioneering work.
e ‘Michelle Stanworth (1984) criticizes John
_Goldthorpe's class scheme for, generally, allocating
- wives to classes based upon their husband’s
occupation (see p. 111). ,
® Male social scientists such as Talcott Parsons
sociobiologists and Lombroso and Ferrero have been
accused:as having sexist, biologically-based
explanations of female behaviour (see pp. 132-3,
129-31 and 413). ,
® Class classification schemes have been accused by
~ Arber, Dale-and Gilbert (1986) of being based on
male jobs and of being unable to usefully
differentiate different types of female employment
(see p. 116)

There have also been frequent criticisms of the use of
sexist language in social research. For example,

Margaret Eichler (1991) points out that terms such as
‘men’ and ‘mankind’ have often been used to refer to
people in general. o .

Evaluation

These sorts of criticism of ‘malestream’ sociology
have been very influential and widely accepted. The
numbers of sociological studies of women, studies of
issues important to women, and studies which
examine female perspectives on social life, have
proliferated. It has become much less common for
sociologists to try to generalize about people of both
sexes on the basis of male samples. The sociological
study of women, by women and for women has
become much more commonplace.

Sexist language in sociology has also become
much less common. For example, the British
Sociological Association’s ‘Ethical Guidelines’ state
that sexist language is unacceptable, and it is banned
from the organization’s journal Sociology (see the

t ‘Notes for contributors’ in any edition of this journal).
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Although the problems of ‘malestream’ sociology
have certainly. not been eliminated, they have been
greatly reduced and the arguments advanced for
non-sexist sociology have become relatively
uncontentious. Qther feminist approaches to research
methods, though, are much more contentious. - "

Feminist research methods '

Ann QOakley - the masculme model
of interviewing

Perhaps the best-known and most mﬂuentlal
argument that there should be distinctive feminist
research methods is advanced by Ann Oakley (1981).
In particular she argues that there is a,femmlst way
of conducting interviews which is supener ‘to a more
dominant, masculine model of such résearch.

By studying the instructions of various method-
ology books which desenbe the techmques of
interviewing, Oakley is able to discover the main - -
features of the masculine approach,.tb interviewing.
She says, ‘the paradigm of the “proper” interview

~appeals to such values as objectivity, detachment,
hierarchy and “science” as an important cultural
activity which takes precedence over people’s more
individualised concerns’

Although they can be friendly in order to
establish some minimum rapport, interviewers must
maintain their distance to avoid becoming too
involved with respondents. Certainly any emotional
involvement between interviewer and respondent
must be avoided at all costs. The interviewees must
be manipulated as ‘objects of study/sources of data’

* They must always have a passive role, and must
never become active in shaping the interview. If the
interviewee asks the interviewer questions, the
interviewer should not answer and should make it

" clear that he or she is there to ask questlons and not

- to answer them.

Interviewing of ttus type emphasxzes the
importance of producing reliable data that can be
repeated and checked. Interviewers have to avoid
expressing any-opinion of their own. To do so will
influence the answers of the respondents and lead to
bias in the research.

.The feminist approach to interviewing

Having outlined the masculine approach to
interviewing, Oakley proceeds to suggest a feminist
alternative. She draws upon her own experience of
interviewing women about becoming mothers. She
conducted 178 interviews, with most women being
interviewed twice before the birth of their child and
twice afterwards. In some cases Oakley was actually
present at the birth. On average each of the women
was interviewed for more than nine hours.

Oakley found that the women often wanted to ask
her questions. Instead of avoiding answering them,

~ Oakley decided to answer their questions as openly

and honestly as she could. Some of the questions
were about her and her research, others were requests
for information about childbirth or childcare. In some
cases the women were anxious about some aspect of
childcare or childbirth, and often they had failed to
get satisfactory answers from medical staff. In these
circumstances Oakley found it impossible to refuse to
answer their questions. She was asking a great deal

“of the interviewees at a difficult time in their hves,

and.it was only reasonable that she should grve
something back in return.
Oakley decided to make the research more collab-

| orative. Tnstead of looking at the womien as passive
respondents she wanted them to become her collabo-

rators and friends. Indeed, it was often the 1nterv1e—

‘wees' who. took the initiative in developing the
’relat_;on§hlp further. Many' expressed an interest in

the research and wanted to become more involved.
Some rang her up with key pieces of information.
Oakley claims that ‘the women were réacting to my
own evident wish for a relatively intimate and non-
hierarchical relationship

She tried to make sure that she did not exploit the
interviewees. She asked permission to record
interviews and use the information. While she was at
the mothers’ houses she gave them help with childcare
or housework if they needed it. She discussed her own

i, experiences of childbirth with the women who were

interested, and tried to offer advice on where they
could get help with particular problems.

Oakley’s objectives in adopting such an approach
were not just to- give some help to the women and to
avoid exploiting them, in return for their participa-
tion. She also believed that it improved the quality of
the research. It allowed her to get closer to the
subjective viewpoints of the women being studied. It
also played some role in trying to change and
improve the experience of becoming a mother for the

women involved. Oakley says:

Nearly three-quarters .of the women said that
being interviewed had affected them and the three
most common forms this influence took were in
leading them to reflect on their experiences more
than they would otherwise have done; in reducing
the level of their anxiety and/or in reassuring them
of their normality; and in giving a valuable outlet
for the verbalization of feelings.

Oakley, 1981, p. 50

Oakley concludes that interviewing that breaks down
the barriers between researchers and their subjects is
preferable to masculine, ‘scientific’ interviéwing. She

i says that a feminist methodology:
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requires, further, that the mythology of ‘hygienic’
research with its accompanying mystification of -
the researcher and the researched as objective
instruments of data production be replaced by the
recognition that personal involvement is more
than dangerous bias - it is the condition under.
which people come to know each other and to
admit others into their lives.

Oakley, 1981, p. 58

Evaluation of Oakley

Oakley’s approach to mtervrewrng has been qurte .
influential amongst feminists and her ideas are
widely quoted in books about methodology.
Although generally sympathetic to her approach
some critics have argued that it is not orrgrnal or
drstlnctlvely feminist. = :

Ray Pawson argues that Oakley srmply elaborated
on conventional ways of conducting unstructured
interviews. He says

This vision of interviewing-as-fi eldwork is prec:sely
that urged from the traditional doctrines of
interpretative, phenomenological or humanistic
sociology. There is a time-honoured tradition of
positivism-bashing in general and structured-
interviewing bashing in particular, and this
feminist approach is essentially a repetition
of this literature.

Pawson, 1992, p. 119

The differences between structured and unstructured
interviewing will be discussed later in the chapter
(see pp. 1003-4). However, it canbe argued that there
are some features of Oakley’s approach which go
beyond conventional approaches to unstructured
interviewing. For example, even unstructured
interviewing is not normally supposed to involve
advising and helping the interviewees, since it is
thought that such interventions might affect the
findings. Oakley’s approach to feminist interviewing
incorporates elements of critical research which are
not typlcal of other types of interpretative research.

Feminist standpoint epistemology

Perhaps the most influential of feminist epistemolo—
gies is what has been called standpoint
epistemology. From this point of view, the way in
which women experience social life gives them
unique insights into how society works. Sandra
Harding says, ‘The feminist standpoint epistemologies
ground a distinctive feminist science in a theory of
gendered activity and social experience’ (Harding,
1986). That is, they believe that feminist knowledge
can only come from examining the unique experi-
ences of women in societies in which men and
women experience social life in different ways.

h2
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Standpoint epistemology generally does not deny
that it is possible to discover the truth about society.
However, instead of believing that the truth can be

.| established through the observation of facts and the

discovery of statistical relationships, it seeks to find
the truth through understanding women’s experiences.
Furthermore, it tends to believe that no one version of :

| the truth can explain everything, Although'women
-have certain expenenees in common, there are also

big drfferences between groups “of women, and their
dlfferent experiences need to be explored before a full
picture of the social world can be produced. -

Liz Stanley and Sue Wise are amongst the
advocates of standpomt epistemology. They argue in
favour of ‘theory derived from experience’ which is
constantly subject to revision in the light of that
expenenee (Stanley and Wise, 1990). They say that
feminist research should be ‘not only located in, but
proceeding from, the grounded analysrs of women’s
experiences’, By examining their experiences the

feminist reséarcher can understand the world.

According to Stanley and Wise, ‘all knowledge,
necessarily, results from the conditions of its produc-
tion, is contextually located, and irrevocably bears
the marks of its origins. Generally speaking,
sociology has usually expressed ‘the practices and
knowledge of highly particular white, middle-class,
heterosexual men’ Feminist standpoint epistemology
replaces this with the view of the world developed
through the experiences of oppressed women.
Oppressed women are in a special position, able
through their experiences to see through the ideology
of their male oppressors.

However, Stanley and Wise do not believe that all
women experience the world in the same way. For
example, black, lesbian and working-class women
have different experiences to those of their white, "
heterosexual and middle-class counterparts. Stanley. -
and Wise therefore support the view that feminist
epistemology needs to look at different standpoints
and should not try to pretend that one set of
knowledge can deal with the experiences of very
different groups of women. They are in favour of a
plurality of feminist theories deriving from the study
of different oppressed groups. No one theory should
be allowed to be dominant.

Although Stanley and Wise accept the need for a
plurality of theories, they do not go as far as some
postmodernists who deny that any methodology can
deliver a true picture of social life (see pp. 990-1). To
Stanley and Wise the viewpoints of different women
need to be examined simply because women do have
real, different experiences. Feminist methodology
needs to uncover these different and often previously
neglected experiences in order to develop a fuller
understanding of the social world.
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- Criticisms of feminist standpoint

epistemology
Ray Pawson (1992) argues that such epistemologies

- run into major problems when those being studied ';;_

continue to see the world in terms that the researchet
finds unconvincing. Thus, for example, feminist
researchers are unlikely to give much credence to
women’s views that it is ‘natural’ for women to do
the housework and for men to be dominant.
Sometimes, however much they try to persuade the

women being studied to see things differently, the

women may stick to beliefs which feminists see as .
reflecting patriarchal ideology. In such cases
researchers may find themselves gomg agamst what
their respondents believe, or, altematw_e§y, having to
accept views which they believe to be untrue..
According to Pawson a further problem with
standpoint epistemology is that it puts all the
emphasis upon studying the experiencés of the
oppressed. This effectively rules out studying the
oppressors (in this.case men), even though studying
oppressors might reveal at least as much about the
nature of oppression as studying the oppressed.
Pawson is also unpersuaded by the view that you

can simply describe a plurality of different viewpoints.

~ Sometimes the viewpoints of groups of women,

grounded in different experiences, may contradict one

Varieties of postmodern
methodology

There is no single type of methodology accepted by

~all postmodernists. However, it is possible to distin-

guish three broad positions adopted by the vanety of
writers who discuss postmodernism:

1 Some postmodernists, .such as David Harvey (1990),
_see postmodernity largely in terms of changes in
society. They do not believe that the nature of
knowledge has changed or that radical new
methodologies are needed to replace old ones.
They theérefore tend to use conventional methods
and conventional sources of data. Thus Harvey
analyses statistical economic data and tries to
interpret cultural trends from a number of
secondary sources. From the viewpoint of such
writers, existing methodologies, whether
quantitative or qualitative, are quite adequate for
the analysis of society.

2 On the other hand, some writers make a sharp

distinction between modern and postmodern
epistemology. Modern epistemology (or theory of

another. Unless the researcher decides to.say that one
viewpoint is better than another, they end up having

“to accept contradictory beliefs. This leads them down

the path of relativism. They are no longer trying to
explain society as it really is; they are reduced to

‘accepting all viewpoints as equally valid. Different .

feminist views of the world are only true for partic-
ular _grbups of women; none can claim to describe

society as it really is for everybody. In these circum-

stances. socnology loses any clalm to be able to
produce knowledge which is supenor to the common-
serise knowledge of Ordmaly members of society.

- Pawson’s criticisms tend to generalize about
feminist methbdologié's and epistemologies and are

‘not partlcularly sensitive to variations.between them.

Not all feminist standpomt epistemologies are
re.latmstlc, some do not see the viewpoints of all
groups of women as equally valid. Indeed the accusa-
tion of relativism could be more justly directed
against postmodern methodology (see pp. 990-1)
than feminist methodology. Furthermore, as we have

. seen above, critical social scientists such as Phil

Carspecken have tried to deal with some of the
apparent problems with methodologies that take the
viewpoint of the oppressed seriously (see pp. 985-6).
Critical and feminist approaches to methodology -
will be discussed further as the chapter develops.

knowledge) tends to claim that the truth can be
discovered by the use of the correct techniques.
Those who advocate both deductive and inductive
methods (see p. 968); and even critical social
scientists (see pp. 982-6), believe that procedures
can be used to evaluate what is true and what is
not. While Popper and critical sociologists may not
believe that the final truth can be established, they
do at least believe that it is possible to rule out somc
knowledge as being untrue.

Epistemological postmodernists argue that there is
no basis-even for whng out some knowledge as
being untrue. Nevertheless, Lyotard (1984), for
example, dismisses all knowledge based upon
modern epistemologies as deriving from
'metanarratives’ (see Chapter 15). Metanarratives arc

- big stories about the world and are essentially
opinions rather than objective knowledge.

Lyotard rejects the claims of all 'scientific’ subjects
and believes that all knowledge is essentially a
form of story-telling. He sees all stories as equally
valid and offers no way of distinguishing between
true and untrue stories. The implication of this view
is that postmodern methodology should simply



~ consist of allowing different people to tell their

_ stories. No attempt should be made to try to
establish that any particular stories are better than
any others.

Some postmodernists have tned to develop
postmodern ¢thnography as a way of allowing

the voices of diverse social groups to be heard (see
pp. 1014-15 for a discussion of postmodern
ethnography). =

Postmodern ethnography allows epistemological;

postmodernists to collect some of their own data _ .

However, much postmodern sociology is not so
concerned with creating new knowledge as with
attacking existing knowledge. Many such approaches
have drawn on the work of Jacques Derrida'as a -
basis for criticizing other-sociologists’ work (see .
Kamuf, 1991, for extracts from Derrida). |

Derrida believes that language can never truly

. represent.an external, objective reality. Language' is
simply-a self-contained system in which words are - .

defined in terms of other words. Because of this,
- scientists, sociologists and indeed anyone else should

not be believed if they claim to have established the ;

absolute truth. Therefore the work of such wnters
should be deconstructed.

Deconstruction involves examining texts
(anything containing written language) and
taking them apart. In this process Derrida believes
that the inherent contradictions built into
existing knowledge can be revealed (see
pp. 159-60 for further details). The technique of
deconstruction is often used by postmodernists
~to attack and try to undermine texts such as
existing sociological theories. This strand of
postmodern methodology is therefore based
around the critique of secondary sources (see
pp. 1016-22) rather than the creation of
new knowledge.
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Postmodern methodology ~ evaluation

' Postmodern methodology has been widely accused of

adopting a position of complete relativism. That is, it
argues that knowledge simply depends upon your

. point of view, and that one person’s view is as good

- as any other person’s view. Modernist sociologists of
various types continue to reject this view. For .

- example, critical social scientists such as Phil-

‘Carspecken believe that there are ways of evaluating
different truth claims (see above, pp. 985-6).
Carspecken ‘dees believe that postmodern method-
ology. offers some insights but rejects its claim that
there is no basis for producing objective knowledge.
He believes that there are ways of convincing others -

By of the. validity of knowledge Carspecken says, ‘Few
| would want to say that their descriptions of society

are nothing but mterpretatlons, capable of persuading
others only through the exertion of power (persua-
“sion] rather than argument (Carspecken, 1996).
Ultlmately argument is grounded in an external

.reality and the way that this reality prevents people
from doing whatever they choose. Like realist
theorists of science (see pp: 1026-7), critical social
scientists like Carspecken continue to reject the-
extreme relativism of some postmodernists.

A number of writers have turned postmodern
arguments on postmodernists. They have pointed out
that, if there is no way of distinguishing fact from
fiction, then there is absolutely no way of showing
that postmodermists’ stories about the social world
are any better (or worse) than other stories (see
Chapter 15). Similarly there is no way of showing
that postmodem methodologies are any ‘better (or
worse) than more conventional methodologies.

Postmodern methodology will be discussed further
as the chapter develops.. s

This part of the chapter will deal with the major
issues involved in actually carrying out research. It
begins with a consideration of how researchers go
about selecting topics for research, and goes on to
examine the practical .and-theoretical issues involved
in collecting and analysing data.

Choosing a topic for research

Before embarking upon research, sociologists have to
decide what they are going to study. This choice may
be affected by a number of factors.

The values and beliefs of the researcher will
obviously play some part. Sociologists are unlikely to

L2

devote considerable time and energy to issues that
they think are unimportant or trivial. For example,
Peter Townsend's values have led him to regard
poverty as an important problem in contemporary
industrial societies (sée pp. 296-300), while Paul
Heelas believed that the New Age movement was
worthy of attention (see pp. 466-9).

What a researcher believes is important may be
influenced by developments within the discipline of
sociology, or developments in the wider society.
Sociology is a profession as well as a discipline, -
and many sociologists wish to advance their careers
by criticizing or developing the work of fellow
sociologists, or by trying to resolve some key
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socrologlcal issue. This might explain why SO many
socrologrsts have followed Durkheim in studying
suicide, while other areas of socral hfe have been
comparatively neglected. 5

Similarly, routine clerical workers have been
studied more than some other sections of the stratifi-
cation system. This group is often seen as a cmcral
test of Marxist and Weberian theories of §trat1ﬂca—
tion. Groups of less theoretical mterest_ to sociolo-
gists, such as agricultural labourers, h"ve‘been .
‘studied less often. ) R

'In the sociology of rehgron, apparent cxamples
of religious revival, such as the revrvaqu Islam and
the New Christian Right in the USA, have been
studrgd partly in order: to evaluate the theory of
secularization. . -, S J :

When there are major- changes in socxety,
sociologists are likely to study them. Socrology was
born in the nineteenth :century, largely out of a .
concern about the changes wrought by thé
Industrial Revolution. More recently, socrologlsts
have studied apparent social changes in terms of
theories and concepts such as postmodermsm (see
Chapter 15), post-Fordism and high modemrty
(see pp. 713-17).

Sociologists have also devoted more t,“rr'ne in
recent decades to studying unemployment than they
did in the 1950s and 1960s when rates of
unemployment were very much lower. In the
sociology of work the impact of information
technology has been a focus of attentronfsee
Pp. 700-6). i

Specific government pohcres can also stimulate
research. Hence; for example, the concern*wrth the
‘new vocationalism’ in the contemporary socrology of
education (see pp. 801-13), and the concer with
“social exclusion’ in studies of social policy since the
Bntlsh 'Labour-government establlshed a Social-
Exclusron Umt (see p. 346)

. A.very important factor affecting the choice of
research topic is the availability or otherwise of
grants to finance it. Research funds may come from
charitable foundations - such as the Nuffield and
Rowntree foundations - from industry, or from

_government — in Britain usually via the Economic:

and Social Research Council {or ESRC). The

"European Union sometimes provrdes funds for
'soc1olog1cal research:

-~Some small-scale research requires lrttle funding,

: but major research pro_]ects can be very expensive,
~ and the sort of research that gets done can be very

strongly influenced by those who hold the purse -
strings. Payne et al. have suggested that the SSRC

* (the predecessor of the ESRC) ‘had no pretensions to

bemg anything other than a government organisa-
tion”- (Payne et al., 1977). As an 1mportant source of

* funding. for. Brmsh sociology it tended to restrict the

amount of sociological research that was critical of

the government of the day. '
Industrial providers of research grants tend to

want some practical benefits from the money they

~ spend, so research into organizations and industrial

sociology is most likely to receive funding from
this source. o

Other practical difficulties apart from money can
affect the topics chosen by sociologists for their
research. The availability of existing data on 2 topic
or the practicality of collecting data will both have
an influence. Durkheim chose to study suicide partly
because statistics were available from many European
countries (see pp. 974-7). Some important groups in -
the population - for example, senior politicians and
the directors of top companies - rarely form the basis
of detaiied studies. This is partly due to their unwill--
ingness to reveal their activities to sociological
scrutiny. Other relatlve}y powerless groups, such as
-delinquent gangs; have been subject to detailed and

-frequeat: study

Primary sources of information consist of"d'ata
collected by researchers themselves dunng the course
of their work. Secondary sources consist of data that
already exist. Primary sources would include data
collected by researchers using questionnaires,
conducting interviews or carrying out participant
observation. Secondary sources include official statis-
tics, mass media products, diaries, letters, government
reports, other sociologists’ work and historical and

contemporary records. Secondary sources w111 be
discussed later.

Choosing a primary research
method

! Some of the factors that influence the choice of
I research topic can also influence the choice of
{ research method used to study that topic. For —

example, the source of funding for a proposed project
might well specify the type of method to be
employed. Many funding bodies support the use of
more quantitative methods. Janet Finch, for example,
describes the ‘dominance achieved by quantitative
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smethods, and the (at best) secondary place which

qualitative methods were accorded’ (Finch, 1986) in

the development of British social policy research.
However, the most importarit factors influencing the

choice of research method are the topic to be studied

and the theoretical and practical considerations.
Some topics lend themselves more readily to the

use of quantitative techniques such- as questlonnaxres

for example, research into voting in Great Britain

tendsto mvolve large-scale studies using quantltatlve

statistical techniques because of the sheer numbers -

necessarily involved in the research if the data are-to

be of any use. Other topics, such as behaviour in
classrooms, lend themselves more readily to /qualita-
tive methods. /
As the earher sections of this chapter have shown,
those who support a pamcular theoretical .approach

|

tend to use either quantitative or qualitative methods.
This commitment may well be the major influence on

their choice of research method.

-Reliability

Many of the debates about the merits of parneular
research methods focus on questions of reliability -
and validity. In the natural sciences, data are seen to
be ‘reliable’ if other researchers using the same
methods of investigation on the same material
produce the same results. By replicating an experi-
ment it is possible to check for errors in observation
and measurement. Once reliable data have been
obtained, generalizations can then be made about the
behaviour observed. No.sociologist would claim that
the social sciences can attain the standards of
reliability employed in the natural sciences. Many.,
would argue, however, that sociological data can
attain a certain standard of reliability.

Generally speaking, quantitative methods are seen
to provide greater rehablhty They usually produce
standardized data in a statistical form: the research
can be repeated and the results checked. .
Questionnaires can be used to test precise hypotheses
which the researcher has devised.

Qualitative methods are often criticized for failing
to meet the same standards of reliability. Such
methods may be seen as unreliable because the
procedures-used to collect data can be unsystematic,
the results are rarely quantified, and there is no way
of Yeplicating a qualitative study and checkmg the
reliability of its findings.

Validity .

Data are ‘valid’ if they provide a true picture of what
is being studied. A valid statement gives a true
measurement or description of what it claims to
measure or describe. It is an accurate reflection of
social reality. Data can be reliable without being

2
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valid. Studies can be replicated and produce the same
results but those results may not be a valid measure
of what the researcher intends to measure. For

' instance, statistics on church attendance may be
i reliable but they do not necessarily give a true

picture of religious commitment. ;
Supporters of qualitative methods often argue that "

~'quantitative methods lack validity. Statistical research

methods may be easy to;replicate but they may not

_provide a true picture of social reality. They are seen

to lack the depth to describe accurately the meanings
and motives that form the basis of social action. They

“use categones imposed on the social world by sociol-

ogists ~ categones that may have little meaning or
relevance to other members of society. To many
interpretive sociologists, only qualitative methods can

~overcome these problems and prov1de a valid picture

of socxal reahty
Practlcahty_

" Researchers are sometimes attracted to quantitative

methods because of their practicality. Quantitative
methods are generally less time-consuming and
require less personal commitment. It is usually -
possible to study larger and-more representative
samples which can provide an overall picture of
society. Qualitative research often has to be confined
to the study of small numbers because of practical
limitations. It is more suited to providing an in-depth
insight into a smaller sample of people.

‘These points will be developed in the following
sections. -

“Choosing a sémple

Once a sociologist has chosen a topic for research:and
a method to carry out that research, she or he needs
to decrde upon a ‘sample’: that is, the actual individ-
uals to be studied. All research involves some sort of
samphng, some selection of who or what to study.
Those researchers who advocate ‘scientific’ quantita-
tive methods tend to support the use of sophisticated
sampling techniques and often claim to be able to

- generalize on the basis of their findings. Those who

support interpretive qualitative methods tend to study
smaller numbers of people, so their studies are less
likely to require complex sampling techniques.

A sample is a part of a larger population. It is
usually selected to be representative of that popula-
tion: those included in the sample are chosen as a
cross-section of the larger group. The use of samples
saves the researcher time and money since it reduces
the number of individuals to be studied. If the sample
is chosen carefully, it is possible to generalize from it:
that is, to make statements about the whole relevant
population on the basis of the sample.




RBTRERE %

5. i T R TSR R L

994 Chapter 14: Methodology ’

~ The first stage in sampling involves identifying the
relevant population. A population in this sense
includes all the relevant sampling units. The sampling
unit is the individual person or social group in that |

populatxon. In a study of voting in Britain the relevant :

populatlon would be all those entitled to vote, and the

samphng unit would be the individual voter..
Havmg determined the samphng unit and the

populanon, the researcher might then try to,obtain

or to produce a sampling frame. In a study of voting v

there is a ready-made sampling frame ~the
electoral register - since a sampling frame is simply
a list of all the relevant sampling units in the

population. It is important that the samphng frame is’

as comprehensive as p0551b1e if it'is’ qbt, the’'sample
might be scnously dxstorted Researchers ‘have

»somctlmes used telephone directories as a samphxig

frame for the population of a particular area, but the

~ directory would not include those who have ex-

directory numbers and those without a telephone.
Since the latter would probably be people on low
incomes, the results of a study on (for example)
voting intentions based upon this sampling frame
might ‘be seriously misleading.

Often, even apparently comprehensive sampling
frames contain omissions. For example, the electoral
register does not include all adults living in Britain.

- Foreign nationals (except for some citizens of Eire),

those who have failed to register as voters, and
members of the House of Lords are:among those who
would be excluded. The introduction of the Poll Tax
in the early 1990s led to large numbers of people
avoiding enrolment on the electoral register in an
attempt to get out of paying the tax.

Studies use imperfect sampling frames. The early
British Crime Surveys used:the electoral register (see
pp. 366-8 for details of these surveys). Pat Mayhew
(quoted in McNeill, 1988), the Principal Research

_ Officer responsxblc for the Surveys, admits that the

most. comprchenswc samplmg frame now available is
not the electoral register, but the Postcode Address
File. Mayhew notes that the electoral register does
not include many people in institutions (such as
meintal hospltals and prisons) who may be ‘particu-
larly’ pronc to being the victims of crime.

Later British Crime Surveys did start using the
Postcode Address File. However, even that is not
perfect. A sample using this as a sampling frame
would be likely to under-represent the homeless.
Furthermore, researchers usually rely upon the ‘Small
User File’ of the Postcode Address File and this
excludes addresses which normally receive 25 or
more items of mail per day. As Sara Arber (1993)
points out, a few households which receive unusually
large volumes of mail will not be included on
samples using this sampling frame.

One government study, the census, avoids the
problems of sampling by studying all, or very nearly
all, members of a large population. By law every
household in Britain has to complete a census form,
although some individuals (including many of the
homeless) may slip through the net.

Sociologists lack the resources to cary out such
comprehensive studies as the census, and so they-

| usually try to select'a sample that coniains the same

proportions of people with relevant characteristics as

“are present in the populatlon under consideration. If

that population contains 60 per cent women and 40

_per cent men, then the sample should contain 60 per

cent women and 40° per cent men. Other important
charactenstlcs such as age, occupation, ethnic origin

: ;and‘:rdl,glon are oftcnataken into account by
i ’r"esfearc'héis as they select their sample.

Othcr, more spccnahzcd factors may be taken into
account, dcpendmg upon the nature of the research.
Oplmon polls on voting intentions usually use a
sample from a variety of constituencies chosen
according to the share of the vote won by the major
parties in those constituencies at the previous
election. Thus a number of ‘safe’ Labour, ‘safe’

“Conservative and more marginal seats would be

included. Clearly the results would be distorted if the

sample was chosen entirely from safe Labour seats.
In a study of-education the researcher might wish

1o select the sample so as to ensure that the types of

- schools attended by those in the sample reflect the
“proportions in the population as a whole.

* If sampling. has been carried out satisfactorily,
researchers should be able to generalize on the basis
of the results. This means that they should be able to
make statements about the whole population without
having conducted research-into every member of
that population. For example, opinion pollsters often
claim to be able.to' predict the results of an election
in Britain to within a couple of percentage points on
the basis of a sample of perhaps one or two
thousand people.

Different methods of producing a sample will now
be exammcd

Typcs' of saiﬁpling

Random and systematic sampling

This is the simplest way to select a large sample.
Using random sampling the researcher énsures that
each sample unit has an equal chance of being
chosen to take part in the research. This is often
achieved by assigning numbers to each sample unit
and selecting members of the sample by using a
random number table. The nearest everyday equiva-
lent to this is picking numbers out of a hat.

)



A less time-consuming, though slightly less
random, method is to select, say, every tenth or
. twentieth number on a list. Since this method is not
truly random it is known as.systematic sampling.

Random sampling is not ideal. It relies on statis-
tical probability to ensure the representativeness of
the sample. In simple terms, it is based upon the so-
calledlaw of averages’, and a relatively large sample
is needed for the researcher to be confident that the

sample will be genuinely representative. Researchers

therefore generally prefer to use the method we will
discuss next: stratified random sampling.

Stratified random sampling

Stratlﬂech'andom sampling involves the dmsron of
the sampling frame into groups in order to! ensure
that the samp’le is representahve The researcher
identifies the important variables that need to be
controlled and allocates the samplmg units to

- different groups according to these variables.

~ For example, the researcher might identify gender

.and class as important variables. In this case the
population would be divided into working-class
males, working-class females, middle-class males,
middle-class females, upper-class males and upper-
class females. The sample would then be selected at
random from each of these groups ensuring that the
proportions of the sample in each category were the

-~ same as the proportions in the population as a whole.
If 20 per cent of the population were found to be
working-class females,. 20 per cent of the sample
would be working-class females. -

This is an-effective method of choosing a
representative sample because it allows the researcher
to control the variables that are seen as important. It
requires.a smaller sample size to ensure representa-
tiveness than random sampling. However, stratified
random sampliirg is often not practicable. Even if a
sampling frame is avallable it often does not contain

. the information necessary to divide the population
into groups. Opinion pollsters can use the electoral
register as.a sampling frame but it does not provide
information such as the occupations of the electorate.
For this reason it cannot be used to produce a strati-
fied random sample: ‘

Quota sampling

Quota sampling allows researchers to control variables
without having a sampling frame. When quota
sampling is used, the interviewers are told how many
respondents with particular characteristics to question,
so that the overall sample reflects the characteristics of
the population as a whole. For example, an interviewer
might be required to administer a questionnaire to ten
married females and ten married males aged between
20 and 35, five unmarried men and women of the

i
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same age group and so on. Once the quota fora
particular category has been filled, responses will not .
be collected from these in that category. !

This is a particularly useful method of sampling

' when the overall proportions of different groups

within a population are known. Govemrhe_nt popula-
tion statistics could be used to set the quota for'a

' representative sample of different age groups in the

British population. As Sara Arber (1993) points out, it

"is also generally quicker and cheaper than using
- probability sampling. There is no need to revisit those

chosen in your sample if. they are not available on
the first visit. If someone refuses to cooperate, you

can simply find someone else with the same charac- -

teristics. When speed is of the essence ~ for example,
if you want. to conduct an opinion poll on voting on
the day of an election - then quota samplmg may be
the only praetrcal optlon

Despite the SImphmty of quota sampling, it does -

have both theoretical and practical drawbacks in some .
.circumstances. Quota sampling is not truly random

because each person within the population does not
have an equal chance of being chosen. For example, a
researcher stopping people on a particular street at a
particular time can only question people who happen
to be in that place at that time. The lack of genuine
randomness may distort the results. For example, a
researcher for a political opinion poll who questions
people at 11 o’clock on Tuesday morming in a city
centre would be unlikely to gain much response from
those who work in the surrounding rural area.
Stopping people in the street may lead to a low
response rate. Many people could refuse to cooperate,
and those who do cooperate might be untypical of
the population as a whole in a way that was not
anticipated when, the original quotas were set up.,
Quota sampling usually requires the researcher to
ask a number of personal questions to determine
whether the respondent has the characteristics of a
quota group-on which information is required.
Askirig such questions at the start of an interview
might put some interviewees off, and put others on
their guard so that their responses are not as open
and honest as they might otherwise have been.
Furthermore, practical problems can arise in filling
quotas. In some circumstances people who have full-
time jobs might prove more difficult to interview
than people without jobs.
Despite these limitations quota sampling continues
to be used because there are circumstances when
random or stratified random sampling is not possible:

»

Multi- stage sampling

Multi-stage sampling can save the researcher time
and money, although it reduces the extent to which
the sample is genuinely random. It simply involves

e
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selecting a sample from another sample. It is often
used in opinion polls on voting intentions. In the first -
stage a few constituencies, which, on the basis of
previous research, appear to represent a cross—sectlon
of all constituencies, are selected. Some rural and some
urban constituencies would be included and previous
election results used to check that the constituencies
selected are a-reasonable mixture in terms of party

support. In the second stage individual respondents are *

chosen from within these constituencies.

if multl-stage sampling was not used in this sort
of research, opinion poll organizations would incur
the prohibitive expense of sending researchers to
every constituency in the counﬁy, to interview d
mere three or four people in each to get an overall
sample of 2,000. However, in multi- -stage samplmg
the loss of randomness may be accompanled by an
increase in sampling error. :

Snowbalhng

Snowballing is a very specialized type of samphng
and is usually only used when other methods are not

~ practical. It involves using personal contacts to build

up a sample of the group to be studied. For example,
it was used by Laurie Taylor (1984) when he
persuaded John McVicar, a former criminal, to obtain
introductions-to-members of the London underworld
of professional crime. Taylor then used these contacts
to obtain introductions to more criminals. Clearly,
such samples cannot be representative since, to have

any chance of being included, those studied must be "

part of a network of personal contacts. But for
groups such as professional criminals it is not easy to
use other ways of obtaining a sample.

Non-representative sampling

Sociologists do not always try to obtain representa-
tive cross-sections of the population they wish to
study. In terms of Popper’s. views of science (see

pp. 968-9), _resealfq:hers should try to disprove or
falsify their theories. This means looking for
untypical examples of-a phenomenon which does not
fit a particular theory. For example, in examining the
view that differences in the behaviour of men and
women are pnmanly shaped by blologlcal rather than
cultural differences, sociologists such as Ann Oakley
have tried to find untypical examples of human
behaviour (see p. 133). Feminist sociologists claim to
have falsified the biological arguments about the

" behaviour of men and women by finding examples

of societies in which women behave in ways more
usually associated with men and vice versa. (For
examples, see p. 133.)

Goldthorpe et al.’s rejection of the embourgeoise-
ment hypothesis (see pp. 79-81) provides an
interesting example of the use of a non-representa-

tive sample (Goldthorpe et-al., 1968a, 1968b, 1969).
The embourgeoisement hypothesis stated that large
numbers of affluent workers were becoming middle-
class as a result of their rising living standards. On
the basis of available evidence, Goldthorpe ef al.
doubted this claim. To test the embourgeoisement
hypothesis they selected a sample from the most ;

" affluent manual workers. If any manual workers were

becoming mxddle—class, it would be members of this

: untyplcal’ group. The research results showed little
of no evidence of embourgeoisement. Having chosen
‘the group most likely to confirm the hypothesis,

Goldthorpe et al. felt confident in rejecting the theory

. of embourgeoisement.

Flpna D__evme (1992, 1994) used a sample of
similar workersin a later study of Luton workers

: whieli examined how far the working class had
) changed in the intervening period (see pp. 81-3).

Some sociologists have argued that it is important

to- study the best-informed members of social groups

rather than a cross-section of a group. Thus, the _
interactionist Herbert Blumer thought that you should
seek and question the most acute observers of a

group or aspect of social life since ‘A small number

of such individuals, brought together as a discussion .
group, is more valuable many times over than any
representative sample’ (Blumer, 1969).

Case studies and life histories

Case studies

In g\éneral,',ease studies make no claims to be
representative. A case study involves the detailed
examination of a single example of something. Thus
a case study could involve the study of a single
institution, community or social group, an individual
‘person, a particular hlstoncal event, or a single

. social action.-

Howard Becker has described one aim of case
studies as the attempt ‘to arrive at a comprehensive

- understanding of the group under study’ (Becker,

1970). Ken Pryce’s participant observation study of a
single West Indian community in the St Paul’s area of
Bristol attempted at-one:level, simply to understand
that particular community (Pryce, 1979). Shane
Blackman (1997) conducted a detailed ethnographic
study of the homeless in Brighton in order to
understand how that group experienced and saw the
social world (see pp. 332-3).

However, case studies can be used, as Becker
claims, ‘to develop more general theoretical
statements about regularities in social structure and
process. As mentioned above, a case study of a
particular society can be used to falsify a general
theory about social life. Thus Gough’s study of Nayar
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society showed that family structures based upon a
marital bond are not universal (Gough, 1959) {see
PP- 504-5). Steve Craine’s study of school: leavers in
- Manchester was able to falsify the belief of some
theorists that an underclass culture was passed down
from generation to generation (Craine, 1997) (see
pp- 330-2).

Case studies can also be used to produce typolo-
gies, or a set, of categories defining types of a social
phenomenon. Douglas (1967) suggests that case

studies can be used to drscover the different types of '

suicide by uncovering the different social meamngs
of suicide. i
Case studies may be useful for generatmg new
hypotheses which can then be tested. agarns,t other -
data or in‘lziter studies. Paul Willis's study of a single
schodl has produced a number of hypotheses about -
the relationship between education and capitalist
societies, which have proved to be a useful focus for
research and the development of theories by other
sociologists of education (Willis, 1977) (s¢e pp.
791-4). Dick Hobbs and Colin Dunninghan (1998)
used their case studies of individuals-irivolved in
organized crime to develop hypotheses about the
changes in the nature of local and global relation-
ships in criminal networks (see pp. 406-7).
A major drawback of case study research is that it
is not possible to generalize on the basis of its
* findings. It is impossible to determine how far the
findings:of a study into one example of a social
phenomenon can be applied to other examples. Alan
Bryman (1988) suggests that one way to overcome
this problem is to carry out, or use a number of case
studies of the same type of phenomenon. An example
is the work of P.X. Edwards and Hugh Scullion (1982)
. who conducted case studies of seven British factories
in order to develop a more. general theory about
factors affecting industrial conflict (see pp. 736-7).
Similarly Shoshana Zuboff.(1988) carried out case
. study research in _eig'ht\o\rganizations in order to try
to make generalizations ‘about the impact of informa-
tion technology (see pp. 700-3). :
However, as Bryman points out, it may be dxfﬁcult
to make direct comparisons of the results of studies
carried out either by different people, or by the same
person at different times. The data are likely to be
more systematic if a single researcher, or group,
collects data on a number of social groups at the
same time. However, if this is done, the research
ceases to be a case study as such.

Life histories

Life histories are a particular type of case study -
the whole study concerns one individual’s life. They
can be carried out using a variety of methods but
most frequently use extended, unstructured
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interviews. Some life histories make considerable use
of personal documents. The following are some
examples: a study of the life of a Polish peasant
conducted by Thomas and Znaniecki; Gordon
Allport’s ‘Letters from Jenny’, a study of an ageing

- woman; and Robert Bogdan’s study of Jane Fry, a

transsexual. (All of these examples are drscussed in

- Plummer, 1982.)

Like case studies, life histories, by their very nature,
use an untypical sample. However, Ken Plummer

-argues that they have a number of uses and can be of

consxderable value in developmg sociological theory.
Plummer suggests that life histories can be used as
a sensmzmg tool’ They can help the researcher
‘develop an. ur_lde_rstandmg. of the meaning of concepts
used by those she or he is studying. The ‘rich detail’
of life-history data can help cut through the ‘dense
jargon’ that makes so much theoretical sociology
difficult to" comprehend The life history allows the
researcher to\see the world from the social actor's

' .point of view. This viewpoint is one that may

challenge the assumptions and preconceptions of
outsiders. For example, Plummer claims that
Bogdan’s study shows how transsexualism can seem
a rational and reasonable choice from the actor's
point of view, rather than a sickness, as it appears to
be to some psychiatrists.

Like case studies in general, life histories can be
used to falsify existing theories or to inspire new
ones. A number of life histories can be used together
to develop a theory, test it and refine it, and then test
it again. Plummer refers to this theoretical approach
as ‘analytic induction’ The first life history allows the
researcher to make preliminary hypotheses. These can
be tested in subsequent life-history research. Where
the hypotheses are found wanting, they can be
modified to fit the extra cases. As research proceeds
the sociologist develops increasingly useful theories -
and generalizations. (This approach is similar to the
‘grounded theory’ advocated by Glaser and Strauss
(1967) (see p. 1012 for further details).

Some feminist researchers argue that life-history
research is useful for helping women to understand
their situation, and, once they have understood, '
helping them to change it. Thus Maria Mies found
that discussing life histories with female victims of
violence helped the women to understand ‘that their

! own experience of violence was not just their

individual bad luck, or even their fault, but there is
an objective social basis for this private violence by
men against women and children’ (Mies, 1993).

For critical researchers generally, life-history
research can help to raise people’s consciousness and

1 awareness of their own exploitation by encouraging

them to reflect upon the factors that have shaped
their life experiences. .
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Pilot studies

Having selected a research method and chosen a

method of selecting a sample, some sociologists carry »

out a pilot study before embarking upon the main /
research project. A pilot study is a small-scale
preliminary study conducted before the main research
in order to check the feasibility or to improve the
design of the research. Pilot studies are not usually
appropriate for case studies, but they are frequently -

carried out before large-scale quantitative research in -

an attempt to avoid time and money being wasted on
an inadequately designed project. A pilot/study is
usually carried out on members of the relevant
population, but not on those who will form part of
the final sample. This is because it mlght influence .
the later behav10ur of research subjects if they had
already been involved in the research.® v

Pilot studies can be useful for a number of
reasons: L

1 If interviews or questionnaires are to be used, the
questions may be tested to make sure that they
make sense to respondents - that is, they produce
the sort of information required and are
unambiguous. Michael Young and Peter Willmott
(1961) used a pilot study involving over a hundred
interviews before carrying out their research into
family life in Bethnal Green. They found the pilot
interviews useful for developing questions that
returned to particular themes so that they could try
to check the consistency of answers to reveal if any
respondents were being-untruthful.

Pilot studies were carried out in the Economic and
" Social Research Council’s Social Change and
Economic Life Initiative study (which studied social
change-in six British local labour markets). They were
used for 'testing questionnaire items, the placing of
" the work history schedule, interview length, and the
_contact pfdcedure’ (Gallie, 1994). The researchers
believed that this helped them to improve the
- reliability and: response rate of their research.

2 Pilot studies may help researchers develop ways of
getting the full cooperation of those they are
studying. In a pilot study for her research into
housebound mothers, Hannah Gavron {1966) found
that it was necessary to establish a rapport with the
respondent if she was to get full, open and honest
answers. She therefore spent some time chatting to

the respondent informally before starting the
interview.

3 Pilot studies may be used to develop the research
skills of those taking part. When Rex and Moore
(1979) studied immigrants in Birmingham they used
their pilot study to train the amateur interviewers
they were using.

4 The pilot study may determine whether or not the
research goes ahead. The researchers might discover
insurmountable practical problems which lead to

2

_,Soeival; surveys -

them dropping the project. In some cases a pilot

- study might be used to convince a funding
organization of the usefulness of a particular -
project. If the pilot study is unsuccessful the full
study may be abandoned.

‘ Soei'al‘- siarveys can be deﬁi’]ed as research projects
- which collect standardized data about large numbers

of people. The data are’usually in a statistical form,

and the most practical way of collecting such data is
-through the use of questionnaires. Other types of”

résearch method, such as unstructured interviewing

~ or observation, would be less suitable for collecting

standardxzed information about large groups because

. they would be both ‘time-consuming and difficult to
. translate into a statistical form.

Stephen Ackroyd and John A. Hughes (1981) have
dlstmgulshed three main types of survey:

1 The first type, the factual survey, is used to collect
descriptive information. The government census can
be seen as a type of factual survey. The pioneering
research done by Rowntree in his studies of poverty
in York (see pp. 293-4) is a more sociological
example. Rowntree's research was designed
primarily to document the extent of poverty rather
thanto explain it, and this also applies to the more
recent research on poverty by Mack and Lansley
(1985, 1992) (see pp. 300-3 for further details of
‘this study).

2 The second type the attitude survey, is often carried
out by opinion poll organizations. Instead of
producing descriptive information about the social
world, this type of survey attempts to discover the
subjective states of individuals. Many polling
organizations collect information about attitudes to
political: policies and personalities. information on
attitudes is o6ften cellected by sociologists interested
in voting, for example Heath, Jowell and Curtice
(1985, 1994) (see pp. 658-61). Sociologists who
study stratification, such as Marshall, Newby, Rose
and Vogler (1988), sometimes collect data on
attitudes in order to examine the issue of class
consciousness (see pp. 88-9 for further details).

3 The third type of siitvey, the explanatory survey, is
more ambitious than the other types, since it goes
beyond description and tries to test theories and
hypotheses or to produce new theories. Most
sociological surveys contain some explanatory
element. Marshall et al. (1988), for example, tested
the theory that routine white-collar workers had
become proletarianized (see p. 69).

Surveys such as that carried out by Townsend into
poverty are designed to be both descriptive and
explanatory. Townsend used survey data both to
measure the extent of poverty and to develop
theories to explain it (Townsend, 1979, 1993;
Townsend, Corrigan and Kowarzik, 1985).



Researchers usually want to be able to generalize
from social surveys, and so surveys are usually based
on carefully selected samples. The success of any.

survey depends ultimately on the quality of the data -

it produces. Most social surveys use questionnaires as

a means of data collection. The advantages and
disadvantages of this method and the reliability and
validity of the data it produces will now be -
examined.

Questionnaires

A questionnaire consists simply of a list of pre-set
questions. In questionnaire research the sare '
questions are usually glven to respondents in the .
same order so that the same information can be

' collected from every member of the sample.

‘Administering questionnaires

Questionnaires may be administered in 2 number of -

ways. Often they are given to individual';s by

“ interviewers, in which case they take thé form of
structured interviews. This method was used by
Goldthorpe et al. (1968a, 1968b, 1969) in their
affluent worker study, and by Young and Willmott in
their survey of family life in London, conducted in
1970 (Young and Willmott, 1973). (See Chapter 8,
pp- 529-31.) It was also used by Gordon Marshall
and colleagues in their study of class (Marshall et al.,
1988), and in the ESRC.Social Change and Economic
Life Initiative (Scott, 1994) (see p. 729).

Structured interviews have the advantage of having 1

a trained interviewer on hand to make sure that the
questionnaire is completed according to the instruc-
tions and to clarify any ambiguous questions. But
questionnaires administered by interviewers involve
the problem of interviewer bias. This means that the
responses given are influenced by the presence of the
researcher. (See pp: 1006-7 for a discussion of
interviewer bias.) In addition, this method is expensive
compared to the following alternatives.

The postal questionnaire, as its name suggests, is
mailed to respondents with a stamped addressed
envelope for return to the researcher. It provides an
inexpensive way of gathering data, especially if
respondents are dispersed.over a wide geographical
area. The return rate, though, does not often exceed
50 per cent of the sample population and is
" sometimes below 25 per cent. This may seriously bias
the results since there may be systematic differences
between those who return questionnaires and those
who do not. For example, the main response to a’
postal questionnaire on marital relationships might
come from those experiencing marital problems and
wishing to air their grievances. If most non-respon-
dents were happily married, the researcher would be

L2
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unjustified in making generahzatlons about mamed
life on the basis of the returns.

- A second way, and one that obtains a far higher
return rate, is when questionnaires are administered
to a group, such as a class of students or workers at a
union meeting. This method is less expensive than
dealing with individual respondents while
maintaining the advantages of the presence of an
interviewer. However, the interviewer must ensure
that respondents do not discuss questions within the

- group since this might affect their answers.

- Arthird way of administering a questionnaire is to
ask the questions over the telephone. This is often

.done by market research firms or marketing depart-

ments of companies, but it is not usually regarded as
satisfactory by sociologists. Unless the researcher
specifically wants a sample of people who have a
télephone,'the sample is unlikely to be representative
of the populatlon bemg studied.

jProducmg questlonnalres and analysing

the data

| “Questionnaires tend to be used to produce quantita-

tive data. Sometimes researchers may not have very
clear hypotheses and will-ask a wide range of
questions on a topic. However, they must have some
idea of what factors are important or interesting
before they can start to construct a questionnaire.

In the process of choosing questions, researchers
have to operationalize concepts. In other words
abstract concepts have to be translated into concrete
questions which make it possible to take measure-
ments relating to those concepts. Sociologists classify
the social world in terms of a variety of concepts. For
instance, social class, power, family, religion, _
alienation and anomie are concepts used-to-identify
and categonze social relationships, beliefs, attitudes
and experiences which are seen to have certain = -
characteristics in common. In order to transpose
these rather vague concepts into measuring instru-
ments, a number of steps are taken.

First, an operational definition is established. This
involves breaking the concept down into various
components or dimensions in order to specify
exactly what is to be measured. Thus, when Robert
Blauner (1964) attempted to operationalize the
concept of alienation, he divided it into four
components — powerlessness, meaninglessness,
isolation and self-estrangement (see pp. 694-7).
Similarly, when Gordon Marshall and colleagues
(1988) operationalized the concept of class, they
adopted the definitions of class categories used by
E.O. Wright and John Goldthorpe (see pp. 111-17).

Once the concept has been operationally defined in
terms of a number of components, the second step
involves the selection of indicators for each
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component. Thus an indicator of Blauner’s component |

of powerlessness might be an absence of opportumtles
for workers to make decisions about the organization
of work tasks. Marshall et al. selected indicators of
class consciousness such as attitudes towards social ;

' inequality and towards industrial conflict.

Third, indicators of each dimension are put into -
the form of a series of questions that will provide -
quantifiable data for measuring each dimension..Thus
indicators of class consciousness became questnons

such as ‘Do you think the distribution of ‘income and

wealth is a fair one?’ and ‘Do you think there are any
important issues which cause conflicts between those
who run industry and those who work for them
(Marshall et al., 1988). )

Researchers have a number of chmces to make '
during the' process of operanonallzmg congepts'in
questionnaires. First they have to decide what form
of question to ask. ‘ o

Questions may be open-ended, such as: ‘Under
what circumstances do you think a person could
move from one class to another?” Open-ended
questions allow the respondents to compose their
own answers rather than choosing between a
number of given answers. This may be more likely to
provide valid data since respondents can say what
they mean in their own words. However, this kind of
response might be difficult to classify and quantify.
Answers must be interpreted carefully before the
researcher is able to say, for example, that a certain
percentage of respondents attribute good industrial
relations to effective management, an efficient
union, high pay or whatever.

A second type of"question, sometimes known as a
closed or fixed-choice question, requires a choice
between a number of given answers. For example,

the following questlon was asked to white people

in Bntam s

. Ifa close relatlve wére to marry an ethnic mmonty
person would most white people -
Would not mind
-Would mind a little
Would mind very much
Can't say

- Modoed et.al, 1997, p. 316

Sometimes the respondent is asked to choose between
two stated alternatives. For example:

In the past there was a dominant class which
largely controlled the economic and political
system, and a lower class which had no control
over economic or political affairs. Some people say
that things are still like this, others say it has now
changed. What do you think? Has it changed, or
stayed the same?

Marshall et al, 1988, pp. 294-5
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A similar type of question requires the respondent to
agree or disa1 gree with a particular statement. For
example

A number of ideas have been put forward in order

to overcome Britain’s economic problems. (For

each one indicate whether you agree or disagree.) :

a. Lcawn_q it to-market forces: to rewve the
economy. .

b Income poiicies which’ increase the: wages of the
. low. pmd rather than the high paid.

c Increasmg Income:- tax in order to incréase
" welfare benefits.

d. Import controls to protect Britain from

' competition from abroad.

e. Increased taxes on the profits of successful

: compa'nies in order to maintain jobs in declining
" industries.
+f. lncreased government spendmg to revive the -
‘ economy

\
{ Marshall et al.,, 1988, p. 293

Compared to the open-ended type, fixed-choice
. questions provide responses that can be more easily

classified and quantified. It requires relatively little
time, effort and ingenuity to arrive at statements
describing the percentages of respondents who gave
different answers. However, fixed-choice questions do
not allow the respondent to qualify and develop their
answers. It is therefore difficult for researchers to
know exactly what they are measuring. For example,
‘when respondents agree that there are issues which
divide management and workers, it is not clear what
the respondents think those issues are. They might be
quite different to the sorts of issues the researchers
think might be divisive. Other questions can be added
to clarify what'respondents mean, but some sociolo-
gists would argue that in-depth, unstructured
interviews would be better than structured ones for
determining the extent and strength of class
consciousness.

If open-ended questions are used, and the
researcher wants the data to be in a statistical form, it
becomes necessary to code the answers. Coding
involves ‘identifying a number of categories into which
answers can be placéd. The researcher usually
examines the answers given and establishes the
principal types of answer that have been provided.
Thus, in the British Crime Survey of 1998, the answers
to an open-ended question on the reasons why people
had not reported crimes were put into classifications
such as: ‘Too trivial’, ‘Police couldn’t do anything’,
‘Dealt with ourselves’, Dislike/fear of police’,
‘Inconvenient to report’, ‘Police would not be A
interested’, ‘Fear of reprisal’, ‘Reported to other author-
ities’ and ‘Other answers’ (Mirrlees-Black et al., 1998).

Once the data have been collected and classified, it
is necessary to analyse them. In an explanatory



survey this often involves using multivariate analysis
to determine the relationships between the variables.
For example, in their study of educational achieve-
ment, AH. Halsey and colleagues tried to measure the

relative importance of cultural and material factors in

producing educational success or failure (Halsey et al.,”
1980) (see pp. 842-3 for further details).

Questionnaires are often designed to test a partic- "
ular hypothesis. Goldthorpe et al. (1968a, 1968b,
1969) -used. questionnaires to test the embourgeoise-
ment thesis; while Mafshall et al. (1988) used them to
test various theories of stratification. In such. cases
the data are analysed in relation to the hypotheses
that are being tested. The analysis of data from -
descriptive or attitude surveys is often more straight-

~ forward. Sometimes it involves little mor¢ than

statements about the percentages of .respbnde_nts who
gave parﬁcular replies :

The advantages of questlonnalres

Questionnaire research is certainly a practical way to
collect data. Although designing the questionnaire
and carrying out pilot studies may take some time,
once in use questionnaires can be used to collect
large quantities of data from considerable numbers of
people over a relatively short period of time. Thus
Mack and Lansley (1985) in their initial study of
poverty used a sample of 1,174 people (see pp. 300-3
for further details), while the British Crime Survey of
1998 (discussed on pp. 366-8) used a sample of

14,947 households (Mirrlees-Black et al., 1998). Such '

large samples cannot be studied: using more in-depth
research methods ‘without incurring prohibitive costs.

Even when questionnaires are administered by
interviewers this involves relatively little personal
involvement, or danger or sacrifice on the part of the
researcher, when compared with some participant
observation studies. The results of questionnaire
research can be relatively easily quantified, and with
the assistance of combuters the data can be analysed
qulckly and efficiently. Using computers, the relation-
ships between many different variables can be
examined. Many sociological and other social science
researchers use the Statistical Package for Social
Sciences computer programme, which can rapidly
produce complex statistical analyses.

To some quantitative researchers, however, the
theoretical advantages are more important than the
practical ones. Although relatively few sociologists
today claim to be positivists, a considerable number
support the use of quantitative data on the grounds
that it can be analysed more ‘scientifically’ and -
objectively than qualitative data. Quantitative data
can be considered more reliable than qualitative
data. Since each individual respondent answers
precisely the same’ questions in the same order, they

“
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are all responding to the same stimuli. Any differ-
ences in response should, in theory, reflect real
differences between respondents. Furthermore the
figures produced can be checked by other
researchers, and their reliability should therefore
be high.

Only when the data are quantified by means of
reliable measuring instruments can the results of
different studies be directly compared. Thus studies of -
British elections-over several decades have produced

1 data that can be used to determine changing patterns
“of voting and changing social attitudes within the

British electorate. Heath, Jowell and Curtice (1985,
1994) in their two studies of British elections were "

' able to use data from thelr own and other electlon

studies to reveal 1deolog1cal shifts in the electorate,
and to check the claim that class was becoming less
import'ant in determining voting behaviour (see

pp. 655-7 and 667-70 for details).

‘From a positivist point of view, statistical data

i from questlonnalres can be analysed so that new
theories can be produced. More typically, however,
_such data are used to test existing: hypotheses, since

the researcher must have a reasonably clear idea of
the sort of information that is important before they
set the questions. Whether questionnaires are used
inductively (as in the former case) or deductively (as
in the latter), they can be used to try to establish
causal relationships through multivariate analysis.
Ivor Crewe (1987a) used statistical data to check his

theory that housing tenure, among other factors, had

an influence on voting behaviour independent of
social class. (see p. 658). Many sociologists regard
questionnaires as a suitable method for testing
precise hypotheses in a rigorous manner: for
example, Marshall et al. (1988) used questionnaire
data to back up their claim that they had falsified the
proletarianization thesis (see p. 69). ’

As has already been mentioned, questionnaire
research can generally use larger samples than
qualitative methods. For this reason, sociologists who
have carried out a social survey tend to feel more
justified in generalizing about a wider population
than those who have carried out an in-depth study of
d smaller number of people. This is particularly likely
where a questionnaire is used in conjunction with
sophisticated sampling techniques so that the
researcher can be confident that the sample is
representative. Researchers into such areas of social
life as poverty, voting, crime and stratification, who
have carried out social surveys using questionnéires,
have not hesitated to make claims about the British
population as a whole, not just those questioned
during the research.

Despite the importance of the theoretical points
discussed above, questionnaires are not just used by
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positivists or those who strongly believe in the
advantages of quantitative data. In many circum-
stances they are used when resources are limited and
data are needed on large numbers of people. They are
particularly useful when straightforward descriptive
data are required. However, the validity of the statis-
tical data, particularly when produced for explanatory
surveys, has been questioned by some socxolognsts
who advocate a more interpretive, qualitative

i

-approach. These criticisms will now be exammed.

The dlsadvantages of questlonnalres
Interpretive sociologists vary in their viewsv,-’on’survey
research and the data it produces. Weber's method-
ological position implies that such data can be one -
but only one - of the types of data required in-
sociological research. Interactionists often see statis-
tical data as inadequate for producing socio’]ogical
explanations of human behaviour. Phenomenologists’
go further, for they see the data produced as an
artificial creation of the researcher. Above all, critics

_ argue that, despite the reliability of questionnaire

data, it lacks validity. To phenomenologists in partic-
ular, the methodological assumptions on which
questionnaires are based are entirely false. They put

forward six main objections:

1 It cannot be assumed that different answers to the
same question reflect real differences between
respondents. However much care is taken with the
wording of questions, respondents may interpret them
differently. People who choose the same response may
not mean the same thing. People who choose different
responses may not mean different things. This may.
result from the wording of: questions. For example, the
word ‘uptight’ in low-income black American areas
usually refers to a close refationship between friends,
but when it entered the voca'bulary of mainstream
America it changed its meaning to anxpous and tense

) assoc;atsons for different groups. As lrwin. Deutscher
obsetves, ‘Wlthm a socfety, as well as between
societies, the socnologlst seeks information from and
about people who operate verbally with different
vocabularies, different grammars and different kinds of
sounds’ (Deutscher, 1977). Thus a questionnaire, which
provides little opportunity to qualify meaning, might
not provide comparable data when administered to
members of different social groups.

2 In designing the questionnaire researchers assume that
they know what is important. Respondents cannot
provide information that is not requested, they cannot’
answer questions that are not asked. For this reason, it
is difficult to develop hypotheses during the course of
the research and researchers are limited to testing
those theories that they have already thought of.

3 Questionnaire research involves the operationalization

of concepts, and some interpretive sociologists argue

that such procedures produce a distorted picture of
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the social world. The process of breaking down a
concept so that it can be quantified imposes
sociological'constructs, categories and logic on the
social world. Thus, when Blauner sought to measure
alienation (see pp. 694-7) he employed a concept
which might have had no reality in the social world
tie sought to understand. Indeed Blauner admits that:

It is difficult to interpret a finding that 70 per cent of

factory workers report satisfaction with their jobs

. because we do not kriow how valid or reliable our
.. .measuring instrument is’ (Blauner, 1964). The workers

were not allowed to reveal their attitudes to their
work in their own way. As the phenomenologist

‘Michael Phillipson observes, ‘the instruments of the

observer create_the very order they are supposedly
'd't:sign'e o-reveal’ (Phillipson, 1972).

The valldlty of the:data may be reduced by the
unwillingness or inability of respondents to give full
- and:accurate replies to_questions. Quite simply,

rcspondents may lie. Attempts to check the accuracy
of self-report studies on crime (see pp. 368-9) have
found that some 20 per cent of respondents do not
tell the truth. Even if respondents want to tell the:
truth they may be unable to do so because of faulty
memory or because they lack the relevant
information. Thus the British Crime Surveys may have
underestimated the amount of unreported crime
because victims may have been unaware or may have
forgotten that they had been the victims of crime.

Furthermore, even when respondents are honest,
and not hampered by ignorance or forgetfulness,
there are some types of questions where the validity

"~ of the answers can still be queried. This.is

particularly true of questions about attitudes. It
cannot be assumed that stated attitudes will be
translated into actual behaviour.

For instance, in the 1930s La Pierre (1934) travelled to
251 establishments ~ such as restaurants, hotels and
campsites —in the USA with two Chinese people. They

were refused service or -accommodation at only one of

- these places, yet wkien the same establishments were

sent-a questionnaire a few months later, only one said
that they would accept Chinese customers.

When observation or participant observation is used,
the researcher relies less on respondents’ accounts
and may therefore have more chance of producing
valid data.

A fifth reason for'"doubting the validity of
questionnaire data is the distance maintained
between the researcher and the subject of the
research, particularly in the case of postal
questionnaires. As Alan Bryman puts it:

The quantitative researcher adopts the posture
of an outsider looking in on the social world. He
or she applies a preordained framework on the
subjects being investigated and is involved as
little as possible in that world. This posture is
the analogue of a detached scientific observer.

Bryman, 1988



To a positivist this approach encourages objectivity,
_but to an interpretive sociologist it precludes the
possibility of understanding the meanings and
motives of the subjects of the research. Unlike
participant observation, the researcher does not
undergo similar experiences to the subjects of the
research, and so cannot draw so easily on experience

J
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to understand the behaviour of those being studied. |

-Using‘questionnaires it'is not possible to see how
people act and react towards each other, nor is it
possible to examine the way in which self-concepts
‘change during the course of interaction.
Interactionists in particular do not believe that the
researcher can gain genuine insights into the
subjective states underlying the behaviour of those
being studied unless the researcher gets close to .
those they are studying. :

Some feminists and crltlcal social scnentrsts also _
object to questionnaire research on similar grounds.
They believe that it is:important to involve the
subjects of research in the research process. This has’
a number of advantages. It allows the subjects to
contribute to evaluating the research; it allows the
researcher to avoid exploiting them; and it enables
the consciousness of exploitation to develop.
For example, Victor Jupp and Clive Norris comment
that critical researchers in criminology have a
‘theoretical and political aversion to the highly
formal quantitative and positivist approaches of
converitional criminology' Jupp and Norris, 1993).
They associate such methods with using data to
-control criminals and deviants, whereas their aims
are more directed at liberating people from the
controls which restrict them. They see this as better
achieved through methods which are 'qualitative,
_naturalistic and rion-positivist and include life-
history and other informal interviews, observational
methods, especially participant observation, case
studies and social history research’

6 Finally, when open-ended questions are used, and the
researcher requires guantitative data, the coding of
answers will take place. As in the operationalization
of concepts this invglves researchers imposing their
own order on the data. The differences in the precise
answers given to questions are glossed over as
answers which are not identical are placed together
in a single category. This process obscures the
differences that do exist between the answers.

Questionnaire research - conclusions

Despite the strength of these criticisms it is increas-
ingly accepted by most sociologists that there is a
place for survey research in sociology. After all, there
would be little point in carrying out participant
observation or in-depth interviewing to discover the
percentages of males and females who watched
television every evening.

Furthermore, even some feminists believe that
quantitative questionnaire research has its uses. For
example, Toby Epstein Jayaratne (1993) points out

L2
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that quantitative research, such as that which uses
questionnaires, has-been useful in documenting the
extent of sexism in certain institutions. The critical
social scientist Lee Harvey (1990). sees some question-
naire research (such as that undertaken by -
Goldthorpe et al.) as falling within the tradition of
critical research.

It is usually when statistical data from question-
naires is used to try to establish causal relationships -
that opponents of quantitative research become-most
concerned about the validity of the data being used.
However, such research does often provide useful
data on social structures which may shape behaviour

without individuals being aware of it. Thus studies of
‘social class and social mobility produce findings

about people’s life chances which could not be
produced using other methods (see pp. 97-105 for
examples). When used alongside qualitative methods,,
questionnaire, researchcan certainly make a crucial
contnbutlop towards developing as full a picture as

p0551ble of social life.

Interviews

Types of interview

Interviews take a number of forms depending upon
how structured they are. A completely structured
interview is simply a questionnaire administered by an
interviewer who is not allowed to deviate in any way
from the questions provided. The interviewer simply
reads out the questions to the respondent. At the other
extreme, a totally unstructured interview takes the
form of a conversation where the interviewer has no
predetermined questions. Most interviews fall '
somewhere between these two extremes.

Interviews of a more structured variety may zil_low'
the interviewer to probe the respondents’ answers so
that they can, if necessary, be clarified. The ’
interviewer may also be allowed to prompt the
interviewee, that is, give them extra guidance to help
them answer the question. For example, Goldthorpe
et al.’s team of researchers were able to prompt
interviewees who could not decide how to answer a
question about whether they had actively done
aﬁything. to find a different job, by suggesting that
they might have read job adverts in local newspapers
(Goldthorpe et al., 1968a).

In more unstructured interviews the conversation
develops naturally, unless the respondent fails to
cover an area in which the researcher is interested.
Eventually the interviewer will direct the conversa-’
tion back to the areas he or she wishes to cover.
Marjorie DeVault, for example, in her study Feeding
the Family, had some questions which she made sure
every interviewee answered, but she also allowed
them to talk freely around one general question. She
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told them that she wanted to talk about ‘all the
housework that has to do with food: cooking, ."
planning, shopping, cleaning up’ (DeVault, 1991).
" Some interviewers have a schedule of topics they
wish to cover and they make sure that at some pomt
the conversation comes back to these topics.

Some feminist researchers, such as Ann ‘Oakley,

" “are advocates of very unstructured interviews in
which the researcher and person being mtemewed 7
become collaborators in the research and sometx;nes -
friends (see pp. 988-9). Critical social researchers also
usually prefer unstructured interviewing. < .

As highly-structured interviews are véry similar to
questionnaires, the rest of our dlscussmn of -

interviews will concentrate on mtemews of a less
structured vanety o i

lnterviewing styles 7
Having a conversation with somebody is extremely
common in human interaction, and it might be
thought that interviewing requires no; special
preparation. However, the sociological researcher
needs to overcome the problems of making contact

- with - and gaining the cooperation of - respondents.
Having made contact, and persuaded a person to take
part in the interview, the researcher then needs to try
to ensure that the respondent gives full, honest and
open answers.

Interviewers have used a variety of methods to
make contactwith respondents. They have
telephoned in advance, written letters and turned up
at interviewees’ houses. At the-initial point of
contact it is important that the interviewers establish
why they wish to carry out the interview and what
the information is to be used for. They may also
need to explain how the interviewee was selected
and why they are suitable forresearch. Gavron
(1966) used Ietters.of introduction from'the .
interviewee's doctor in order to establish contact.
When she met them she explained the nature and
purpose of her research.

The most common way of conducting interviews
is to be non-directive: to refrain from offering
opinions, to avoid expressions of approval and
disapproval. Often an interviewer will spend some
time trying to establish rapport or understanding
between themselves and the interviewee. They may
do this simply by talking informally before the

[interview proper starts. Once the interviewee feels
that he or she is not going to be criticized or judged,
that they can talk freely and can rely upon a
sympathetic audience, it is hoped that they will talk
with honesty and openness. Since the respondent
does not have to answer the questions (and since
they may be asked about private or personal aspects
of their lives which they would not usually discuss

vz

with a stranger), it is often argued that non-directive
interviewing is the most effectxve type of
interviewing.

In contrast, Howard Becker suggests that
interviewers may be inhibited by adopting this
relatively passive approach and a ‘bland, polite style
of conversation’ (Becker, 1970). He suggests that on -
certain occasions a more active and aggressive

1 approach can provide much fuller data. This involves

the 1ntemewer taking posmons .on some issues’ and

‘| using ‘more aggressnve conversational tactics’

* Becker adopted these tactics in his interviews with -
Chicago schoolteachers (discussed on p. 845). He -

“ claims that American schoolteachers believe they have

a lot to hide from what they regard as a ‘prying,

‘.;mi_s,un_d_;er"standing, and potentially dangerous public’
‘Théy. are therefore unlikely to volunteer certain

mformatmn By adopting an aggressive stance, being

'sceptlcal and at times even pretending to be stupid,

Becker xr,\anaged to prise out much of this informa-
tion. In particular, he claimed to have uncovered the
ways that teachers categorized and evaluated students
in terms of their class and ethnic backgrounds -
information they would have prefeired to have kept’
hidden for fear of being accused of prejudice and
discrimination. Becker states: ‘I coerced many
interviewees into being considerably more frank than
they had originally intended:

Becker suggests that this approach is particularly
useful for one-off interviews. Similar information can

be picked up more subtly over a series of interviews

without-running the risk of antagonizing respon- =
dents. The apparent success of Becker’s rather

unorthodox tactics suggests that there is no one best

way of interviewing.

Some sociologists who, like Becker, reject non-
directive interviewing believe that interviewers
should be empathetic towards interviewees rather
than aggressive. Thus the feminist researcher Ann
Oakley (1981), in her study of childbirth and
childcare,'became ‘closely involved with the women
she was studying. She advised them and sometimes
even gave them help, and she encouraged them to
become actively involved in the research process (see
pp- 988-9 for detalls)

Individual and group interviews

It is normal for a single interviewer to interview a
single respondent. This has a number of advantages.
It may be easier to establish-rapport, confidentiality
can be ensured, and the respondent is not distracted
or influenced by the presence of other interviewees.
In some circumstances, though, sociologists have
carried out group interviews.

For example, Paul Willis (1977), in his study of
education, interviewed several of the ‘lads’ together

it



(sce pp. 791-4 for further details). It can be argued
that this might be more likely to produce valid data
than a one-to-one interview. The lads’ activities
usually took place in a group context, and a group
interview would reflect this. In group interviews i
Willis was able to observe interaction between the
‘lads’, and they felt more at ease than when talking
alone.to an older and middle-class interviewer.
.James Holstein and Jaber Gubrium argue that
group interviews are valuable because they ‘allow
diverse.categorizations and sentiments to emerge;
showing how participants flesh out, alter, or
reconstruct viewpoints in response to challenges’
(Holstein and Gubrium, 1995). They believe that
having many voices present (which they, call
multivocality) broadens interviews and ¢ can make the

participants more reflexive. They think | more deeply !

about their answers and reflect cntlcally upon them
in their responses to others. :

This view of interviewing is rather dlfferent to the
view that sees interviews as simply uncovenng the
facts - as untainted by the interview process as
possible. Instead it sees the interview as an active
process in which knowledge is created through

interaction. This type of group interview tends,
therefore, to be favoured by interactionist, interpre-
tive and critical sociologists.

A similar style of interview - the focus group - is
also used-by political parties who want more in-
depth data on public opinion than that provided by
opinion polls.

Interviews are not natural social situations. Some
sociologists have sought ways to minimize the
extent to which respondents may see them as artifi-
cial or unnatural, in the belief that this is essential
for valid data to be obtained. Others believe that
more valid data can be obtained by emphasizing and
using the process of.interaction that takes place
within. the interview.

: A :
The advanta‘ges of interviews

Interviews are seen as a useful research method by
many different types of sociologist. Although they
represent something of a compromise between more
structured research methods like questionnaires and
the more in-depth methods such as participant
observation, they can be adapted to suit both the
practical needs and theoretical preferences of
different sociologists.

Those who support the use of more quantitative
methods tend to prefer interviews to participant
observation. Compared to participant observation,
interviews can utilize larger samples, so generaliza-
tions are more justified. With some coding of
responses it is possible to produce statistical data
from interviews, and.it is easier to replicate the

Ve
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research and check results. Because there is usually
some degree of structure in an interview it is easier
to make direct comparisons than it is by usmg data
from participant observation..

To sociologists who prefer more quahtahve

" methods, interviews have clear advantages over

questionnaires. The concepts and words used by :
interviewer and interviewee alike can be clarified; the

. researchers’ concepts -are less likely to be imposed on

the social:world; issues can be explored in greater
depth; and the researcher does not limit the responses
to fixed choices. For these reasons interviews can be
useful for generating new hypotheses and theories
which the researcher would not otherwise have’
thought of. "~ - '

For example, when Elizabeth Bott (1971) started
her interviews with 20 families in her investigation

/into conjugal roles; she had not considered the

possibility that friendship networks might affect the
type of con_]ugal relationship that developed. Had she

¢ been usmg questionnaires she would not have

included the questions that would have been
necessary to discover the information which she
needed to formulate her theory. :

The above arguments, though, do not explain
why sociologists should sometimes choose to use
interviews in preference to all other research
methods. They are not as reliable as questionnaires
and they are not as likely to produce valid data as
participant observation. A major reason for the

_ widespread use of interviews is their sheer practi-

cality. There is no other method which allows
access to so many differént groups of people and
different types of information. As Ackroyd and:
Hughes put it:

Using as data what the respondent says about
himself or herself potentially offers the social
researcher access to vast storehouses of
information. The social researcher is not limited
to what he or she can immediately perceive
. or experience, but is able to cover as
. many dimensions and as many people -
as resources permit.

Ackroyd and Hughes, 1981
In short, interviews are more flexible than any

other research method. They can be used to extract
simple factual information from people. They can

. be used to ask people about their attitudes, their

past, present or future behaviour, their motives,
feelings and other emotions that cannot be
observed directly. Interviewers can explore each
question or issue in as much depth or superficiality
as they wish. The range of information available
from interviews can be demonstrated from the
following examples.
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In their study of schizophrenia R.D. I:aing and
A. Esterson (1970) used in-depth interviews to .
study the past behaviour and emotional states

of people with schizophrenia and their families
(see pp. 510-12). The family is such a small and

closed social grouping that participant observation
is almost impossible without ehangjn_g,the family’s’
behaviour.

Howard Becker (1963) used interviews to study 50
marijuana smokers. Via interviews. he was:able:to. try
to explore the whole of the ‘deviant career’ of the
drug users, from the time they first tried the drug to -
when they became regular users involved y&ith a-
subculture of marijuana smokers. Interviewing '
allowed Becker to discuss the motives ang circum-

stances that, led to them trying the dmg and contin- -
. uing to use it.

Interviews are often used to carry- out research o

into groups who might not otherwise consent to’

being the subject of research. Laurie Taylor (1984) °

_could only produce data about professional crime
in Britain because he was able to gain the trust of
the criminals he interviewed. Clearly, participant
observation would have been out of the question,
and he would have been unlikely to have obtained
a satisfactory response rate using postal question-
naires. Furthermore, because of Taylor’s lack of
familiarity with professional criminals he might
have had difficulty deciding what questions to ask
them. Once again, the flexibility and practicality of
interviews are evident. Similar comments are
applicable to the studies of criminal networks by’
Dick Hobbs and Colin Dunninghan (1998) (see

pp. 406-7), which used life-history interviews
with professional criminals connected with one
particular locality. ’

Apart from their practicality, there are some
theoretical adVantages to interviews compared with
other methods From the viewpoint of some
feminist and critical researchers interviews allow
close collaboration between interviewer and
interviewee so. that they can become partners in’
the research. Interviews allow the opportunity for
critical reflection by all those involved, so that
they can examine and sometimes change the

perspectives through which they see the world.
This is important for critical researchers, whose
objective is to change the social world. Such
opportunities may not always be possible in
participant observation studies where the flow of
social life limits time for reflection. Some sociolo-
gists have gone as far as arguing that the
interviewing process itself creates new knowledge
rather than just revealing data that was previously

present in the interviewees’ heads (Holstein and
Gubrium, 1995).

- The disadvantages of interviews

‘Stephen Ackroyd and John A. Hughes have
observed that:

The foundations of interviewing are to be found in
the mundane observation that people can‘report :
on what they feel, tell others about aspects of
. their lives, disclose what their hopes and fears -
are, offer their c-,}inions state their beliefs,
 enswer.questions about who they see
-regularly, what they.did last week, how much
~ they spend on food, and so on, to put it
simply they can impart masses of
mformation about themselves.

Ackroyd and Hughes, 1981

The problem is that'these masses of information may

| - be neither valid nor reliable. Interviews have many of

the same drawbacks as questionnaires: the responses

“ given rrray-\not be accurate and may not reflect real

behaviour. Respondents may lie, may forget, or may

| lack the information required.

To give a simple example, some of the criminals
interviewed by Laurie Taylor (1984) later claimed that
they had made up fanciful stories about their
escapades in order to see how gullible Taylor was.

However, even if respondents are not handicapped
by forgetfulness or ignorance, and have no wish to

deceive, they may still not give valid answers. As
critics of questionnaire data have pointed out,
interviewees may not act in accordance with their
stated beliefs. When reflecting on past events they
may alter their interpretation in the light of '
subsequent experience. Because interviews are artifi-
cial, Cicourel has asked whether they ‘capture the
daily life, conditions, opinions, values, attitudes, and -
knowledge-base of those we study as expressed in
their natural habitat’ (quoted in Bryman, 1988).

David Matza’s work on delinquents in the USA
can illustrate the sort of problem that arises with
interview data (Matza, 1964) (see pp. 361-3 for
further details). Matza interviewed 100 delirrquents. in
training school and found that a surprisingly large
number of them disapproved of most crimes. Matza
concluded that delmquents did not, on the whole,
strongly reject society’s values. Critics, however, have
pointed out that, apart from the question of how
truthful the delinquents were, Matza failed to take
account of the possibility that they had modified-
their views as a result of their punishment. At the
time of their offences they may have regarded the
laws they were breaking contemptuously and only

later did they change their minds.

Interviewees may also be influenced by the
presence of the researcher. The answers given may
be influenced by the way the interviewees define the
situation. William Labov (1973), for instance, found



that young black American children responded
differently when interviewed in different contexts.
Interviewed by a white interviewer in a formal

setting, the children said little when asked to:describe- .

a toy jet plane. This type of evidence had led some
psychologists to conclude that these children were
linguistically deprived and that this deprivation
contributed to their failure in education. However,
Labov produced evidence to show that the apparent
linguistic deprivation was the result of mtemewmg
techniques-and not a genuine reflection of the -
children’s linguistic ability. When the children were

interviewed by a black interviewer in a formal setting -

they were more forthcoming. When the children sat

on the floor with the interviewer, and they were'able |

to bring their best friend with them, they épened up
" and became fluent and articulate.
~ Labov argued that when children defined the

situation as hostile they were unable to démo‘hstratg, .
their real abilities. When they defined the situation as __
friendly they were able to give a much better account

_of themselves. Clearly such factors as the age, skin
colour, sex, clothing and accent of the interviewer
may affect the interviewees’ definition of the
interview, and so affect their behaviour.

A further problem with unstructured interviews is
that there is more opportunity for the interviewer
(usually. without realizing it) to direct the interviewee
towards giving certain types of response. Consciously
or unconsciously, respondents might give the sort of

" answers that they believe the interviewer wants to

_ hear, rather than saying what they truly believe. This

problem is known as interviewer bias. It can never

be totally eliminated from interview research 51mply
because interviews are interaction situations.

Interviewer bias is demonstrated in a study
conducted by Stuart A.:Rice in 1914 (discussed in
Deming, 1971).-Two thousand destitute men were
asked, among other. things, to explain their situation.
There ‘'was-a strong; tencjency for those interviewed by
a supporter of Prohibition to blame their decline on
alcohol; but those interviewed by a committed
socialist were much more likely to explain their
plight in.terms of the industrial situation. The
interviewers apparently had their own views on the
reasons for destitution, which they communicated to
the respondents.

In order to conduct an interview successful]y and
interpret the responses correctly the interviewer must
also be aware of the socia! conventions of those
being interviewed. For example, certain activities
may be regarded as more ‘socially desirable’ by
members of one group than by members of another.
As a result there may be differences between social
groups in terms of their members’ willingness to
admit to particular activities.
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The importance of this can be seen from a study
conducted by Bruce Dohrenwend in New York to
investigate the relationship between mental health
and ethnicity (discussed in Phillips, 1971).

{ Respondents were asked whether or not they had

experienced a list of symptoms associated with ‘
mental illness. Compared with Jews, Irish and blacks, |
Puerto Ricans reported experiencing more of the
symptoms and therefore appeared to-have a higher
rate of mental illness. Yét Dohrenwend found that the
symptoras were regarded. as less undesirable by

Puerto Ricans than by memnibers of the other ethnic
groups As-a result they were more ready to admit to
them. Such findings cast serious doubt on the

| validity of interview data and-therefore on the use to

which those data are put.

Interviews - conclusion
In all research' methods the procedures used by the
researcher influence the sort of data produced.

. :lr_ltervieWS are no exception. Nigel Fielding (1993b)
argues that there are three main perspectives on the

merits of interview data:

1 Positivists believe that interviews can produce valid
and fairly reliable data so-long as standardized
interviews are used and care is taken to avoid
interviewers letting their own views become known
to interviewees. The greater the detachment and.
impartiality of the researcher, the more valid and
reliable the data will be.

2. Symbolic interactionists, on the other hand,
recognize ‘No clear-cut distinction between research
interviews and other forms of social action ... For
interactionists, the data are valid when a deep
mutual understanding has been achieved between
interviewer and respondent’ From this viewpoint, the -
interactive nature of interviews helps the productlon
of valid knowledge, rather than gets in the way.

3 “From the viewpoint of ethnomethodologists,
interviews 'do not report on an external reality
displayed:in-respondents’-utterances but on the
internal reality constructed as both parties contrive
to produce the appearance of a recognisable
interview” Interviews then become the objects of
study rather than sources of data.

: Ethnomethodologlsts can study them to reveal the
informal tacit understandings which shape the way
interviews are conducted.

A fourth perspective - that of critical researchers and
feminists - is not mentioned by Fielding. It can be
argued that this perspective comes close to that of
interactionists. However, in addition, critical and
feminist researchers also see interviews as an
opportunity for interviewers and interviewees to see
through the ideologies of social life, to reflect
together on the social world being studied, and,
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ultimately, to begin to change that reahty so that it
becomes less exploitative.

Despite the problems associated with interviews,
they are unlikely to be abandoned as sources of data
by sociological researchers. As the above perspectives
suggest, they can be adapted to fit the theoretical
preferences of different sociologists. Furthermore, as
David Silverman points out, conversations arean
integral part of social life, and as one of the main
ways in which people communlcatethey are mvalu-
able as a way of trying to understand socnety
Silverman says:

They offer a rich source of data which provides
- access to how people account f_or,l.their_ troubles
and good fortunes. Human beings cap.never fully
see the world through the eyes of another person,
but talking to other people can 'certain;[yprovide
insights into their perspectives on: social life.
Perhaps only through participant observation can
researchers develop greater insights.

Silverman, 1985

Observation and participant
observation

Qbservation

All sociological research involves observation of
some sort. The use of observation is not confined to
researchers advocating any particular methodological
approach. Thus positivists believe that the social
world can be objectively observed, classified and
measured. Observation has also been frequently used
by qualitative social researchers: numerous interac-
tionist sociologists have observed interaction in the
classroom when studying education. Similarly, in
studying suicide, the ethnoihethodologist- J. Maxwell
Atkinson (1978) observed the process of decision
making in coroners’ courts. However, there are limits
to the situations in wh‘{eh social life can be observed
in ‘natural’ settings without affectmg the validity of
the data prodyced.

There are a considerable number of social’
situations in which the presence: of an observer is
prohibited, or is unlikely to be allowed. Sociologists
who study politics are not allowed to observe the
deliberations of the British Cabinet, nor can they
observe private conversations between members of
the government and their senior officials. Sociologists
interested in family life are unlikely to be allowed to
observe interaction between married coupies in the
bedroom, nor is it likely that sociologists who study
work will be able to observe the board meetings of
large companies.

Even when observation is allowed, the researcher’s
presence might alter the behaviour of those being

L2

observed to such an extent that the data is of little
use. In small, closely-knit social units such as
families the observed can hardly be expected to act
naturally with an observer present.

Despite this, in certain situations sociologists
might judge that some useful and valid data can still
be produced. For example, in his study of secondary
schoolmg, David Hargreaves (1967) found that some

" teachers:. he observed altered their behaviour consid-

erably. Some refused to talk to the class as a whole
when he was present. But others appeared to carry on
as. normal and Hargreaves believed that some of his

' data were therefore valid (see p. 848 for further -

detaxls of Hargreaves s study). In such situations the

' longer !;he researcher observes, the more likely those
being studied are to forget about his or her presence,
‘ and the: more likely they are to act naturally.

.~ Given, the danger that the researcher will influence
those bemg studied, valid data can most reasonably
be expected to result when the presence of passive

-~ outsiders is quite normal. Thus, in courtrooms, in the

Visitors’ Gallery of the House of Commons, or on the
terraces at a football match, a sociological researcher
is able to blend into the background without any
great difficulty. In other circumstances it may be
necessary for the observer to get involved in the
activities of those being studied. To be accepted, she

or he will have to become a participant observer.

‘Ethnography and participant observation

Ethnography is the study of a way of life. It was first
introduced into the social sciences by anthropologists

- who studied small-scale, pre-industrial societies.

Bronislaw Malinowski’s study of the Trobriand
Islands (Malinowski, 1954) (pp. 433-4) is an example
of an ethnographic study. Anthropologists increas-
ingly recognized the nged to get as close as possible
to the societies they were investigating. More
recently, the same approach has been applied to the
study of groups within industrial society.
Ethnography can take various forms and is used by
sociologists of different types. It is widely used by
symbolic interactidnists; and critical ethnography is a
common type of study amongst critical social
scientists (see pp. 1013-14). Ethnography can use
different qualitative research methods, but the most
common are in-depth interviews, participant observa-
tion, and the use of qualitative documents. It may
also-involve collecting some quantitative data.
However, participant observation is often the most
important single method used in ethnographic studies.
As a means for gathering data, participant
observation has a long history in sociology. It has
been used by researchers with widely differing
theoretical perspectives. As such it is a research
technique that has been adapted to meet the require-.



ments of sociologists with various views on the
nature of social reality. However, it has been particu-
larly associated with the work of symbolic interac-
tionists such as Herbert Blumer, Howard Becker and .

Exving Goffman. This method became widely !
employed in the USA in the 1960s and since then has-

been regarded by many sociologists as the most
appropriate way of. thaining qualitative data. ’

Joining the group, collectmg and recordmg
the data ~ :

One of the most impdrraht decis'ions that participant

observers have to make is how to approach the social .

group they wish to join. Researchers may decide to
be an-overt part1c1pant observer, where they declare
their true identity and purpose, or.a covert pamcr-

" pant observer, where the fact that they area
researcher is not revealed Sometimes researchers

" choose to be partially open but do not provrde those Ny

being studied with the full story.

Some researchers strongly advocate. bemg open
from the start, arguing that it is both morally and
practically the best way to carry out participant
observation. The American sociologist Ned Polsky, in
his study of Hustlers, Beats and Others (1967),
~ suggests that it is morally correct to be truthful, and

that the research can easily be ruined if the covert
participant observer is uncovered. Another advantage
is that the open researcher may-be able to avoid
participation-in distasteful, immoral, or illegal
behaviour. (For example, Howard Parker (1974), when
studying Liverpool delinquents, could refuse to take
part-in the theft of car radios without damaging his
“relationship. with the people he was studying.)
Furthermore, the researcher is free to ask questions
without arousing suspicion.;'In a study of female
sexuality and its relationship.to masculinity among a
group of students at:a further education college,
Beverley Skeggs was open about her research and
aargued that her * age, ‘clothmg, attitude and marginal
~ status as a part-time teacher enabled the students not
-to see me as part of the establishment’ (Skeggs, 1991).

Sometimes researchers are less open without
actually lying to those.they are studying. William
Foote Whyte (1955), in a classic study of an Italian
American slum, simply described himself as a writer
without elaborating further. Ken Pryce (1979), in his
study of the West Indian community in Bristol, found
that he could be quite open with some of the groups,
but with others (such as those engaged in illegal
activities) he had to be more guarded.

The main disadvantage of being open is that it may
affect the behaviour of those being studied. ‘Doc’, one
of the key members of the street-corner gang studied
by Whyte, said to him, “You've slowed me up plenty
since you've been down here. Now, when'I do
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something, I would have to think that Bill Whyte
would want to know about it and how. to explain it.
Before I used to do things by instinct’ (Whyte, 1955).
The knowledge that they are being observed can

influence people’s behaviour as they become more

self-conscious and think about their actions.

An obvious advantage of covert participant
observation is that the members of the group being
studied are not likely to change their behaviour as a
result of being studied, sinice they are kept in

ignorance of the fact that they are being observed for
'~ research purposes. Some Studies may not be possible

without participant observation being covert, either

. because the group would change its behaviour too -

much or because the researcher would not be
allowed to join in the first place.

* For example, Jason Ditton (1977) wanted to study
thefts by bread van salesmen during the course of
their work: Clearly the salesmen might have become
much more cautious if they knew that they were

. | being observed; indeed they might have stopped

stealing altogether. Nigel Fielding (1993a) argues that -

. he would not have been able to conduct his study of

the National Front (a very right-wing and racist
political party in Britain) without conducting covert
research, because of the members’ hostility to
sociology. Another researcher, who called himself
*‘James Patrick’, had to keep even his name secret as
he feared for his personal. safety when studying
violent Glasgow gangs (Patrick, 1973). Similarly,

-William Chambliss (1978) needed to-maintain secrecy

when conducting a study of organized crime in
Seattle (see pp- 383-4). Researchers have also had to
keep their work secret when studying such groups as
the Masons and certain religious sects.

If secrecy is maintained, then the researcher, has -
little choice but to become a full participant'in the
group. However, if thé researcher is open, there is an

+ element of choice in the degree of involvement. Some

researchers remain fairly detached. Others become
much more involved. Ken Pryce found himself going
to clubs: and blues dances, drinking with and talking
to local 'residents well past midnight during his study
of West Indian life in Bristol (Pryce, 1979).

* Becoming too much of a participant can cause
difficulties. In particular the researcher may have the
problem of ‘going native. They may become so much
a part of the group that they are unable to stand
back and analyse the situation objectively. Nigel
Fielding argues that, in collecting data, ‘One must
maintain a certain detachment in order to take that
data and interpret it! On the other hand, those who
experience this problem have at least achieved
complete acceptance by the group and they may well
have a true insider’s view. Perhaps the most complete
insider's view.can be provided by those who become
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sociological researchers, and use their own experi-
ences as a source of data. Simon Holdaway (1983)
was a police officer for a number of years before
becoming a sociologist, and could genumely claim to.
provide a view from Inside the British Police.
The more detached participant observer can
perhaps be more objective, but may not understand «
the behaviour of those being studied quite as well.
Fielding comments that there can be a problem in -
some overt research of *““not getting close enough”,
of adopting an approach which is too superﬁcral and
which merely provides a veneer of plau51brhty for an
analysis to which the researcher is already
committed’ In other words the researcher avoids
risking challenging their own preconcelved ideas by
not digging too deeply into the social world of those
being studied. However, very often the researcher _
cannot predict how involved they will become It
depends to some extent upon how much rapport they
build up with the subjects of their research. ’
To be successful, the participant observer must

gain the trust of those observed. In his study of black _

‘street-corner’ men in Washington DC (see pp. 321-2),
Elliot Liebow (1967) had to win over Tally, the leader
of the group. Only when Liebow had gained Tally’s
trust.did Tally admit that he had lied to him at the
start of their acquaintance.

The close and relatively long-lasting relationships
established through participant observation provide
greater opportunities for developing trust than are
provided by other research techniques. Interviews and
questionnaire surveys usually involve one-off, short-

lived encounters. Particularly with groups.such as low-

income blacks and teenage gangs, a relationship of
trust is necessary to secure cooperation. As Lewis
Yablonsky notes from his research on teenage gangs,

“Their charactenstrc response to questronnalres investi-

gating the gang’s orgamzatron or personal activities is
one of suspicion and,distrust. To the gang boy every
researcher could be a'\“(:op"’ (Yablonsky, 1973). In this
type of situation participant observation is more likely
to provide walid data than other research techniques.

Once the researcher has entered the group and
gained its trust, he or she must then go about
collecting the data and recording it. Much of this
involves-watching and waiting, and taking part
where necessary, but some participant observers have
supplemented the data gained in this way with some
interviewing. This has the advantage of allowing the
researcher to request the precise information required,
without waiting for it to crop up in normal conversa-
tion. It is obviously only possible where the research
is overt. Whyte (1955) used interviews with a ‘key
informant’, ‘Doc’, to gain most of the background
information required. Pryce (1979) made extensive
use of formal and informal interviews.

L2

Recording the data from interviews can be

relatively straightforward: Pryce used a tape recorder.

Recording data from participant observation is more
difficult. Tape recorders would probably inhibit the

" natural behaviour of those being studied. Taking

notes could have a similar effect, and may in any

- case be impracticable. Most researchers have to opt :

for the best means available: committing ‘what has
taken place to memory, and writing it down as soon
as possrble. Ditton (1977) used to retire to the

lavatory to take notes in. private. Pryce had to wait
_until he got home. He said:

" 1 had to rely heavily on memory, my method was
to-write down these:observations as soon as
possible after hearing or observing them. The rule
.of thumb [ constantly -exercised was. to record
, them_whlle they were still fresh in my mind,
generally the same day ... | believe most of the
information | recorded in. this way was fairly
\
accurate, if not accurate word for word, accurate
in tone, flavour and in the emotions expressed.

Pryce, 1979 .

Not all soc1ologrsts though would accept
Pryce’s claim.

The advantages of participant observation

Supporters of participant observation have argued
that, compared to other research techniques, it is least
likely to lead to sociologists imposing their reality on

- the social world they seek to understand. It therefore

provides the best means of obtaining a valid picture
of social reality.

With a structured interview (a predetermmed set
of questions which the interviewee is requested to
answer) or a questionnaire (a set of printed questions
to which the respondent is asked to provide written
answers) sociologists have already decided what is

.important. With preset questions they impose their
framework and priorities on those they wish to study.
By assuming that the questions are relevant to the
respondents they have already made many assump-
tions about their social world.

Although participant observers begin the work
with some preconceived ideas (for example, they will
usually have studied the existing literature on the
topic to be investigated), at least they have the
opportunity to directly observe the social world.

The value of this opportunity is clear from
Whyte’s observations: ‘As I sat and listened, I
learned the answers to questions I would not have
had the sense to ask if I had been getting my
information solely on an interviewing basis’ (Whyte,
1955). Intensive observation over a period of years
provided Whyte with a picture of what was
important in the lives of the Italian Americans he



studied. Without this exposure to their daily routine
he would have remained ignorant of many of their
priorities. Had he relied solely on interviews, this
ignorance would have prevented him from asking
important and relevant questions. ' i
Liebow was particularly concerned about the
danger of distorting the reality he wished to observe.

He states that, from the outset of his research, ‘there -

were by design, no firm presumptions of what was or
was not relevant’ (Inebow, 1967). He did his best -
51mp1y to look and llsten and to avoid any precon-
ceptions of what was or was not important. Liebow
chose participant observation because he believed
that the method would provide a ‘clear, firsthand
plcture of the ‘life of ordinary people, oxl their -
grounds and on their terms’ By observirg what was
said and done, where, when and by whom, he hoped
to discover how a group of black street-corner men
saw and organized their lives. Liebow claims that -
‘Taking this inside view makes it easier to avoid -
structuring the material in ways that mlght be alien
to the material itself? : ‘

In participant observation, it is also ‘more dlfﬁcult
for the people being studied to lie or mislead the
researcher than it is in other research methods. The
researcher is on the spot and witnesses actual
behaviour rather than relying upon people’s accounts
of their lives.

Where the researcher gains data from talking to
those being studied, the validity of the data may be
greater than in informal interviews. For example, the
feminist researcher Beverley Skeggs argues that she
was able to obtain valididata on the sexuality of
young women because of the closeness of the
relationship she developed with them. She says:

~* Their comments on their own sexual responses
. came from small soirées in my flat or their
- bedrooms. The discussions often became so
--intimate and animated that | think the idea that
they were speaking for research purposes became
Iost in the desire to discuss contentious issues
~in a safe situation.

Skeggs, 1991, p. 128

Participant observation i isa partxcularly appropnate
method for symbolic interactionists because it allows
an understanding of the world from the subjective
point of view of the subjects of the research. Because
researchers experience many of the same events as
the observed, they are better able to put themselves
in their position and to understand why they interact
with others in particular ways.

Pryce felt that participant observation allowed him
to understand and explain the subjective views of
some West Indians in Bristol. He said, ‘There is-a
tendency to either ignore or disregard the subjective

i
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feelings of members of the West Indian minority! One

‘of those subjective feelings was the belief of some

that there was no point in trying to eam a living
through ordinary employment, which was dismissed

“as ‘slave labour’. and ‘shit work’ (Pryce, 1979).

Howard Parker (1974) also believed that he
could see the world through the eyes of those he”
studied - he felt justified in calling his book View
from the Boys. ’

" Interactionists believe that behaviour is largely
gove_med by the self-concept held by an individual.
Self-concepts are not fixed and static, but change
during: the course of interaction. Similarly, the
meanings people attach to their own behaviour

change as the context in which that behaviour takes

place alters. Participant observation studies are often
carried out over an extended period of time and it is
therefore p0551b1e to study the process through which
stich changes happen.’

" This can be illustrated by Jock Young's study of
marijuana’ smokers in Notting Hill (Young, 1971). He

" found that the behaviour, the meaning attached to

that behaviour, and the self-concepts of those
involved altered in response to police attempts to
discourage marijuana smoking. The drug users in the
area became more secretive, attached more
importance to taking the drug, and in response to
what they saw as persecution they saw themselves as
being in opposition to some of society’s values. (For
further details, see p. 374.) Such changes and the way

- they came about would have been difficult to identify

and explain on the basis of interview or questlon—
naire data.

Many interactionists see observation or participant
observation as the best means of studying interaction.
Much interaction takes place almost instinctively, and
those involved cannot be expected to recall precise
details if asked in an interview. Furthermore, it is-
difficult for complete participants to be detached and
objective when discussing their relationships with
others. It is easier, for example, for an outsider to
comment on group relationships. Parker (1974} was
able to describe in detail the relationships between
members of delinquent gangs he studied. In St Paul’s,
Pryce (1979) was able to distinguish a number of
different subcultures which a resident of the area
might not have been fully aware of.

Critics of participant observation argue (as will be
discussed later) that the findings of such studies lack
objectivity, that they are unreliable and depend too
much upon the interpretations of the observer.
Defenders of this research method generally believe
that these objections can be overcome, and that
participant observation can be made sufficiently
systematic to be regarded as being a reliable as well
as valid research method.
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Finally, participant observation provides in-depth

- studies that can serve a number of useful purposes.
In particular, participant observation is useful for
generating new hypotheses. Rather like unstructured .,
interviews, participant observation can go'in '
unexpected directions and so can provide socrologlsts
with novel insights and ideas. Although less useful
for testing hypotheses, because the type of data -
produced is not entirely under thie control of the
researcher, it may be useful for falsifying theories.
Thus Parker's study of British delinquents (Parker,’
1974) could be used to test how far Albert Cohen’s.
explanation of American dehnquency (see pp 357-8)
is apphcab]e to Britain. /

The hmltatrons and dlsadvantages of
participant observation,

Participant observation has many practlcal ‘disadvan-

- tages. It is often very time-consuming. Crcourel ' :
(1976) spent four years studying Juvemle justice in -
California. Beverley Skeggs (1997) spent a total of 12
years conducting ethnographic research following the
lives of women who had been on a ‘caring’ course at
a further education college in England. '

The researcher can usually only study a very small
group of people and has to be physically present for
the research to proceed. In personal terms such
research may be highly inconvenient and demanding.
The researcher may be required to move house, to
live in an area they would not otherwise choose, and
to mix with people they would rather avoid. They
may find it necessary to engage in activities they
dislike in order to fit in with the group, and they may
even face personal danger. ‘James Patrick’ left
Glasgow in a hurry when the gang violence began to
sicken him and he felt concemed for his,own safety
(Patrick, 1973).

There are also limits on who can be studied using
this method. ngher-elass and more powerful groups
in society, in partlcular& may exclude participant
observers. Individual researchers may lack the skrlls
knowledge or personality to be accepted by a partlc-
ular group.

More senous, though, are the theoretical
objections that have been raised. '

First, to quantitative researchers, the samples used
in participant observation are too small and
untypical for generalizations to be made on the basis
of the findings. Any conclusions can only apply to
the specific group studied. Thus Pryce (1979) would
not have been justifiéd in making generalizations
about all West Indians in Britain on the baSlS of a
study of Bristol.

Second, such studies cannot be replicated, so the
results cannot be checked. It is therefore difficult to
compare the results with the findings of other studies.

1 The data from participant observation rely upon the

particular interpretations of a single individual, and
are specific to a particular place and time.
Cicourel (1976) admits that his participant observa-

_ tion study relied heavily upon his own observational

and interpretive skills. If the reader has little faith in
Cicourel’s skills, then he or she will- have little reason
to accept his findings. It is quite possible | that a v
different researcher would have reached quite
different conclusions. As Whyte admits, “To some
extent my approach must be unique to myself, to the

| particular situation,-and to the state of knowledge

existing when I began research’ (Whyte, 1955). ‘
- Moreover the account of social life produced by
participant observation is the result of a highly

" selective method of data collection. The participant

observer usually records only a small fraction of all
possrb]e data that he or she could have used. The
‘observer ‘selécts what to record and what to omit and
imposes a framework upon the data in the process of

' interpreting it. Martyn Hammersley points out that

an ethnographer could have produced many different

-descriptions of the same setting. He says, ‘there are
! multiple, non-contradictory, true descriptions of any

. phenomenon’ (Hammersley, 1992). In this situation it
i may be difficult to accept a particular researcher’s

description as reflecting anything more than a
personal perspective.

A third theoretical objection is that the validity of
the data is bound to be affected by the presence of
the researcher, since the group being studied will not
act naturally. This point is rejected by many partici-
pant observers. Whyte, for example, felt that eventu-
ally he was able to blend into the background i) that
social life carried on as normal around him.

To critics - particularly those who support the use’
of positivist methods - participant observation is
simply ‘unscientific’ It is not systematic or rigorous,
its findings cannot be checked, the research cannot -
be replicated, it is a subjective rather than objective

. research method. However, some interactionist sociol-

ogists have suggested that this sort of qualitative
research rieed not lack rigour.

Glaser and Strauss’(1967) claim that qualitative
research can be used to generate and refine what
they called grounded theory. The whole process of
collecting and analysing qualitative data can be
systematic. Theories can be produced which are
grounded in the data and in the real social world. In

. the early stages the researcher starts to develop

categories and then further data are collected to see if

. they fit with these categories. Hypotheses begin to
i emerge as the initial hunches of the researcher are
: backed up or refuted by the data that is being

. produced. Causal explanations can be produced, and
i may be tested in follow-up studies.
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Becker (1970) showed how this sort of approach
can be used when he was studying the behaviour of
medical students. From observing the behaviour and
listening to the comments of medical students he
began to distinguish between ‘cynical’ and -

patients tended to be regarded as little more than
animated visual teaching aids; in the latter, as
human beings whose pain and suffering the
students feit a duty to relieve. Having found that
these categories seemed to work, Becker went on :to
observe how often and’in what circumstances the
students were cynical or idealistic. Noting that
students tended to be idealistic when talkmg to
othier students, Becker advanced the hypothesm that
‘Students have “idealist” sentiments’ but group -
norms may not sanction their expression’ Becker
says that it is pcrfecﬂy possible to check the

i
*idealistic’ attitudes to medicine. In the former case, /

hypotheses produced by participant:observation, and‘

that this research method need not be ‘unsystematic.
He says of participant observation that ‘the
technique consists of something more than merely
immersing oneself in data and having “insights™
In a book edited by Anslem Strauss and Juliet
Corbin (1997) a range of individual studies apply
grounded theory to research on topics as diverse as

" understanding chronic pain, cancer research, the

activities of headhunting companies, abusive

relationships and contemporary Japanese society.
However, writers such as Hammersley still

question the ability of ethnographic research to

- develop theoretical understanding. Hammersley says,

‘Grounded theorising seeks both to represent concrete

situations in their complcxny and to produce abstract -

theory. It thus operates under conflicting require-
ments’ (Hammersley, 1992).

Descriptive accounts can concentrate on the
unique features of a particular social situation, but
developing th_eOry,does require making some general-
ization beyond the sgttmg being studied. According
to Hammersley this i only possible if .a number of
cases are studied to see whether they conform to a
theory. Yet very few ethnographers have even
attempted to compare a range of case studles using
ethnographic methods, and those who have done so
generally rely upon interviews rather than participant
observation.

Furthermore, Hammersley believes that the claim
of some ethnographers that they are developing
theories ‘presupposes that there are scientific laws
of human social life ... Yet few ethnographers today
believe there are such laws. To Hammersley, then,
there is little basis for arguing that ethnography
can be used to develop theory. However, this
position is totally rejected by advocates of critical
ethnography.
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Critical ethnography

Criticalaethhography is the sort of cthnogra'phy
advocated by supporters of critical social science (see
pp. 982-6). Unlike Hammersley, critical ethnogra-

phers believe that ethnography can be used both to
,develop and to test theories, including theories that :

examine the structure of society as a whole. -
Paul Willis’s study of the transition from school to

~ work among a.group of working class ‘lads’ is

sometimes seen as the first example of a critical

. ethnography (Willis, 1977) (see pp. 791-4). Willis

Telied largely upon data from interviews, but often
other critical ethnographers have made use of part1c1—

. pant observation and other methodologies.

Since Willis’s study there have been numerous
examples of critical ethnographies. These include Sallie
Westwood’s ‘study- of female factory workers
(Westwood, 1984), Beverley Skeggs’s study of workmg—
class women ‘who had been to a further education
college (Skeggs, 1997), and Mairtan Mac an Ghaill's

-study of the development of masculinity in an English

state secondary school (Mac an Ghaill, 1994).

As discussed earlier in the chapter, critical social
scientists believe that research should involve close
collaboration between researchers and their subjects;
that studying oppressed groups can help to reveal the
hidden and oppressive structures of unequal societies;
and that research can be instrumental in changing
society. Steven Jordan and David Yeomans (1995) see
critical ethnography as providing a way for .

" researchers to understand the way oppression is

experienced by the oppressed by sharing some of the
same experiences. Carspecken argues that critical |
ethnographers. are ‘concerned about social inequali-
ties, and we direct our work towards positive social
change’ He goes on: ‘We use our research, in fact to
reﬁnc social theory rather than merely to descnbc
social life’ (Carspecken, 1996).

Mairtan Mac an Ghaill's study The Making of Men
(1994) illustrates the main features of critical ethnog-
raphy. Mac an Ghaill tries to develop theories of
masculinity (particularly those of R.W. Coninell,
discussed on pp. 191-6) by studying 11 heterosexual
young ‘men in a British state secondary school in the
Midlands, and a second group of homosexual young
men from a range of educational institutions in the
same area. He tries to use elements of feminist
methodology and argues for an approach to research
based on ‘collaboration, reciprocity and reflexivity'

Mac an Ghaill tries to use the research process to
challenge the assumption that heterosexuality is
preferable to homosexuality, and he also encourages
the young men to question dominant ideas on what
makes you a true man. For example, he discusses
with the homosexual students the way in which




i b

1014 Chapter 14: Methodology

conventional ideas of masculinity largely prevent
emotional closeness between men. In the course of .
his research he seems to have some success in -~ -

“encouraging the gay students to positively value their,‘
conceptions of masculinity, rather than being v

~ defensive in the face of hostility from heterosexuals.

The study tries to relate changes in conceptions of
masculinity to changes in the British educatlon
system and in the wider society. -

An evaluation of critical ethnography

As with grounded theory and critical social research
in general, Martyn Hammersley (1992) is hostile to
critical ethnography. As discussed above, hc sees-
problems in basing research around the concept of
oppression and he questions the belief thqt the'
validity of theories can be checked by thé subjects of
research. However, some critical ethriographers have.
tried to develop rigorous approaches that overcome.
the sorts of objections commonly directed at this
research method. One such approach has been
developed by Patti Lather (1986). :

Lather accepts that critical ethnography can
sometimes be criticized for using circular arguments.
The ethnographic description is used both for
developing theory and for testing it. Experience
comes to be interpreted in terms of the theory, yet -
the experience is also used to confirm the theory. To
break out of the circle Lather recommends four
procedures:

1 Triangulation involves the use of different research
methods to cross-check the validity of the data.
Thus, for example, participant observation can be
used to check the validity of data gamed from
interviews (see pp. 1022-3 for a discussion of
trianguiation).

Construct validity involves a 'ceaseless
confrontation with and respect for the experiences
of people in"their daily lives to avoid. theoretical

5 imposutmn (Lather, 1986). From Lather's point of
view this is only possible in ethnographic research;
questtonnalre-type research tends to be guilty of
imposing theoretical constructs on the explanation
of behaviour without examining whether they have

“real relevance in understanding ‘people’s lives (see
criticisms of questionnaire research, pp. 1002-3).

Face validity is achieved through recycling your
findings through at least some of those being
studied, while being aware that they may be
suffering from false consciousness. Although
Hammersley is ¢ritical of doing this, Lather believes
that it is useful as one check on the validity of
findings. It helps ensure that the researcher has not
fundamentally misunderstood the viewpoint of those
being studied and therefore completely failed to
grasp the framework within which they choose how
to act.

4 Catalytic validity refers to 'the degree to which the -
research’ process reorients, focuses, and energizes
participants towards knowing reality in order to

" transform it’ Again, this objective is rejected by
critics of this type of research, but it does-perhaps
provide one indication of whether the research has
gone beyond the commonsense understandmgs of
the people being studied.

- Critical ethnography certamly retains problems ‘
g desplte attempts by some sociologists to develop it

1--and overcome objections. As Irlam Siraj-Blatchford

(1995) points out, critical ethnography does tend to
assume that you should study the oppressed. It
‘therefore neglects the study of oppressors, who might
—be-ableto offer even more insight than the oppressed
into the way oppression works.
Furthermorc critical ethnography has by no

" means: ovcrcome all the problems in testing the
vahdxty and. rehablhty of data, However, the same is
_true of_othq‘r research methods. Critical ethnographers
-such as Patti Lather and Phil Carspecken use the
subjects of research as an additional check on data
rather than as an alternative to conventional checks
on the data.

Postmodern ethnography

While critical ethnegraphy hopes to penetrate beyond
- common sense to reveal hidden structures of oppres-
sion, postmodern ethnography has no such aims.
Some postmodernists do see themselves as opposing
oppression, but they do so by undermining all claims
to discover the truth, rather than by trying to replace
commonsense truths with an analysis of oppressive
structures.
Postmodern ethnography rejects any claim to
~ trying to produce objective descriptions of social life,
- never mind explanations. However, it does follow
critical ethnography in emphasizing cooperation with.
those being studied. Stephen A. Tyler describes
postmodern ethnography as:

a cooperatively evolved text consisting of
fragments- of discourse intended to evoke in the
minds of both redder-and writer an emergent
fantasy of a possible work of common-sense
reality,.and thus to provoke an aesthetic
integration that will have a therapeutic effect..

Tyler, 1997, first published 1986, p. 254

Tyler seems to be arguing that postmodern ethnog-
raphy should act very much like a work of literature.

It is designed to stimulate the imagination, to make
people think about the lives of other people, not to
describe reality in any objective way. Indeed he

argues that it is ‘in a word, poetry - not in its textual -
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form but in its return to the original context and
function of poetry ... [which] evoked memories of the
ethos of community"

To Tyler this type of ethnography should acknowl- .

.1.:

edge that there can be many different viewpoints

within a social group. It is not the ethnographer’s job

to decide between these different viewpoints and

produce a single account, but to record the variety of 5

perspectives. A postmodem ethnography may take a
form in which different versions are published together
(as.in the different gospels in the Bible), but the precrse

~ form it will take cannot be decided in advance.

Instead, the researcher and those who are being

. studied must work together and find a format that will

preserve the diversity of views in the socral group

_The author is much less important than in'
tradltronal socrologlcal studies. The author is not seen
as berng in a privileged, superior posmon to those

berng studied. She or he is not seen as having any . - .

. special abllrty to make an analysis of social reality

which can rise above the subjective views of those
being studied. Tyler says, ‘The whole ideology of
representational significance is an ideology of power.
To break its spell we would have to attack writing,
totalistic representational signification, and authorial
authority. Like Jean-Frangois Lyotard (see Chapter
15), Tyler seems concerned that any claims to have
discovered the truth will be used to produce metanar-
ratives - big stories about truth and fiction, right and
wrong. These in turn may be used to dominate and
oppress groups of humans.

Tyler admits that postmoderm ethnography will
not produce a coherent account of social life. It will
be ‘fragmentary’ and will: not be ‘organized around
familiar ethnological categories such as kinship,
economy -and religion’ However, he does not see this
as a particular problem. For Tyler, the fragmentary
nature of postmodern ethnography is desirable
because ‘We conﬁr'rn{ in our consciousness the
fragmentary nature of the post-modern, for nothing
so defines our world as the absence of a synthesizing
allegory. In other words, people experience the social
world as fragmented and cannot find any single way
of understanding . it. An individual’s social life is .
experienced as many different stories which are not .
closely linked to one another. Tyler concludes that
‘Post-modern ethnography captures the mood of the
post-modern world, for it, too, does not move toward
abstraction, away from life, but back to experience. It
aims not to foster the growth of knowledge but to
restructure experience.

Postmodern ethnography - an evaluation

For an approach which advocates a move away from
abstraction and back to experience, Tyler's descrip-
tion of postmodern ethnography is highly abstract.
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AHe'provides no concrete example of postmodern

ethnography and no detailed suggestions as to how

. to conduct it. Furthermore his approach seems

somewhat contradictory. He argues that postmodern
ethnography should be more than ‘an edited collec-
tion of authored papers’ written by participants in
social life, yet he wishes to give no special privileges;
to the ethnographer. Indeed it is unclear why an
ethnographer is needed at all, since the opinions of
the author are seen to he no betterthan those of the

people ‘being studied.

Furthermore, if ethnography should act like a
poem, stimulating the nnagmatlon, it is again unclear

. why it is needed. Fiction can perform the task of

stimulating the imagination at least as well as writing
that claims to have some basis in real experience.
Tyler’ s'arguments' could, therefore, be seen as self-
defeating. By arguing that ethnography is really no
different'to fiction he'makes a case for abandoning
ethnography altogether v

Postmodern ethnography suffers from the same
problem of extreme relativism (in which no view is

- better than any other) which afflicts a number of

other versions of postmodernism (see Chapter 15).

Longltudmal research

In most sociological studies, researchers study a
group of people for a relatively short period of time.
They analyse their data, produce a report on their

-research and move on to new endeavours. However,
. some researchers study a group over an extended

period, collecting data on them at intervals. Such
studies are known as longitudinal or panel studies.

Longitudinal studies were first used by researchers
in the USA in the 1940s to measure changes in
public attitudes. It was seen as more reliable to-
follow a particular sample over a period of time .
when measuring changing attitudes, than to select a
new sample from time to time. By using a ‘panel’ the
researcher could be sure that changes in the attitudes
measured would not result from changes in the
compos‘ition of the sample. '

* Longitudinal studies originated as extended
attltude surveys. Since then, they have usually been
used to collect quantitative data in social surveys,
though not necessarily about attitudes. Sometimes a
particular age group or cohort is followed over a
number of years. The Child Health and Education
Survey has tried to follow the development of every
child born in Britain between the 3rd and 9th of
March 1958. Another longitudinal study was carried
out by J.W.B. Douglas. In The Home and the School
(1964) he followed the educational progress of a
sample of children through their school careers
(see pp. 830-1).
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Another example is provided by D.J. West and
D.P. Farrington’s Who Becomes Delinquent? (1973).
This study was concerned with 411 London school- .
boys. It followed their development from age 8 to 18
in order-to determine what factors were assomated 1
with delinquency.

Longitudinal studies are usually large-scale quantn—
tative studies, but some qualitative studies also extend
over considerable periods of time. Alan Bryman

built into much qualitative research, which is both a
symptom and a cause of an undertaking to, view
social life in processual, rather than static Iferms'-
(Bryman, 1988). In other words, methods such as
participant observation are based upon ﬂie assump-

unfolding story Parker's study of Liverpool: .
delinquents provides a good example of this (Parker :
1974). Parker showed how the type of" dehnquency
engaged in by ‘the boys’ changed as the research
developed and the boys grew older. -

A major advantage of any longitudinal study is its
ability to pick up such changes; a study extending
over a shorter time span cannot, and so the results
can be misleading. Beverley Skeggs's study of a
group of young women during and after studying at
a further education college followed the women for a
total of 12 years (Skeggs, 1991, 1997).

Supporters of longitudinal studies also see them as
more likely to provide valid data than other types of
research. As W.D. Wall and H.L. Williams (1970) point
out, retrospective studies which ask people to report
on past events in their lives rely upon fallible human
memories. Wall and Williams also say, ‘Human
beings naturally seek for causes and may
unconsciously fabricate or exaggerate something to

Secondary sources consist of data that have:
already been produced, often by people other than
sociologists. Secondary data produced by the
government are often used by sociologists.
Organizations such as trade unions, companies and
charities are a useful source of data, as are
documents such as letters, diaries and autobiogra-
phies produced by individuals. The secondary
sources used by sociologists may be contemporary
or historical, and the data available from them may
be primarily qualitative or quantitative. When
sociologists refer to existing sociological studies by
other writers in their own research, these become
secondary sources.

commented, ‘There is'an implicit longitudinal element

tion that social life should be explained in terms of an.

account for the present state of affairs’ Longitudinal

| studies help to overcome this problem because recent

events are less likely to have beep reinterpreted in‘the
light of subsequent consequences.

Quantitative longitudinal studies often examine a
large number of variables because the researchers are

1. unsure what data may prove to be important or
. required later in the research. For example, West-and

Farrmgton (1973) collected information relating to no

-less than ‘151-variables-in"their study of delinquency.
| Although the researcher still has to decide what

variables to study, examination of so many limits the
extent to Wthh they 1mpose their own theories upon

‘ _the research.

Longltudmal studxes do, of course, have.disadvan-
tages. It may-be necessary to select people who are -

~accessible and-willing to cooperate over an extended

period. Furthermore, the size of the sample is liable to
fall as some individuals become unwilling to
continue to take part, or prove impossible to trace.
Douglas’s original sample of 5,362 children in 1957

" was reduced to 4,720 by 1962 (Douglas, 1964). Since

those who were lost may not have been representa-
tive of the sample as-a whole, the results may have
been distorted.

More serious criticisms question the overall
validity of the data. Quantitative longitudinal studies

_collect data using such research methods as question-
| naires and interviews. As earlier sections have shown,

some sociologists question the validity of data
collected in this way. A particular problem with
longitudinal studies is that the subjects of the
research are conscious of the fact that their behaviour
is being studied. This may influence them and change
their behaviour because’ they think more carefully
about their actions.

Sociologists often use secondary sources for
practical reasons. They can save time and money and
they may provide access to historical data that
cannot be produced using primary research because
the events concemed took place before current
members of society were born.

Secondary sources are invaluable to sociologists but
have to be used with great caution. Their reliability and
validity are open to question, and often they do not
provide the exact information required by a sociologist.

Specific types of secondary sources will now be
examined. At the end of the section there will be a
general discussion on how to evaluate all types of
secondary sources. ’



-Official statistics

. A vast range of statistics are produced by the govern-
ment. In recent years the Government Statistical
Service (which was set up in 1941) has coordinated
the production of govérnment statistics, but the

* production of large-scale statistical data goes back at

least to 1801, when the first census was conducted. -
Sociologists interested in- demography have used
statistical data from the census and elsewhere to
examine a‘wide range of topics, which include birth
and death rates, marriage and fertility patterns; and
divorce. Sociologists who study deviance have used
official crime and suicide statistics. The. many ofﬁcral
economic statistics are of interest to soerologlsts
concemned with work. Figures on inflation, / | }
‘'unemployment and employment, strikes and produc-
tivity have also been used. Indeed, almost every area
. of socrologrcal research has found some use for
official statistics.
. Some statistics, such as unemployment figures, are
. pubhshed monthly; others, such as crime’ statrstlcs,
annually. Information from the census is produced
once every decade. Other statistical surveys are
carried out-on an irregular basis: for example, the
British Crime Surveys. One of the reference books
that is most frequently consulted by sociologists in
Britain is. Social Trends, which has been produced
annually since 1970 and summarizes statisticgl data
on society. ,
Much of the statistical information made available
by the government would not exist if it were left to
" sociologists. They lack the resources and power to
carry out the work that goes'into producing these data.
For example, each household is compelled by law to
return a census form, and has a legal duty to provide
accurate information; it would be impossible for
sociologists to obtain this information independently.
Official statistics. are easily accessible and cost
- sociologists ‘nothing to produce. Sociologists
~ generally acknowledge that such statistics are useful,
but they-do not necessarily agree about what use can
be made of them. Some sociologists do not accept the
reliability and validity of official statistical data,
while others are prepared to place more trust in them.
In the past, some positivists tended to accept
official statistics uncritically. Durkheim (1970) believed
that suicide statistics were sufficiently reliable and
valid to measure the extent and social distribution of
suicide (see pp. 974-7). Using official statistics, he tried
to establish correlations between suicide and other
‘social facts’, and ultimately to discover causal
relationships and laws of human behaviour.
Similarly, many of the early structural and subcul-
tural theories of crime were based upon the assump-
tion that the official crime statistics accurately
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identified the working class as the group most prone
to criminal activity (see pp. 354-61).

Today sociologists are more cautious about the use’
- of official statistics in areas of social life such as
}'suicide and crime, but most would accept the’
" reliability and validity of statistics from the census.
 (Earlier parts of this book have shown how inaccu-
' rate some official statistics.can be - for instance,
-many crimes remain unreported and as such cannot -

be recorded m official data (see ‘pp. 363-72).)

Vlctlmlzatlon and self—report studies
Desprte this, many researchers believe that problems

like these can be overcome. For example, victimization

or self- “report studies use.questionnaires administered
to members of the population in order to determine
the extent of reported and unreported crime. The
British Crime Surveys provrde examples
.of v1ct1m12atlon studies- (for example, Mirrlees-Black et
al., 1998) (see pp. 366-8 for further details). D.J. West
-and D.P- Famngton s longitudinal study of
delinquency in London (West and Farrington, 1973)
included a self-report study .in which members of the
sample were asked 38 questions about delinquent acts
they might have carried out. .

It is sometimes argued that on the basis of such

i studies it is possible to estimate the real amount of
! crime in society as a whole, and to calculate the

extent of criminality in social groups. The figures can
be used to determine the accuracy of official figures,
and appropriate adjustments can then be made to
them. Even so, as Peter Eglin points out, ‘The
question remains, however, whether an error estimate
calculated for some set of, say, national statistics in
some given year will be generalizable to other times
or other places’ (Eglin, 1987). ,

An even more serious problem concerns the
question of the validity of the answers given by -
respondents in surveys. Stephen Box (1981) has noted
that in self-report studies respondents may exaggerate
their criminality, or alternatively they might be
unwilling to admit to their crimes. In effect, self-
report studies measure how many crimes people say
they have;committed, rather than the actual number.

‘Furthermore, in measuring the criminality or
delinquency of an individual, the researcher has to
decide what offences or actions to include in the list
of questions. Among West and Farrington’s 38
questions, for instance, respondents were asked about
stealing school property worth more than 5p, and
about annoying, insulting or fighting other people
(strangers) in the street. The precise wording and
number of questions included in the questionnaire
ultimately determine the amount of crime or
delinquency uncovered - and in any case respondents
may interpret the questions in different ways.
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Whether or not an offence is included in the statis-~

~ tics depends upon the choices made by the researcher.

In the British Crime Surveys the researchers
discounted certain events because they did not beheve
that they constituted crimes. The statistics produced
by such studies are therefore of dubious validity.
However, several sociologists believe that self-

- report and victimization studies provide some indica-

tion of the real extent of crime, and that they help to
correct the misleading impression (prov1ded by the
official figures) that crime is an overwhelmmgly
workmg-class phenomenon. ,

A phenomenologlcal view ./

Ethnomethodologists and phenomenologlsts reject
the use of statistics for measurmg or dEtermmmg the
causes of the social facts'to which they . clalm to
refer. As earlier parts of this book show, socmloglsts

such as Cicourel (1976) and Atkinson: (1978) believe'

that statistics are the product of the meanings and :
taken-for-granted assumptions of those who
construct them. Thus Cicourel claims that the stereo-
types held by the police and juvenile officers lead to
youths from lower social classes being more likely to
be seen as delinquent. Justice is. negotiable and
statistics produced by official agencies are socially
created (see pp. 379-80). Similarly, Atkinson has
described how the commonsense theories held by
coroners infhience the way they categorize sudden
deaths (see pp. 979-80). Both Cicourel and Atkinson
regard official statistics as social creations.

This does not mean that official statistics are of no
sociological interest. Indeed phenomenological sociol-
ogists believe they are important: they can be studied
in order to discover how they are produced. This
helps the sociologist to understand the commonsense
theories, taken-for-granted assumptions, stereotypes
and categorization procedures of officials involved in
the production of the statistics. To wnters such as
Cicourel, this is the Anly use that can be made of
official statistics, including those such as census
statistics, which appear to be based upon far more
objective categories. To Cicourel, all statistics involve
classifying things as ‘this’ or ‘that’, and such
decisions are subjective.

Cicourel’s views may become less convincing,
though, when applied to such data as the age and sex
distribution of a population. There may be consider-
able room for interpretation when considering
whether an act is criminal or a sudden death is a
suicide. There is less room for interpretation when
deciding whether somebody is male or female.

A conflict view

In response to both positivist and phenomenological
views, a number of conflict sociologists have

2

| developed altemative perspectives on official statistics.

They argue that official statistics are neither hard facts,
nor subjective meanings. Instead they consist of
information which is systematically distorted by power
structures in society. lan Miles and John Irvine argue

_ that official statistics are ‘developed in support of the ’

system, of power and domination that is modern
capitalism — a system in which the state plays a

 particularly important role’ (Mlles and Irvine, 1979

Mlles and Irvine do rot believe that statistics

- produced by the govemment are complete fabrica-

tions, because, as theéy point out, such a viewpoint

“would be unable to explain why the state frequently
pubhshes figures that are embarrassing to the govern- _

ment. For instance, figures on inflation, crime and
unemployment often seem to suggest that government

vpohcnes are not workmg The statistics are not
: ',complete dlstomons, but they are manipulated

through the definitions and, collection. procedures used
so that t}\ey tend to favour the interests of the
powerful. ‘Miles and Irvine say that official statistics
are produced according to the needs of the various
state agencies for information to coordinate their
activities and justify their programmes. They are
related to a single ideological framework underpin-

"ning the concepts and categories employed.

This view appeared to be supported when the
Thatcher government appointed Derek Rayner in
1980-to review the British govemment’s statistical
services. Rayner proposed considerable cut-backs in

“the statistics produced and wanted them confined

stnetly to information directly needed by the govern—
ment. Most of his recommendations were
implemented. In the wake of the changes introduced
following the report, ‘The government was repeatedly
accused of delaying, suppressing, abolishing and '
manipulating data for its own ends’ (Levitas, 1996).
Ruth Levitas mentions a number of examples.

~The basis for calculating unemployment figures
was frequently changed, almost always with the effect
of reducing recorded levels of unemployment {see
pp- 737-9 for a discussion of unempldyment statis-
tics). Fig“ures on public expenditure were also manipu-
lated. Income from:the sale of public assets was
artificially used to'reduce recorded levels of expendi-
ture, rather than being treated as income. Waiting lists
for NHS patients were reduced by removing from the
lists those who were unable to keep appointments for
operations. Certain figures which might be damning
to the government were not produced or published.:
For example, census statistics no longer included
deaths by social class, which might have revealed a
growing gap between the life expectancies of different
classes. The government changed the data it produccd
on poverty, making it difficult to compare poverty
rates with previous years (see pp. 305-9).



Levitas comments that ‘By the end of the 1980s,

public confidence in official statistics was at an all-

tirne low. Although some attempts have been made in
the 1990s to make British official statistics less pohtl-
cally biased, critics continue to believe that they still
reflect the ideology of the government. In the 1995
edition of the Central Statistical Office’s annual
publication Social Trends, an editorial by Muriel Nissel
(the first editor of the publication), which was critical

of govemment manipulation of statistical services, was

withdrawn by the Office’s director, Bill McLennan.
Conflict sociologists often question the categories
used in official statistics. Thus, Theo Nichols {1996)
argues from a Marxist point of view that the ;
categories used in the census and-other ofﬁc1él statis-
" tics disguise the true nature of class in capltallsm
Most have been based on the Registrar General'’s
scale, :‘which uses status as an indicator of social -
class. To Nichols (as a Marxist) class is based upon
the relationship to the means of production. Thus the
official statistics give the impression of a status
hierarchy and disguise the existence of classes that
are in opposition to each other as exploiters and
* exploited. (New classifications will be used for the
census of 2001. These will be based on a largely
Weberian view of class and, like the previous scheme,
will include no separate category for a ruling class.)
Like phenomenologists, conflict sociologists tend to
believe that official statistics are invalid for measuring
the things they refer to, but that they do reveal
something about those who produce them. However,
rather than seeing them as based merely upon subjec-
tive meanings, conflict sociologists see them as
reflecting the ideological frameworks that are produced
by dominant social groups. Official statistics can
therefore be analysed to uncover those frameworks
and the power structures that produce them.

v

Historical sources
. i

Historical documents are of vital importance to
sociologists who wish to study social change which
takes place over an extended period of time. There
are limits to the period over which a sociological
study using primary sources-can extend, and past
events may be important in understanding how
contemporary patterns of social life came about.

One area in which historical statistical sources
have been of considerable importance is the study of
family life. Chapter 8 showed how the development
of family life since before the Industrial Revolution
has been a major topic of sociological inquiry. Peter
Laslett {1972, 1977) made extensive use of parish
records in order to discover how common nuclear
and extended families were in pre-industrial England.
Such data have been most useful in correcting the

2
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assumption that extended family households were the
norm in pre-industrial Britain (see p. 527). However,
findings based upon such secondary sources need to

.be used with caution. Many parish records have not

survived, and the documents that Laslett used relate
only to pamcular villages which happened to have
complete records. It may therefore be dangerous to

‘accept generalizations based upon such findings.

Michael Anderson’s research on the family (see
pp. 527-8) is based upon early census statistics which
are more readily available (Anderson, 1971).
Nevertheless, Anderson chose to concentrate on one

- town, Preston, so the patterns of family life described

are again not necessarily repreéentative Anderson
also points out that-eensus-statistics do not provide
an in-depth plcture of famlly relationships. He lists

" the sort of descnptlve, quaiitative data that can be
“used to supplement statistical data in the historical

study’of the famlly as:

tracts reports of missionary and charitable
societies, descriptions of crimes, newspaper
investigations into the condition of the people,
parliamentary investigations and the evidence
. of some witnesses to them, speeches in-
parliamentary debates and some
aspects of novels.

Anderson, 1980

Like qualitative data from primary research, qualita-‘
tive secondary sources may be unreliable and are
open to a number of interpretations. Many of the
secondary sources mentioned above are highly
subjective and are likely. to reflect the ideologies of
those who produced them. Nevertheless, they do -
reveal something of the perspectlves of their
producers. , )

Whatever the problems of historical research,
without using historical documents sociologists -
would be confined to producing a rather static view
of social life. Without such documents, Max Weber
(1958) would have been unable to consider the
influence of religion on the development of
capitalism (see pp. 447-51), and Michael Mann (1986)
would not have had the opportunity to discuss the
relationship between different sources of social power
throughout history (see pp. 633-5).

Life documents

Life documents are created by individuals and record
details of that person’s experiences and social
actions. They are predominantly qualitative and may
offer insights into people’s subjective states. They can
be historical or contemporary and can take a wide
variety of forms. Ken Plummer illustrates this
diversity when he says:



JE——_—

o A T T L S AT

i

o

S

S

5
S

.mma.m_-utwl‘

e e

1020 Chapter 14: Methodology

People keep diaries, send letters, take photos, write
memos, tell biographies, scrawl graffiti, publish
memoirs, write letters to the papers, leave suicide
" notes, inscribe memorials on tombstones, shoot
films, paint pictures, make music and try to record
their personal dreams. o

Plummer 1982

All of these sources, along with many others, have
the potential to be useful to sociologists. . _
The use of life documents has a long hlstory in

sociology. Their use was popularized by WI. Thomas

and F. Znaniecki in their study The Polish, Peasant
in Europe and America (1919). Thomas a/nd :
Znaniecki made use of 764 letters, a len’gthy‘
statement by one Polish peasant about his life, -

Do
reports from social work agencies, court reports-and -

articles from Polish newspapers. From such sources
they tried to understand and explain the experience
of migration for the hundreds of thousands of
Polish people who moved to America ‘in the early
years of the twentieth century. .

The study was widely regarded as a classm at the
time but, according to Plummer (1982), it is now
rarely mentioned and infrequently read. This is partly
because life documents themselves have fallen out of
favour as a source for sociologists. Those who favour
more quantitative methods tend to regard life
documents as an inadequate source of data. They are
difficult to obtain and the ones that exist are likely to
cover an unrepresentative sample of the population.

Like all data, personal documents are open to
interpretation. They may say more about the subjec-
tive states of individuals than the events they are
describing. It is.unlikely that the husband, wife, or
political opponent of a diary writer would describe
events in quite the same way. Personal documents .
that are meant to be read by others (such as letters
and autdbiogfﬁphieé) may be written with an
audience i m mind.-As Ponsonby once commented,
‘letters may be said to have two parents, the writer
and the recipient’ (quoted in Plummer, 1982). Such
documents may be designed more to justify actions
than to make a real attempt to explam the wnters
feelings or motives.

Diaries, when they are available, may have

‘greater validity if they are not intended for public

consumption. One way of overcoming the scarcity
of diaries and the unrepresentative nature of
examples that exist, is for the researcher to prompt
those being studied to keep diaries. Young and
Willmott (1973) asked the subjects of their research
into family life in London to keep diaries, recording
how much time they spent on different activities
and how they felt about them. Oscar Lewis (1961),
studying poverty in Mexico, persuaded a number of
families to keep detailed diaries recording the events

v2

of a single day. Such diaries may. be more system-
atic than those obtained by chance; however, they
may be less valid. The awareness that they will be
used for research might influence the details

* included by their writers.

Despite these limitations, Plummer believes that .
personal documents should play a crucial role in
sociology. Using them as a source avoids a preoccu-
panon with abstract theories ‘which can kill off any

- concern for the joy and suffermg of active human

“beings. Compared-to- other secondary sources,
“personal documents allow much greater insight into
the subjective states of individuals, which in turn -

’ shape their behaviour. -

Plummer supports symbbhc mteracnomst
approaches to studying social life. From this point of

- view'some sort of participant observation may be the
1. ideal method for studying social life. Where this type

of research is not possible, life documents are the
best altematlve since they offer insights into the
‘ordinary amblguous personal meanings’ that shape
people’s actions in their everyday lives. (More details

" of Plummer’s theoretical standpoint are included in

the section on case studles and life histories ~ see
pp. 996-7.)

" The mass _'media and content

analysis

Many parts of the'mass media are notoriously
inaccurate. Sociologists would, for example, be
unlikely to turn solely to a national newspaper for an

* objective account of social life in Britain. Although

some parts of the mass media may provide sociolo-
gists with useful data, their main importance is as

‘objects of study: Rather like the official statistics,
‘mass’'media reports can be used to analyse the

ideologies of those who produce them. Some sociolo-
gists have been highly critical of parts of the mass
media for producing distorted images of society
which might mislead the public or adversely affect
the socialization of children.

There are a number of different approaches to
carrying out content:analysis, in which researchers
analyse the content of documents. These may be
largely quantitative, largely qualitative, or combine
both approaches. Ray Pawson (1995) identifies four
main approaches to carrying out content analysis:

1 Formal content analysis. Here the emphasis is upon
objectivity and reliability. A systematic sample of
texts is collected for study, a classification system is
devised to identify different features of these texts,
and these features are then counted. For example, G.
Lobban (1974) conducted a study of the portrayal of
gender roles in children's reading schemes. She listed
and counted the toys and pets that children had, the



activities they engaged in, the skills they learned,
and the roles that adults were shown in. The
technique is reliable because other researchers can
repeat the same techniques to check the findings.
The same methods can also be replicated to carry
out comparative studies. For example, Lesley Best
(1993) repeated Lobban's research in the 1990s
(see pp. 854-5). '

The 5|mphC|ty and rehablhty of quantltatlve content

analysis makes it appealing. However, it is-not

without its problems. Simply counting the number -

of items tells you nothing about their significance,
and the meanings of the texts or images being
studied can only be implied. As Ray Pawson points
out, there is an assumption that the audlcnce are
simply-passive consumers-of the message, and no -
attempt.is made to examine how they actually
interpret the messages in the text.

2 Thematic-analysis. The second approach identified

by Pawson is thematic analysis. Pawson says:

The idea is to understand the encoding process,
especially the intentions that lie behind the

- production of mass media documents. The usual

strategy is to pick on a specific area of
reportage and subject it to a very detailed

analysis in the hope of unearthing the
underlying purposes and intentions of the
authors of the communication.

Pawson, 1995

Thematic analysis is sometimes aimed at discovering
the ideological biases of journalists and others
involved in the production of mass media
documents. Pawson cites the example of Keith
Soothill and Sylvia Walbys study of newspaper
reporting of Sex crimes.such as rape (Soothill and
Walby, 1991). Soothill and Walby found that the
reporting tended to emphasize the danger of being
raped.in public places and the pathological nature of

_individual rapists. It tended to ignore the prevalence
of rape by partners and. friends of victims, and the
wider eontext of patriarchal power within which sex
crimes take place. According to Pawson the main
method involved in such studies is snmply the
repetition of examples.

Critics of such studies argue that they rarely use
scientific samples, and they therefore tend to use
examples selectively to fit the preferred
interpretation of the researchers. Like formal content
analysis there is no attempt to check whether
consumers of the media interpret the messages in
the same way as the researchers.

3 Textual analysis. Pawson.describes this approach
as involving examining the ‘linguistic devices
within the documents in order to show how texts
can be influential in encouraging a particular
interpretation’ This approach, for example, looks at
how different words are linked together so that
readers will interpret stories in a particular way. An

L2
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example is the Glasgow Media Group's study of
television reporting of strikes (Glasgow Media
Group, 1976). It found that strikers tended to be
described.using verbs such as ‘claim’ or ‘demand’,
‘while' management tended to have verbs siuch as
‘offer” or *propose’ applied to them. This meant
that readers tended to view strikers as actively
causing the strikes and being unreasonable, while
managers were portrayed as being more reasonable

- and as.the passnve victims.of the strikers. The
linking of visual images and words can also be

: _studled in this way.

As with thematic ana|y5|s, the main methodologlcal
problcm with textual analysis is that it relies heavily-

' upon the researcher's interpretation. This may not
‘correspond to the interpretation of members of the
audience or of other researchers. The method
therefore Iacks rellablhty

4 Audience analysns This approach overcomes some of
the problems of earlier approaches by focusing on
the responses of the audience as well as the content -

. of the mass media. This then provides some check on

the researcher's interpretation of the message and it

" recognizes that audiences actively interpret
messages rather than just being passive. Sometimes
audiences reject the-messages apparently being
advanced by the media.

Pawson discusses an early example of this approach,
provided by a study of Nationwide (a British news
programme) conducted by Morley (1980). He found,
for example that groups such as shop stewards

- tended to be more critical and sceptical about
Nationwide's coverage of the news than groups such
as bank managers.

Critics argued that Morley's study, which involved
viewing and talking about Nationwide in groups,
created a rather artificial research setting.
Furthermore there is no guarantee that people are
fully open and honest-in discussing their reactions to
the mass media with researchers. The messages of -
the media may have a long-term influence on
people’s interpretations of the social world around
them, and such effects are difficult to pick up in
audience research.”

More thorough studies may try to combine a range
of methods. The work of the Glasgow Media Group
(1976) illustrates some of the benefits of combining
methods. In their first study they combined formal,
thematic, and textual analysis. They used quantita-
tive counts to analyse the words used in newscasts

"and also looked in great detail at particular

sentences. Their findings were used to develop a
thematic understanding of the coverage of
industrial relations. They did not carry out audience
research, but there is no reason why such research
could not be complemented by studies of the
audience as well. '
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John Scott = assessing seconda ry - ‘ .respondents in a survey. A researcher must be aware

' of how typical or untypical the documents being

sources ' used are, 'in order to be able to assign limits to any
conclusions drawn’

John Scott (1990a, 1990b) has provided some useful
guidelines for evaluating secondary sources (or, aéhe - | - Two factors which may limit the pOSSIblllty of using

clls them, documents). The artra can be applied o | (RN RSSO
all secokil t?hry sm;;ces, 1Srtlcludt1'n & eXI:tn;gt rs;og;l:gmal ‘they. are not stored, and others deteriorate with age
Tesearc ey offer systematic ways o ()

S ’ +.and become unysable. This is obviously a particular
ensure that researchers use secondary sources with as - “pigblem when doing historical reséarch in sociology.

much care as they employ in producmg pnmaxy data ~ " Other documents are deliberately withheld from
Scott identifies four criteria: - -~ . _ . researchers and the public gaze, and thus do not

1 Authenticity - this refers to the question of how ’ggﬁﬂ':;:t‘f:f eb:]ec.)tF:'aedia;[;lﬁ;é?:r;zroggmgz -
genuine a document is. There are twg’ aspects of f thers which are classified t Y 'b
authenticity: soundness and-authorship. Scott says, ot ers WAICH are classt '? as secret may never be
‘A sound document is one which is complete and ma.de‘ IP Ubtl)'c’ ,'nd'.\ll;.d uals'andl-(pny:_a,te ° rga;nz‘atlons
reliable. It should have no missing pages or misprints _ {?ay also be unvlwb;ng to ma ehmany of their
and, if it is a copy of an original it 'should be a : ocuments available to researchers

reliable copy without errors of transcription’ (Scott, {4 Meanmg thisiconcerns the ability of a researcher
1990a). When the document is not sound, the ;" tounderstarid the document. At one level the
researcher needs to consider carefully how far the researcher may have difficulty with literal
omissions detract from its reliability and validity. understanding. It may be in a foreign language, in
The question of authorship concerns who it was ; oldffashnoned panfiW(ltlng,_or, it could use archaic
written by. Many documents are not actually . vocabulary which is difficult to comprehend.
produced by those to whom they are attributed. For Interpretative understanding is even more difficult
example, many letters signed by the prime minister ;  to achieve: it involves ‘understanding of what the
may have been written by civil servants and might | document actually signifies. For example, there has
‘reveal little about the prime minister's own views. i been a long-standing debate about whether suicide
The most extreme problem of authenticity occurs i statistics signify more about suicides or about the
when documents are faked, as in the case of the so- @  officials who define certain acts as suicides (see
called ‘Hitler Diaries’ which were originally | pp.974-81).

authenticated as the work of the former German Some of the problems involved in deciphering

leader but which later proved not to be genuine.

2 Credibility - this issue relates to the amount of
distortion in a document. Any distortion may be

* meaning are discussed in the section on the mass .
media (see pp..1020-1). Whether quantitative content
analysis or qualitative semiotic analysis is chosen,

related to sincerity or accuracy. In a sincere document |  interpretative understanding is always open to debate.
the author genuinely believes what they write. This is ! o
not always the case. The author may hope to gain Scott shows that all secondary sources need to be

advantage from deceiving readers. For example,
politiciahs may distort accounts of their actions or

mOtl\VES in their diaries or'memoirs to justify what research which produces primary data. The same care
they have done. Inaceuracy might result from '

unintended distortions, such as when an account is i sh0}1 Id be employed wherlx reading an d using existing
written some time after the events described and " sogolog’y b?olm and studies. In particular, as Scott
faulty miemory makes absolute accuracy impossible. gmmts out, ‘readers ,mUSt always be awar.e of the

3 Representativeness - Scott points out that interests and commitments of authors’, since these

'Sampling of documents must be handled as may influence the way that secondary and other

evaluated and used ‘with great care. Research using
them needs to be 4§ systematic and rigorous as

carefully and as systematically as the sampling of ~ : SCUICes are interpreted and used.

As an earlier section indicated (pp. 981-2), it is : The rather partisan, either/or tenor of debate about
difficult to see quantitative and qualitative methods :  quantitative and qualitative research may appear

as mutually exclusive. Increasingly sociologists are t somewhat bizarre to an outsider, for whom the cbvious
combining both approaches in single studies. As 1 way forward is likely to be a fusion of the two approaches
Bryman puts it: : so that their respective strengths might be reaped.

Bryman, 1988




In reality, the degree to which quantitative and

qualitative approaches are different has been exagger- 1

ated. Bryman points out that ‘Most researchers rely
primarily on a method associated with one of the two
research traditions, but buttress their findings with a -
method associated with the other tradition. The
practice of combining quantitative and qualitative
research has a long history, and is evident in the
approach advocated by Weber (see p. 972)

Bryman has suggested a number of ways in whlch "

using a plurality of methods - a practlce known as -
triangulation - can be useful:

1 Qualitative and quantitative data can be used to:
check on the accuracy of the conelusions reached on
the basis of each. o , |

2 Qualitativé research can be used to produce
hypotheses which can- then be checked usmg
-quantitative methods.” '

3 The two approaches can be used together so thata

more complete picture of the somal group being
studied is produced. ;

4 Qualitative research may be used to ,illu:minate why
- certain variables are statistically correlated.

The following examples illustrate¢ the advantages of
combining research methods. :

In her study of the Unification Church, or
Moonies, Eileen Barker used participant observation,
questionnaires and in-depth interviewing. She
claimed that this combination of methods allowed
her to ‘see how the movement as-a whole was
organized and how it influenced the day-to- day
.actions and interactions of its members’ (Barker,
1984). She tried to test hypotheses formulated from
qualitative data using. questlonnaxres

Quantitative techniques have been used to system- .

atically analyse data from observation or participant
.observation. For example, Delamont (1976) used the
Flanders Interaction Analysns Categories in her
studies of classroom interaction. These allowéd her to
categorize the different types™of interaction and to

RV
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time them in order to determine differences in the
educational experience of boys and girls. She used
qualitative data to explain the reasons for thie quanti-

. tative relationships she found.

Amahda Coffey and Paul Atkinson (1996)'n0te .
that qualitative data can be analysed in many

 different ways. Amongst them is the systematic-

coding of different types of data so that related

: :pleces of data can be easlly found ‘and linked

together. Furthermore, computer programmes such as
Ethnograph, QUALPRO and ATLAS/ti are now
sometlmes used to make the analysis of qualltanve
data easier and more systematic.

The combmatlorn of methods is not just confined
to the use of primary data. In a study of secondary
schooling, Paul Corrigan (1981) used interviews,

| observation and historical and contemporary

documents These enabled him to place his analysis

of school life within the context of the historical
: ,developmen,t of the education system in Britain.

- Bryman (1988) believes that both qualitative and -
quantitative research have their own advantages.
Neither can produce totally valid and completely
reliable data, but both can provide useful insights

into social life. He argues-that each has its own place,

and they can be most usefully combined. Generally,
quantitative data tends to produce rather static
pictures, but it can allow researchers to examine and
discover overall patterns and structures in society as
a whole. Qualitative data is less useful for discovering
overall patterns and structures, but it does allow a
ficher and deeper understanding of the process of
change in social life. Bryman says, ‘A division of
labour is suggested here in that quantitative research
may be conceived of as a means of establishing the
structural elemeént-in-social life, qualitative research '

" the processual.

As the next section will show, the view that
sociology should use both qualitative and quantita-
tive methods ‘does not necessarily preclude the

possibility that it can be scientific.

Scientific methodology

The early parts of this chapter described how sociolo-
gists have adopted varying views on the relationship
between sociology and science. Positivists claim that
science uses established methods and procedures, and
that these methods and procedures can be applied to
the social sciences. They believe that social facts can
be observed objectively, measured and quantified.

Analysis of statistics can reveal correlations, causes
and ultimately laws of human behaviour. From this
point of view, sociological studies using such

i methods can be considered to be scientific. Positivists’
see the use of scientific methods as highly desirable,

and they tend to be critical of those sociologists who

study subjective and unobservable mental states.
Popper (1959} also sees it as highly desirable that

sociology should be scientific, but argues that science
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is a deductive rather than inductive methodology.
Scientists should make precise predictions on the basis
of their theories so that they can strive conscien-
tiously to falsify or disprove them. Popper rejects .
many sociological theories as being unscientific. /'
because they are not sufficiently precise to generate
hypotheses that can be falsified. He is particularly °
critical of Marxism for failing to make precise predic-
tions: for example, for failing to specify e_xactly ‘when
and under what circumstances a proletanan revolu-
tion would take place in capitalist societies, Marxism
cannot be falsified since the day of the proletarian
revolution and the dawning of the truly communist
society is pushed further into the future. Marxxsm is
an article of faith rather than a scxentlﬁc theory
Like positivists, then, Popper believes that it is
possible for *social sciences’ in general, and soc1ology
in particular, to become scientific by following a -
particular set of methodological procedures. He parts
company with positivists in denying that science can .
deliver the final, incontrovertible truth, since the
possibility of falsification always exists. Instead he -
believes that the longer a theory has stood the test of
time, the more often researchers have failed to falsify
it, the closer it is likely to be to the truth.
Phenomenologists reject the view that natural
science methodology is appropriate to sociology. To
phenomenologists, objective observation and

Michael Lynch (1983) has conducted research in a.
psycho-biological laboratory, which illustrates how
scientists may be less objective than they claim. The
scientists studied brain functioning by examining thin
slices of rats’ brains under microscopes. Photographs
and slides of the brain slices were examined to see ;
how: yseful they were in developing theories of bram
functlomng. Sometxmes unexplained featurcs were
‘found in'the photographs ‘Very often these were put
: down to some exror in the production of the

photograph or slide: they were seen as artefacts, rather
than being a real feature of the rat’s brain. (An artefact
is something produced by the research process which
does not exist in the phenomenon being studied.)

- Some of these features were held to be an error in
staining, others were believed to be the result of
scratchmg of the specimen when it was being sliced.

There was much-discussion in the laboratory
about,wh,ether_ these features were artefacts or not. In
reaching their conclusions, the scientists were

! influenced by their existing theories, the types of

features they were looking for and expected to find.
If the visible marks on the slide or photograph did
not fit their theories of how rats’ brains functioned,
they were much more likely to dismiss the marks as
errors. Their interpretations of the data were guided
by their theories. Far_from following Popper's

measurement of the social world are not possible. The
social world is classified by members of society in

assumptions. In these circumstances the social world
cannot be measured objectively; statistics are simply

- the product of the categorization procedures used: The |

‘ The social context of Darwin’s theory of
. -evolution

best that sociologists can hope to do is to study the
way that members of society categorize the world
around them. They cannot collect meaningful statis-
tical data and-establish correlations, causal connec-
tions and laws. Indeed, \‘phenom"enologists'reject«the'
whole possibility of finding laws of human behaviour.

The social context of science |

All of the views discussed so far are based upon the |
assumption that there are established methods and |
procedures that characterize science. However, as ‘
Kaplan (1964) has pointed out, it is necessary to
distinguish between ‘reconstructed logics’ and ‘logics
in use’ Reconstructed logics consist of the methods
and procedures scientists claim to use. Both
positivism and Popper’s methodological approach
represent reconstructed logics. However, there is no
guarantee that scientists actually do follow such
guidelines. Logics in use refer to what scientists
actually do during their research, and this may depart !
considerably from their reconstructed logics. |

t2

methodology and striving to falsify their theories, the
researchers tried to use the evidence to confirm them.
Many scientists may be reluctant to dismiss perhaps
years-of intellectual effort and research because a

single plece of evidence does not support the theory
that they have developed.

It may also be the case that the sorts of theories that
are developed in the first place ~ and which scientists

. try to confirm rather than falsify - are influenced by
| social factors rather than the detached pursuit of
. objective knowledge. Roger Gomm (1982) has used

Darwin's theory of evolution as an example to

¢ illustrate this.

Darwin claimed that species ‘developed and

! evolved by a process of natural selection. Most

i followers of Darwin believed that this process took

© place gradually. Natural selection occurred through

| adaptation to the environment. Genetic differences

| between members of a species make some better-

! suited to survival in a particular environment. Those
that have-a better chance of survival are more likely
¢ to produce offspring and so shift the species towards
. their genetic characteristics. For example, giraffes

. with longer necks may have been more likely to

© survive and produce offspring than those with shorter

necks because they were able to feed off leaves which



[

‘other species and certain members of their own

species could not reach. .

Gomm points out that the ideas of natural
selection and gradual evolution are not supported by
all of the evidence. According to Gomm, Darwin
himself did not believe that evolution was a gradual
process, but that it was initiated by sudden genetic
changes or mutations. Fossil records do not support
the gradualist theory of evolutionary change; instead.
there appear to be rapid: periods of genetic change .
and eras of mass extinction. Gomm claims that the
popularity of ‘gradualism’ was not the result of
careful interpretation of the evidence but ‘because it
lined up with a preference for gradual social and
political change among;the dominant somal groups
of the time’, Darwin’s theories were often misused -

‘for example, by the English functionalist sociologist 1

Herbert Spencer - to ‘indicate how societies should
be run. Those in power did not want it to appear
that revolutionary change was the answer to
society’s problems, because it could: undermme

“their dominance.

The idea of natural selection suggests, as Herbert
Spencer put it, ‘survival of the fittest’ The weak -
those unsuited to suryival in a particular environ-
ment - must perish to ensure the healthy genetic
development of a species. In this theory, competition

-is the key to genetic and evolutionary progress.

- However, as Gomm points out, ‘the idea of natural
selection as a red in tooth and claw struggle for
survival is only a half truth at best. It leaves out of
account the extent to which individuals within a
species cooperate with each other!

In his book. Mutual Aid (published in 1902) the
Russian anarchist Prince Peter Kropotkin amassed a
wealth of evidence to show that cooperation rather
than conflict al_lowe(_i animals to survive in flocks,
herds or other groups. Many animals are best able to
resist predators, or at least'ensure that casualties are
minimized, in such groupings.

Why then was. Darwin’s competitive vision of the
natural world preferred to Kropotkin's equally
carefully-argued cooperative vision? Gomm a'rgues
that it was because Darwin’s views fitted more
closely with the ideologies of dominant social groups
in Victorian Britain:

1 1t justified the free-market capitalist system and did
not support socialist ideas which argued for state
intervention in the economy.

2 |t legitimated harsh social policies which saw the
poor as ‘unfit' and therefore as not worthy of much
assistance. (See pp. 316-17 for details of Herbert
Spencer's Darwinist views on poverty.)

3 Since evolution allowed species to be seen as superior
or inferior, it allowed groups within the species to be
placed on an evolutionary scale. Gomm argues that

3
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the idea of evolution as progress ‘allowed the
Victorians to lay out the peoples of the world on an
evolutionary ladder, with Australian Aboriginals at
the bottom (least evolved) and Victorian intellectual
- males at the top! It therefore justified the
colonization of non-Western people on the grounds
that the British Empire would civilize them.

A smnlar use of a scxentlﬁc theory to legmmate the

; domination ‘of one group by ‘another (that is women

by men) is prov1ded by soc1oblology (see pp. 129—-31)

Thomas Kuhn - paradlgms and
scmntlf ic revolutlons

The ,prec_edmg section: argues that the interpretation
of evidence is governed by the theories that scientists
hold, and. that these theories themselves may be
mﬂuenced by social and ideological factors. This -
suggests: thatf in practice scientists operate in very

" different ways from those advocated by Popper or

p051t1v15ts
Thomas Kuhn (1962) has oeveloped an analy51s of
science which also sees it as being far from the

i objective pursuit of knowledge. In The Structure of

Scientific Revolutions, Kuhn argues that science is
characterized by a commitment to a scientific
paradigm. A paradigm consists of a set of beliefs
shared by a group of scientists about what the
natural world is composed of, what counts as true
and valid knowledge, and what sort of questions
should betasked and what sort of procedures should
be followed to answer those questions. A paradigm is
a complete theory and framework within which
scientists operate. It guides what evidence is .
collected, how that evidence is collected, and how it
should be analysed and explained: When scientists
work within a parqdigr_h, they tend to look for data.
that supports and refines that paradigm. The way that
scientists perceive the world around them is also
governed by the paradigm - they see the world in
ways that ‘are consistent with the paradigm.

Kuhn does not believe that the same methods and -
procedures are found throughout scientific history;
rather they are specific to particular sciences at

i particular times. Nor does Kuhn believe that

scientists are entirely objective - paradigms are not
accepted or rejected on the basis of evidence alone.
Each paradigm has a social base, in that it is

grounded in a community of scientists committed to

a particular view of the world or some part of it.
Established scientists trained to think within the

: framework provided by an established paradigm find

|
1
|
)
i
|

it difficult to see the world in any other way.

¢ Furthermore, they have a vested interest in
i maintaining it, for their academic reputations and
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careers rest upon the work they have done within
that paradigm. Consequently, scientists may ignore
evidence that does not fit ‘their’ paradigm.

Scientific revolutions _
Scientific beliefs do change, but, according to Kuhn,
rather than changing gradually they are changed by
scientific revolutions. In a scientific revolution one

scientific paradigm is replaced by another: for .

" instance, when Newton’s paradigm in phySIcs was

replaced by Einstein’s. Change in science is not-a
gradual process of accumulating new know)vledge ‘but
a sudden move from one paradigm to anothér. This
occurs when an accepted paradigm is cdnfronted by
so many ‘anomalies’, or things it cannot explain,
that a new paradigm is developed, which does not.
suffer from the same anomalies. A community of
scientists may resist the change,"but,"Once anew
generation of scientists who have been trained = -
within the new paradigm start practising, the new -
paradigm is accepted. A science then returns to its
‘normal’ state in which the paradigm is elaborated
and developed, but the framework that it lays down
is largely unquestioned.

Kuhn’s work raises serious questions about other
views of science.. To Kuhn a scientific subject is one
in which there is, at least most of the time, an agreed
paradigm. There is no guarantee, however, that the

accepted paradigm is correct: it may well be replaced |

by a new paradigm in the future. Scientific training -
has more to do with learning to see the physical
world in.a particular way than it has to do with a
commitment to dxscovenng the tmth through
objective research. :

If Kuhn's view of science is accepted, then it is
doubtful if sociology can be seen as a science. The
sociological community has not accepted one
paradigm, or, in sociological vocabulary,-one ‘perspec-
tive’ Marxists, functxonahsts “feminists, interactionists,

- éthnomethodologists- and postmodernists all see the

social world in different ways: they ask different
questions and get different answers. Even within a
perspective there is a lack of consensus. There are
many variations within Marxism and feminism, while
within functionalism Durkheim and Parsons reached
different conclusmns on many issues, and they did
not analyse societies in the same ways.

In this situation, sociology can be regarded as ‘pre-
paradigmatic’ - a single paradigm has not yet been
accepted - and, as such, sociology is pre-scientific. It
could, of course, become scientific if sociologists were
to agree upon a perspective that all practitioners of
the subject could accept. Given the present state of
the subject, such an outcome seems highly unlikely.

Whether it is desirable for sociology to become a
science is questionable. Sociology seems to exist

w2

almost in a permanent state of revolution, but the
constant conflict may help to push the sub_]ect

- forward at a rapid pace.

Criticisms of Kuhn

_ Although influential, Kuhn’s work has been criticized.

It has been seen as having little relevance to social °
science and as being based upon inadequate evidence.

' Anderson, Hughes and Sharrock argue that Kuhn is

doing no more than describing natural science, and kis
views have little relevance to sociology. Furthermore,
they believe that he has underestimated the degree to

‘which there is conflict and disagreement in natural

science. Most of the time alternative paradigms are

E debated ‘Anderson et al. claim that a careful examina-

tion of the hlstory of science shows that ‘The periods

| of rcvolutlon grow. in size while those of settled.
. normahty contract (Anderson et al., 1986).

Thc reahst view of science

From the discussion so far, it would appear that it is
either impossible or undesirable for sociology to be a
science. Despite the claims of positivists and Popper,
it seems inappropriate for a subject that deals with
human behaviour to confine itself to studying the
observable, to ignore the subjective, to try to falsify
theories or to make precise predictions. However,
partly in response to such problems, the realist theory

. of science - which stresses the similarities between

‘'social and natural science - has been developed.
Realists-such as Roy Bhaskar (1979), Russell Keat and
John Urry (1982}, and Andrew Sayer (1984) argue
that none of the above points disqualifies sociology
from being a science. They believe that positivists, '
Popper, and indeed Kuhn, are mistaken about the
nature of science.

‘Closed’ and ‘open’ systems

Sayer (1984) argues that there is a difference between
closed and open systems as objects of scientific -
study. Within closed systems all the relevant
variables can be controlled and measured. In
scientific laboratory expenments closed systems ma\f
be produced; and cértain branches of science such as
physics and chemistry have much more scope for the
study of closed systems than others.

There are many areas of science in which all the
relevant variables cannot be controlled or measured. -
As a result it is not possible to make the precise
predictions advocated by Popper. For example,
doctors cannot predict with certainty who will
become ill; seismologists cannot predict exactly when
an earthquake will occur; and meteorologists cannot
predict the weather with anything like absolute

precision. In all of these cases the reasons for the



lack of precision are similar — some of the variables
cannot be measured, or the processes involved are
too complex for accurate predictions to be made.

+ Sociology has similar problems. Within society as
a whole, or within a social group, innumerable
variables may influence what happens. Thus sociolo-
gists cannot be expected to predict exactly what the
divorce rate will be in five years’ time, or whether a-
revolutnon will occur within a glven period of nme

Human conscmusness

However, even if it is accepted that a science does
not need to make predictions, this still leaves the .
problem of human consciousness to be dealt,with. As
outlined earlier, positivists believe that a _sciénce .
should confine itself to the study of the observable,
‘'whereas interpretive sociologists believe that
reference must be made to internal and unobservable
meanings and motives in explammg human
behaviour. Realists point out, though, that science
itself dees not confine itself to studying observable
phenomena. As Keat and Urry say, scientists may
‘postulate the existence of entities which have not
been observed, and may not be open to any available
method of detection’ (Keat and Urry, 1982).

_ Viruses, sub-atomic particles and magnetic fields
all form part of scientific theories, despite the
impossibility (at present) of directly observing them.
Scientists cannot easily observe continental drift,
because it takes place too slowly, nor can they see
the mechanisms that produce it, because they are
below the earth’s surface. Darwin could not observe

- evolution, because it took place too slowly.

Causality
To realists, then, both Popper and positivists have
failed to define science accurately, and so the
objections raised by interpretive sociologists to seeing
sociology as a science become irrelevant. Realists see
science as theattempt tg explain the causes of events
in the natural or social world in terms of underlying
and often unobservable structures, mechanisms and
processes. Realists produce causal explanations and
explain them in terms of such structures, mechanisms
and processes. An example of a mechanism or process
in science would be Darwin’s idea of natural selection.
In sociology, examples include ideas on the concentra-
tion of capital and the pauperization of the proletariat.

To realists, explaining the mechanisms through
which events take place is a vital part of causal
explanation. This requires the researcher to specify
which factors or variables determine whether these
mechanisms operate. For example, in different
conditions the concentration of capital might be
slowed down, speeded up or halted. Similarly, in

- Darwin’s theory of evolution the actual consequences

Y2 i s e e
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of the operation of natural selection depend upon the i

precise and changing environmental condltlons in-
which species evolve. '
\ According to realists, events take place and
imechanisms operate within the context of structures.
/ Keat and Urry argue that a structure is a ‘system of
relationships which underlie and account for the sets
- of observable social relationships and those. of social
consciousness’ (Keat and Urry, 1982). Similarly,
Sayer defines structures as-‘sets of internally related
‘objects or practices’ (Sayer, 1984). Sayer uses the
example of the relationship-between landlords and
tenants to illustrate a sttucture in society. The
‘existence of a landlord depends upon the existence -
of tenants and ‘The landlord tenant relation itself
presupposes the ex1stence of private property, rent,
the production of an economic surplus and o om;
together they form astructure!
~Structures- 1mpose limitations or constraints upon
what happens but mechanisms and the variables
.that affect them determine the actual course of
events. For example, the structure of relationships-
between landlords and tenants does not détermine
which individual-occupies the property being. rented,
but it does determine that the tenant pays rent and
the landlord does not. Structures are often
unobservable, but a natural or social scientist can
work-out that they are there by observing their
effects. Social classes cannot be seen, nor can the
infrastructure and superstructure of society, but to a
Marxist they are real.

Science and somology

According to the realist view of science, much of
sociology is scientific. To realist sociologists such as
Keat and Urry (1982), Marxist sociology is scientific
because it develops models of the underlying = - °
structures and processes in society, which are
evaluated and modified in the light of empirical
evidence. Unlike positivists, realists do not automati- -
cally reject interpretive sociology as unscientific,
because they believe that studying unobservable
meanings and motives is perfectly compatible with a
scientific subject.

ZFrom this point of view there is relatwely little
difference between social and natural scierices. Some
branches of natural science which have the luxury of
studying ‘closed’ systems can be more precise than
sociology, but others face the same difficulty as
sociology in trying to deal with highly complex
open systems. Both natural sciences and sociology
have common aims: they try to develop models and
theories that explain the world as objectively as
possible on the basis of the available evidence.

Whether sociology can be completely objective is
the subject of the final section.

H
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One of the reasons that sociologists have beenso ¢
concerned with the question of whether sociology is’
a science is the widespread assumption that science is
objective, or value-free. Robert Bierstedt has stated' :

Objectlwty means.that the conclus:ons arrived at..
as the result of inquiry and lnvest/gatlon are
independent of the race, colour, creed; occupatlon
nationality, religion, moral preference, and political »
predisposition of the investigator. If his research is
truly objective, it is independent of dny subjective
elements, any personal desires; that he/may:have.

Bierstedt, 1963 [

I
However, even Bierstedt's own deﬁnmon of -
objectivity may reveal his values. By assummg that .
the investigator is male, Bierstedt could be accused
of having a patriarchal bias in his work. The quest
for objectivity may not be as straightforward as it
first appears.

Many of the founders of sociology believed that
sociology could and should be value-free. Early
positivists such as Comte and Durkheim argued that
objectivity was attainable by adopting a ‘scientific’
methodology. Marx also believed that his sociology
was ohjective and ‘scientific’, although he saw
society very differently. Weber did not think
complete value-freedom was possible, but he did
believe that, once a topic for research had been
chosen, the researcher could be objective. He argued
that sociologists should not make value judgements,
that is, they should not state what aspects of society
they found desirable or undesirable.

Despite the claims of these important sociologists,
it is-doubtful whether their own work met the criteria
necessary for complete value-freedom: The -
concluding sections o_f Chapters 2-13 have shown
that the values of sociologists have influenced their
work, whatever area of social life they have studied.

Functionalists in general have been accused of
holding politically conservative views in assuming
that existing social institutions serve a useful
purpose. This implies that anything other than slow
~ evolutionary change is harmful to society.

Durkheim accepted the need for certain changes in
society, but his personal values are evident in his
belief that the inheritance of wealth should be
abolished and professional associations should be
established (see pp. 691-3),

Few would claim that Marx’s sociology was free
from his political and moral beliefs. Marx’s desire
for proletarian revolution influenced most aspects of
his work.

'Weber's work often appears more value-free than
that of functionalists or Marxists, but there is little
doubt that his personal values influenced his
research. Weber's writings on bureaucracy (see
Chapter 15) are strongly influenced by his fear that

_ bureaucratlc organizations would stifle’human
.v.,fn:edom In his words, ‘What can we oppose to this

machinery in order to. keep a portion of mankind free

“from this parcelhng—out of the soul, from this

supreme mastery of the bureaucratic way of life’

(quoted.in.Nisbet,'1967)._

~-Even'if it is true that such eminent sociologists

. allowed thelr values to influence their research, it
~does.not necessanly fol]ow that it is impossible to
“achieve value-freedom in sociology. To many

contemporary sociologists, there is, however, no

_prospect of a completely valué-free sociology.

According to this view, total objectivity is impossible
because values inevitably enter every stage of the
production of sociological knowledge.

Weber recognized that.values would influence the
choice of topics for study. He argued that the sociol-
ogist had to have some way of choosing from the
almost infinite number of possible areas of social life
that could be studied. Weber believed that ‘value
relevance’ would influence the choice. Researchers

-would choose to research topics which they thought

were important, and, more significantly, which they
thought were of central importance to society.
Weber himself chose to study the advent of
capitalism and the nature of bureaucracy, because he
saw them as the most-important developments in
Western societies.

 The values of other sociologists have also been
evident in their choice of topics for research. Peter
Townsend demonstrated his belief that poverty is a
serious problem by devoting years of his life to its
study (see pp. 296-300). Marxists have shown the
importance they attach to inequality in their studies

- of wealth, income arnid stratification. Feminists have

revealed their values by deciding that it is important
to study such aspects of social life as domestic
violence, rape and housework. Simply by selecting an
issue to study, sociologists reveal what aspects of
society they believe are significant.

Having selected a topic, sociologists then choose
what aspects of that topic to study, and what
approach they are going to adopt. According to Alvin
Gouldner this involves making ‘domain assumptions’
(Gouldner, 1971). These are the basic assumptions
that sociologists make about the nature of social life
and human behaviour. Gouldner says:

b



Domain.assumptions about man and society
might include, for example, dispositions to believe
that men are rational or irrational; that society is

precarious or fundamentally stable; that social
problems will correct themselves without planned
intervention; that human behaviour is
urnpredictable; that man’s true humanity resides in
hIS feelings and sentiments.

Gouldner 1971

Gouldner believes that in practice all sociologists” -
tend to commit themselves:to a particular set of
domain assumptions, and these direct the way ‘that ‘
research is conducted and conclusions are reached:
Without some starting point, research cannot proceed
and sociological knowledge-cannot be- created »
Domain assumptrons about human behavrour - such
‘as whether it is governed-by external or mtemal
stimuli and whether it is rational or irrational - will

tend to determine whether qﬁantitative or. quzilitative "

methods are adopted.

In designing and carrying out research all
reseaichers have to be selective. When, producing a
questionnaire or planning an interview some.

-questions have to be chosen and others excluded. The:

choice will be influenced by the theories and
hypotheses to which a particular researcher attaches
credibility. Once the data have been collected,
researchers need to interpret the results, and very

" often the results do not speak for themselves.

For example, in the debate about secularization,
the development of sects, cults and new religious
movements has been variously interpreted both as
evidence for and as evidence against the theory of
‘secularization, depending on the standpoint of the
researchers (seg pp. 485-6).

Similarly, the proletarianization thesis has guided
much of the research into routine non-manual
workers, and Marxists. and non-Marxists have tended
to produce different types of data, which they have
* interpreted in different \&ays, and which have led
them to very different conclusions (see pp. 66-9).

- Interpretive sociologists have tended to be very
critical of those using quantitative methods. They
have argued that many sociologists simply imi)os_e
their own views of reality on the social world. As a
result they distort and misrepresent the very reality
they seek to understand. Research techniques such as
interviews, questionnaires and social surveys are a

part of this process of distortion. They come between

the sociologist and the social world and so remove
any opportunity he or she might have of discovering
social reality.

From this point of view, direct observation of
everyday activity provides the most likely, if not the
only, means of obtaining valid knowledge of the
social world. This at least allows researchers to come

\*4
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face to face with the reality they seek to understand.
Since the social world is seen to be a construction of
its members, that world can only be understood in _

. terms of members’ categories and constructs. Thus

¢

. Jack Douglas argues that sociologists must ‘study the

phenomena of everyday life on their own terms’, they ;
must ‘preserve the integrity of that phenomena’ '

" {Douglas, 1971).

-understand how the social world is seen from the

While phenomenologlsts mlght be lookmg in the .
right direction, the problem of validity remains

“unsolved. Though face-to-face with social reality, the

observer can only see the social world through his or
her-own eyes. No two’ socrologrsts will see that world
in exacﬂy the same way. A participant observer
cannot note and record everything that happens in
their presence and, like the sociologist devising a
questionnaire, has to be selective. In these circum- :
stances the researcher’s values will infiuence what !
events they beheve to be 1mportant

Critical researchers beheve it is important to

viewpoint of those being studied. However, they do
not accept that this alone will produce objective
knowledge. To them it is also important to look
beyond the commonsense knowledge of people to
uncover the structures of oppression which lie behind
everyday life (see pp. 982=6). However, critics believe
that the oppressive structures they discover simply
reflect their own prejudices: feminists will always
find patriarchal oppression, Marxists will find class
exploitation, critical gay sociologists will find
homophobia, and anti-racists will find racism. i

Because of these sorts of considerations, Derek ’
Phillips argues that ‘An investigator’s values
influence not only the problems he selects for study
but also his methods for-studying them and the *
sources of data he uses’ (Phillips, 1973). In ‘Anti-
Minotaur: the myth of a value free sociology’ (1975),
Gouldner makes a similar point. He argues that, just
as the bull and the man in the mythical Minotaur
cannot be separated, so facts and values cannot be
separated in sociological research.

Weber argued that sociologists’ values should be
kept out of their research, and that they should not
make value judgements - judgements about right or
wrong. Gouldner regards this as dishonest. Since
sociologists must have values, they should be open
about them so that others can decide for themselves
to what degree values have influenced the research.
Gouldner says:

If sociologists ought not to express their personal
values in the academic setting, how then are
students to be safeguarded against the unwitting
influence of these values which shape the
sociologist's selection of problems, his preferences
for certain hypotheses or conceptuul schemes and
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his neglect of others. For these are unavoidable
and, in this sense, there is and can be no value-
free sociology. The only choice is between an
expression of one’s-values, as open and honest as
it can be ... and a vain ritual of moral neutrality
which, because it invites men to ignore the
vulnerability of reason to bias, leaves it at the
mercy of irrationality. '

Gouldner, 1975

Some postmodernists such as Lyotard (1984) reject -
altogether the possibility of producing any objéctive
knowledge. To Lyotard the creation of knowledge is
Just a language game which can only be judged in
terms of its saleability. There is no way of distin-
guishing between true and untrue knqwledge, no-way
of being objective. For many postmodemn writers, -
knowledge simply reflects the viewpoint and the
values of different social groups. No one v1ewpomt
and set of values can be seen as supenor to any -
other. As Martyn Hammersley says, postmodemlsm

- involves ‘a sustained scepticism and distrust of all
claims to knowledge’ (Hammersley, 1995).

-~ Given these problems, sociology. might appear to
consist of little more than personal opinions. If this
were the case there would seem little point in the
subject existing. However, some sociologists believe
that it is positively desirable for sociologists to be
committed to certain values. For example, Phil

Carspecken, alohg with other critical social scientists,

believes that sociologists should be committed to
changing the world.

Nevertheless, this does not prevent sociologists
from trying to avoid bia‘s' in their research. Although
humans might view. the world differently, there is an
objective world which ‘resists’ human action. For
example, a person cannot walk through a brick wall
whether they think it exists or not. The way the
- material wotld resists our actlons provides some basis
for reaching agreement about objective statements.
Truth claxms ~ claims:that you have made an
objective statement - are based upon reaching such

A\

agreements about what does and does not exist.
These agreements in turn can be used to evaluate the
claims of different theories. A critical researcher
cannot therefore find whatever they;want to find.

- Empirical investigations, which are more than the
subjective interpretations of individuals, mean that
sociology can be more:than just value-laden
opinions. Truth clalms, even if accepted now, may be
rejected at some point in the future. A consensus
about what is and is not true may break down.
However, because they are based upon reaching

. agreements about what is true, they have a more
. solid foundation than individual interpretations.

Carspecken even argues that, up to a point, values
can be evaluated-as well. He uses the example of

: somebody argumg that poverty is not bad because
|- ‘there has always been poverty and always will be; it
s natural‘ (Carspecken 1996). In this case the value

claim that poverty is not bad can be critically
examined by using examples of societies which have
no poverty, and by trying to show that some things

| which are natural are not necessanly good

Carspecken says, ‘We might point to many things in
nature that are morally-repugnant to human beings
and claim that humans must alter nature and
establish morality through their own efforts.

Such arguments can only proceed by finding some
sort of common ground - something which all those
discussing the issue can agree is good or bad. Such

- .common ground may not always be attainable, but

often it is, and some rational evaluatxon of values
becomes possible.

If Carspecken’s views are correct, then values are
integral to sociology and indeed to all disciplines, but
that does not prevent rational debate and the
empirical testing of theories. Sociology can make
claims about the lrutl} and hope to gain acceptance
for them. From this viewpoint, sociologists should
also accept and welcome a commitment to using the
produchon of socxologncal knowledge to try to
nnprove society. .



