Lecture 1: Notes

The Nature of Research

Overview

Welcome to the study of Research Methodology in Linguistics and Literature. This introductory lecture is designed to help you understand the nature of research and some of the issues which underpin the formulation of topics for research.  In this session we will also be looking at scholarly research which sets out several foundations on which different kinds of empirical are constructed.
Review points:

1. People have long been concerned to come to grips with their environment and to understand the nature of the phenomena it presents to their senses. The means by which they set out to achieve these ends may be classiﬁed into three broad categories: experience, reasoning and research.

2. Laypeople’s concerns with such relationships are loose, unsystematic and uncontrolled. The chance occurrence of two events in close proximity is sufﬁcient reason to predicate a causal link between them. Scientists, however, display a much more serious professional concern with relationships and only as result of rigorous experimentation will they postulate a relationship between two phenomena.
3. People attempt to comprehend the world around them by using three types of reasoning: deductive reasoning, inductive reasoning and the combined inductive-deductive approach. 
4. Deductive reasoning is based on the syllogism which was Aristotle’s great contribution to formal logic. In its simplest form the syllogism consists of a major premise based on an a priori or self-evident
All planets orbit the sun.
The earth is a planet.
Therefore the earth orbits the sun.
5. The assumption underlying the syllogism is that through a sequence of formal steps of logic, from
the general to the particular, a valid conclusion can be deduced from a valid premise.
6. The inductive reasoning is based on the assumption that the study of a number of individual cases would lead to an hypothesis and eventually to a generalization.
7. The inductive-deductive approach combines both. Here the researcher is involved in a back-and-forth process of induction (from observation to hypothesis) and deduction (from hypothesis to implications). Hypotheses are tested rigorously and, if necessary, revised.

8. Although both deduction and induction have their weaknesses, their contributions to the development of science are enormous and fall under three categories:
a. the suggestion of hypotheses
b. the logical development of these hypotheses
c. the clariﬁcation and interpretation of scientiﬁc ﬁndings 
d. and their synthesis into a conceptualframework.
9. A further means by which we set out to discover truth is research. This  is the systematic, controlled, empirical and critical investigation of hypothetical propositions about the presumed relations among natural phenomena.
10. The views of social science represent strikingly different ways of looking at social reality and are constructed on correspondingly different ways of interpreting it. We can perhaps most proﬁtably approach these conceptions of the social world by examining the explicit and implicit assumptions underpinning them.
11. First, there are assumptions of an ontological kind – assumptions which concern the very nature or essence of the social phenomena being investigated. Thus, the authors ask, is social reality external to individuals – imposing itself on their consciousness from without – or is it the product of individual consciousness? Is reality of an objective nature, or the result of individual cognition? Is it a given ‘out there’ in the world, or is it created by one’s own mind? These questions spring directly from what philosophy terms the nominalist–realist debate. The former view holds that objects of thought are merely words and that there is no independently accessible thing constituting the meaning of a word. The realist position, however, contends that objects have an independent existence and are not dependent for it on the knower.
12. The second set of assumptions  are of an epistemological kind. These concern the very bases of knowledge – its nature and forms, how it can be acquired, and how communicated to other human beings. How one aligns oneself in this particular debate profoundly affects how one will go about uncovering knowledge of social behaviour. The view that knowledge is hard, objective and tangible will demand of researchers an observer role, together with an allegiance to the methods of natural science; to see knowledge as personal, subjective and unique, however, imposes on researchers an involvement with their subjects and a rejection of the ways of the natural scientist. To subscribe to the former is to be positivist; to the latter, anti-positivist.

13. The third set of assumptions concern human nature and, in particular, the relationship between human beings and their environment. Since the human being is both its subject and object of study, the consequences for social science of assumptions of this kind are indeed far-reaching. Two images of human beings emerge from such assumptions – the one portrays them as responding mechanically and deterministically to their environment, i.e. as products of the environment, controlled like puppets; the other, as initiators of their own actions with free will and creativity, producing their own environments. The difference is between determinism and voluntarism respectively
14. The three sets of assumptions identiﬁed above have direct implications for the methodological concerns of researchers, since the contrasting ontologies, epistemologies and models of human beings will in turn demand different research methods.

15. Where one subscribes to the view that treats the social world like the natural world – as if it were a hard, external and objective reality – then scientiﬁc investigation will be directed at analysing the relationships and regularities between selected factors in that world. It will be predominantly quantitative and will be concerned with identifying and deﬁning elements and discovering ways in which their relationships can be expressed. An approach characterized by procedures and methods designed to discover general laws may be referred to as nomothetic.
16. However, if one favours the alternative view of social reality which stresses the importance of the subjective experience of individuals in the creation of the social world, then the search for understanding focuses upon different issues and approaches them in different ways. 

17. The principal concern is with an understanding of the way in which the individual creates, modiﬁes and interprets the world in which he or she ﬁnds himself or herself. The approach now takes on a qualitative as well as quantitative aspect. The emphasis here is placed on explanation and understanding of the unique and the particular individual case rather than the general and the universal; the interest is in a subjective, relativistic social world rather than an absolutist, external reality. In its emphasis on the particular and individual this approach to understanding individual behaviour may be termed idiographic. 
