Lecture 8: Notes

 Paradigms of Social Research

Overview

This lecture explores the paradigms of qualitative and quantitative traditions which represent a fundamental and important debate in the production of knowledge. 

Review points:

1. Positivism: Although positivism has been a recurrent theme in the history of western thought from the Ancient Greeks to the present day, it is historically associated with the nineteenth-century French philosopher, Auguste Comte, who was the ﬁrst thinker to use the word for a philosophical position. His positivism turns to observation and reason as means of understanding behaviour; explanation proceeds by way of scientiﬁc description.  Comte’s position was to lead to a general doctrine of positivism which held that all genuine knowledge is based on sense experience and can be advanced only by means of observation and experiment. Following in the empiricist tradition, it limited inquiry and belief to what can be ﬁrmly established and in thus abandoning metaphysical and speculative attempts to gain knowledge by reason alone, the movement developed what has been described as a ‘tough-minded orientation to facts and natural phenomena’.
2. The assumptions, nature and tools of science : the tenets of scientiﬁc faith:
· First, there is the assumption of determinism. This means simply that events have causes, that events are determined by other circumstances; and science proceeds on the belief that these causal links can eventually be uncovered and understood, that the events are explicable in terms of their antecedents.  It is the ultimate aim of scientists to formulate laws to account for the happenings in the world, thus giving them a ﬁrm basis for prediction and control.

· The second assumption is that of empiricism. Which holds that certain kinds of reliable knowledge can only derive from experience. In practice, this means scientiﬁcally that the tenability of a theory or hypothesis depends on the nature of the empirical evidence for its support. Empirical here means that which is veriﬁable by observation and direct experience.

3. Steps in the process of empirical science:

a) experience: the starting point of scientiﬁc endeavour at the most elementary level
b) classiﬁcation: the formal systematization of otherwise incomprehensible masses of data
c) quantiﬁcation: a more sophisticated stage where precision of measurement allows more adequate analysis of phenomena by mathematical means
d) discovery of relationships: the identiﬁcation and classiﬁcation of functional relationships among phenomena
e) approximation to the truth: science proceeds by gradual approximation to the truth.
· The third assumption underlying the work of the scientist is the principle of parsimony. The basic idea is that phenomena should be explained in the most economical way possible
· The ﬁnal assumption, that of generality, played an important part in both the deductive and inductive methods of reasoning. 
4. The tools of science: two tools which play a crucial role in science are – the concept and the hypothesis.
a. Concepts express generalizations from particulars – anger, achievement, alienation, velocity, intelligence, democracy
b. A second tool of great importance to the scientist is the hypothesis. It is from this that much research proceeds, especially where cause-and-effect or concomitant relationships are being investigated. The hypothesis can be deﬁned as a conjectural statement of the relations between two or more variables, or ‘an educated guess’, though it is unlike an educated guess in that it is often the result of considerable study, reﬂective thinking and observation. 
5. The scientific method: 
Observational stage at which the relevant factors, variables or items are identiﬁed and labelled, and atwhich categories and taxonomies are developed. 

Correlational research in which variables and parameters are related to one another and information is systematically integrated as theories begin to develop.
The systematic and controlled manipulation of variables to see if experiments will produce expected results, thus moving from correlation to causality.
The ﬁrm establishment of a body of theory as the outcomes of the earlier stages are accumulated.
6. Criticisms of positivism and the scientific method: Beginning in the second half of the nineteenth century, the revolt against positivism occurred on a broad front, attracting some of the best intellectuals in Europe –philosophers, scientists, social critics and creative artists. Essentially, it has been a reaction against the world picture projected by science which, it is contended, undermines life and mind. The precise target of the anti-positivists’ attack has been science’s mechanistic and reductionist view of nature which, by deﬁnition, deﬁnes life in measurable terms rather than inner experience, and excludes notions of choice, freedom, individuality, and moral responsibility, regarding the universe as a living organism rather than as a machine.
7. Naturalistic approaches: In rejecting the viewpoint of the detached, objective observer – a mandatory feature of traditional research – antipositivists would argue that individuals’ behavior can only be understood by the researcher sharing their frame of reference: understanding of individuals’ interpretations of the world around them has to come from the inside, not the outside. Social science is thus seen as a subjective rather than an objective undertaking, as a means of dealing with the direct experience of people in speciﬁc contexts, and where social scientists understand, explain and demystify social reality through the eyes of different participants; the participants themselves deﬁne the social reality
8. Normative and interpretive paradigms: The normative paradigm (or model) contains two major orienting ideas: ﬁrst, that human behavior is essentially rule-governed, and second, that it should be investigated by the methods of natural science. The interpretive paradigm, in contrast to its normative counterpart, is characterized by a concern for the individual. Whereas normative studies are positivist, all theories constructed within the context of the interpretive paradigm tend to be anti-positivist.
The central endeavour in the context of the interpretive paradigm is to understand the subjective world of human experience. To retain the integrity of the phenomena being investigated, efforts are made to get inside the person and to understand from within. The imposition of external form and structure is resisted, since this reﬂects the viewpoint of the observer as opposed to that of the actor directly involved.
9. Phenomenology, ethnomethodology, symbolic interactionism : There are many variants of qualitative, naturalistic approaches. Here we focus on three signiﬁcant ‘traditions’ in this style of research – phenomenology, ethnomethodology and symbolic interactionism.

Phenomenological research accepts that all situations are problematic to some degree and, therefore, the nature of the problems are revealed by examining the situation. Such research normally takes place in natural, ‘everyday’ settings and is not preceded by the formulation of research questions as in positivistic research, but anticipates that questions which are peculiar to the situation will arise during the period of the enquiry. 
Ethnomethodology is concerned with how people make sense of their everyday world. More especially, it is directed at the mechanisms by which participants achieve and sustain interaction in a social encounter – the assumptions they make, the conventions they utilize and the practices they adopt. Ethnomethodology thus seeks to
understand social accomplishments in their own terms; it is concerned to understand them from within.
Instead of focusing on the individual and his or her personality characteristics, or on how the social structure or social situation causes individual behaviour, symbolic interactionists direct their attention at the nature of interaction, the dynamic activities taking place between people. In focusing on the interaction itself as a unit of study, the symbolic interactionist creates a more active image of the human being and rejects the image of the passive, determined organism. Individuals interact; societies are made up of interacting individuals. People are constantly undergoing change in interaction and society is changing through interaction.
