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INTRODUCTION 
What IS social research? The answer to this question may seem quite straightfor- 
ward, but it is not. Considerable disagreement and controversy surround it. And 
what is called social research, or presented as its findings, 1s quite diverse in 
character. In thls double unit we will explore that diversity, and some of the 
debates concerning the nature of social research 

1 WHAT IS SOCIAL 
RESEARCH? 
We can answer the first part of the question, what distinguishes social research 
from other sorts of research, relatively easily Such research is concerned with 
human behawour, most of which is influenced by or oriented towards relations 
wlth other human belngs Much social research is based on the social sciences, 
including, for example, sociology, economics, social psychology, human geogra- 
phy, social and cultural anthropology, and politics. It is worth emphasizing, 
though, that the differentiations among these disciplines do not reflect some neat 
divlsion of labour, with each focusing on a separate aspect of human soclal llfe 
There is conslderable overlap and conflict, and some of the conflict concerns 
methodology. the question of how social research should be pursued Further- 
more, each discipline is itself subject to Internal heterogeneity and disagreement 

Looking outwards, the identity of the socral sciences relies in part on their demar- 
cation from the natural sciences. Later, we shall examine the influence of the natu- 
ral sciences as a methodological model for social research Here we need to note 
that the distinction m substantive terms between the natural and social sciences is 
not entirely clear-cut and is not beyond challenge. There are disciplines - psy- 
chology, anthropology and geography are the obvlous examples - part of each 
of which falls under the heading of social sc~ence while other parts seem closer to 
natural science. Furthermore, there are those who seek to reduce the social sci- 
ences to one or other of the natural sciences; the advocates of sociobiology are 
the best known recent instance (see Caplan, 1978). At the same trme, there are a 
few social scientists who have sought to extend their work into natural science 
fields, most strikingly economists' studies of animal behaviour (Hirshleifer, 1985, 
Battallo et a l ,  1985, 1986) Despite these qualifications, however, the distinction 
between the social and natural sciences is relatively well-estabhshed, both in insti- 
tutional and in intellectual terms. 

The identification of social research also lnvolves specifying its relationship to the 
humanities. Here there arises the question of the status of history, and also of 
linguistics and literary studles There are disagreements amongst hlstortans about 
whether thelr work is soclal scientific, and recent shifts within linguistics and liter- 
ary studies towards taking more account of the social character of language and 
literature raise questions about their status too The general trend seems to be 
towards a rapprochement between the soc~al sciences and the humanities, with 
differences between research in the two areas becoming less sharp in both sub- 
stantive and methodological terms. As an illustration, consider Edward Said's 
widely read book Omentalism (Said, 1978). Said is a literary scholar, but his book 
is not concerned with the analysis of purely literary texts or with the literary sig- 
nificance of the texts he studies. Rather, he looks at a very wide range of wrlting 
that he claims reflects Western attitudes towards the East. While the theoretical 
orientation he employs comes out of literary criticism (and, more remotely, from 
French post-structuralist philosophy), the nature of his work is not very different 
from much sociological and historical analysis. Indeed, many of the methodologi- 
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cal issues that we shall discuss in this course apply to Said's work as much as to 
that of more conventional social scientists. 

Social research is related to a well-established set of social science disciplines, 
then; albeit themselves by no means internally homogeneous, and surrounded by 
a number of other disciplines that share something in common with them How- 
ever, it is by no means restricted to work designed to contribute to knowledge in 
these disciplines, and there are many social researchers for whom those disci- 
plines are not very salient This is often true of those working in applied areas llke 
education, health and welfare, women's studies, social policy, law and crirni- 

\ nology, environmental studies, etc.; and in recent years it is probably true to say 
that the balance between disciplinary and applied research has shlfted consider- 
ably in favour of the latter. While research in these areas often draws on the social 
sciences, it has distinctive characteristics and concerns, and we need to take note 
of these 

Applied research, whether it takes place within or outside higher education insti- 
tutions, tends to be oriented more to developments in government policy and/or 
to events within specialized professional, commercial and industrial fields than to 
those within academic disciplines Whereas the methods employed in discipline- 
oriented research will be strongly affected by disciplinary goals and priorities, and 
by the current methodological thinking of social scientists, the methods adopted 
by applied researchers are often shaped more by the rather different goals and 
circumstances of their work, and also to some degree by expectations about 
method on the part of those who fund and/or are the target audience for the 
research. For instance, in the past there has often been a tendency for policy- 
makers to find quantitative evidence more convincing than qualitative data and 
this had an effect on the research that was done to meet their needs or influence 
them (Finch, 1986). 

Much research combines these disciplinary and applied orientations to one degree 
or another One reason for this is that several applied areas have long been 
represented within highey education institutions: medical and law faculties from 
the beginning, departments of education, social administration and policy, and 
institutes of criminology, etc , more recently. These embody a tension between 
disciplinary and applied concerns. Sometimes this results in research that is nicely 
adjusted to meet the requirements of both sides, or in a clear division into differ- 
ent types of research serving different needs; sometimes it results in ambivalence 
and conflict over the purposes of research in the relevant field. We shall explore 
this tension later. 

2 WHAT IS SOCIAL 

Having mapped out what puts the 'social' Into 'social research', let us turn now to 
the other (and more difficult) half of the question we began with As we shall see, 
this raises issues about which there is a great deal of disagreement. 

(1 I ACTIVITY I 
Try to 1st what you take to be the maln features of research, those that dlstingu~sh ~t from 
joumal~sm, I~terature, propaganda, and commonsense knowledge Llm~t yourself to a few 
major points 

Next, look at the extracts from newspaper reports reproduced below. You are likely to 
see some of them as reportmg clear examples of research, others as more doubtful 
examples, and perhaps some as falling qute outs~de that category Note down whlch you 
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would ~nclude as research and wh~ch you would exclude Thmk about what assumpt~ons 
underhe your judgements, and your uncertainties Th~s may enable you to clanfy your 
~n~t~al I~st. 

My own answer to this act~v~ty is to be found at the end of the unit. 

Ideas about the nature of social research have been strongly influenced by the 
example of the natural sclences We can identify a number of features often taken 
to distinguish research from other activities that probably derive from this influ- 
ence: 

Research is motivated by a commitment to discover the truth, rather than, for 
instance, to produce evidence in support of some already held conclusion. 

Research is concerned with producing factual information rather than value 
judgements 

The aim of research is to cumulate knowledge about some aspect of the 
world, rather than to solve practical problems. 

Such cumulative knowledge takes the form of universal laws specifying 
invariant relationships amongst var~ables. 

Research is founded on the rigorous analysis of empir~cal data 

Quantitative measurement and the control of var~ables are essential to scien- 
tific research. 

The findings of research are, or should be, presented in a straightforward 
style, in contrast to that used in fictional and some non-fictional writing 

Research m all the disciplines and even in applied areas of soc~al research has 
been strongly influenced by these ideas I will refer to them collectively as the 
'scientlfic model' I must emphasize, though, that referring to them in this way is 
only a convenient device adopted for the purposes of discussion They are not so 
closely related that accepting one, or even a few, means automatically accepting 
all the others As we shall see, they have been adopted by social researchers in 
various combinations and subjected to various interpretations. Furthermore, there 
is not even agreement that this model accurately reflects the character of research 
in the natural sciences. 

For most of its history social research has existed in the shadow of the natural 
sciences Indeed, in many respects we can date the beginnings of social research 
from the attempt to apply to the study of human social life the methods that, from 
the seventeenth century onwards, had proved so successful in understanding 
physical phenomena. It is not true, of course, that thinking and inquiry about 
social life began at that time What is true is that the character of such thinking 
and inquiry changed quite sharply from then on it became more narrowly 
focused than before, more concerned with questions of fact rather than questions 
of value, and more interested m methodological questions. 

We can get a sense of this change by looking at the history of what is nominally 
the oldest social science, the study of polit~cs. Three broad periods of its develop- 
ment can be distinguished The first is dominated by the influence of Greek phil- 
osophy, especially but not excluswely Plato and Aristotle. With great simplification 
we can say that in this early period the prlmary concern was the identification of 
the best political regime, the one that is most conducive to how people ought to 
live (as represented in, for example, Plato's Republic), with existing regimes being 
judged in terms of that ideal Furthermore, the superiority of one regime over 
another was often viewed m terms of its fit wlth what was assumed to be the 
natural order of the universe. Yet, achievement of political ideals was not usually 
regarded as something that could be brought about by intervention m the world 
on the basis of philosophical ~deas, in large part its realization depended on good 
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fortune. This set of ideas developed in the Middle Ages into what has come to be 
referred to as the natural law tradition, its high point being Thomas Aquinas's 
synthesis of Christianity and Aristotelianism (dEntreves, 1951) ' 
The second phase in the development of the study of politics, marked most 
notably by the work of Hobbes and Locke in the seventeenth century, involved an 
attempt to apply the ideas of the emerging natural sciences to this area. Here the 
concept of a natural world order in which everything and everyone had their 
proper function, and the search for a regime that promotes virtue, were aban- 
doned in favour of recognition that there are fundamental value disagreements 
between and even within societies, illustrated most obviously by religious con- 
flicts. Instead, political inquiry became concerned with the actual rather than ideal 
character of human nature and with discovering the political conditions under 
which a tolerable life might be enjoyed, those cond~tions to be identified by the 
application of rational thinking modelled on the scientific method. A central 
element here was the identification of basic human rights Thus, a normative goal 
for the discipline of politics was retained, but its character had been brought 
closer to the 'realities' of human nature. Moreover, that goal was believed to be 
achievable by rational political action on the basis of knowledge rationally 
acquired Here we have the origins of a scientific politics such as that of Marx, but 
also of modern liberal political philosophy (for instance Rawls, 1971 and Nozick, 
1974). 

The final phase of development, characteristic of the study of politics in the 
United States in the twentieth century, involved a narrowing of focus, overtly at 
least, to the description and explanation of political phenomena. Here, value 
issues are usually excluded on the grounds that they are not open to rational 
resolution. At the same time, political institutions are distinguished from other 
aspects of human social life more sharply than before. Political science becomes a 
discipline that is independent not only of philosophy but also of the other emerg- 
ing social sciences. And like those other social sciences, whose history effectively 
begins in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, this version of the study of 
politics claims scientific status and becomes very concerned with identifying the 
methods appropriate to that  status."^ part of this, a distinction was drawn 
between 'political science' and 'political theory', and the latter was declared dead 
(Laslett, 1956); though in recent years it has been revived 

While the history of each of the social science disciplines is unique, over the 
course of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries all of them show the growing 
influence of many of the assumptions I have listed under the heading of the scien- 
tific model. Economics and psychology displayed the earliest and strongest signs 
of that influence The work of early British economists, such as Adam Smith and 
David Ricardo, was very much concerned with applying a scientific approach to 
the study of human behaviour, and this has continued into the twentieth century, 
most strikingly illustrated by the attempts of econometricians to produce effective 
mathematical models of national economies. Modern psychology, including social 
psychology, was founded in Germany in the late nineteenth century and devel- 
oped in the twentieth century very much in the spint of the scientific ideal, with 
an emphasis on experimental method and quantitative measurement Sociology is 
a more complex case, but the most influential source of sociological work in the 
twentieth century, the United States, shows the strong influence of the scientific 
model, with efforts to discover sociological laws and considerable use of quantitat- 
ive measurement and statistical analysis. In other disciplines the influence of the 
scientific model has been slower to have a full effect or its effect has been less 
pronounced. Geography, for example, did not experience its quantitative revol- 
ution until the 1950s (Ch~sholm, 1975; Johnston, 1979). Social anthropology has 

h i s  tradition is not entirely defunct, it persists, for instance, in the writmgs of the 
political theorist Leo Strauss and his students, who remain influential in the United 
States See Strauss (1953, 1959) For an introduction to his work, see Miller (1975) 

 or a detailed discussion of the history of political science in the United States in 
the twentieth century, see Gunnel1 (1991) 
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probably been the least affected, yet anthropologists still see themselves as social 
sczentists. No area of social research has completely escaped the influence of the 
scientific model. 

For much of the twentieth century, then, the ideas listed under the heading of the 
scientific model have been an important influence on the social sciences, and on 
many applied areas of research too By no means every social researcher accepted 
all of them, and a few rejected most of them, but they provided the basis for 
substantial consensus. In recent years, however, opposition to this model has 
grown. Every one of the seven features I have listed has been subjected to criti- 
cism. There are at least two main bases for this criticism. One is that the model 
does not match very well the circumstances in which some of what is convention- 
ally treated as social research is carried out Many who regard themselves as social 
researchers view it, at best, as an unrealistic ideal. they feel they cannot hope to 
meet its requirements given the sort of problems they investigate and the 
resources available to them. Secondly, a variety of more general criticisms have 
been made of the assumptions built into the model, concerning both their validity 
and their desirability In the sections that follow we will look in detail at each of 
these assumptions, their relation to the various forms of inquiry often labelled as 
social research, and the debates about them. 




