
UNIT 112 WHAT IS SOCIAL RESEARCH? 

1 DEBATES ABOUT THE 
' SCIENTIFIC MODEL 

3 DISCOVERING THE 
TRUTH 
For a long time it has been widely assumed, both by many scientists and even 
more by non-scientists, that the goal of research is, or ought to be, the production 
of knowledge of the world, of true information about it. However this is by no 
means as straightforward as it might seem Both the desirability and the possibil~ty 
of realizing this goal have been questioned 

3.1 RESEARCH VS. PROPAGANDA? 

The idea that the goal of research is the discovery of the truth 1s basic to the 
contrast often drawn between science or research, on the one hand, and propa- 
ganda or ideology, on the other At one level the meaning of this contrast is obvi- 
ous, and it is probably widely accepted We are all aware that sometimes people 
provide us wtth mformation not so much in the spirit of contributing to our 
knowledge as of influencing us to engage in behaviour that is in their own or 
someone else's interests And very often this information will be 'less than the 
truth' if not downright false Advertising is an obvious example. While, in part, this 
is designed to inform us about what products are ava~lable, it goes beyond this to 
seek to persuade us to buy particular products, and in doing so may purvey false- 
hoods. Even if advertisers engage in information gathering about the products 
they advertise, it (and the information they provide) is very much geared to the 
task of persuasion rather than mere dissemination of information The truth of 
what is presented in adverts is not thelr primary concern 

The same considerations apply beyond the realm of advertismg In modern 
societies all sorts of organizations, groups and individuals generate and dissemi- 
nate information, even when that is not their main function (Wilensky, 1967) This 
includes governments but also commercial enterprises, political parties, pressure 
groups, trade unions, professional societies, charities, as well as members of vari- 
ous occupational groups Some organizations even have research branches 
designed to produce the information they need. Much of this will be for internal 
use only, but such organizations may also provide, and indeed seek to manipu- 
late, information available to others There are also organizations, includmg the 
mass media, devoted to the production and/or dissemination of information, of 
both general and specialist kinds Similarly, there are agencies which play an 
evaluative or auditing role, such as the Public Audit Office and Her Majesty's 
Inspectorate of schools, publishing reports that can have a significant public 
impact. In addition, ad hoc inquiries are occasionally set up to investigate particu- 
lar events. In recent years, for instance, there have been several inquiries, official 
and unofficial, into inner city riots and racial incidents (Scarman, 1981, Gifford, 
1986; Macdonald et a l ,  1989) Very often the information produced by all these 
various sorts of organizations will be referred to as the product of research. But 
the process of production will not always have been primanly concerned with 
discovering and disseminating the truth; sometimes the aim will have been to 
exercise influence of some kind 
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This problem arises in an acute form when we come to distinguish between 
research organizations and pressure groups of various kinds The latter often 
adopt names that Imply that they are research agencies For instance, the declared 
aim of the Policy Studies Institute is 'to contribute to more effective planning by 
government and industry by studying selected problems and publishing the 
results', whereas that of the Centre for Policy Studies is 'to translate the belief in 
individual freedom, economic enterprise and social responsibdity into the rec- 
ommendation of those policies which government can, in practice, carry out' The 
first is an organization concerned with applied social research, the second a Right- 
wing political 'think-tank' and pressure group. The probable reason for such simi- 
larities in name, it seems to me, is that being mistaken for research organizations 
enhances the credibility of pressure groups. 

In crude terms, then, we can contrast the desire to know and to disseminate 
knowledge, on the one hand, with the desire to produce information favourable 
to some set of interests on the other. However, motives are often mixed Even in 
the case of commercial organizations producing information for their own pur- 
poses, accurate information is needed about their performance and that of their 
competitors, and about other aspects of the environment in which they operate. 
Without such information they would be unlikely to survive. At the same time, 
they will often be concerned to restrict or manipulate the information available to 
competitors, regulating agencies, and consumers. For instance, they may be con- 
cerned with creating effective brand images for their products, and also with main- 
taining a favourable public image of the company itself This can be a particularly 
delicate matter in some fields, like the drug industry, but the same is also true to a 
lesser degree in other areas 

Governments play a particularly important role in the production and dissemi- 
nation of information. Not only do they generate information themselves, they are 
also usually major funders of research elsewhere, directly and indirectly The sort 
of information provided by governments, and the motives underlying ~ t s  pro- 
duction and dissemination, cover a wide spectrum Thus the British government 
publishes information about its policies, both through official statements and 
through unattributable comment via the lobby system. It may also seek to control 
what is said and written by those working in public bureaucracies, such as the 
National Health Service. Here there is always a suspiclon that what information is 
provided, how, and when, may reflect what are taken to be the government's 
interests. At the same time, the British government runs units, such as the Business 
Statistics Office and the Office of Population Censuses and Surveys, which collect 
and make publicly available certain sorts of socially relevant information. While 
less obviously censored and manipulated, even the information which they pro- 
vide is not free from the influence of political considerations. For instance, in the 
1980s there were changes in the measurement of both unemployment and 
inflation that seem to have followed from such considerations. Governments also 
sometimes exercise influence over external research that they fund, both by fram- 
ing the initial research problems and occasionally by preventing publication of the 
findings. 

READING 
You should now read the art~cle 'How ofic~al statrst~cs are produced vlews from the 
~ns~de', by the Government Stat~st~c~ans' Collectwe, reproduced as Chapter 13 of the 
DEH3 13 Reader. Th~s article outl~nes someth~ng of the process by wh~ch Bnt~sh govem- 
ment stat~st~cs are generated, and the sources of potent~al error and b~as bulk mto that 
process 

We should not suppose, however, that censorship and manipulation are entirely 
restricted to information-gathering in commercial and governmental organizations, 
or other agencies with well-defined and clear economic and political interests. 
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There is pressure even on independent researchers to produce newsworthy 
results, and sometimes other pressures too For this reason, the extent to which 
even researchers actually pursue the truth is open to question. 

Even more fundamentally, though, the idea that discovering the truth should be 
the stated goal of research has also been challenged Some have argued that more 
important than truth is the provision of useful knowledge This is an argument that 
is especially likely to come from those engaged in applied research. Here the ideal 
of truth may be replaced by the notion that findings need only be sufficiently valid 
for particular practical purposes, or that what is important is whether the findings 
'work' in solving practical and/or political problems This raises interesting ques- 
tions about whether the truth is always useful, whether it may not sometimes be 
damaging, so that false ideas could be more valuable. An example of such debates 
has recently arisen in the field of research on racism among teachers in British 
schools. Some work has questioned previous claims that there is widespread 
racism of this kind One response has been to dismiss this work on the grounds 
that it 'leaves the reader paralysed and incapable of action against racism' and 
undermines 'the efforts of those committed to striving for greater justice and 
equality in schools' This may be interpreted as an example of a long-standing 
argument suggesting that the pursuit of the truth for its own sake can corrode 
socially important beliefs and commitments and is therefore sometimes not desir- 
able (see Hammersley, 1992a). 

READING 
Related concerns, about possible misuse of information, have surrounded the collection of I 

census data on ethnic background. You should now read the article "'Race" and statistics', , 
by Ahmad and Sheldon, reproduced as Chapter I I of the Reader. l 

ACTIVITY 2 
Do you believe that knowledge is always a good thing? l 
Should other considerations ever ovemde the pursuit of knowledge? 

Wrlte a bnef outhne of your answers to these questions before you read on. 

These are very difficult questions to answer in the abstract As regards the first, it 
is easier to assess whether particular sorts of knowledge are desirable in particular 
circumstances, though even here there is room for reasonable disagreement. My 
own view is that the increase of knowledge is desirable m general and over the 
longer term, even though in some situations knowledge of particular kinds may 
have undesirable consequences With regard to the second question, I think 
almost everyone would agree that knowledge should not be pursued at all costs. 
Substantial disagreement arises in particular cases, however, about what are and 
are not legitimate techniques that researchers may use and even more about what 
information should and should not be made public. 

What I have considered up until now is whether in fact research involves pursuit 
of the truth, and whether this is desirable. Equally important, however, has been 
questioning of the posszbility of discovering the truth. 

3.2 IS IT POSSIBLE TO DISCOVER THE TRUTH? 

There is probably no concept in the philosophical vocabulary that has been sub- 
ject to more debate than 'truth' Unfortunately, one result of this has been the 
proliferation of 'isms' marking different positions in this debate We shall have to 
explore some of these if we are to be able to come to sound conclusions about 
the issue for ourselves 
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'Truth' is most commonly defined as the degree to which an account corresponds 
to the phenomena that ~t claims to represent. This correspondence theory of truth 
is the central element of the philosophical position called realzsm. This position 
has a long history, and is still accepted today by many (O'Connor, 1975). How- 
ever, it has been subjected to considerable criticism. The arguments against it are 
old ones, dating at least back to the writings of the Greek sceptics One of the 
most effective is usually referred to as the problem of the criterion Faced with 
someone making a claim to knowledge, the sceptlc asks what the grounds are for 
the claim, and when offered reasons for believing the claim to be true, inquires 
what the reasons are for believing those reasons, and so on In this child-like 
manner sceptics seek to demonstrate that the provision of evidence either goes on 
for ever or is circular, appealing to something that is itself part of what is to be 
established. The lesson is that there is no indubitable criterion of knowledge, and l therefore no basis for anyone ever to claim that they know the truth about any- 
thing with certainty. 

Another sceptical argument IS that the only way to be certain that an account 
corresponds to reality is to compare it with reality. Yet, of course, we have no 
direct access to reality; if we did, sceptics suggest, we would not need accounts of 
it And since there is no basis for checking the degree of correspondence to reality 
of accounts, they argue, the correspondence theory of truth must be abandoned as 
impracticable The discovery of truth, it is concluded, is impossible; it is a goal 
that can never be achieved or cannot ever be known to have been achieved. 
Sceptics believe that we can never know whether any of our knowledge of the 
world, science included, represents reality, and so the pursuit of truth 1s fruitless 

There have been a variety of responses to these sceptical arguments. An influential 
one has been various forms of foundatlonalism. this involves trylng to find some 
body of knowledge whose validity is absolutely certaln on which science can 
build The most famous example of thls is the philosophy of Descartes, who ques- 
tioned everything but hls own existence and sought to reconstruct scientific 
knowledge on that basis However, the most influential form of foundationalism in 
the twentieth century has been positzvism. This philosophical position treats the 
foundation of knowledge as the evidence of the senses (subjected to scientific 
control) The seventeenth-century revolution in natural science is often character- 
lzed as resulting from the fact that physical scientists at that time (or natural phil- 
osophers as they were then called) began to engage in the dlrect and systematic 
investigation of natural phenomena, refuslng to accept any theoretical ideas that 
were not derived In a rigorous fashion from such investigation - in other words, 
rejecting theoretical speculation of the kind regarded as typical of the scholastic 
philosophers of the Middle Ages. While this account is a considerable distortion 
(since, for instance, direct and systematic investigation of natural phenomena dld 
not begin in the seventeenth century), it does capture something important about 
the practice of science at that time and today. And this positivist conception of 
sclence has been very influential among twentieth-century social scientists. 

READING m 
You should now read Kolakowsk~ 'An overall vlew of pos~tlv~srn', Chap I In the Reader 
As you do so, note down what Kolakowsk~ ~dentlfies as the key features of the posltlv~st 
vlew of sclent~fic research. Also, make a note of what you see as the maln arguments for 
and against these features. 

Kolakowski identifies four basic features of positivism phenomenalism, nominal- 
Ism, denlal of the possibility of normative knowledge, and unity of scientific 
method As he Implies, phenomenalism 1s probably the most fundamental. This 
principle has been subject to some rather d~fferent interpretations. We can identlfy 
what we can think of as more extreme and more moderate versions of it The 
more moderate verslon defines the world of appearances in terms of the objects, 
processes and events that our perception, assisted by scientific instruments, glves 
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us access to and, as Kolakowski indicates, it allows for the assumption of hidden 
mechanisms, so long as these are not inaccessible to human knowledge in prin- 
ciple Intersubjective agreement about appearances takes on a key role here in 
determining what is and is not sound evidence This moderate version of ~ 
phenomenalism does not represent a radical break with realism 

The more extreme interpretation of phenomenalism, by contrast, defines the 
world of appearances solely in terms of the basic sense data out of which our 
perceptions of the world are constructed Not only do these sense data constitute , 
the evidence for scientific investigation, but the claims of scientists must not go 
beyond them This is because no rigorous knowledge can be had (or perhaps is l 

necessary) of 'reality itself', if indeed that phrase has any meaning This extreme 
phenomenalism was very influential in the early part of the twentieth century and l led to attempts to eliminate from scientific discourse all references beyond what 
were taken to be sense data. This involved a complete abandonment of realism. 
An influential example of this view that had a major impact on social science was 
the operationalist movement. This proposed that all theoretical concepts in science 
he defined in terms of the operations by which they were to be measured The 
most famous example of this is the idea that intelligence be defined as 'what intel- 
ligence tests measure' The point about such a definition is that it makes no 
appeal to the nature of human intelligence as such. Scientific knowledge of intelli- 
gence is restricted to the relationship between test results and other measure- 
ments, such as examination scores. 

Positivist foundationalism, especially in its extreme version, has not survived scru- 
tiny unscathed. It has no defence against the sceptical argument of the criterion 
No foundation, not even the appeal to sense data, is immune to further question- 
ing. Optical illusions provide a striking illustration of the fact that sense data are 
sometimes quite misleading and that this is because they involve assumptions 
about the world, not a direct representation of it (Hanson, 1958). Extreme 
phenomenalism has other problems too. In practice it does not seem possible to 
eradicate all reference to reality from science, at least not without losing much of 
what is currently taken to be well-established scientific knowledge and rendering 
the practice of research into a kind of arcane ritual 

There have been many attempts to reconstruct realism and positivism so as to 
avoid sceptical criticisms, and many social scientists continue today to operate on 
the basis of these positions in one form or another, though few would be willing 
to call themselves positivists because the term has acquired derogatory conno- 
tations Some, however, have adopted more radical responses to the apparent fail- 
ure of realism and of positivist foundationalism to meet the sceptical challenge 
We shall look at the two main ones: instrumentalism and relativism. 

Instrumentalism 
Here, in crude terms, what is true is defined as what works, as what it is good to 
believe This view offers a philosophical rationale for the practical criticism of the 
pursuit of truth that I mentioned earlier This instrumental definition of truth can 
be found in the writings of the American pragmatist philosophers William James 
and John Dewey. Dewey, for instance, denies that truth as correspondence can 
have any meaning and seeks to replace it with the idea of 'warranted assertability': 
what it is reasonable to believe and to assert. And for him the justification of 
claims to knowledge lies in thelr facilitation of successful action in the world (see 
Tiles, 1989). 

Another version of the instrumentalist definition of truth can be found in Marxism 
From this point of view, the truth of Marxist theory is to be judged by whether the 
working class, acting on the basis of it, brings about the overthrow of capitalism 
and its replacement by socialism (Prokopczyk, 1980). An influential recent devel- 
opment of this view is provided in the work of the German social theorist Jurgen 

3 
For dlscusslon of a recent and sophisticated form of posltlvlst phenomenalism see 

van Fraassen (1980) and Churchland and Hooker (1986) 
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Habermas. For him the goal of social research should be ‘critical theory' aimed at 
the emancipation of oppressed groups through enlightenment, that is by enabling 
members of such groups to recognize their true interests And the validity of criti- 
cal theories is judged by their success in bringing about emancipation. To clarify 
this, Habermas uses the analogy of psychoanalysis: the valldity of psychoanalytic 
interpretations being partly judged by whether they are recognized as true by the 
patient, and whether that recognition eltminates the symptoms (Habermas, 1987). 

Instrumentalist ideas have had considerable influence amongst social researchers 
in recent years In psychology, for example, advocates of what has come to be 
called constructivism sometimes treat what is true as what is viable - what 
enables us to solve a problem or to understand a situation (see, for example, 
Glasersfeld, 1984) Similarly, it has been suggested that the truth of feminist theory 
must be judged by its success in emancipatmg women. As an influential account 
of feminist methodology puts it: '. . . the "truth" of a theory is not dependent on the 
application of certain methodological principles and rules, but on its potential to 
orient the processes of praxis towards progressive emanclpation and humaniza- 
tion' (Mies, Chap. 7 in Hammersley, 1992b). 

ACTIVIN 3 

Now summarize the features of what I referred to above as '~nstrumental~sm' and outhe 
your react~ons to ~t What are the marn arguments for and agamst it? 

Instrumentalism has ~ t s  advantages, tt seems to me, not least in emphasizing the 
fact that very often the purpose and value of knowledge lie in the uses that can 
be made of it Also, it makes clear that knowledge may be of value even though 
we cannot be sure that it represents the absolute truth, and of course we never 
can be. Yet, in my view, instrumentalism does not offer an alternative to the corre- 
spondence theory of truth, and therefore to realism. By redefining true beliefs as 
those that, when acted on, have desirable effects, it makes the identification of 
what is true dependent on judgements about the effects of beliefs in the world. In 
this way ~t necessarily depends on assumptions about phenomena independent of 
the actor, and thus itself relies on a correspondence conception of truth. Even to 
say that desirable consequences followed a particular action is to make a claim 
about the world. And to argue that thls was no mere contingent fact, that the 
consequences were caused by action on the basis of the belief, is to make an 
even stronger knowledge claim Despite appearances, then, instrumentalism pre- 
supposes realism and, as a result, it offers no escape from the epistemological 
problems associated with that position 

Relativism 
A different response to the fallure of foundationalism is relativism. This position 
treats truth as relative to some cultural framework and/or as consisting simply of 
what is taken to be true by those thinking within such a framework. Relativism 
has a long history and is interpreted m diverse ways. One important stimulus to its 
recent popularity was Thomas Kuhn's book The Structure of Scientijic Revolutions, 
first published in 1962 ( ~ u h n ,  1970) Kuhn argued against views of the history of 
natural science that portray it as a process of cumulative development towards the 
truth, achleved by rational investigation founded on evidence. He, and others, 
showed that the work of the scientists involved in many of the major develop- 
ments of scientific knowledge of the past was shaped by theoretical assumpt~ons 
about the world that were not themselves based on empirical research, and many 
of which are now judged to be false. Kuhn further claimed that the history of 
science, rather than displaying the gradual build-up of knowledge, is punctuated 
by periods of revolution when the theoretical assumptions underlying the 
'paradigm' in terms of whlch scientists in a particular field have previously oper- 
ated are challenged and replaced An example is the shift from Newtonian physics 
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to relativity theory and quantum mechanics m the early part of the twentieth cen- 
tury. The replacement of one paradigm by another, according to Kuhn, does not 
occur on the basis simply of rational assessment of evidence. Paradigms are 
incommensurable. they picture the world in incompatible ways, so that data them- 
selves are interpreted differently by those working within different paradigms This 
implies that the validity of scientific claims is always relative to the paradigm 
within which they are judged In this way, Kuhn's argument challenges the very 
basis of the scientific model by throwing doubt on whether even natural scientists 
are capable of discovering the truth. 

There has been some debate about whether or not Kuhn's position is relativistic; 
my concern, though, is with ~ t s  impact and this has generally been to encourage 
relativism Thus, his concept of paradigms has been taken up by many social l 

scientists in their attempts to conceptualize different approaches to social research, I 

leading them to treat these approaches as incommensurable On this view the 
decision whether to adopt a positivist or some alternative approach is seen as one 
that cannot be made on rational grounds: we must simply choose on the basis of l 

our values or tastes (Smith, 1989). 

A variety of other influences besides Kuhn's book have fuelled the popularity of 
relativistic ideas over the past few decades. Within the Anglo-American intellectual 
scene the influence of linguistic philosophy, especially the later philosophy of 
Ludwig Wittgenstein, has been important. The intellectual career of Wittgenstein 
provides an interesting sidelight on the development of Anglo-American philos- 
ophy in the twentieth century. Wittgenstein's early work was very influential for 
twentieth-century positivism. While he was not himself a positivist, his view of the 
nature of scientific knowledge conformed to theirs, seeking to exclude from the 
realm of all knowledge claims that were neither logical tautologies (that is, true by 
definition) nor empirical claims established on the basis of sense data. In his later 
work, however, Wittgenstein abandoned the idea that scientific knowledge, encap- 
sulated in a logically perfected language, represents the model for all knowledge. 
Instead, he came to the conclusion that everyday language-use is the basis of all 
thinking and is diverse in character, with science as just one form of 'language 
game' amongst others, each one having its own distinctive rules and none being 
superior or inferior. 

Some of those influenced by Wittgenstein, notably Peter Winch, applied his ideas 
to the social sciences. In doing so, Winch criticized anthropologists for their tend- 
ency to treat primitive cultures as rationally defective by comparison with Western 
science. He argued that all cultures, that of the West included, are founded on 
forms of practice and assumptions that are not open to rational appraisal, and that 
the West and the societies studied by anthropologists differ in their foundational 
practices (Winch, 1958). In Kuhn's terms, these cultures are incommensurable. 
Again, there is some disagreement about whether Wittgenstein's views are 
relativist, but they have certainly encouraged the spread of relativism in the social 
sciences. 

The growing influence of continental European philosophy has also been import- 
ant in this respect. An example is phenomenology This philosophical movement 
emerged in early twentieth-century Germany from the work of Edmund Husserl. 
The main conclusion that was drawn by social scientists from the writings of the 
phenomenologists was that our understanding of the world is constructed on the 
basis of presuppositions, rather than being a mere reflection of how the world 
actually is (as suggested by naive forms of realism). However, whereas Husserl 
had viewed those presuppositions as universal givens, social scientists tended to 
treat them as culturally relative, implymg that different cultures produce different 
realities (Berger and Luckmann, 1976) Ironically, Husserl's original motivation was 
to counter what he saw as the drift into relativism in German philosophy, whereas 
the influence of phenomenology in the social sciences actually fuelled it. 

More recently, two other continental European philosophical movements, hermen- 
eutics and post-structuralism, have had the same effect Hermeneutics is con- 
cerned with the process of understanding cultural phenomena. In the eighteenth 
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The philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein, 1889-1951 

and early nineteenth centuries it developed as a methodological concern on the 
part of scholars in the humanities with problems lnvolved in the interpretation of 
texts, especially those of ancient Greece and Rome and the Bible. At that time it 
represented a counter to the influence of positivism in the human sciences, since it. 
emphasized the distinctive requirements and possibilities of understanding human 
behaviour compared to physical phenomena. In its most influential twentieth- 
century form, in the work of Hans Georg Gadamer, it promotes the argument that 
all understanding is based on prior assumptions which reflect the cultural and his- 
torical circumstances of the interpreter. Thus, there is no method by which univer- 
sally valid knowledge can be produced. Hermeneutics has had an important 
influence on sociology in recent years (Bleicher, 1980), and it has recently begun 
to appear in other disciplines, including economists' reflections about method- 
ology (Lavoie, 1990). 

Post-structuralism is much more difficult to characterize because it has taken 
diverse forms and many of its representatives deny the very possibility of any 
clear and fixed characterization of it However, it can be defined negatively in 
terms of what it rejects It denies the possibility of any kind of universal knowl- 
edge of the kind proposed by advocates of the scien~fic model. Any claim on the 
part of researchers to be in pursuit of the truth or to be in possession of knowl- 
edge is treated by post-structuralists as hiding the work of particular interests. 
Thus, one of the most influential post-structuralists, Michel Foucault, sees knowl- 
edge as something that is intertwined with power What is treated as knowledge at 
any particular time depends on which 'regime of truth' is dominant, and these 
regimes change over time, but not in any predetermined direction, and certainly 
not in a way that represents scientific progress. 

An interesting example of the influence of relativism in social science method- 
ology is to be found in David Silverman's book Reading Castenada (S~lverman, 
1975) In it he discusses an anthropological account by Carlos Castenada of meet- 
ings with an American Indian magician, Don Juan (Castenada, 1968). Castenada's 
books have been very controversial, indeed they are widely believed to be fic- 
tions, not based on anthropological fieldwork at all Silverman uses Castenada's 
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work as a basis for reflections about the nature of social science. Early on he 
comments. 

it does not matter to me in the least whether any or all of the 'events' 
reported by Castenada ever 'took place'. I have seen some contradic- 
tory 'factual' evidence and there is also the issue of the apparent and 
curious similarity between Don Juan's utterances and those of one or 
two contemporary philosophers. Yet what text is not a construction? To 
take Castenada's text senously seems to require us to bracket the ques- 
tion of its correspondence to any particular set of 'events'. 

(Silverman, 1975, p.xi) 

And later he argues that social scientists' 'descriptions constitute the events that are 
described, rather than merely representing them' (ibid., p.22, my  italic^).^ 

From a relativist point of view, then, what is true is always only what is true 
within a particular discourse, ideology or paradigm Indeed in a sense it is the 
inquirer's framework of discourse that constructs the phenomena he or she 'dis- 
covers'. Appeals to universal (1.e non-relative) truth are usually dismissed by 
relativists as rhetorical devices intended to impose particular views on others. On 
the basis of this perspective it seems that research cannot but be ideological; what 
is important, relativists insist, is that the values of, or political goals pursued by, 
researchers should be made explicit. The conclusion seems to be that any social 
science account of a phenomenon is simply one version of the world qmongst 
others. Sometimes it is suggested that competing accounts should be judged in 
practical terms of instrumental success, sometimes in aesthetic terms, sometimes in 
political terms on the basis of whose 'voice' a research account expresses or gives 
privilege to, the idea being that everyone should have an equal voice. Occasion- 
ally the implication seems to be that no judgements among competing accounts 
are required or justified. 

0 ACTIVITY 4 

Compare and contrast relat~v~sm w~th pos~t~vlsm and instrumental~sm. What strengths 
does ~t have, and what weaknesses? 

Unlike instrumentalism, relativism does offer a clear alternative to realism. And it 
too has some attractive features It seems to imply a tolerance for diversity of 
views, by contrast with a dogmatic realism that claims to know the truth and to 
dismiss all else as error or nonsense. It also has the advantage of emphasizing that 
any knowledge always reflects the nature and ~Ircumstance of its production, 
including the assumptions of those who produced it. Quite rightly, it rejects foun- 
dationalism. At the same time, relativism has disadvantages The most obvious one 
is that it is internally inconsistent if applied to itself Paradoxically, If it is true that 
all knowledge claims are only true relative to a particular cultural framework or 
social group, then relativism itself is only true relative to some such framework or 
group. This means that even in its own terms it is false relative to other positions, 
as indeed it is from a realist point of view. In this way, relativism is self-refuting 
(Scheffler, 1982). 

Defending realism 
My own view, then, is that neither of these radical alternatives is any more con- 
vincing than foundationalism. And I think that realism can be interpreted in a way 
that is non-foundationalist and that avoids the criticisms made of positivism We 
can summarize the criticisms of realism under two main headings. First, it is 
pointed out that researchers (and readers of research reports) are part of social 

4 
However, Silverman's position is not unequivocally relattvlst see Silverman (1975, 

p 23) 
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reality, so that the idea of an independent reality to which research reports refer is 
incoherent. Second, it 1s argued that there seems to be no foundation of knowl- 
edge, whether composed of sense data or of innate ideas or of anything else, that 

I is beyond all possible question. And without such a foundation it is difficult to see 
how the validity of any knowledge can be absolutely certain. 

Both these criticisms have force, but in my judgement they do not undermine 
realism. We can still sensibly retain the idea that the aim of research is to represent 
particular phenomena that are to a large extent independent of researchers, even 
though researchers are part of the same reality to which those phenomena belong. 
In social research the aim is rarely If ever to describe or explain the whole of 
social reality at once, but rather usually only some part of it; and it is usually a 
part over which the researcher has little or no influence. It may be that m inves- 
tigating phenomena researchers affect them in various ways - this is what is 
often referred to as 'reactivity' And the implications of such effects for research 
findings must be considered. However, it is very rare for reactivity to lead in some 
automatic way to confirmation or disconfirmation of researchers' expectations, in 
the form of a self-fulfilling or a self-refuting prophecy. And to one degree or 
another it is possible to make allowance for the effects of reactivity on findings. 

What about the second problem: the fact that there is no foundation of certain 
knowledge to which appeal can be made in the case of disagreement' How can 
we inquire after truth in the absence of some foundation of certainties? It is 
important to contextualize this problem, to recognize that it applies not just to 
social research but also to natural science and indeed to everyday knowledge We 
cannot engage in any action without effectively making assumptions about the 
nature of the world in which we are acting, and sometimes we find it necessary to 
inquire into features of that world that do not match our expectations. Yet we 
rarely if ever become lost in the process of endless questioning implied by scepti- 
cism. The reason for this, I think, is that in everyday activities we rely on assump- 
tions that we take for granted as beyond reasonable doubt until further notice: 
that is, untd evidence suggests that there may be something wrong with them. We 
do not, and could not, question everything We start to question assumptions only 
when we have some reason to do so, notably when what happens is not what we 
expected And we ask questions only until we have reached a point where we 
can resolve the practical problem that the failure of our expectations caused. 

It seems to me that researchers behave, and should behave, in much the same 
way. They rely, until further notice, on what they take to be beyond reasonable 
doubt, and they judge claims to knowledge in relation to this. Needless to say, this 
is a relatively weak basis for research compared to the idea that we can assess the 
validity of claims directly according to thelr correspondence with reality, or by 
relying on some body of knowledge whose validity is absolutely certain. The 
approach I am suggesting provides no guarantee that our judgements will be cor- 
rect, nor any way of knowing for certain whether they are correct. Nor will judge- 
ments necessarily be consensual. We must accept the weakness of this basis, I 
think, but recognize that it is the only one we have. 

While reliance on what is currently treated as beyond reasonable doubt is com- 
mon to assessments of the validity of claims in both everyday life and research, 
this is not to say that there is no difference between judgements in these two 
realms, though what difference there is is likely to be a matter of degree. As we 
have seen, the term 'social research' covers a wide range of sorts of activity, some 
of which are very close in character to professional and political activitres that are 
not usually labelled as research, whde others may be closer in mode of operation 
to research in the natural sciences At the practical end of the spectrum our pdge- 
ments of validity may be influenced by what we take to be the likely costs of 
different sorts of error, by our prevlous experience in similar situations, by the 
views of fellow practitioners, etc Where research is not linked in a very direct 
way to practical activity the community of fellow researchers is likely to play a 
much more important role in influencing our judgements of what we can take to 
be beyond reasonable doubt. Indeed, a guiding norm of that community is that 
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we should be cautious about putting forward any claim as well-founded if it is still 
subject to substantial disagreement amongst researchers in the relevant field 

We can see, then, that the idea that the goal of research is discovery of the truth is 
subject to a variety of interpretations and is rejected by some soclal scientists The 
latter see this goal as not desirable and/or not practicable. I have argued that, 
despite difficulties and qualifications, it is both. 

4 FACTS, NOT VALUES 
It is widely believed that science is, and must be, restricted in focus to factual 
issues, that it excludes value judgements - as Kolakowski indicated, this is a key 
element of positivism What this implies is that science is concerned with 
documenting what zs rather than with prescribmg what ought to be or evaluatmg 
what is in terms of what ought to be. The assumption is that we can make a clear 
distinction between is and ought, even when dealing with social issues. For exam- 
ple, to say that there are substantial inequalities in health between the social 
classes in the UK today, and that these are in large part the product of poor hous- 
ing, poor diet, and low income, is a factual claim It does not in itself imply that 
this inequality is to be regretted and should be corrected (unless the term 'ine- 
quality' is being used in an evaluative manner, as it sometimes seems to be) 
Negative evaluation follows only if we accept that inequalities in health are a bad 
thing and that they can be reduced without this having other undesirable effects5 
It has been characteristic of the natural sciences, since the seventeenth century, 
that factual matters have generally been separated from questions of value, with 
the latter largely omitted from scientific consideration. On this view, the scientist 
must adopt a neutral position towards values other than truth and seek to avoid 
her or his own value commitments affecting the findings of the research This 
arises from the belief that while factual issues are open to rational resolution 
through inquiry, value issues are not From this point of view, then, social research 
is concerned with facts, and researchers should seek to ensure that their work is 
not evaluative or prescriptive This view 1s sometimes referred to as the principle 
of value neutrality 

There has been continuing dispute within the social sciences about this principle; 
which is perhaps not surprising given that the issues social researchers investigate 
are often politically contentious. This dispute is sometimes presented as a dis- 
agreement between those who believe that social research should be value free 
and those who deny that it can or should be As is often the case, though, we are 
not faced here with just two clear-cut positions The most expliclt and influential 
advocate of the principle of value neutrality in the social sciences was Max Weber, 
a German social historian and sociologist of the early years of this century His 
position has often been misinterpreted as positivist, by both defenders and critics. 
However, while he accepts some elements of that view, he rejects others. The core 
of Weber's argument was that social scientists should not present value judge- 
ments of the phenomena they study as if those judgements were or could be 
validated on the basis of scientific research For him ultimate values are multiple 
and in conflict, and there is no rational way of choosing amongst them. Commit- 
ment to one or another set of ultimate values is therefore necessardy irrational, 
and it should not be presented otherwise. 

This is not to say, however, that in Weber's view values play no role in social 
science. Far from it. Not only are they often the object of investigation, but they 
serve a crucial function in defining phenomena for investigation Whereas the 
natural sciences are concerned with identifying the generic features of whole 
classes of phenomena, the human sciences (according to Weber) study unique 
situations and events. And their selection of phenomena for study from the infinite 
range that could be investigated is based on relevance to human values. This 
5 
For a useful discussion of health inequalities, see Townsend and Davidson (1990) 




