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understanding and explanation (in German, between Erstehen and Erklaren), 
with the former not requiring knowledge of universal laws Indeed, advocates of 
hermeneutics argued that the very existence of such laws is put into doubt by the 
creativity of human behaviour, the exercise of free will. Whereas physical objects 
behave in fixed ways in response to various sorts of stimuli, and so too to a con- 
siderable degree do animals, human actions (it was claimed) are the product of 
decisions that are based on beliefs, both factual and evaluative. (For something of 
the history of these ideas see Hammersley, 1989) Indeed, it has been argued by 
some that to suggest that human beings are controlled by laws is to imply that 
people are passive and unable to control their lives, and thereby to reinforce 
oppression. In other words, it is to engage in the dissemination of ideology. [It is 
worth noting too that the twentieth-century revival of hermeneutics witnessed a 
radicalization of nineteenth-century views Whereas nineteenth-century writers 
generally accepted the appropriateness of a positivistic understanding of the natu- 
ral sciences, some of their twentieth-century descendants question even this 
(Gadamer, 1975, for an introduction see Warnke, 1987).1 

READING 
You should now read the art~cle by von Wright In the Reader ('Two trad~t~ons', Chap. 2). 
He sketches what he sees as a fundamental contrast In views of sclence, one (the 
Galdean), that IS charadenstic of posltlvlsm, the other (the Anstotehan) 1s represented by 
the advocates of hemeneut~cs. 

As I noted earlier, the nomothetic approach has not been put into practice very 
successfully in social research; and its legitimacy as a goal for social science has 
increasingly been challenged At the same time, few social researchers have 
adopted a purely idiographic approach This is an issue that remains unresolved. 

7 THE RIGOROUS ANALYSIS 
OF  EMPIRICAL DATA 
It is widely assumed that a distinctive feature of the findings of research, as com- 
pared with other sorts of information, is that they are the product of the meth- 
odical or systematic treatment of empirical data. This sometimes involves a 
contrast between research and commonsense thinking, the latter being regarded 
as impressionistic, using vague concepts, involving frequent logical errors and 
inconsistencies, relying on false assumptions, and often going beyond the evi- 
dence. It also implies a socio-historical contrast between scientific and pre-scien- 
tfic thinking (for a discussion of this, see Horton and Finnegan, 1973) In their 
crudest form these contrasts rest on the kind of positivist foundationalism we con- 
sidered in Section 3. Here scientific knowledge is seen as based on observable 
givens whose existence and character are beyond question. A scientific approach 
is taken to involve discovering the facts of the case, and this implies an objective 
orientation that discourages reliance on unexamined assumptions and requires the 
following of a set of rules that will min~mize the dangers of error In extreme 
form: researchers apply a logical method to observable givens which produces 
knowledge whose validity is guaranteed As we saw earlier, this is not a convinc- 
ing empirical account of the work of scientists, nor can it be justified philosophi- 
cally. 

However, the contrast between research and commonsense thinking in terms of 
reliance on empirical data need not involve this sort of foundationalism. It may be 
based instead simply on the fact that the evidence used by researchers is system- 
atically recorded and is open to public scrutiny This evidence may come from 
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various sources and have various characteristics it may be meter readings, counts 
of various sorts of phenomena, written responses by subjects who have filled in a 
questionnaire, a researcher's detailed notes about what she or he observed, or 
even audio- or video-recordings In all cases, though, it forms a permanent record 
which allows the researcher to examine and re-examine it and thereby to check 
whether his or her conclusions are well supported Furthermore, some of those 
data will be included in the research report, and this allows fellow researchers and 
others to check the validity of the findings, to some degree at least. And, should 
the conclusions be challenged, the researcher can (in principle at least) provide 
further access to the data for critics, and the latter may also be able to carry out a 
replication of the findings to test their reliability. Where conclusions are based on 
unrecorded experience, by contrast, no such detailed examination and checking 
of the findings is possible 

Another important element of this conception of the distinctive character of 
research is that researchers do not (or should not) press their claims beyond what 
the data will allow When a social scientist publishes research findings, for exam- 
ple about the extent to which unemployment increases people's chances of vari- 
ous forms of ill-health, these are likely to be hedged with qualifications, and there 
may be uncertainty about the proper conclusions to be drawn so that the rec- 
ommendation is made that further research is required. But when, say, a politician 
presents views on the same issues these are likely to be less qualified and will 
claim to go much further towards a complete and definitive answer to the ques- 
tion, one way or the other Indeed, pol~ticians who always exercised due scientific 
restraint would probably be dismissed as not knowing their own minds We seem 
to expect politicians to make factual judgements that go beyond the evidence, 
whereas we expect researchers to exercise restraint. If researchers express the 
view that the evidence is not conclusive, we usually accept that it is a legitimate 
position for them to take, even though we may find it irritating. 

These contrasts between research on the one hand and reliance on subjective 
judgement, commonsense knowledge, and/or speculation, on the other, have 
been subjected to at least three sorts of criticism in the context of the social sci- 
ences. The first challenges the distinctiveness of research in these respects. These 
critics accept the importance of the principles of rational assessment of evidence, 
but they insist that those principles are relevant to everyone, not just to the scien- 
tific researcher. In their view, the fact that politicians rarely observe these prin- 
ciples merely explains why the world is in such a mess. For them, systematic and 
cautious interpretation of data is too important to be distinctive to research; there 
should be no difference between research and everyday thinking in this respect 

A second sort of criticism accepts that social scientists do have a distinctive 
responsibility in the handling of evidence, but charges them with failing to live up 
to the necessary standards, suggesting that they continually lapse into reliance on 
commonsense knowledge and judgement. And sometimes it is suggested that this 
is not a matter of contingent failure, it arises from the very nature of social 
research The best example of this latter view is to be found in the writings of 
ethnomethodologists (Heritage, 1984; Sharrock and Anderson, 1986). They argue 
that the conventional objects of social investigation - human actions and insti- 
tutions - are not open to rigorous analysis. This is because they are not access- 
ible apart from the accounts constructed by people in the course of social 
interaction with one another. And these accounts are constitutive of what they 
describe, they do not merely represent it. This is even the case with social science 
accounts, it is claimed. in descnbing social phenomena researchers cannot but rely 
on commonsense knowledge and in the process construct the phenomena which 
they describe. Ethnomethodologists do not reject the very possibility of rigorous 
knowledge of social phenomena, however. They argue that such knowledge is 
possible, but only of a restricted class of phenomena. of the methods or pro- 
cedures by which people (including social scientists) construct accounts of the 
social world. 

Finally, there are those who argue that the rational principles on the basis of 
which the distinctive validity of scientific knowledge has been claimed are not 
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justdiable. They point out that there has been considerable disagreement about 
what scientific method actually involves. Even among those who retain a comrnit- 
ment to the scientific model there are conflicting views about its nature. One 
major line of disagreement, for example, is between what we can call inductivist 
and deductivist views. The dominant nineteenth-century view of scientific method 
was inductivist. Scientific inquiry was held to involve the observation of empirical 
phenomena of one kind or another and the search for regularities in their occur- 
rence, these regularities signalling the existence of scientdic laws. In this way laws 
were derived by means of a process of logical induction from the data of obser- 
vation, as in John Stuart Mill's influential account of the canons of scientific 
method (Ryan, 1970). This view was a reaction against an earlier idea that science 
begins with premisses that are self-evidently true and deduces theoretical and 
empirical conclusions from those premisses. The model here was Euclid's 
geometry, and Descartes seems to have adopted something like this view. Here 
the role of empirical investigation is minimal, simply providing a check on the 
logical derivation of the conclusions. 

However, in the twentieth century there has been a substantial move away from 
inductivism towards a revised version of deductivism, often referred to as the 
hypothetico-deductive method. Thus, inductivism has been a major target for criti- 
cism by Karl Popper, one of the most influential recent philosophers of science7 
He argues that it does not provide a convincing account of how science operates 
The validity of no hypothesis could ever be established beyond all doubt. This is 
because however many relevant cases have been investigated, there is always the 
possibility that one of the cases not investigated would be negative, and since 
there is an infinite number of relevant cases all the cases cannot be investigated, 
even in principle. We may suppose that all swans are white on the basis of 
innumerable examples of white swans, but one day we may come across a black 
one (especially if we go to Australia) However, Popper claimed that hypotheses 
could be falsijied with certainty, since a single negative case shows that a hypoth- 
esis is false. On this basis the whole of scientific knowledge becomes fallible. 
rather than being true it is simply not yet disproven. 

Subsequent writers have thrown doubt even on the modest claims of Popper's 
falsficationist concept of scientific method. It has been argued that his confidence 
that falsdication can be conclusive is misplaced. This is because any test of a 
hypothesis rests on assumptions that have not themselves been tested, and any 
attempt to test those assumptions forces us to rely on other assumptions, and so 
on. A hypothesis may seem to be falsified yet be true, simply because one of the 
assumptions built into the test was itself false. (This is a version of the sceptical 
problem of the criterion we discussed in Section 3.) More than this, it has been 
suggested that any closely specdied method is as ltkely to get in the way of mak- 
ing scientific discoveries as to aid that process. One source of such criticism has 
been the history of natural science which has shown that many of the major 
developments held to indicate the triumph of that method were nothing of the 
kind. As we noted earlier, those responsible for major scientific discoveries often 
relied on what we would today recognize as erroneous theoretical or empirical 
assumptions, they employed less than rigorous procedures, and their mode of 
operation sometimes seems to have bordered on the selective use of evtdence to 
prove a case This has led some philosophers of science to reject the whole idea 
of scientific method (Feyerabend, 1978). And some social scientists have applied 
this scepticism to social research and sought to draw the same conclusion (Phil- 
lips, 1973). 

On this basis, it has sometimes been suggested that social researchers' (and per- 
haps even natural scientists') appeals to scientific method are a sham; they have 
no basis in reality. Talk of 'not going beyond what the evidence warrants' implies 
7 
Inductivism has by no means disappeared In the twentieth century however, either 

m philosophy or in the social sciences Within sociology, for example, research oper- 
ating on the hypothetico-deductive method has been criticized for failing to provide 
evidence for its starting assumptions; see Blumer (1969) There have been simlar 
crihcisms in economics of Milton Fnedman's methodological writings, see Caldwell 
(1982) 






