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1 The philosopher Karl Poppel; born 1902 

I that there is some determinate limit to what is warranted. But this is not the case, 
it is argued All data are a construction and are subject to interpretation and as a / result are open to question There is no safe point beyond which no challenge 
can be made, and no method that can be used to process data so as to guarantee 

1 valid conclusions or even to guarantee a consensus on the part of interpreters 

l 
When we construct and interpret data we do not and cannot do so on the basis of 

I scientific assumptions alone. All our interpretations are historical and social prod- 
l ucts influenced by our own particular circumstances and beliefs. And their validiG 
I is relative to those circumstances and beliefs. The claim of science to produce 
l findings whose validity is independent of the situation of the investigator is a 

I myth These are the sceptical and relativist arguments we considered in Section 3 

In conclusion, while many social scientists see research as distinctive in being 
based on the rigorous handling of data, there is considerable disagreement about 
what such rigour entails, and about whether it is or should be distinctive to 
research Furthermore, there are those who have challenged the very basis of the 
claim, even as it relates to the natural sciences. 

8 QUANTITATIVE 
MEASUREMENT AND THE 
CONTROL OF VARIABLES 
Almost all of the social sciences have experienced a quantitative revolution during 
the course of the last hundred years or so The only exception, and once again 
only a partial one, is anthropology The term 'quantitative method' refers here in 
large part to the adoption of the natural science experiment as the model for 
scientific research, its key features being quantitative measurement of the 
phenomena studied and systematic control of the theoretical variables influencing 
those phenomena. These features are required because it is assumed that to ident- 
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people do m such experiments to what they do in similar situations in 'real life' 
(Rosnow, 1981, Chap. 3). However, the critics have directed much the same argu- 
ment against sociologists' and political scientists' use of highly structured inter- 
views to gauge oplnions and attitudes. Is what people say m such interviews a 
reliable guide to what they would say and do in other circumstances? The critics 
think not (Deutscher, 1973) 

These radical critics also argue that quantitative analysis reifies social phenomena 
by treating them as more clearly defined and distinct than they are, and by 
neglecting the processes by which they develop and change. In effect it assumes 
that people's actions are the mechanical products of psychological and social fac- 
tors, thereby neglecting the creative role of individual cognition and group interac- 
tion (Blumer, 1969). 

These challenges to quantitative method have been felt throughout the social sci- 
ence disciplines, though they have probably been most influential in sociology. 
They have resulted in a growing movement towards the adoption of what is 
referred to as qualitative method. This has occurred in applled fields too. At one 
time these were dominated by quantitative research (Finch, 1986), but in recent 
years there has been a slow move towards government funding of research with a 
qualitative element, a trend that has been most rapid in the USA (Rist, 1984) In 
the commercial field a similar trend is to be found, with the emergence of market 
research agencies that specialize in qualitative research. 

But what is qualitative method? And what is its relationship to quantitative 
research? Given its diversity, qualitative method can only be defined negatively, as 
non-quantitative research, as an abandonment of the goals of quantitative 
measurement and experimental or statistical control of variables While some 
qualitative researchers reject the model of science completely (Smith, 1989), many 
do not. Indeed, some clalm that qualitative method IS more scientific (that is, 
closer in character to natural sclence) than quantitative research. In the early dec- 
ades of the century this was argued on the grounds that it can produce universal 
laws not just the probabilistlc findings character~stic of statistical method 
(Znaniecki, 1934) This argument is rarely used today, both because of the emerg- 
ence of quantum theory (whose implications we noted earher), and because most 
qualitative researchers have lost falth in the possibility of discovering sociological 
laws. In recent times, it is more common to find the scientific character of qualitat- 
ive method being justified on the grounds that it is more sulted than is quantitative 
research to the nature of human behaviour, in particular to ~ t s  processual and 
meanmg-laden character (Bruyn, 1966, Blumer, 1969; Harrk and Secord, 1972). 
Others argue that qualitative method represents a different kind of science to that 
characteristic of the natural sciences, so that quantitative methods are criticized for 
aping those sciences. Finally, there are those who see quantitative and qualitative 
methods as appropriate for different purposes, and believe that they can often 
usefully be combined (see Bryman, 1988 for a discussion of this whole issue and 
for examples of varlous ways of combining quantitative and qualitative methods). 

Turning briefly to the techniques that qualitative researchers use, these are very 
heterogeneous in character. In general they employ data that have not been pre- 
structured by the researcher (in the way that, for example, questionnaire 
responses are). These qualitative data may come from published or unpublished 
documents, from open-ended notes written by observers who may have partlci- 
pated to one degree or another in the events described, from notes written in 
unstructured interviews with informants who have observed the events in which 
the researcher is interested, as well as from transcriptions of audlo- and video- 
recordings of events and interviews. The focus of the research may also vary, from 
the description of a particular scene or event or the documentation of the perspec- 
tive of a small group to the mvestigation of the structure of a person's biography 
or an account of the cultural patterns characteristic of a whole society And the 
forms of analysls that may be used are quite diverse too, as we shall see later in 
the course. 
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The issue of the justifications for and relationship between quantitative and quali- 
tative method has been one of the most important axes of methodological debate 
in twentieth-century social research. Often it has acted as a focus for all the issues 
concerned with the methodological relevance of the natural sciences for social 
research In this course we will be concerned with both sorts of research and will 
emphasize what they share in common. Many social researchers, however, would 
regard this emphasis as misleading 

9 STYLE O F  PRESENTATION 
There is l~ttle doubt that we distinguish between research findings and other sorts 
of information partly in terms of how they are presented According to some 
interpretations of the scientific model, research findings should be presented in a 
straightforward fashion without rhetoric. However, in the strictly technical sense, 
no writing can be without rhetoric all writing is directed towards an audience and 
is formulated so as to be intelligible and persuasive to that audience This is as 
true of research in the natural sciences as of social research (Gilbert and Mulkay, 
1984; Simons, 1988) 

A considerable body of social research is reported in a form that is modelled on 
the research reports of natural scientists. Here a more or less standard format is 
often followed. presentation of the research problem and hypotheses, indication 
of the methods used, details of the findings, followed by a discussion of the impli- 
cations of these findings. It is a format that has been criticized precisely because it 
appeals to the natural scientific model, and (it is suggested) m that way seeks to 
persuade the audience of the validity of the findings in an illicit fashion Also, it 
presents an overly systematic impression of the research process. It seems to 
imply that the researcher simply starts with a problem, develops hypotheses to 
explain it, collects and analyses data to test those hypotheses, and draws con- 
clusions on the basis of the results. Yet, little research, quantitative or qualitative, 
is as straightforward and unproblematic as this implies 

For these reasons, many research reports in social science, especially those based 
on qualitative method, do not adopt this format. They are often closer to the forms 
used by non-academic, non-fiction writers, and sometimes even to those 
employed by novelists (Clifford and Marcus, 1986; Atkinson, 1990). However, in 
recent years these rhetorical strategies have themselves attracted criticism This is 
not because they are literary rather than scientific, but because they involve what 
we can call realist rhetoric they attempt to persuade the reader of the truth of 
what is recounted by means of the appeal to first person experience, as if because 
a researcher has mingled with people, observed their behaviour, and talked infor- 
mally with them he or she is thereby able to present the truth about their lives. 
Critics of such realist rhetoric reject any such claim to represent reality, on the 
arguments about the problematic status of truth and reality that I discussed earlier 
Instead they propose the use of unconventional rhetorical strategies, such as the 
presentation of dialogues between researcher and informants, or other forms of 
multi-vocal text These strategies, it is argued, more accurately represent the status 
of what is provided in research reports (Clifford and Marcus, 1986) 

This debate about the form and style of research reports is of considerable value 
It is easy to forget how the way things are presented can affect how they are 
interpreted, and the assumptions that are built into different formats employed in 
reporting research. There is a danger, though, that some of the arguments about 
thts issue will lead us astray. What I have called the natural science format may 
encourage us to give more weight to conclusions than we should do only zf we 
remain unaware of thzs danger What this implies is the need for caution, not 
necessarily the abandonment of the format. And exactly the same applies to the 
realistic literary rhetoric sometimes used by qualitative researchers. What is most 
important is that researchers use the format that is best suited to their purposes, 
and that readers of research reports take account of the chances of being misled 
by the rhetorical strategies employed by researchers. 
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