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24 P4RT ONE / FOUNDATIONS

INTRODUCTION

Suppose you want to make sense of the hostility
between people of different races. Trying to un-
derstand it, you ask a teacher, who responds:

Most racially prejudiced people learn nega-
tive stereotypes about another racial group
from their families, friends, and others in
their immediate surroundings. If they lack
sufficient intimate social contact with mem-
bers of the group or intense information that
contradicts those stereotypes, they remain
prejudiced.

This makes sense to you because it is consis-
tent with what you know about how the social
world works. This is an example of a small-scale
social theory, a type that researchers use when
conducting a study.

What do you think of when you hear the
word theory? Theory is one of the least well un-
derstood terms for students learning social sci-
ence. My students’ eyelids droop if I begin a class
by saying, “Today we are going to examine the
theory of . . .” The mental picture many students
have of theory is something that floats high
among the clouds. My students have called it “a
tangled maze of jargon” and “abstractions that
are irrelevant to the real world.”

Contrary to these views, theory has an im-
portant role in research and is an essential ally
for the researcher. Researchers use theory differ-
ently in various types of research, but some type
of theory is present in most social research. It is
less evident in applied or descriptive than in ba-
sic or explanatory research. In simple terms, re-
searchers interweave a story about the operation
of the social world (the theory) with what they
observe when they examine it systematically (the
data).

People who seek absolute, fixed answers for
a specific individual or a particular one-time
event may be frustrated with science and social
theories. To avoid frustration, it is wise to keep

in mind three things about how social scientific
theories work. First, social theories explain re-
curring patterns, not unique or one-time events.
For example, they are not good for explaining
why terrorists decided to attack New York’s
World Trade Center on September 11, 2001, but
they can explain patterns, such as the conditions
that generally lead to increased levels of fear and
feelings of patriotism in a people. Second, social
theories are explanations for aggregates, not par-
ticular individuals. Aggregates are collections of
many individuals, cases, or other units (e.g.,
businesses, schools, families, clubs, cities, na-
tions, etc.). A social theory rarely can explain
why Josephine decided to major in nursing
rather than engineering, but it can explain why
females more than males in general choose nurs-
ing over engineering as a major. Third, social
theories state a probability, chance, or tendency
for events to occur, rather than state that one
event must absolutely follow another. For exam-
ple, instead of stating that when someone is
abused as a child, that person will always later
abuse his or her own children, a theory might
state that when someone experiences abuse dur-
ing his or her childhood, that person will tend to
or is more likely to become an abusive parent
when an adult. Likewise, it might state that peo-
ple who did not experience childhood abuse
might become abusive parents, but they are less
likely to than someone who has experienced
abuse as a child.

WHAT IS THEORY?

In Chapter 1, social theory was defined as a sys-
tem of interconnected abstractions or ideas that
condenses and organizes knowledge about the
social world. It is a compact way to think of the
social world. People are constantly developing
new theories about how the world works.

Some people confuse the history of social
thought, or what great thinkers said, with social
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26 PART ONE / FOUNDATIONS

THE PARTS OF THEORY

Concepts

All theories contain concepts, and concepts are
the building blocks of theory.? A concept is an
idea expressed as a symbol or in words. Natural
science concepts are often expressed in symbolic
forms, such as Greek letters (e.g., ) or formulas
(e.g., s = d/t; s = speed, d = distance, t = time).
Most social science concepts are expressed as
words, The exotic symbols of natural science
concepts make many people nervous, as the use
of everyday words in specialized social science
concepts can create confusion.

I do not want to exaggerate the distinction
between concepts expressed as words and con-
cepts expressed as symbols. Words, after all, are
symbols, too; they are symbols we learn with
language. Height is a concept with which you are
already familiar. For example, I can say the word
height or write it down; the spoken sounds and
written words are part of the English language.
The combination of letters in the sound symbol-
izes, or stands for, the idea of a height. Chinese or
Arabic characters, the French word hauteur, the
German word hihe, the Spanish word altura—
all symbolize the same idea. In a sense, a lan-
guage is merely an agreement to represent ideas
by sounds or written characters that people
learned at some point in their lives. Learning
concepts and theory is like learning a language.?

Concepts are everywhere, and you use them
all the time. Height is a simple concept from
everyday experience. What does it mean? It is
easy to use the concept of height, but describing
the concept itself is difficult. It represents an ab-
stract idea about physical relations. How would
you describe it to a very young child or a crea-
ture from a distant planet who was totally unfa-
miliar with it? A new concept from a social
theory may seem just as alien when you en-
counter it for the first time. Height is a charac-
teristic of a physical object, the distance from top
to bottom. All people, buildings, trees, moun-
tains, books, and so forth have a height. We can

measure height or compare it. A height of zero is
possible, and height can increase or decrease
over time. As with many words, we use the word
in several ways. Height is used in the expressions
the height of the battle, the height of the summer,
and the height of fashion.

The word height refers to an abstract idea.
We associate its sound and its written form with
that idea. There is nothing inherent in the
sounds that make up the word and the idea it
represents. The connection is arbitrary, but it is
still useful. People can express the abstract idea
to one another using the symbol alone.

Concepts have two parts: a symbol (word or
term) and a definition. We learn definitions in
many ways. I learned the word height and its de-
finition from my parents. I learned it as I learned
to speak and was socialized to the culture. My
parents never gave me a dictionary definition. I
learned it through a diffuse, nonverbal, informal
process. My parents showed me many examples;
I observed and listened to others use the word; I
used the word incorrectly and was corrected;
and I used it correctly and was understood.
Eventually, I mastered the concept.

This example shows how people learn con-
cepts in everyday language and how we share
concepts. Suppose my parents had isolated me
from television and other people, then taught
me that the word for the idea height was zdged. 1
would have had difficulty communicating with
others. People must share the terms for concepts
and their definitions if they are to be of value.

Everyday life is filled with concepts, but
many have vague and unclear definitions. Like-
wise, the values, misconceptions, and experi-
ences of people in a culture may limit everyday
concepts. Social scientists borrow concepts from
everyday culture, but they refine these concepts
and add new ones. Many concepts such as
sexism, life-style, peer group, urban sprawl, and
social class began as precise, technical concepts
in social theory but have diffused into the larger
culture and become less precise.

We create concepts from personal experi-
ence, creative thought, or observation. The clas-
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28 PART ONE / FOUNDATIONS

Weber developed an ideal type of the concept
bureaucracy. Many people use Weber’s ideal type
(see Box 2.1). It distinguishes a bureaucracy
from other organizational forms (e.g., social
movements, kingdoms, etc.). It also clarifies crit-
ical features of a kind of organization that people
once found nebulous and hard to think about.
No real-life organization perfectly matches the
ideal type, but the model helps us think about
and study bureaucracy.

Scope. Concepts vary by scope. Some are
highly abstract, some are at a middle level of ab-
straction, and some are at a concrete level (i.e.,
they are easy to directly experience with the
senses such as sight or touch). More abstract
concepts have wider scope; that is, they can be

N Max Weber’s Ideal Type of
21 Bureaucracy

B ltis a continuous organization governed by a sys-
tem of rules.

m Conduct is governed by detached, impersonal
rules.

m There is division of labor, in which different of-
fices are assigned different spheres of compe-
tence.

m Hierarchical authority relations prevail; that is,
lower offices are under control of higher ones.

m Administrative actions, rules, and so on are in
writing and maintained in files.

B Individuals do not own and cannot buy or sell
their offices.

m Officials receive salaries rather than receiving di-
rect payment from clients in order to ensure loy-
alty to the organization.

m Property of the organization is separate from per-
sonal property of officeholders.

Source: Adapted from Chafetz (1978:72).

used for a much broader range of specific time
points and situations. More concrete concepts
are easy to recognize but apply to fewer situa-
tions. The concepts skin pigmentation, casting a
ballot in an election, and age based on the date on
a birth certificate are less abstract and more con-
crete than the concepts racial group, democracy,
and maturity. Theories that use many abstract
concepts can apply to a wider range of social
phenomena than those with concrete concepts.
An example of a theoretical relationship is: In-
creased size creates centralization, which in turn
creates greater formalization. Size, centralization,
and formalization are very abstract concepts.
They can refer to features of a group, organiza-
tion, or society. We can translate this to say that
as an organization or group gets bigger, author-
ity and power relations within it become cen-
tralized and concentrated in a small elite. The
elite will tend to rely more on written policies,
rules, or laws to control and organize others in
the group or organization. When you think ex-
plicitly about the scope of concepts, you make a
theory stronger and will be able to communicate
it more clearly to others.

Assumptions

Concepts contain built-in assumptions, state-
ments about the nature of things that are not ob-
servable or testable. We accept them as a
necessary starting point. Concepts and theories
build on assumptions about the nature of hu-
man beings, social reality, or a particular phe-
nomenon. Assumptions often remain hidden or
unstated. One way for a researcher to deepen his
or her understanding of a concept is to identify
the assumptions on which it is based.

For example, the concept book assumes a
system of writing, people who can read, and the
existence of paper. Without such assumptions,
the idea of a book makes little sense. A social sci-
ence concept, such as racial prejudice, rests on
several assumptions. These include people who
make distinctions among individuals based on
their racial heritage, attach specific motivations
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FIGURE 2.1 Deductive and Inductive Theorizing

Deductive Approach
O
O Theoretical
Framework
oo ©

Middle-Range

Theory
Hypothesis

Hypothesis,

Testing Empirical Generalization

Al
1y
Empirical Social Reality

personal encounters with the police; reports of
police encounters by friends, family, or neigh-
bors; and noticing and interpreting news reports
about police activity. In these three areas, they
predicted that non-Whites would interpret neg-
ative events or reports as strong evidence of seri-
ous and systematic police misconduct. By
constrast, Whites would tend to ignore or dis-
miss such events or reports or see them as iso-
lated incidents. Data from a national survey of
U.S. metropolitan areas (over 100,000 popula-
tion) supported predictions of the theory.

Inductive. If you use an inductive approach,
you begin with detailed observations of the
world and move toward more abstract general-
izations and ideas. When you begin, you may
have only a topic and a few vague concepts. As
you observe, you refine the concepts, develop
empirical generalizations, and identify prelimi-
nary relationships. You build the theory from
the ground up.

Inductive Approach

O
0 Theoretical
Framework

>
Middle-Range

Theory

Grounded é Concept Formation,

Theorizing Empirical Generalization

Empirical Social Reality

Duneier (1999) used an inductive approach
in his study of life on the sidewalk. He noted that
in much of social science, both quantitative sec-
ondary analysis research and qualitative field re-
search, a researcher develops a theoretical
understanding only after data have been col-
lected. He stated, “I began to get ideas from the
things [ was seeing and hearing on the street” (p.
341). Many researchers who adopt an inductive
approach use grounded theory. Grounded theory
is part of an inductive approach in which a re-
searcher builds ideas and theoretical generaliza-
tions based on closely examining and creatively
thinking about the data (see Box 2.2). A re-
searcher creates grounded theory out of a
process of trying to explain, interpret, and ren-
der meaning from data. It arises from trying to
account for, understand, or “make sense of” the
evidence. Duneier (1999:342) has suggested that
the process is similar to seeing many symptoms
and later arriving at a diagnosis (i.e., a story that
explains the source of the symptoms).
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32 PART ONE / FOUNDATIONS

relationships, and that these factors lead to them
staying single or experiencing greater marital in-
stability when they become adults.

Theoretical Frameworks. A theoretical frame-
work (also called a paradigm or theoretical sys-
tem) is more abstract than a middle-range
theory. Figure 2.1 shows the levels and how they

B ox

are used in inductive and deductive approaches
to theorizing. Few researchers make precise dis-
tinctions among the ranges of theorizing. They
rarely use a theoretical framework directly in
empirical research. A researcher may test parts
of a theory on a topic and occasionally contrast
parts of the theories from different frameworks.
Box 2.3 illustrates the various degrees of abstrac-

Kalmijn’s Levels of Theory in “Shifting Boundaries” and Weitzer and Tuch’s

2.3 “Race and Perceptions of Police Misconduct”

Theoretical Framework

Kalmijn. ~ Structural functionalism holds that the
processes of industrialization and urbanization change
human society from a traditional to a modern form. In
this process of modernization, social institutions and
practices evolve. This evolution includes those that fill
the social system’s basic needs, socialize people to cul-
tural values, and regulate social behavior. Institutions
that filled needs and maintained the social systemin a
traditional society (such as religion) are superseded
by modern ones (such as formal schooling).

Weitzer and Tuch.  Conflict theory holds that estab-
lished social, political, and legal institutions protect
the dominant or privileged groups of a society. Ma-
jor institutions operate in ways that contain or sup-
press the activities of nondominant groups in
society, especially if they challenge or threaten the
established social-economic hierarchy. Thus, conflict
between the dominant and subordinate social groups
is reflected in how major institutions operate, espe-
cially institutions that are charged with maintaining
order and engaged in formal social control, such as
law enforcement.

Middle-Range Substantive Theory

Kalmijn. A theory of intermarriage patterns notes
that young adults in modern society spend less time
in small, local settings, where family, religion, and
community all have a strong influence. Instead,
young adults spend increasing amounts of time in
school settings. In these settings, especially in col-

lege, they have opportunities to meet other unmar-
ried people. In modern society, education has be-
come a major socialization agent. It affects future
earnings, moral beliefs and values, and leisure inter-
ests. Thus, young adults select marriage partners less
on the basis of shared religious or local ties and more
on the basis of common educational levels.

Weitzer and Tuch. ~ Group-position theory uses group
competition over material rewards, power, and status
to explain intergroup attitudes and behaviors. Each
group perceives and experiences real or imagined
threats to its social position differently. Members of a
dominant group tend to view police or government ac-
tions taken to defend its interests as being fair or fa-
vorable, whereas members of subodorinate groups
tend to see the same actions negatively.

Empirical Generalization

Kalmijn. ~ Americans once married others with simi-
lar religious beliefs and affiliation. This practice is be-
ing replaced by marriage to others with similar levels
of education.

Weitzer and Tuch. Non-Whites experience more
negative interpersonal encounters with police and
tend to interpret media reports about police mis-
conduct as evidence of serious and systematic prob-
lems with the police. By contrast, Whites have
different police encounters or interpret their en-
counters and media reports about police actions
more favorably.
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gested that a patient makes judgments about a
physican’s abilities based on attire and that a pa-
tient’s trust-openness toward a physican is also af-
fected. It said that perceptions of physican
authority increased with traditional professional
formal attire over informal attire, but that trust-
openness was influenced in the opposite direction
as authority. Thirty-eight male and 40 female re-
search participants rated their perceptions of
same- and opposite-gender models who were
identified as being medical doctors, but who were
wearing different attire. Findings showed that a
white coat and formal attire are clearly superior to
casual attire in establishing physican authority,
but it did not reduce trust-openness as expected.

Meso-level theory links macro and micro lev-
els and operates at an intermediate level. Theo-
ries of organizations, social movements, and
communities are often at this level.

Roscigno and Danaher (2001) used meso-
level theory in a study on the 1930s labor move-
ment among southern textile workers. The
researchers used a theory of movement subcul-
ture and political opportunity to explain grow-
ing labor movement strength and increased
strike activity among workers in one industry in
a region of the United States across several years.
They expected strike activity to grow as the result
of a strong movement subculture that carried a
message of injustice and a “political opportu-
nity” or the expectation among people that col-
lective action at a particular time would produce
positive results. Their study showed that a tech-
nological innovation (i.e., the spread of new ra-
dio stations with songs and discussions of
working conditions and unfair treatment) con-
tributed to the growth of a subculture of move-
ment solidarity among the textile workers and
fostered self-identity as a worker who had com-
mon interests with the other textile workers. The
technological innovation and events in the polit-
ical environment (i.e., union organizers and
speeches by the President of the United States)
also created a political opportunity for the work-
ers. The workers believed that collection action
(i.e., strike) was necessary to achieve justice and

would produce gains because other workers and
government authorities would support their ac-
tions.

Macro-level theory concerns the operation of
larger aggregates such as social institutions, en-
tire cultural systems, and whole societies. It uses
more concepts that are abstract.

Marx’s study (1998) on race in the United
States, South Africa, and Brazil used a macro-level
theory. He wanted to explain the conditions that
led Black people to engage in protest to gain full
citizenship rights and he examined patterns of na-
tional racial politics in three counties across two
centuries. His theory said that protest resulted in
an interaction between (1) race-based political
mobilization and (2) national government poli-
cies of racial domination (i.e., apartheid in South
Africa, Jim Crow laws in southern United States,
and no legalized race-based domination in
Brazil). Policies of racial domination developed
from practices of slavery, exploitation, and dis-
crimination that justified White superiority. The
policies reinforced specific racial ideologies that
shaped national development during the twenti-
eth century. A critical causal factor was how
national political elites used the legalized domina-
tion of Blacks to reduce divisions among Whites.
In nations that had large regional or class divi-
sions among Whites, national elites tried to
increase White backing for the national govern-
ment by creating legalized forms of racial domi-
nation. Over time, such legalized domination
froze racial divisions, which promoted a sense of
racial identity and consciousness among Blacks.
The strong sense of racial identity became a key
resource when Blacks mobilized politically to de-
mand full citizenship rights. Legalized racial dom-
ination also intensified the Blacks” protest and
directed it against the national government as the
societal institution that reinforced their experi-
ence of racial inequality.

Forms of Explanation

Prediction and Explanation. A theory’s pri-
mary purpose is to explain. Many people con-
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The temporal order condition means that a
cause must come before an effect. This com-
monsense assumption establishes the direction
of causality: from the cause toward the effect.
You may ask, How can the cause come after
what it is to affect? It cannot, but temporal order
is only one of the conditions needed for causal-
ity. Temporal order is necessary but not suffi-
cient to infer causality. Sometimes people make
the mistake of talking about “cause” on the basis
of temporal order alone. For example, a profes-
sional baseball player pitches no-hit games when
he kisses his wife just before a game. The kissing
occurred before the no-hit games. Does that
mean the kissing is the cause of the pitching per-
formance? It is very unlikely. As another exam-
ple, race riots occurred in four separate cities in
1968, one day after an intense wave of sunspots.
The temporal ordering does not establish a
causal link between sunspots and race riots. Af-
ter all, all prior human history occurred before
some specific event. The temporal order condi-
tion simply eliminates from consideration po-
tential causes that occurred later in time.

It is not always easy to establish temporal
order. With cross-sectional research, temporal
order is tricky. For example, a researcher finds
that people who have a lot of education are also
less prejudiced than others. Does more educa-
tion cause a reduction in prejudice? Or do highly
prejudiced people avoid education or lack the
motivation, self-discipline, and intelligence
needed to succeed in school? Here is another ex-
ample. The students who get high grades in my
class say [ am an excellent teacher. Does getting
high grades make them happy, so they return the
favor by saying that I am an excellent teacher
(i.e., high grades cause a positive evaluation)? Or
am I doing a great job, so students study hard
and learn a lot, which the grades reflect (i.e.,
their learning causes them to get high grades)? It
is a chicken-or-egg problem. To resolve it, a re-
searcher needs to bring in other information or
design research to test for the temporal order.

Simple causal relations are unidirectional,
operating in a single direction from the cause to

the effect. Most studies examine unidirectional
relations. More complex theories specify recip-
rocal-effect causal relations—that is, a mutual
causal relationship or simultaneous causality.
For example, studying a lot causes a student to
get good grades, but getting good grades also
motivates the student to continue to study. The-
ories often have reciprocal or feedback relation-
ships, but these are difficult to test. Some
researchers call unidirectional relations nonre-
cursive and reciprocal-effect relations recursive.
A researcher also needs an association for
causality. Two phenomena are associated if they
occur together in a patterned way or appear to
act together. People sometimes confuse correla-
tion with association. Correlation has a specific
technical meaning, whereas association is a more
general idea. A correlation coefficient is a statisti-
cal measure that indicates the amount of associ-
ation, but there are many ways to measure
association. Figure 2.2 shows 38 people from a
lower-income neighborhood and 35 people from
an upper-income neighborhood. Can you see an
association between race and income level?
More people mistake association for causal-
ity than confuse it with temporal order. For ex-
ample, when I was in college, I got high grades on
the exams I took on Fridays but low grades on
those I took on Mondays. There was an associa-
tion between the day of the week and the exam
grade, but it did not mean that the day of the
week caused the exam grade. Instead, the reason
was that I worked 20 hours each weekend and
was very tired on Mondays. As another example,
the number of children born in India increased
until the late 1960s, then slowed in the 1970s. The
number of U.S.-made cars driven in the United
States increased until the late 1960s, then slowed
in the 1970s. The number of Indian children
born and the number of U.S. cars driven are as-
sociated: They vary together or increase and de-
crease at the same time. Yet there is no causal
connection. By coincidence, the Indian govern-
ment instituted a birth control program that
slowed the number of births at the same time
that Americans were buying more imported cars.
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B ox

25 Learning to See Causal Relations

As | was driving home from the university one day, |
heard a radio news report about gender and racial
bias in standardized tests. A person who claimed that
bias was a major problem said that the tests should
be changed. Since | work in the field of education and
disdain racial or gender bias, the report caught my
attention. Yet, as a social scientist, | critically evalu-
ated the news story. The evidence for a bias charge
was the consistent pattern of higher scores in math-
ematics for male high school seniors versus female
high school seniors, and for European-background
students versus African American students. Was the
cause of the pattern of different test scores a bias
built into the tests?

When questioned by someone who had de-
signed the tests, the person charging bias lacked a
crucial piece of evidence to support a claim of test

T P B e B e b T, o A o e B S S L 1

used a causal explanation; it said physican attire
causes certain types of patient perceptions. The
study by Weitzer and Tuch (2004, 2005) on po-
lice misconduct cited earlier used a causal ex-
planation. The cause was a person’s group
position and competitive pressure with other
groups. These are causally linked to police en-
counters, either directly or indirectly, and inter-
pretions of news reports, which differ by group
position. The police encounters and the inter-
pretations of news reports cause very different
perceptions of police misconduct. We can re-
state the logic in a deductive causal form: If the
proposition is true, then we observe certain
things in the empirical evidence. Good causal
explanations identify a causal relationship and
specify a causal mechanism. A simple causal ex-
planation is: X causes Y or Y occurs because of
X, where X and Y are concepts (e.g., early mar-
riage and divorce). Some researchers state
causality in a predictive form: If X occurs, then
Y follows. Causality can be stated in many ways:

bias: the educational experience of students. It
turns out that girls and boys take different numbers
and types of mathematics courses in high school.
Girls tend to take fewer math courses. Among the
girls who complete the same mathematics curricu-
lum as boys, the gender difference dissolves. Like-
wise, a large percentage of African Americans
attend racially segregated, poor-quality schools in
inner cities or in impoverished rural areas. For
African Americans who attend high-quality subur-
ban schools and complete the same courses, racial
differences in test scores disappear. This evidence
suggests that inequality in education causes test
score differences. Although the tests may have
problems, identifying the real cause implies that
changing the tests without first improving or equal-
izing education could be a mistake.

e e e N T T ST AT A T B RS

Xleads to Y, X produces ¥, X influences ¥, X is
related to Y, the greater X the higher Y.

Here is a simple causal theory: A rise in un-
employment causes an increase in child abuse.
The subject to be explained is an increase in the
occurrence of child abuse. What explains it is a
rise in unemployment. We “explain” the in-
crease in child abuse by identifying its cause. A
complete explanation also requires elaborating
the causal mechanism. My theory says that when
people lose their jobs, they feel a loss of self-
worth. Once they lose self-worth, they become
easily frustrated, upset, and angry. Frustrated
people often express their anger by directing vi-
olence toward those with whom they have close
personal contact (e.g., friends, spouse, children,
etc.). This is especially true if they do not under-
stand the source of the anger or cannot direct it
toward its true cause (e.g., an employer, govern-
ment policy, or “economic forces”).

The unemployment and child abuse exam-
ple illustrates a chain of causes and a causal

mechanism. R
of the chain.
ployment rate
or whether frt
ward the peop
strategy is to d
test various re
Relations
itive or negati:
lationship if
relationship t
causal variabl
effect variable
a person has, t
is. A negative
value on the
value on the
more frequen
vices, the low
each other. In
a positive rel:
signifies a neg

Structural Ex
tion is used wi
sequential, a
causal effect ¢
balls lined up
to bounce in
with spokes f
in which each
researcher m:
a set of inter
and relations
he or she uses
lationships “1
lations with
reinforcing s)
researcher sp
tifies essenti
whole.
Structur:
theory. Sand
plained Asiar
work theory




s1eak £7—97) 28e)s Ia1e] B Je 1291UN[OA 01 A[YI[
$$9] a1am (pJo s1eak 61—8T) sadels Jouid a0
je Sunuared 1o Sunjiom o) sw [NJ PajoAdp
oym 10 a5e)s A[1Ba UE Je I22IUN[OA 10U PIP OYM
3507, "sade1s Ia1E] 1B I221UNjoA 0] papusa) age)s
AJ1e2 ue 1 paseayunjoA oym a7doad (61-8T 25e)
aj] s uos1ad e Jo sa8eys Jorrd 18 sanIANIE UYoNs 4q
paouanpyur 4[3uons sem (/£7—97 38e) paArIasqo
Aoty a8e3s 1se 213 UT LJ1AT)OR 122)UN[0A JO sadAy
pue sjunowre a4} 18] punoj £3Y [, -suoneoadxa
J[pe PUE $3]01 [BID0S MIU SUIEI] U0SIad € Uaym
28e1s [eOTITID ® ST POOYI[NPE 0} UOLIISULI} Y}
JBY} palou s1oyIne o], ‘seseyd Ioje[ UT SJU2A
adeys A[[e1auad sjuass Ajres pue ‘saseyd 19110
1e pauaddey atires 3} JT 22q ALY P[NOM T JEYM
SIS 1] S, uosiad e Jo aseyd auo je Suruaddey
JusAd ue Jo 1oeduwl ay) yoTym ur sandadsiad
(35IN0D 1], © pasn s10yine Y[, *A109y3 2duanb
-3s shordwa 1 1aadeyn ur passnosip ($007)
IDWIMIOJA pUe ‘wosuyof 971219 Aq WSLIAI)
-unjoa uo Apnis [eued ayJ, ‘A103yy souanb
-3$ Ul pasn Os[e a1k suoneue[dxa [eIN}ONIG
"qof ureamsureur e 3urure)
-qO P31BIIIB] 1BYM ST $31] JI0MIIU JO IS pUE
IOMISU 2SIPAIP PUE 35Ie[ B 0} $53008 ‘UOITEI0[
Srom1au s uosiad e ‘sny, ‘qof wreansurew e a8
01 J[OYJIP 1 PUNOJ $OIUYII-0D 10 PIIoM OUMm
10 ‘S){T0MISU PATWII] UL ‘s31) [B100S Sumyoe] syueid
-] 'sqof Ureasuret o} Uo paaotl sjueidiur
-t 353y} ‘paaoaduir synys qof pue a8enguef se
Qum 12AQ ‘(Jusfojdurs uresansurew 03 UOIIS
-Ue1] 5] SpeW ApeaIfe oym soTuyle-od Sursn Aq
Ayunwwod >ruyla 1) puodaq sqof 198 syuerd
-turat padpsy 4ayy “9°1) sam) a8pLIq, d1am sary
Jiomiau oruyle ‘sny], ‘'dnoid dIuyle umo IRy}
ur sxafordura puofaq senrumyzoddo qof papued
-X3 SI9SN YIOMISN *(SILIBIPAULIDIUT 2q 0] WA}
payse pue saouejuienboe pue ‘SoAnERI ‘SpUILY
paouariadxa paymsuod A3yl 1) $IM) [BIOS
[euLIofur Y3noiy) 10 1a4ojdurs o1uy19-0d B yim
1a1a15 Juaurdofduna 1y3nos soys qol pue a8ens
~UB[ PINWI] YIM SIUBISTIUTIT MIN SqQOf UIm
SIURISIUWIWI PILIOS PUE PAYDIBU SHIOMIIU [RIO0S
1BY] pUNOJ pue sa[a8Uy SOT UI BUIYD) PUE ‘UBM
-1e], ‘@210 ‘saurddifyg 213 woy syuerSiur

U0 BIEP MIIAIIUT Pasn A3Y] "AIOd() dIom
-19u M Sunyass qof jueaSruun uersy paured
-X3 (Z00Z) NBUIdS pue Q3N ‘SIapues "A1091]]
}10M]3U UT pasn a1e suoneue[dxs [eInonIg
3[oyMm
PaY20[1s1ul U wrio] Jey) sured [eruassa sanyy
-uapt 1o saseyd jo sousnbas e sagmads 1aydIeasar
e ‘suoneue[dxa [eIN1ONDS U] ‘W2)sAs SuldIojural
Aeninwr e wioj AI109Y] B UM SUOTIE|
-31 pue s3deouod 3y, -asuas axyewr  sdrysuorie]
-211e1]] 05 sa130eue 10 s10YdeIatl $a5N 3YS I0 37
‘5]UaUI1R]S [eSTIED JO pealsu] “sdIysuone[a1 pue
‘s3daou0d ‘suonduumsse pajdaUUOIIANUT JO 135 B
sasn uoneue[dxs [eIndoNIs e Junjell 13YdIeasal
V '9[oyMm 3171 JO 11ed SULIO] PUBIIS [Jed YDIYM Ul
qam 19pids © JO BOPI [BIIU2D B WO S[ods [YIm
[S3YM B 03 IB[ILLIS 2IOW ST )T ‘UIN] UT 20UNO0Q 0}
yoes 3uisned Iajoue auo iy jeyy dn paurj s[[eq
JO Surns © 0] JE[TWITS ST YOTYM “UTEYD 1D3JJ2 [ESnEed
B OYI[U[) ‘$3LI0aY} [RUONOUN] pue Teniuanbas
I0MI3U :SALI0T]] JO SadA) 9211} UM pasn ST 1017
-ouv|dxa [annas Y uopuvldxy [pinganigg

‘diysuonepar aanedau e sayTudrs
(—) uSts aane3au e pue drysuonepe1 aanisod e
sayrugis (+) uSts snyd e ‘surexderp uj "1ayjo Yoes
SUIDIOAIP I13] JO SIDUEBYD 2] IIMOT 3} SIOIA
-19s sno1sTa1 spuane ajdnod e Apusnbay srowr
a3 ‘ordwexs 107 "S[qRLIBA 193] J1[} UO 3InjeA
I9MO[ ® UM $308 J[qeLIBA [ESTIED Y] UO dM[eA
1Sy e 1eY) sueawr diysuoyv]al aA1vSau y ST
Aoueypadxa aj11 194 10 s1y 128uo] 2y} ‘sey uosiad e
UONeINPI 210W 3] ‘O[durexa 10 "3[qeriea 103)Ja
9} uo anfea I2YSIy B Yim $203 J[qRLIEA [BSNED
311 U0 anjeA 12y31y e Jey) sueaws diysuonv)a.
aampisod vy Sunqiou Les Loy ;1 diysuonep
-a12an150d € A|dwr $121D18359Y] "2ANEBSU 10 2ATIT
-sod aq ues sa[qeLreA Uaam)aq sdrysuone[y
"BIEP 91]) IsuTE3e sAIYSUONB[aI SNOLIBA 153}
pue spred ojur £1091) 1981e] € 9PIATP 03 ST 43218118
o1easal [ed1d4) v ‘watyy 01 asopd ajdoad 2ty prem
-011U9]01A au1022q 3[doad pajensniy 13ylaym Io
‘19432803 1N2d0 asnqe prryo pue sajer Jjuswofd
WU I9YIaYMm 1533 Jydrwr A9y, "ureyd ay) jo
$11ed JUSISMIP 153] UBD SIYDILISY “WISIUEYDIIL

6% HOUV3IS3IY TVIDO0S ANV AYOIHL / T ¥ILdVHD

[esned e pu
-UIBX? 2snqe

-12A08 ‘124
11 1021p JOUL
-Ipun 10U 0
“UBIPIYD “ast
3502 dAET] 43
-1A SumpdaIrp
PaIBNSTLIT
awodaq 4a1p
-1]9s JO SsO|
USYM TR} SAT
Suneioqeps s
W asned sy §
-Uul 3y} _ Ure
® SI 11 surejdx
31} UT 358311
"2snqe PIIYD
-Uun uy asu y
X 19
ST X ‘X s9ouat

Rl B TR T

-lenba 1o Suja
18y} saidu
aaey Aew sis
159] SIsNED U
3DUIPIAD SIY|
|[BIDE ‘S35SIN0D
-angns Ajijenb
104 "seale |el
ui sjooyas Ay
SUBDLISWY Uue
-)|I7 "SIA|OSSI|
-N2LUND SD1jeu
3y} Suowy sz
‘looyas ygiy u
S19qWNU JUI3
1 "SIU3PNS J




40 PART ONE / FOUNDATIONS

old). Thus, later events flowed from an inter-
connected process in which earlier stages set a
course or direction that pointed to specific
events in a later stage.

Additionally, structural explanations are
used in functional theory. Functional theorists
explain an event by locating it within a larger,
ongoing, balanced social system. They often use
biological metaphors. These researchers explain
something by identifying its function within a
larger system or the need it fulfills for the sys-
tem. Functional explanations are in this form: “L
occurs because it serves needs in the system M.”
Theorists assume that a system will operate to
stay in equilibrium and to continue over time. A
functional theory of social change says that, over
time, a social system, or society, moves through
developmental stages, becoming increasingly
differentiated and more complex. It evolves a
specialized division of labor and develops greater
individualism. These developments create
greater efficiency for the system as a whole. Spe-
cialization and individualism create temporary
disruptions. The traditional ways of doing things
weaken, but new social relations emerge. The
system generates new ways to fulfill functions or
satisfy its needs.

Kalmijn (1991) used a functional explana-
tion to explain a shift in how people in the
United States select marriage partners. He relied
on secularization theory, which holds that on-
going historical processes of industrialization
and urbanization shape the development of so-
ciety. During these modernization processes,
people rely less on traditional ways of doing
things. Religious beliefs and local community
ties weaken, as does the family’s control over
young adults. People no longer live their entire
lives in small, homogeneous communities.
Young adults become more independent from
their parents and from the religious organiza-
tions that formerly played a critical role in se-
lecting marriage partners.

Society has a basic need to organize the way
people select marriage partners and find part-
ners with whom they share fundamental values.

In modern society, people spend time away
from small local settings in school settings. In
these school settings, especially in college, they
meet other unmarried people. Education is a
major socialization agent in modern society.
Increasingly, it affects a person’s future earn-
ings, moral beliefs and values, and ways of
spending leisure time. This explains why there
has been a trend in the United States for people
to marry less within the same religion and in-
creasingly to marry persons with a similar level
of education. In traditional societies, the family
and religious organization served the function
of socializing people to moral values and link-
ing them to potential marriage partners who
held similar values. In modern society, educa-
tional institutions largely fulfill this function
for the social system.

Interpretive Explanation. The purpose of an
interpretive explanation is to foster understand-
ing. The interpretive theorist attempts to dis-
cover the meaning of an event or practice by
placing it within a specific social context. He or
she tries to comprehend or mentally grasp the
operation of the social world, as well as get a feel
for something or to see the world as another per-
son does. Because each person’s subjective
worldview shapes how he or she acts, the re-
searcher attempts to discern others’ reasoning
and view of things. The process is similar to
decoding a text or work of literature. Meaning
comes from the context of a cultural symbol
system.

Duneier’s (1999) study of sidewalk life in
New York City discussed earlier in this chapter
used an interpretive explanation. An interpretive
explanation is also illustrated by Edelman,
Fuller, and Mara-Drita’s (2001) study of how
companies adopted policies related to diversity
issues in the early 1990s—that is, affirmative ac-
tion and equal opportunity. The authors exam-
ined what managers said, or their rhetoric, about
diversity concerns. Rhetoric included various
statements about diversity made by professional
managers, business school professors, and con-
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5 &wh of knowledge. They see multiple par-
Wi as a sign of the immaturity or underde-
velopment of the “science” in the social sciences.
Some believe all social science researchers
should embrace a single paradigm and stop us-
ing alternatives to it.

Other social scientists accept the coexistence
of multiple paradigms. They recognize that this
can be confusing and often makes communicat-
ing difficult among those who use a different ap-
proach. Despite this, they argue that each social
science paradigm provides important kinds of
knowledge and insights, so to drop one would
limit what we can learn about the social world.
These social scientists note that no one definitely
can say which approach is “best” or even whether
itis necessary or highly desirable to have only one
paradigm. So instead of closing off an approach
that offers innovative ways to study social life and
gain insight into human behavior, they argue for
keeping a diversity of approaches.

In this section, we will look at three funda-
mental paradigms or approaches used in social
science. Each approach has been around for over
150 years and is used by many highly respected
professional researchers. These approaches are
unequal in terms of the number of followers,
quantity of new studies, and types of issues ad-
dressed. Often, people who strongly adhere to
one approach disagree with researchers who use
another, or see the other approaches as being less
valuable or less “scientific” than their approach.
Although adherents to each approach may use
various research techniques, theories, and theo-
retical frameworks, researchers who adopt one
approach tend to favor certain research tech-
niques, theories, or theoretical frameworks over
others. The three approaches are positivism, in-
terpretive, and critical; each has internal divi-
sions, offshoots, and extensions, but these are
the core ideas of the three major approaches.

Positivist Approach

Positivism is the most widely practiced social sci-
<nce approach, especially in North America.

Positivism sees social science research as funda-
mentally the same as natural science research; it
assumes that social reality is made up of objec-
tive facts that value-free researchers can precisely
measure and use statistics to test causal theories.
Large-scale bureaucratic agencies, companies,
and many people in the general public favor a
positivist approach because it emphasizes get-
ting objective measures of “hard facts” in the
form of numbers.

Positivists put a great value on the principle
of replication, even if only a few studies are repli-
cated. Replication occurs when researchers or
others repeat the basics of a study and get iden-
tical or very similar findings. Positivists em-
phasize replication and the ultimate test of
knowledge. This is because they believe that dif-
ferent observers looking at the same facts will get
the same results if they carefully specify their
ideas, precisely measure the facts, and follow the
standards of objective research. When many
studies by independent researchers yield similar
findings, confidence grows that we accurately
captured the workings of social reality and there-
fore scientific knowledge increases.

If a researcher repeats a study and does not
get similar findings, one or more of five possibil-
ities may be occurring: (1) the initial study was
an unusual fluke or based on a misguided un-
derstanding of the social world; (2) important
conditions were present in the initial study, but
no one was aware of their significance so they
were not specified; (3) the initial study, or the
repeat of it, was sloppy—it did not include very
careful, precise measures; (4) the initial study, or
the repeat of it, was improperly conducted—re-
searchers failed to closely follow the highest
standards for procedures and techniques, or
failed to be completely objective; or (5) the re-
peated study was an unusual fluke.

The positivist approach is nomothetic; it
means explanations use law or law-like princi-
ples. Positivists may use inductive and deductive
inquiry, but the ideal is to develop a general
causal law or principle then use logical deduc-
tion to specify how it operates in concrete situa-
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- FART ONE / FOUNDATIONS

2 idiographic form of explanation and use in-
ductive reasoning. Idiographic literally means
specific description and refers to explaining an
aspect of the social world by offering a highly de-
tailed picture or description of a specific social
setting, process, or type of relationship. For ex-
ample, qualitative researchers do not see replica-
tion as the ultimate test of knowledge. Instead,
they emphasize verstehen or empathetic under-
standing. Verstehen is the desire of a researcher
to get inside the worldview of those he or she is
studying and accurately represent how the peo-
ple being studied see the world, feel about it, and
act. In other words, the best test of good social
knowledge is not replication but whether the re-
searcher can demonstrate that he or she really
captured the inner world and personal perspec-
tive of the people studied.

Critical Approach

The critical approach shares many features with
an interpretive approach, but it blends an objec-
tive/materialist with a constructionist view of so-
cial reality. The key feature of the critical
approach is a desire to put knowledge into ac-
tion and a belief that research is not value free.
Research is the creation of knowledge, and peo-
ple regularly use knowledge to advance political-
moral ends. This gives doing social research a
strong connection to political-moral issues. The
researcher can decide to ignore and help those
with power and authority in society, or advance
social justice and empower the powerless.
Critical approach emphasizes the multilay-
ered nature of social reality. On the surface level,
there is often illusion, myth, and distorted think-
ing. The critical approach notes that people are
often misled, are subject to manipulated mes-
sages, or hold false ideas. Yet, beneath the sur-
face level at a deeper, often hidden level lies
“real” objective reality. Part of the task of social
research is to strip away the surface layer of illu-
sion or falsehood. Although a researcher wants
to see beyond this layer, he or she does not en-
tirely ignore it. Such an outer layer is important

because it profoundly shapes much of human
action.

The critical approach has an activist orien-
tation and favors action research. Praxis is the
ultimate test of how good an explanation is in
the critical approach. It is a blending of theory
and concrete action; theory informs one about
the specific real-world actions one should take
to advance social change, and one uses the expe-
riences of engaging in action for social change to
reformulate the theory. All the approaches see a
mutual relationship between abstract theory and
concrete empirical evidence, but the critical ap-
proach goes further and tries to dissolve the gap
between abstract theory and the empirical expe-
riences of using the theory to make changes in
the world.

THE DYNAMIC DUO

You have seen that theory and research are in-
terrelated. Only the naive, new researcher mis-
takenly believes that theory is irrelevant to
research or that a researcher just collects the
data. Researchers who attempt to proceed with-
out theory may waste time collecting useless
data. They easily fall into the trap of hazy and
vague thinking, faulty logic, and imprecise con-
cepts. They find it difficult to converge onto a
crisp research issue or to generate a lucid ac-
count of their study’s purpose. They also find
themselves adrift as they attempt to design or
conduct empirical research.

The reason is simple. Theory frames how we
look at and think about a topic. It gives us con-
cepts, provides basic assumptions, directs us to
the important questions, and suggests ways for
us to make sense of data. Theory enables us to
connect a single study to the immense base of
knowledge to which other researchers con-
tribute. To use an analogy, theory helps a re-
searcher see the forest instead of just a single
tree. Theory increases a researcher’s awareness
of interconnections and of the broader signifi-
cance of data (see Table 2.1).
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deductive approach
empirical generalization
functional theory
grounded theory
ideal type
idiographic
inductive approach
macro-level theory
meso-level theory
micro-level theory
negative relationship
nomothetic
paradigm

positive relationship
praxis

prediction
proposition
replication

verstehen

Endnotes

L.

2.

See Felson (1991), Felson and Felson (1993), and
Logan (1991) for a discussion of blame analysis.
For more detailed discussions of concepts, see
Chafetz (1978:45-61), Hage (1972:9-85), Kaplan
(1964:34-80), Mullins (1971:7-18), Reynolds
(1971), and Stinchcombe (1968, 1973).

. Turner (1980) discussed how sociological expla-

nation and theorizing can be conceptualized as
translation.

. Classifications are discussed in Chafetz (1978:

63-73) and Hage (1972).

. Introductions to alternative theoretical frame-

works and social theories are provided in Craib
(1984), Phillips (1985:44-59), and Skidmore
(1979).

An introduction to functional explanation can be
found in Chafetz (1978:22-25).




