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Sociology as Science 

Science, Scientific Method and Critique 

 The need to have sociology as a new branch of knowledge was realised quite late and many branches of 

knowledge had already taking shape and gained respectability before sociology was conceived. These branches of knowledge 

have been termed as "Sciences". Examples of some of the sciences which preceded sociology are Astronomy, Physics, 

Chemistry and Biology. Thus sociology that grew under the shadow of illustrious predecessors like Physics and Biology tended 

to emulate their patterns. The basic assumption that is central to the sciences that distinguished them from mediaeval learning is 

that: Truth about the world can be known through sensory observation.  

 Thus the scientist seeks his truth by observing the world rather than by waiting for revelations like a cloistered 

monk or by meditating like a Hindu mystic. Sociology also inherited this premise. An illustration of knowledge based upon 

sensory observation is, if one sees a bird that is called by the people ‘a crow’ and finds it is black, then one arrives at the 

conclusion that ‘crow is black’. The veracity of this knowledge lies in the fact that it is supposed by sensory observation. But 

our senses can sometimes deceive us. It is very real possibility to be guarded against. Scientists adopt certain procedural steps 

that seek to reduce such a possibility. These act of procedural steps constitute the Scientific Methods. 

 

Perspective 

 Knowledge based on sensory observation has a paradoxical character. The following statement seeks to convey 

this paradox in a simple way. "In order to gain knowledge about anything we should know something about it". If they know 

nothing at all about the object of an enquiry we shall never be able to know anything about it. In case we are totally ignorant 

about something and yet want to acquire knowledge about it through sensory observation, we make certain assumptions about it, 

and start an enquiry with the belief that these assumptions are true. Of course if these assumptions are not supported by facts 

gathered through sensory observations, we should be ready to abandon them. The significance of these assumptions is that they 

tell us what to look for or where to direct our sensory observation. This point would become evident through the following 

examples: 

 if a doctor trained in modern medicine wants to find out the reasons for the symptoms like headache, giddiness and 

general weakness, he might examine the digestive system, the food taken by his patient or he might monitor the heart 

beats and blood pressure or enquire about his sleeping patterns and also take into account the weather conditions. He 

may find his answer from some of these conditions. 

 Now, think of shaman in a tribal village who also tries to cure the patient with similar symptoms. He may 

explore the possibility of a spell caused by witch or of the disenchantment of the supernatural power with the person concerned 

due to some act of omission or commission on its part. 

 In the third case, where a person has neither been trained as a doctor nor as a shaman, he would not be trying 

either of these ways. Perhaps he may not know where to look for the reasons at all. 

 In the case of the Doctor, trained in modern medicine, his search for the cause, is governed by a set of 

assumptions namely; human body is unified whole, it has specialised parts. These parts tend to be interdependent and 

malfunctioning of one lead to malfunctioning of the other. Basing himself on such assumptions, he's likely to see 

interrelationship between headache, and digestion failure or giddiness and blood circulation. On the other hand the shaman may, 

by means of assumptions that world is governed by supernatural forces, who need to be a appeased , failure to do so might invite 

divine retribution. This may be supplemented by another assumption that certain individuals are endowed with special powers 

directed towards evil which makes them likely source of ill-health of the neighbours. 
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 Thus from the above illustrations, one can see how underlying assumptions shape one's enquiry. While the 

absence of assumptions renders one incapable of carrying out any enquiry. As it is evident from the case of person who has 

neither been a doctor nor a shaman. Now a set of mutually consistent assumptions which underlie our approach to things, we 

want to explore is called a "Perspective". All systematised enquiries need perspective. So does sociology. Though it has not yet 

succeeded in building a unified one, rather, there are three major perspectives that supplement each other. 

 

Concepts 

 If we can appreciate the significance of language in our day to day life, we should also be able to appreciate the 

significance of concepts in scientific method. Language is a system of symbols that forms the medium through which we 

comprehend the world around and inside us and it is the basis of a thought process. It also acts as a means of communication 

with others without which social life would be impossible. Now language has been termed as a system of symbols because 

linguistic terms are abstractions, i.e. they are mentally created and to them certain meanings are imputed by which they come to 

stand for the real phenomena. 

Following example illustrates this characteristic of the language: 

 When we use phrase "a human being", it creates an image of certain type of biological organism. Therefore, we 

call it an abstraction . Next if we did not have the image in our mind we would not be able to think about the organism and since 

others also have a similar image associated with same linguistic labels, it would be possible for us to convey our thoughts to 

others in a brief manner. Otherwise, we would have to describe each aspect of the organism to others to communicate an idea. 

Thus in brief, language is a system of symbols which helps us in comprehending reality, thinking about it and communicating 

our opinions of reality in a shortcut manner others. 

 Now, concepts are, what scientific language is made up of in fact all languages are made up of concepts. Only 

difference being that concept in scientific language are more precisely and un-ambiguously defined. Sometimes, terms from 

dead languages, like Latin, are adopted to avoid any ambiguity due to mixing up with day to day language. Botany is one such 

case were rather awkward terms are used quite often. Otherwise concepts serve the same function as all other linguistic terms 

do. They help in comprehending the reality that the science is engaged in studying. They act as mediums of shortcut 

communication among those associated with enquiry. Through it must be conceded that in its attempt to ensure precision and 

brevity, scientific concepts to make scientific languages rather esoteric (understood by or meant for only the select few who 

have special knowledge or interest), beyond the comprehension of even an educated lay man. However, in sociology most of the 

concepts are terms taken from day to day language which are given precise meaning. Yet, problems remain namely, sometimes 

different terms are used to signify the same phenomena or vice versa. For the meanings of the existing concepts may undergo 

change over time. These factors may contribute to ambiguity or stop hence sociology is only partly successful in achieving the 

scientific goal of having clear and precise concepts to stop if you refer to "the elements of social life", we find the use of many 

sociological concepts namely status, roles, groups, institutions, society, interaction, accommodation, assimilation and so 

on. 

Gathering information on constructing explanations: the basic procedural steps involved in gathering information on 

construction of explanations are, 

1. Observation, 

2. Comparison & Classification and 

3. Generalisations. 

Observation 

 Scientific knowledge is based on sensory observation of reality. Those aspects of reality that are definite, 

certain, self-evident and have independent existence are called "Facts". Since they have an independent existence of their own 
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so they are amenable to sensory observation. However, scientific investigation is not a search for isolated and random facts 

rather it is a guided enquiry to test the authenticity of definite propositions that form the starting point of gathering information. 

They are called "Hypothesis". A hypothesis states that what we are looking for. It formulates the logical relationship between 

different aspects of reality expressed in terms of scientific concepts. A good hypothesis should be specific, simple and presented 

in testable form. Sociology also makes use of hypothesis in carrying out sociological research but this practice is not always 

strictly adhered to. Especially when a sociologist is trying to explore society, about which he knows very little, it would not be 

possible to begin the research with hypothesis. Some examples of hypothesis which may be used in sociological enquiry can be, 

 crime rates are high in urban areas than in rural areas; 

 Pace of urbanisation increases with that of industrialisation. 

 Here, the concepts like crime rate, urban, rural, urbanisation, and industrialisation, etc, should be clearly defined 

beforehand. Now, sociologist would have to look for facts only in specific areas relating to these propositions rather than 

wandering all over. Thus, hypothesis helps to narrow down a score of sociological enquiry to manageable limits. 

 Sometimes hypothesis may be tested under experimental conditions. Most of the established sciences do use 

experimental method quite successfully. However, in sociology, experiment and method is only rarely possible due to both 

practical and ethical reasons; so observation is carried out mostly under non-experimental conditions. Sources of data include, 

social service, observational and interview methods etc. 

Comparison and Classification 

 Next step in search is to process the information collected so as to make it intelligible. Comparison and 

classification are the steps involved in processing the data, sometimes sociologists also tried to build typologies by using 

comparative method. Typologies are models consisting of a set of traits which tend to occur in conjunction with each other. 

When the typology is rooted in empirical data and the traits included are such that they tend to be most commonly distributed, it 

is called the ‘Average Type’. Building an ‘average type’ helps in categorising the whole class of phenomena under one 

category. Otherwise, the researcher would be left to deal with such phenomena  as isolated cases. ‘Mechanical Solidarity’ and 

‘Organic Solidarity’ are examples of such average types. They are mental creations of the social scientists and in their pure form 

they could not be found to be replicated anywhere in reality. Such typologies are called ‘Ideal Types’. 

Generalisations 

 A Generalisation is a form of propositional knowledge that holds true for the whole class of phenomena. It 

postulates the existence of a determinate relationship, between a set of variables (variable is an aspect of reality that can assume 

different values) in terms of which empirically ascertainable regularities can be explained. Explanation may be given in terms of 

the cause or consequences of any phenomena or it can be both. However, in sociology perfect causal relationship is not possible. 

At best, we can establish statistical correlations. 

 The Generalisations can be arrived at if our hypothesis is repeatedly supported by empirical data. If 

generalisation is found to be almost universally true, it may be called a “Law”. Other terms of generalisations having different 

degrees of generality are “theory” or a “tendency statement”. Generalisations serve two major functions. Firstly they make 

knowledge manageable. Imagine, Newton having to go on individually describing each object that fell towards the earth. It 

would be a never-ending process. By stating the phenomena in general terms namely, the Law of Gravitation, one generalisation 

alone suffices for all. Secondly Generalisations also helps in predicting the phenomena. For example by knowing the third law 

of motion, we can always predict that whenever a body will emit exhaust of gas in one direction it is bound to be pushed in the 

opposite direction. 

 Tradition becomes possible because as Einstein said "nature does not play the game of dice". Nature behaves in 

an ordered manner & science aims at discovering this order that is expressed through generalisations. Thus generalisations are 

possible only so long as reality itself displays a regular pattern. Sociology also approaches its subject matter on the premise that 

social reality is an ordered and patterned reality. However, sociologists have not been able to discover laws similar to those in 
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physical and natural sciences, the reason being that their assumption about the nature of social reality is only partly true and 

therefore only limited generalisation indicating broad trends would be discovered. The social phenomena are extremely complex 

and changeable and do not conform to any definite pattern. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Positivism and its Critique 

Many sociologists have argued that logic, methods and procedures of natural sciences are applicable to the study of 

man. A science of human behaviour is therefore possible and sociologist has much claim to scientific status as physics, 

chemistry and biology. Such claims were often made by founding fathers of sociology for example, Auguste Comte (1798 – 

1857) argued that application of natural science methodology to the study of man would produce a ‘positive signs of society’. It 

would reveal that evolution of society followed in variable laws. It would show that behaviour in the social world is governed by 

laws in the same way as behaviour in the natural world. Contemporary sociologists are more cautious about claims for scientific 

status of their discipline. 

 Indeed many reject the view that natural science methodologies appropriate for the study of human behaviour. 

Despite these reservations a considerable body of sociological research has been and still is directed by research methodology 

drawn from the natural science. This approach to the study of man is often known as positivism. 

 Before examining positivist methodologies sociological necessary to look at the logic and method of scientific 

enquiry. The account that follows is overly simple and represents only one view of natural science methodology. However, it 

does contain many of the ideas which have guided sociologists who assume that such methodologies appropriate to the study of 

human behaviour. 

 The natural scientist is concerned with investigating and explaining behaviour of matter in the natural world. He 

assumes that this behaviour is subject to unalterable laws. Since the behaviour of matter is governed by laws, it is therefore 

determined: every event in the material universe has a cause. By systematic observation and experimentation, the natural 

scientist seeks to reveal the causes of behaviour and so discover the laws by which it is governed. He assumes that matter 

always reacts in a predictable way to external stimuli. This can be shown experiment Delhi. In laboratory experiments scientists 

are able to shoot at under fixed conditions, matter will always behave inexact in the same way in response to a particular 

stimulus. To take a simple example, water always boils at the same temperature. Matter is compelled to react in this way 
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because it has no consciousness. It has no intentions, hoppers is or motives which direct its behaviour. Matter does not define an 

external stimulus in terms of a range of meanings and therefore vary its response to that stimulus. 

 As a result the natural scientist is not required to explore and take account of the internal consciousness of 

matter in order to explain its behaviour. He can simply observe its activity ‘from the outside’. He's able to explain its behaviour 

merely as a reaction to an external stimulus. 

 The natural scientist systematically observes and measures the behaviour of a matter. The result of these 

observations are regarded as objective facts, as data which are not distorted by the value judgements and ideology of the 

particular scientist. This is due to the availability of objective system of classification and measurement, for example measuring 

systems for temperature, volume and pressure. The results of observation using such objective criteria can be confirmed by other 

scientists. Their accuracy can be checked by the application, dieties by the repetition of CDs observations or an experiment 

under the same conditions. For example, it can be shown that a given amount of heat applied to a fixed volume of a particular 

liquid will always produce the same amount of gas. 

 By such controlled experiments it is possible to establish causal relationships between the factors or variables 

involved. From this kind of observation the natural scientist constructs theories to explain the behaviour of matter. A behaviour 

is observed which differs from that predicted by theory, then the theory is either modified or changed. Thus by constant 

reference to observable and measurable data, the natural scientists is able to develop and refine theories which predict and 

explain behaviour of matter. 

 If it is assumed that behaviour in the social and natural worlds is governed by the same principles, the natural 

science methodologies appropriate for the study of human society. Positivist sociology is largely based on this assumption will 

stop it argues that both man and matter are part of the natural universe and that the behaviour of both is governed by natural 

laws. Just as matriarchs to external stimuli, so man reacts to forces external to his being. Social and natural behaviour is 

therefore determined and can be explained in terms of cause and effect relationships. The data of natural sciences are drawn 

from direct observation of the behaviour of matter, behaviour which can be quantified according to objective criteria. The same 

procedures are possible in the observation of human behaviour. Only factors which can be directly observed an objectively 

measured from acceptable data. Thus the motives, feelings and mental states of individuals, factors which cannot be directly 

observed, are inadmissible. In fact it is unnecessary to probe the consciousness of the individual senses behaviour is caused by 

external forces rather than internal feeling states. It is these forces which must be examined in order to explain human 

behaviour. Just as natural science involves the core structure of theories based on observable data, so sociology can develop 

theories based on direct observation of human behaviour. Given these assumptions, natural science methodologies applicable to 

the study of man. 

 

Critique 

  Fundamentally, positivist knowledge is knowledge alienated from both the social scientist and the society 
studied. The relationship between the positivist and the social world they study has often been termed a "contemplative stance." 
The only role that is acceptable for the positivists to play is one of contemplating the world they study. Their information can be 
given or sold to the powers that be and used for administration of anything from welfare to "criminal justice," but the role of 
sociologist can only be that of observer of the given reality. Positivist thought is called "one-dimensional" by Herbert Marcuse 
because positivist sociology is reduced to the contemplative observation of what is, and the ethical impulse to judge the social 
world and transform it into one in which humans may be free of domination is suppressed by the positivist concept of 
knowledge. As Emile Durkheim (1938), the French positivist sociologist, said, "social facts are things." This statement 
expresses the attempt of positivism to commodity knowledge and to reify or "thingify" social reality which is actually composed 
of changing living human relationships. 

 The term reification literally means "thingification". It means that positivists treat the concrete flux of social 
experience as if it were reducible to their abstract models of it. Soon empirical experience becomes little more than an excuse to 
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"test" an abstraction, or to use a sophisticated mathematical model such as "path analysis" or the various types of "systems 
analysis." Sociological positivism, at its most sophisticated, becomes abstract, reified objectivistic idealism. Positivism hides 
from the social world it claims to study, in the relative security of cumulative statistical obscurity. Furthermore, all system's 
analysis and statistical sociology operate on the assumption that what appears to exist is the extent of reality. The model of the 
system's analyst has no room for "new variables" and conceptualizes reality from the point of view of the status quo. The very 
categories of analysis are developed under the assumption of the existence of reality as it is, not as it could be. This is a built-in 
bias to system's analysis which the technicians and theorists alike do not question. 

 Sociological positivism bases the verification of its knowledge on a notion of facts as irreducible units of truth 
which are to be discovered by the social scientist. But facts do not fall to us from heaven. They are a constructed part of the 
society and the intellectual context within which we live and work (Berger, 19 ). For the positivist, some fragments of reality are 
"facts", others are "values". Who decides what is what? This problematic of sociological positivism--that is, the collection of 
assumptions, suppositions taken for granted, and factors omitted (or critical sciences)--is seldom if ever examined by the 
positivists themselves. The positivists are content to elaborate their rules of methodology, either ignoring the social theory on 
which they are based or refusing to admit that they have a theory. The assumption behind the technocratic facade of "high 
science" sociology is the claim of the scientific method to a cognitive monopoly on truth. This is an essentially religious or 
dogmatic claim of truth, not an enlightened and open pursuit of truth. Positivism's claim to truth is most often expressed in the 
ideology of "value-free" social science. 

 The social world did not spring out of nowhere. It is the historical product of human beings and should be 
understood and criticized in its historical and cultural context, not simply described in a "factual" manner. The most obvious 
flaw of traditional theory is that it is ahistorical. The objects we find in our social environment--cities, towns, fields and 
factories--are not simply given to us by Nature, they are historical products of human labor. Not simply "reality in itself," but 
also the way in which we perceive reality is historically conditioned. 

Fact,value and objectivity 

 Objectivity is a goal of scientific investigation. Sociology also being a science aspires for the goal objectivity. 
Objectivity is a frame of mind so that personal prejudices, preferences or predilections of the social scientists do not contaminate 
the collection of analysis of data. Thus scientific investigations should be free from prejudices of race, color, religion, sex or 
ideological biases. 

 The need of objectivity in sociological research has been emphasized by all important sociologists. For example 
Durkheim in the Rules of the Sociological Method stated that social facts must be treated as things and all preconceived notions 
about social facts must be abandoned. Even Max Weber emphasized the need of objectivity when he said that sociology must be 
value free. According to Radcliff Brown the social scientist must abandon or transcend his ethnocentric and egocentric biases 
while carrying out researches. Similarly Malinowski advocated cultural relativism while anthropological field work in order to 
ensure objectivity. 

 However objectivity continues to be an elusive goal at the practical level. In fact one school of thought 
represented by Gunnar Myrdal states that total objectivity is an illusion which can never be achieved. Because all research is 
guided by certain viewpoints and view points involve subjectivity. Myrdal suggested that the basic viewpoints should be made 
clear. Further he felt that subjectivity creeps in at various stages in the course of sociological research. Merton believes that the 
very choice of topic is influenced by personal preferences and ideological biases of the researcher. 

 Besides personal preferences the ideological biases acquired in the course of education and training has a 
bearing on the choice of the topic of research. The impact of ideological biases on social-research can be very far-reaching as 
seen from the study of Tepostalan village in Mexico. Robert Redfield studied it with functionalist perspective and concluded 
that there exists total harmony between various groups in the village while Oscar Lewis studied this village at almost the same 
time from Marxist perspective and found that the society was conflict ridden. Subjectivity can also creep in at the time of 
formulation of hypotheses. Normally hypotheses are deduced from existing body of theory. All sociological theories are 
produced by and limited to particular groups whose viewpoints and interests they represent. Thus formulation of hypotheses will 
automatically introduce a bias in the sociological research. The third stage at which subjectivity creeps in the course of research 
is that of collection of empirical data. No technique of data collection is perfect. Each technique may lead to subjectivity in one 
way or the other. In case of participant observation the observer as a result of nativisation acquires a bias in favour of the group 
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he is studying. While in non-participant observation of the sociologist belongs to a different group than that under study he is 
likely to impose his values and prejudices. 

 In all societies there are certain prejudices which affect the research studies. In case of interview as a technique 
the data may be influenced by context of the interview, the interaction of the participants, and participant's definition of the 
situation and if adequate rapport does not extend between them there might be communication barriers. Thus according to P.V 
Young interview sometimes carries a subjectivity. Finally it can also affect the field limitations as reported by Andre Beteille 
study of Sripuram village in Tanjore where the Brahmins did not allow him to visit the untouchable locality and ask their point 
of view. 

 Thus complete objectivity continues to be an elusive goal. The researcher should make his value preference 
clear in research monograph. Highly trained and skilled research workers should be employed. Various methods of data 
collection research should be used and the result obtained from one should be cross-checked with those from the other. Field 
limitations must be clearly stated in the research monograph. 

 Read of a value judgement is the slogan of most of the contemporary western sociologists. Sociological, they 
argue, should be concerned with social facts and their interconnections, with the study of social interaction without any 
reference to values, norms or purposes. If sociology is to be a distinct signs it is argued, sociologist must refrain from passing 
value judgement. Hence it is proclaimed sociology should be value neutral. 

 For the sociologist, societies both the objective of study and the source of his own values. The values also form 
part of the society being studied, and a sociologist must be objective about them. Yet, he cannot avoid acting according to values 
because he himself is a social being. 

 In principle, any sociologist’s account of a society or a social situation, or to consist, first, of an objective 
statement of observation connected with each other biological analysis, or explanation. They should be objective in the sense 
that if another sociologists came and repeated the analysis he would get the same results, and if it did not, the difference between 
the two would be explained by mistake that the other had made in observing the fact. Secondly, the sociologist account might 
also contain his own evaluation recommendation, about the society or situation concerned. 

 Many sociologists find no harm in the value interpretation so long as it is clearly distinguishable from the 
factual analysis, so long, that is as a sociologist makes it clear when is introducing a value judgement. 

 In the first phase, the study of values is itself a study of certain types of facts. Ethics, for example, is a study of 
the ways in which men as members of society approve certain classes of acts and condemn others; it is a study of the conditions, 
psychological and sociological, in which moral beliefs, practices and values have appeared. 

 

 

 

 

 

Non-positivist Methodologies 

 Non-positivist epistemologies take various forms but are firmly set against the utility of a search for laws or 

underlying regularities in the world of social affairs.  For the non-positivist, the social world is  relativistic and can only be 

understood from the point of view of the individuals who are directly involved in the activities being studied.  Non-positivists 

reject the standpoint of the observer, which  characterises positivist epistemology, as a valid  vantage point for understanding 

human activities .  
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 Non-positivist research is characterised by the detailed observation and involvement of the researchers in the 

natural setting in which the study occurs, together with the avoidance of prior commitment to theoretical constructs or 

hypotheses formulated before gathering data. 

 

Quantitative Research 

 The assumption underlying the quantitative research approach is that research designs should be based on an 

objective view of the world and follow the positivist model of controlling variables and testing pre-specified hypotheses.  

 

Qualitative Research 

 Qualitative research, as a field of inquiry in its own right, cuts across disciplines, fields, and subject matter.  

Qualitative researchers study things in their natural settings, attempting to make sense of, or interpret, phenomena in terms of 

the meanings people bring to them.  Both qualitative and quantitative researchers are concerned about the individual's point of 

view, however, qualitative investigators believe they can get closer to the subject's perspective through detailed interviewing 

and observation.  They argue that quantitative researchers seldom are able to capture the subject's perspective because they have 

to rely on more remote, inferential empirical materials.   The empirical data produced by the softer, interpretive methods, are 

regarded by many quantitative researchers as unreliable, impressionistic and not 

objective.  

 

Interpretive Research 

 Interpretive studies are based on  relativistic  epistemology 

(a branch of philosophy that investigates the origin, nature,methods, and limits of human knowledge) , a volunteerist view of 

human nature and an  ideographic methodology.  Interpretive studies conform to  interpretive paradigm. Interpretive studies 

reject the possibility of an objective accounting of events and situations, seeking instead a relativist, shared understanding of 

phenomena.  Generalization to a population is not usually sought.  Rather, the intent is to gain a deeper understanding of the  

phenomena which is believed can be used to inform in other contexts.  

 Interpretive researchers attempt to understand the way research subjects construe, conceptualize, and understand 

events, concepts and categories as these are assumed to influence individual  behaviour .  Interpretive researchers have adopted 

a wide range of philosophical thought, including phenomenology, 

hermeneutics(the science of interpretation, especially of the Scriptures) and critical social theory in constructing their research 

practices, all of which have the common characteristic of attempting to explain and understand the social world from the point 

of view of those directly involved in the social process.  Interpretive research methods include action research, case studies, 

ethnography, hermeneutic analysis,  narrative analysis, use of metaphors and grounded theory. 

Critical Research 

 Critical research is based on a belief that the current social systems are historically based and seeks to develop 

standpoints where current social practice can be analyzed with a view to replacing it with other structures and norms. 

 

 

 


