Sociology 202 (Martin)
Lecture Outline 2: September 6, 2005

· Human Inquiry and Social Science

· Babbie, Pages 4 – 31.

· Epistemology:  How people know things

· Problems with our informal epistemology

· Ontological perspectives:  The nature of reality

· The social science approach to knowing

· Some dialectical terms we will use

The Baby Food Quandary

· Given the complex social issues involved in..

·  deciding to have children (and in unintended childbearing,)

· deciding whether to buy baby food (instead of other sources)

· …how can a baby food manufacturer know how much baby food to make?

The Epistemology of  Ordinary Human Inquiry

· Some knowledge is acquired by experience.

· experience includes our observations, and our judgments about causality, probabilistic reasoning, and the relatedness of current with previous experiences.

· Much of our knowledge comes from agreement, traditions and authority.

· Are the social institutions that provide traditional and authoritative knowledge active or passive?

Problems with our informal epistemology

· Inaccurate observations
· Overgeneralization (too small a sample)

· Selective Observation (nonrepresentative sample)

· Illogical reasoning

Three ontological perspectives:   The nature of reality.

· “Premodern” view:  all the qualities of objects we perceive have an independent existence.

· “Modern” view:  Objective facts are real, while values are subjective.

· “Postmodern” view:  all qualities are subjective; furthermore, they tend to be socially constructed.

The social science approach to knowing.

· “A scientific approach to the world must (1) make sense and (2) correspond to what we observe.”

· Babbie, page 12.

· In social science, 

· “making sense” is accomplished by formal use of language or symbols.

· “observation” is done with individual and aggregate data, but we have special skills with aggregate data 

· a “modern” approach to reality dictates a commitment to objectivity (this poses special problems for social inquiry).

Contingency Tables

· Contingency Tables are a common way to represent social science data.

· each dimension represents a variable

· each column or row represents an attribute (also called a category or scale)

· Examples of statements testable by contingency tables:  

· the uneducated are more prejudiced than the educated.

· the uneducated are more likely to buy baby food than the educated.

Some dialectical terms to read about

· Idiographic and nomothetic explanation (p 21 – 24)

· Inductive and deductive theory (p 24 – 26)

· Quantitative and qualitative data (p 26 – 28)

· Pure and applied research (p 28)

Returning to Orlando Patterson’s   Criticisms of Social Science

· “Americans tend to be highly skeptical of generalizations of social interaction, yet they are deeply interested in knowing what is distinctive about their patterns of behavior, beliefs, and values.”

· “(An understanding of the nature and meaning of social behavior) can only emerge from the interplay of the author’s own views with those of the people being studied.”

· “…their need to test hypotheses …forces them into an emphasis on … data suitable for ‘scientific’ analysis.”

· “Americans who want informed sociological essays turn to…writers of self-help books or hosts of television shows.”

Returning to The Baby Food Quandary

· …how can a baby food manufacturer know how much baby food to make?

· List information we might use that is drawn from agreement and experience.

· Define variables and attributes that might predict baby food purchases.

· Arrange them into contingency tables.

Possible Questions for the Midterm

· 1.)  Describe four potential problems with an informal epistemology of social science.

· 2.)  Explain how a formal, objective social science based on aggregate data could deal with at least two of the potential problems with an informal epistemology.

· 3.)  What special problems might arise in a formal, objective social science?

· 4.)  Distinguish between inductive and deductive theory, and explain how they interact.

· 5.)  You are trying to figure out how much baby food to make for next year.

· What are some sources of information based on experience or agreement ?

· Describe useful aggregate data you might collect in an objective way.

· Draw a possible contingency table for an objective analysis of baby food use.

Assignment for next lecture

· Choose one of the questions from the previous slide.

· Write a paragraph about it.

· You can choose to write an answer

· You can choose to discuss the question, whether you think it is an appropriate question for a midterm, or what you think of the issues raised by the question. 

