Sociology 202 (Martin)
Lecture Outline 3: September 8, 2005

· A Discussion of  Stanley Lieberson, 1992. “Einstein, Renoir, and Greeley: Evidence in Sociology” American Sociological Review 57(1):1-15

· Options for a social epistemology

· Formalistic

· Physical Science

· Humanities

· Probabilistic

For discussion

· Would the United States have been less safe if we had not attacked Iraq?  How do we know?

· (Try to identify theoretical and epistemological issues, rather than getting too hot about the political arguments.)

The basic problem

· It is easy to determine whether evidence is consistent with a theory.

· It is difficult to determine how conclusively the evidence supports a theory.

One possible approach for evaluating evidence: Formalism

· Formalism:  Form becomes the basis for evaluating the validity and utility of the content.  (Lieberson refers to this as the Formalistic Fallacy.)

· Some areas of dispute about form:

· scientific versus meaning-oriented

· theoretical versus empirical

· qualitative versus quantitative

· macro versus micro

The dispute between theory and empiricism

· Lieberson argues that theory and evidence must be part of the same process of research.

· Possible reasons for conflict:

· division of labor between theorists and empiricists

· differences in numbers and status between theorists and empiricists.

Another approach for evaluating evidence: The physical science model

· Elements of the physical science model

· precise measurement

· clear connections between theories and observation

· little or no need for random sampling

· Lieberson argues that none of these objectives can be fully reached in social inquiry.

Another approach for evaluating evidence: The humanities model

· Elements of the humanities model

· A complete assessment of evidence is impossible, so we rely on compelling examples.

· Arguments must be forceful and well written

· Arguments must be theoretically sound

· Policy and public effects are crucial indicators of the success of the research.

· Lieberson argues that by abandoning careful empirical analysis, social science loses its distinguishing characteristic.

Lieberson’s preference:  A probabilistic social epistemology

· Elements of the probabilistic model

· Recognize that social evidence is probabilistic.

· Define social theories in probabilistic rather than deterministic terms.

· Avoid arguments based on chains of necessary facts

· Deviations are not automatically grounds for rejecting theories

· Supporting evidence is not grounds for accepting a theory

Symbolic representation of a probabilistic epistemology

· Deterministic epistemology

· If we observe the following and only the following, we can conclude that X causes Y:

· -X & Y

· -X & -Y

· X & Y


· Probabilistic epistemology

· If we observe the following, we can build the case that X causes Y:

· P( Y | X ) > P( Y | -X )

Important tools of a probabilistic epistemology

· Repeated interactions between empirical evidence and theory (sometimes called “data mining”).

· If we do this, we must understand and account for the ways our familiarity with the evidence might bias our conclusions.

· Multiple data sets

· Reliance on “building blocks” of knowledge, in particular, on strong theoretical and empirical evidence.

· Building blocks give us insights into counterfactuals.  More on counterfactuals next time.

Summary Questions

· 1.)  Describe probabilistic, physical science, and humanistic epistemologies in one or two sentences each.

· 2.)  Compare humanistic and physical science epistemologies in terms of their ability to generate social knowledge and understanding, and in terms of their ability to produce meaningful policy and social change.

· 3.)  Explain (according to Lieberson) advantages of probabilistic epistemology over each of the alternatives.

· 4.)  Discuss how a probabilistic social researcher might investigate the following question: 

· Would the United States have been less safe if we had not attacked Iraq?  

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. 

