Sociology 202 (Martin)
Lecture Outline 6: September 20, 2005

· Finishing chapter 3:  Research ethics

· The politics of social research

· value-free sociology

· Who owns scientific knowledge?

More ethical issues in social research

· Value-Free Sociology:  The argument that Sociology, like other science, must be unencumbered by personal values if it is to make a special contribution to society.  (Weber, 1925)  

· Many researchers counterargue that social science and social action should not be separated.  (Burawoy, 2004)

· Is value-free Sociology really possible?

· Is there any point to social science that is not followed by social action?

Is value-free Sociology even possible?

· Argument from Objectivity:  If there is objective reality, scientific techniques should allow us to identify it.
· Argument from Intersubjectivity: scientists with different subjective views might still arrive at the same results when they employ the same techniques.

· However,  the choice of a research question is often the most important and socially subjective part of the process.

· Example:  genetics, race, and IQ

· Example:  genetics and homosexuality

· Example:  AIDS research on prostitute behavior or needle sharing.

Is value-free Sociology desirable?

· Combining social science with social action increases the chance that social information will move out of the “ivory tower”
· However,  part of what makes science effective is the perception that science and scientists are not overly activist in their research.

· Example:  research on phosphorous necrosis among match workers.

An important ethical issue not mentioned by Babbie:  Intellectual property

· Should scientific discoveries be the shared property of all humans?

· Yes:  based on scientific principles (Joseph Henry)

· Yes:  based on public funding of science.

· No: based on investments needed to disseminate information  (Pat Schroeder and scientific publishers)

· No:  based on economic and human benefits of science-industry partnerships (See UC Berkeley website: http://otl.berkeley.edu/kalilarticle.php  )

Advantages and disadvantages of 
university / industry collaborations

· Con:  Openness – industry has intellectual property rights to scientific discoveries.

· Con:  Objectivity – industry has strong financial interests in promoting good results and suppressing bad results.

· Con:  Independence – industry tells researchers what to study (if they want to get paid).

· Pro:  Huge financial benefits for university, undergrads, grad students, and professors.

· Pro:  Huge benefits to society as industry effectively turns scientific knowledge into public benefits.

Summary Questions

· 1.)  Define the idea of “value-free sociology”, and identify two possible objections to that idea.

· 2.)  How might someone critique research on genetics, race, and IQ within the framework of value-free sociology?

· 3.)  How might someone critique research on genetics, race, and IQ while rejecting the idea of value-free sociology?

· 4.)  Identify the competing arguments for whether scientific discoveries should be the shared property of all humans. 

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. 

